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Prologue


A long way from here, and a long time from now, there was a star named Noraza.


Noraza’s system had five planets. Four were small, gray, and rocky, and didn’t even have names, but the fifth was a huge lemon-yellow gas giant named Amberius.


Amberius had wavy gold stripes and long creamy swirls and strings of white storms that looked like pearls, at least from a distance.


Amberius also had two rings around it. The first ring was made of ancient dust and pieces of ice. The second, however, was made of new dust and pieces of space station.


Three years ago, the pieces floating around the second ring had been put together properly in one place, and that place had been a research station called Canary. Exobiologists had started Canary Station so that they could drop probes and drones into Amberius’s stormy yellow clouds to study the alien creatures that lived in them. Amberius had animals like blimps with tails, and plants like thousand-foot wads of crumpled green tissue paper, and even a few flying mile-long see-through eels, and none of them needed to touch the ground even once in their whole lives—which was good, because Amberius didn’t have anywhere they could land.


Amberius’s creatures were the only things you couldn’t find somewhere besides Noraza for much less trouble, but they weren’t the only reason scientists had come to Canary. Some had moved there because their work was too secret, dangerous, or strange to do anywhere that wasn’t quiet and lonely—and Noraza was a very quiet and very lonely star.


Even so, Canary Station had been a happy place, with sweeping white-and-yellow halls where children played, big bright exobiology wings where their parents studied blimps with tails, and a handful of high-security laboratories where a few very smart people studied things that made blimps with tails seem very ordinary.


Now, though, Canary Station didn’t look like a happy place.


It looked like a place where a lot of people had died—and it was.


It didn’t look like a place where you might still find anyone who, well, hadn’t.


But it was that, too.





















PART 1:


The Castaways of Canary Station






















Chapter 1


Jonesy Archer’s second-to-last day on Canary Station started off as a day of firsts.


For the first time ever, she was the first one on the Canary Station salvage team to get her spacesuit on and double-checked from bubble helmet to magnetized boots. So for the first time, she got to help Trace, her best friend, with his suit computer instead of the other way around. And then, for the first time, she got to wait with her helmet clipped to her belt and watch the other kids checking their readouts and snapping on their gloves instead of hurrying to catch up.


Jonesy had blue eyes, too many freckles to count, and curly red hair she wore tied back in a bushy ponytail, because otherwise it was just bushy. She was two and a half if you counted in local years, or eleven if you counted the legal way. She preferred being eleven, but she was the youngest kid on the salvage team either way.


Jonesy was also small for her age, which was why she got to be a salvager in the first place. She could squeeze through gaps too tight for the big kids. Canary Station had lots of those, so squeezing through them was her job.


Everybody in the crew had to have a job. Even little Davenport Jr. and the Gifford cousins, the only kids younger than Jonesy, had jobs. Rook said everybody’s job helped the crew somehow, so everybody’s job was important—whether that was tending strawberries and kale in the hydroponics patch like Khouri, rebuilding scrubbers and recyclers like Nikita and Terry, or wiping your own drawings off the hideout walls, like Davenport Jr.


Jonesy, though, thought salvaging was the best job of all. Nobody helped the crew more than the salvage team. She didn’t care that she came back exhausted most afternoons. Or that she’d almost died fourteen and a half times since Rook had found a proper spacesuit her size and recruited her.


Rook Lopez was the crew’s leader and the captain of the salvage team besides. This was partly because he was seventeen, which made him the oldest, and partly because he was smart, and fair, and almost always right. He wasn’t the tallest boy in the crew, but he was stronger than anybody, with short black hair and intensely dark, serious eyes. He was always the first out when the salvage team left and always the last to return.


Today, though, for the first time Jonesy had seen, Rook wasn’t there in the airlock with them getting ready—and when he arrived, he wasn’t suited up.


“Little change of plans,” he announced. “You’re heading out without me this morning.”


“Uh-oh, Jonesy,” said Hunter, with a nasty smile. He was a big, brown-haired boy, and the second-oldest salvager. “Who’ll rescue you today when you get your boot stuck and Stick Tracy can’t get it out?”


“You will,” Rook said sharply, over Trace’s indignant Hey! “And she’ll rescue you if you forget your tether today and go sailing away again. How about that?”


Hunter scowled and didn’t answer.


Rook glanced at Jonesy and smiled. “Don’t worry,” he went on. “I’ll still be on the comms like always. The bugs got the autocooker again after breakfast, so either I stay home and fix it or it’ll be emergency rations for dinner.”


Everybody groaned, including Jonesy. She tried not to complain when the other kids did, but emergency rations were like cardboard, only less tasty and harder to chew.


“Okay, assignments,” Rook said, slipping his hand terminal out of his pocket. He thumbed across a few menus and tapped the screen to pop out a glowing blue hologram that looked like an iceberg-shaped stack of broken glass but was really a map of Canary Station that he’d edited to hide the missing parts.


“I was planning to jet over here this morning to check for more rolls of barrier fabric,” he said, pointing to a small, faraway area two decks up, “so, Fred, that’s your first job. The maneuvering pack’s topped up and ready to go.”


Fred made Jonesy think of a nervous grasshopper—tall, fidgety, and so thin that he had to wear two extra layers so his spacesuit would fit. “G-got it,” he stammered, fishing out his terminal to snap a picture of Rook’s map. He was the only other kid Rook trusted with the maneuvering pack, which was funny because flying outside the station with it scared him to death.


“Hunter, Ryosuke, you’ll keep working on that generator in the number twelve maintenance bay. Think you can get it out today?”


“Sure, if Ryosuke will let me bring the cutting rig,” Hunter said.


“We need the mounting in one piece,” Ryosuke said crossly. Ryosuke was barely taller than Jonesy, with dark red hair, black eyes, and a permanent scowl from having to be salvage partners with Hunter. “Otherwise we’ll just need to make another. And by we, I mean me, because we still have no safe fabricator, and the last time you touched my mill—”


“Thanks, Ryosuke,” Rook interrupted, “and I agree. Hunter, I know we need it before our old backup dies, but no cutting rig. I’d rather get it tomorrow in good shape than tonight with the Hunter Special.”


Jonesy giggled. The Hunter Special meant warped, dented, and covered in scorch marks.


“And Eva’s with us today to check the quarters over past D Concourse. Right?”


“Yeah, where Mr. Stanford lived—the old math teacher,” Evangeline said. Eva was the oldest girl in the crew—tall, white-blond, and very pretty—and her main jobs were teaching school and running the hideout while Rook was away, but she went out with the salvagers sometimes when she needed something special. “I’ve only got a few more months of course materials for you and Ryosuke,” she explained, “so I’m hoping I can recover the libraries for his upper-level classes.”


“Even if he had backups, the bugs probably did us a favor and ate them,” Hunter said.


“Even if they did, it won’t get you out of anything for another four years,” Eva retorted. “So don’t sound so hopeful.”


“Maybe we’ll get rescued before you run out,” Jonesy suggested.


Eva smiled at her. “Maybe we will. Keep your fingers crossed for me, okay?”


“Both hands,” Jonesy said.


“Sounds good, Eva,” Rook said. “Meg, you go with her and help her out. Don’t take any chances getting over there. D Concourse is rough territory.”


Meg was Eva’s opposite—short, Black, and even more serious than Ryosuke—but she was as pretty with her Navy crewcut as Eva with her long white braid. Plus she could beat anybody but Rook at arm wrestling and never let Hunter forget it. “Will do,” she said, with a quick salute for Rook.


“Last but not least, Jonesy and Trace, you’re headed up here,” Rook said, pointing to an area just below the command deck at the top. “I found a loaded storage bay here with its hatch jammed partway open. Jonesy, if you can fit inside, I want you two to empty it out. If you can’t, radio me and I’ll give you something else to do.”


“Got it,” she said, nodding smartly.


“No problem,” Trace said, nodding, too. He was an athletic, cheerful boy with a ready smile; he was two years older than Jonesy and talked too much about sports sometimes, but they’d been fast friends from the start.


“What’s in there?” Jonesy asked Rook, hoping it was something important.


“I know it’s foodstuffs, but the bugs got the detailed manifest,” Rook said. “Could be autocooker inserts, could be a couple tons of noodles and spices for the old Mad Wok—”


“Or,” Hunter fake-whispered, “could be a couple tons of emergency rations—”


“Which’d be great,” Rook finished, “since we don’t have nearly enough laid up yet.”


Everybody groaned again, Jonesy as loud as anyone. Finding more emergency rations didn’t seem helpful at all.


“Hey!” Rook said. “Every job’s important and every bit helps. Khouri’s a long way from covering anything past very small salads with the hydroponic crop, so if I can’t fix the autocooker today, those rations are all we’ll have. They’re a lot better than starving.”


“Says you,” Hunter said.


“Exactly,” Rook replied. “Helmets on and arms up, everybody.”


Jonesy lifted her helmet over her head and snapped it into her suit’s neck ring with a quick quarter turn. Seals hissed. Fans whirred. The airlock’s odor of spray-sealant faded, replaced by the sweat-and-rubber-gloves smell of her suit’s air supply. Her helmet’s readouts flashed a few messages from her suit’s computer, then changed to say OK in green.


Everybody on the team had to maintain their own spacesuit, even Jonesy, and double-check the whole thing every time they put it on. And they never went out without Rook checking everybody again himself, just to be safe—even today, when he wasn’t going with them.


“Hey, Rook?” she yelled when he got to her.


“Yeah?” he asked, leaning close to her helmet’s bubble so they could hear each other.


“What if I fixed the autocooker instead? Then you could go out. I can clear out bugs!”


Rook shook his head. “If it was just the autocooker, I’d say yes. I really need to track down how they got in this time, though.”


Jonesy could have done that, too—she’d gotten lots of practice back at the beginning when the bugs were in everything—but clearing out bugs was Rook’s job (well, one of his jobs) when they weaseled into the hideout’s systems, so she didn’t argue.


“Hey,” Rook said. “It’ll be okay. Maybe it’ll be full of chocolate.”


He held out his fist and grinned. Jonesy bumped it with hers and grinned back.


Rook stood up and tapped his earpiece. “Testing,” he said, but now Jonesy heard his voice clearly through her helmet’s speakers, cutting through the ocean-surf-and-popcorn noise Amberius pumped out on their radio channels all by itself. “Sounds like Big Yellow’s feeling extra noisy today, so don’t take any chances you don’t have to. You might have a tough time calling for help. Everybody good?”


Jonesy gave him a gloved thumbs-up with the rest of the team.


“Stay safe, stay solid, and bring back some good loot,” Rook said, like he did every morning they went out, except this time he climbed back through the hatch into the hideout.
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The airlock started its cycle as soon as Rook sealed the hatch behind him, flashing the lights red and sucking out the air with grumbling vacuum pumps so that it wouldn’t be wasted when they opened the front doors. The pumps started out loud but got quieter as the air got thinner, like somebody was slowly turning down the volume.


Waiting for the airlock to cycle meant standing around in a spacesuit for ten minutes with nothing to do, and the wait always made Jonesy antsy. She listened to the older kids chat on the salvage team’s open radio channel until Ryosuke dropped to listen to the BHBC News and Fred switched out to ask Rook some questions. After that Hunter teased Eva about how her suit made her look like a burly asteroid miner until she and Meg left the channel, too.


“Hey, Joe,” Hunter said, turning to Jonesy, “about those rations—”


“My name’s Jonesy,” she interrupted. “And it won’t be rations, anyway.”


After that she followed Eva’s example and switched to a private channel with Trace. They spent the rest of the wait laughing about the last time they’d played Pilothouse, their favorite space-combat simulation, and ignoring Hunter, who’d switched to charades and was acting out himself eating Jonesy’s arm off when she brought back emergency rations.


The airlock took a long time to cycle partly because it was huge, for an airlock, but mainly because it wasn’t really an airlock. Or rather, it was an airlock now but hadn’t always been. Once it had been the reception for Canary Station’s main B Deck medical clinic.


Jonesy’s life was full of things like that. The black backpack she wore over her spacesuit had been an adult-sized military thigh pouch, once. Her cabin in the hideout had been a medical supply closet, once. Trace and the rest of the crew had just been other kids at the station, once.


It would have been easy for Jonesy to feel like she’d been a girl with a family, once, too. Most of the other kids felt like that, but she knew better. She was still a girl with a family. She knew they’d gotten away safe because Rook had recovered recordings that proved it. She knew they still thought of her, too. And that they were coming back for her as soon as they could.


In the meantime, she had a job to do.


The airlock’s red lights stopped flashing. All Jonesy could hear now was her own breathing, her suit’s fans whirring, and the faint mantra of hush-rush-pop-hush-click that Amberius never stopped whispering through her radio. She couldn’t hear the others’ footsteps or the rattle of their gear. The airlock’s big, welded-on pressure doors unlatched in silence and opened on the giant hole and tangle of blackened wreckage where the corridor to Canary Station’s main concourse had been.


Everybody kicked their heels to turn on their boot magnets and stepped up to the ragged edge of torn decking outside, past the painted line where the artificial gravity stopped. If you looked left or up, you could see clear out into space. If you looked right, you could see all the way to the lemon-yellow storms of Amberius. Jonesy had looked in all three directions on her first day with the salvage team and scared herself silly. Now, though, the view didn’t scare her a bit.


Well, maybe a bit. But she was used to being scared, and the view was pretty, so it was worth it.


“Ready?” Trace asked over the radio. The others had already kicked off, flying away into the station.


“One sec,” Jonesy replied.


She tapped the back of her left glove to pop out her suit computer’s holo display. The bugs had ruined both of Canary Station’s building-sized hypercast transmitters (and their gigantic generator array was long gone, anyway) or she and her friends could have called in a rescue three years ago, but they had plenty of hypercast receivers that worked fine. Those were tiny and ran on batteries, so she could still listen to music on her favorite hypercast stations, even if they were transmitting from halfway across this arm of the galaxy and the shows were a week old by the time she heard them.


Until Jonesy had joined the salvage team, though, she hadn’t been allowed to listen properly to her favorite music, because her favorite music was boomstep.


She’d only played her boomstep properly in the hideout once. Three songs in, Hunter had burst into her cabin and ripped her sound system off the wall. Rook and Eva, who’d both mistaken 2Zeus’s Superdestroyer no. 9 for a pirate attack, had helped him throw it out the airlock. The Gifford cousins had cried for hours, and Davenport Jr. had suffered nightmares for a week straight. Jonesy had never been in more trouble in her life.


In space, though, nobody else could hear how loud you played your boomstep, so she found her favorite station and spun the volume to 100.


“LIVE FROM SISYPHUS FOUR,” the station’s DJ roared inside her helmet, “PROGBOOM, BOOMSTEP, BOOMCORE, AND MORE—”


Sometimes, when Hunter was extra mean, Jonesy wanted to sneak into the workshop some night and set his suit’s receiver to a boomstep station and then mess with its software so he couldn’t turn it off, or down, or change stations. She knew how.


“—ALL THE SOUND TO POUND YOUR SKULL OUT OF ROUND—”


So far she hadn’t, though. Some tricks were too mean even for Hunter.


“—AND IF YOU THINK YOU CAN HANDLE IT, YOUR SYSTEM AIN’T BIG ENOUGH! IT’S THE TOP OF THE HOUR, SO GET BRACED WHILE WE THROW OUT A BIG BOOMING SHOUT TO OUR SPONSORS . . . ”


Jonesy had a headache before the music even started. That was how you knew you were playing it properly. Her big sister, Cass, who’d taught her all kinds of things when she was little (including why boomstep was the best music), had said so, and Cass was always right. Even if that was annoying sometimes.


She gave Trace a thumbs-up, and together they kicked off into space.
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Apart from the big hole right outside the airlock, the areas near the hideout were some of the safest places left. Most of the lights still worked. Some of the sweeping, yellow-and-white corridors looked almost the same as before, except for all the trash and specks of metal and screws and things floating around because the gravity was off now.


When Jonesy went floating through those places, she liked to imagine them full of people again, all staring as she flew by. Sometimes, on the rare mornings when she and Trace weren’t in a hurry, she even walked for a corridor or two, drowning the clunk-clunk-clunk of her mag-boots with her boomstep and pretending her home was still in one piece.


The truth, Jonesy knew, was that the station was in about a billion pieces—but as long as the emergency beacon was still pinging away on the command deck, she also knew it didn’t matter. When a ship finally came back to look, they’d know she and her friends were in this piece. And she just had to help make sure they were all still here when it happened.


Jonesy and Trace set out from the airlock together, zigzagging down the main corridor in long, careful jumps. With a storage bay to find, and everything in it to ferry back if she could squeeze inside, Jonesy knew today wasn’t a day for walking or playing pretend, at least if they wanted to finish before dinner. She waited until the rest of the team was out of sight, then gave Trace their secret hand-signal—race you!


Trace swiped his hand no and tapped his helmet—Rook said no chances today!


Jonesy muted her music. “Just to the top of the concourse?” she wheedled over Amberius’s interference.


Trace glanced back toward the hideout, then flashed her a smile. “Loser babysits the sanitation cycles for our suits tonight?”


“Deal. And it’s your turn to count.”


She cranked her boomstep again and unclipped her suit’s magnetic grapple as Trace stuck out three fingers and counted down. At Zero! they pitched their grapples up the corridor, clicked off their mag-boots, and yanked on their wires, launching themselves away from the hideout.


Rook didn’t like them racing. He said it was too risky. He’d taught Jonesy to zigzag down corridors the safe way, jumping from handhold to handhold and looking carefully between jumps for sharp debris that could tear her suit.


Trace, though, had taught her how to use the mag-grapples they all carried to sling herself down corridors like a missile. The grapples were meant for anchoring yourself so that you could use both hands without floating away, or for rescuing yourself if you missed a jump. With practice and good timing, though, you could also use them to zoom around without ever touching a handhold, even around corners.


Jonesy wasn’t as fast as Trace, yet, and she’d definitely messed up her suit a few times racing him. She’d covered the repair patches with animated stickers of her favorite characters from Hollowdog Core and Misha’s Pirates, though, and she hardly ever had accidents anymore.


Besides, racing Trace in zero-G with her boomstep turned to 100 was really fun. As usual, he kept ahead most of the way as they corkscrewed and swooped toward the center of the station, but she caught up around the last few corners, and they were neck and neck when they reached the main concourse and changed direction, slinging themselves upward.


The main concourse had been the prettiest part of Canary Station, with floating sculptures and a big fountain and tall leafy plants and most of Jonesy’s favorite restaurants. She couldn’t count how many times she’d gone there for Crispin’s turtle sundaes with Cass or the Mad Wok’s pad thai with her mom and dad. It had always been busy, always loud with voices and music.


Always, that was, until the morning three years ago when the gray ship came.


Jonesy and Trace threaded the twisted beams and wreckage crisscrossing the tall, open space, flying past balcony after ruined balcony like a pair of the Cowboy-4 fighters that had defended Canary once upon a time. At the last second, they both grappled the topmost railing and swung over to land neatly on their mag-boots at the mouth of another corridor.


It was too close to say who’d won, but they called the race there without starting a tiebreaker leg. They’d run out of racing territory, anyway—this deck was a debris-choked maze of wrecked offices and service compartments—so they switched on their helmets’ hi-beams and zigzagged the Rook-approved way from there on. They found the storage bay a half hour later, right where Rook had said to look, with its door stuck mostly closed.


Trace turned to Jonesy, and she saw his lips move. She turned off her boomstep.


“Looks tight,” Trace said again over the radio.


“I think I’ll fit,” Jonesy replied. She slipped off her black backpack and left it drifting in the corridor while she tried to squeeze through the gap. Trace was right, though, and no matter how she tried, she couldn’t get her helmet inside.


“I’ll see what Rook wants us to do instead,” Trace said.


Jonesy looked longingly at all the boxes floating just out of reach inside the storage bay. “The door driver might just be broken. Maybe I can fix it.”


“Wouldn’t Rook have fixed it if it wasn’t trashed?”


“He might have been in a hurry,” Jonesy said hopefully. “Besides, I’ve got a new trick I think might work this time. It’ll only take me a minute to try.”


“Yeah, all right,” Trace said. “But just a minute, okay? Rook doesn’t like us wasting suit-time on stuff we can’t get.”


Jonesy rummaged in her backpack, which held her tools and two hand terminals: her yellow-with-stickers Pegasus and her dad’s white Ailon. She pulled out hers and linked up with the little computer in charge of the door.


Connecting your terminal to most things outside the hideout was a dumb idea, even now, because of the bugs. Rook thought they were probably military assault viruses, but nobody could be sure. You couldn’t look at them. They just took over whatever you were trying to look at them with, along with everything on the same network. Then you were in for a really bad day, because they were a huge pain to get out.


Whatever the bugs were, though, flooding the station network with them had been the gray ship’s first and nastiest move. They’d killed the station AI in seconds and made everything else go berserk or break. They’d made sure nobody on Canary could fight back.


The trouble was that, unlike the gray ship, the bugs never left. They’d quieted down since the attack three years ago, but they were still there, waiting. You could even hear them sometimes on the salvage team’s safe, analog radio links, whispering to one another in sinister bursts of not-quite-static.


Connecting to the door computers was usually safe, though, at least with a terminal as tricked out as Jonesy’s yellow Pegasus was now, thanks to Rook and Ryosuke. The bugs could only squeeze down so small, so they usually broke doors instead of living in them, and that was just what they’d done to this one. Once it would have meant game over, but last week she’d finally figured out a tricky way to access doors without working drivers.


She explained what she was doing to Trace as she worked, as usual, and as usual, Trace nodded along as if register scraping and Charbonov ping-bumping meant anything to him. That was okay, though. She nodded along the same way about pressure flanking and narwhal kicks and all the hundreds of players and coaches and franchises that came up when he talked wootball, too. Neither of them minded. It was just that kind of friendship.


Rebuilding the door driver took her five minutes instead of one, but Trace pretended not to notice, and when she finished and told the door to open, it did. Mostly, anyway, before the bugs broke it again with a soft, crackly hiss over the radio.


“Nice one,” Trace said. They bumped fists and floated into the storage bay.


Jonesy was smiling until she grabbed a storage crate and spun it around to read the label. “Oh, no,” she moaned.


Trace laughed. “Emergency rations!”


“Do we have to bring them back?” Jonesy whined. “Everybody will hate us!”


“They won’t hate us. They’ll thank us if Rook can’t fix the autocooker.”


“They will not!”


“Yeah, I know. But we still need to bring them back.”


Jonesy sighed in frustration and kicked off the crate of horrible emergency rations, sending it flying to the rear of the bay while she drifted back out through the door.


She knew Trace was right. She knew she shouldn’t be frustrated, because at least she was out here, as much a salvager as Trace or Hunter or Rook, and not stuck in the hideout where she was just the fourth-youngest kid in the crew. Until a few months ago, she’d been stuck helping Eva with the little kids during school—mainly Davenport Jr., who was basically still a toddler even though he was six. Eva had always thanked her for helping, and DJ was as sweet as six-year-olds came, but even a bad day on the salvage team made Jonesy feel more helpful than all Eva’s thank-yous put together.


Most of the time, anyway. Finding emergency rations when it could have been anything made it a pretty special bad day.


Behind her, Trace was trying to raise the hideout on the radio. “Jonesy got it open, and it’s rations,” he said. “If somebody could toss the yellow cargo sled in the airlock for us, that’d save us some time. Rook or anybody, acknowledge if you copy.”


Amberius hushed, rushed, and crackled as Trace waited for a response.


Jonesy let herself drift across the corridor, where a cracked window offered a good view of Amberius’s slow-churning march of yellow-gold clouds and string-of-pearl storms. She still liked to stop and watch them sometimes. She liked how pretty and peaceful they looked—and she liked how weird that was, since she also knew every little swirl and vortex was actually a titanic clash of hurricane-force alien chemistry.


“How—out—ind—someth—else?” came Hunter’s voice at last, barely cutting the noise.


Jonesy rolled her eyes and decided not to feel bad about the emergency rations. Rook would say thank-you even if nobody else did, and she’d get a big, sticky DJ-hug tonight no matter what. And if Hunter didn’t like them, he could try sucking on the raw autocooker inserts instead.


She still hoped Rook fixed the autocooker, though.


She was about to leave the window and start helping Trace when she saw something that made her forget Hunter, the rations, and the whole planet of Amberius, too.


“Trace! Trace! A ship! There’s a ship coming!”


Trace rushed to her side, and she pointed it out for him—just a dark speck gliding across Amberius’s vast yellow face, but it was visible without a scope, and in space terms that was practically close enough to touch. They freaked out laughing, high-fived so hard they both went flying away, then grappled back to the window to watch the ship fly in.


Except it didn’t.


Jonesy gave it half a minute to alter course before giving up and switching her suit radio to the emergency band. “Canary Station to any listener,” she cried into Amberius’s static. “We’re in distress—please acknowledge—please—”


Trace tapped urgently on her helmet until she switched back. “No way the suit radios will reach them if we can’t even raise the hideout,” he told her. “We need to get back into range and call Rook.”


“What if they’re gone by then?” Jonesy protested. “Oh! Wait, wait—we’re right by the command deck! We can hail them ourselves!”


“The command deck’s locked!”


“Not if we have this,” Jonesy said, pulling her dad’s Ailon terminal from her backpack.


Her dad’s terminal looked useless at first glance. It was locked, and although the screen showed a messaging client under the password box, it was open to a queue that never got messages. Jonesy carried it anyway, though, except when Rook asked to borrow it, because it still worked as a security badge for a few locked doors around the station.


“We should still call Rook,” Trace insisted. “You know that’s what we’re supposed to do if we see a ship!”


“Rook would just tell us to go to the command deck!” Jonesy pitched her mag-grapple up the corridor and yanked herself after it without waiting. “Would you rather bring back rations or our ticket out of here?”


Trace laughed and followed her. “Well, when you put it like that.”



















Chapter 2


Jonesy smacked her dad’s terminal against the high-security reader at the entrance to the command deck. The reader flashed green. The doors unsealed and started opening.


She’d never been this high in the station before, but she’d heard a lot about it. The command deck had been the most important place on Canary, once, where the commander and her officers had run everything. Its computers and equipment were special—beyond military-grade, Rook said—because they were so important, so it was one of the only places the bugs hadn’t totally ruined.


The first time Rook had borrowed her dad’s terminal, he’d used it to come up here with Ryosuke. They’d fixed the big passive scanner display and a local-range communications console so that they could see and talk to any rescue ship that visited Noraza. They’d also activated the emergency beacon, so even if someone was just dropping through Noraza on their way to somewhere else, they’d know somebody was still here, and they’d come.


Except the ship Jonesy had seen out the window hadn’t come.


Something was wrong.


She pulled herself through the doors as soon as she could fit and kicked off toward the open part of the command deck. The big, blue scanner hologram filled the whole middle like Rook had described to her, and the wraparound windows made Amberius look close enough to touch. She couldn’t see the ship out the windows now, so she swung down to the deck to check the holo display.


She whistled a note of relief. The ship wasn’t gone. It was going—tracing a dotted arc right past the marker labeled AKSCNY (CANARY STATION)—but that was okay. Rook said the command deck’s comms could reach a ship anywhere in the system.


“Okay, it’s still here,” she said. “We just need to get on the communicator Rook fixed—”


“Jonesy?” Trace interrupted. “It’s just—was that somewhere else?”


Jonesy looked back. Trace was floating near the doors like a new kid wondering if he’d walked into the wrong class, his helmet bubble gleaming with holo-blue and Amberius-yellow reflections as he looked around.


“No, he said it was on the command deck.”


“Did he ever tell you where?”


Jonesy frowned and bounced to the ceiling for a better view. From there, she could see that the rest of the command deck didn’t look like Rook had said. Nothing besides the big blue holo was turned on, or even looked like it could be turned on. Everything else was missing at least an access panel or two, if not more obvious parts.


And she noticed holes where socket covers were missing all around the floor—holes she recognized, because they were the same all over Canary. They had power breakers inside. She’d helped Rook salvage some, once, but he’d warned her never to do it without him. Something always got unplugged when you took one, and he didn’t want anybody unplugging anything important outside the hideout by accident. Like the command deck, he’d said.


Except these were all empty.


“What’s going on?” Trace asked. He sounded scared. “Why would somebody take all the breakers from the command deck? You don’t think it was Jeff, do you?”


“Oh, no, I bet it was,” Jonesy blurted, before she actually thought about it. “Except—no, I never let him borrow my dad’s terminal. I never let anybody borrow it except—”


Jonesy had to stop. She couldn’t quite say it. Even thinking it made her queasy.


“This is a dumb thing to talk about right now,” she said loudly instead.


Trace was quick to agree. “Yeah, for sure—so what’s the plan?”


“We need to find a breaker for the comms. I saw a few breaker panels on the way up—how long do you think we have?”


Trace pointed at the big blue holo. “Two minutes and thirty-six seconds?”


Jonesy followed his finger and gasped. A timer had appeared beside the ship’s marker. It said ETR//JUMP//02:35. A new dotted line had appeared ahead of the ship, too, labeled CURR MIN JUMP THRESH (EST).


The ship was almost there.


The ship’s marker blinked red. Its label got longer. Now it said: ETR//JUMP//02:29 // JDRIVE WARMUP SIG DETECTED.


“Hurry!” she shouted. “There might be spares put away someplace—let’s look, quick!”


They grappled to opposite sides and started hunting. Jonesy yanked drawer after drawer from the consoles on her side, scattering emergency manuals and headsets and freeze-dried crumbs in a widening cloud of drifting trash, but she ran out of consoles without finding a single breaker—or anything else worth salvaging, for that matter. She looked back at the big holo.


ETR//JUMP//01:15 // JDRIVE WARMUP SIG DETECTED, said the ship’s label.


“Trace—?”


“Nope,” Trace panted. “You?”


“No, me neither.” Jonesy looked around desperately for any consoles she might have missed, and her eye fell on a red-striped panel marked EMERGENCY BEACON ACCESS. “The emergency beacon!” she cried. “That’s got its own battery—maybe it’s just switched off!”


“Check it, quick!” Trace yelled.


Jonesy jumped over to the panel and pulled it open. The beacon inside looked like a big, orange, hard-shell suitcase, and she wasn’t surprised to see its power cable had been cut and the MANUAL ACTIVATION lever was set to OFF.


“Easy fix,” she said, and flipped the lever to ON.


Nothing happened, which made perfect sense when she opened the BATTERY ACCESS panel to find a torn tamper strip across an empty socket.


“No, no—Trace, there’s no battery!” She felt all around the beacon, but nothing else was inside. “Please,” she wailed. “Please just work!” She pounded the beacon with both fists, but all that did was send her floating back out into the big blue holo.


ETR//JUMP//00:42 // JDRIVE WARMUP SIG DETECTED.


The holo went all watery for a second. A tear flicked loose from Jonesy’s eyelashes and stuck to the inside of her helmet bubble where she couldn’t wipe it off.


ETR//JUMP//00:39 // JDRIVE WARMUP SIG DETECTED.


Jonesy sobbed as she looked around at the dead consoles and blank screens.


More tears flicked loose and swirled around until they stuck to either her face or the bubble. The first time she’d really hurt herself racing Trace, she’d cried until her whole helmet fogged up and blinded her. Since then, all she had to do if she didn’t want to cry was remember that awful, fumbling nightmare. It only worked if she was hurt, though, and that wasn’t her problem now.


She just couldn’t get rid of the one horrible thought that if there’d been some power here for two or three minutes, they would have been saved.


And that because there wasn’t, they wouldn’t.


The ship’s marker blinked red a second time. It was nearly to the line, and the label had changed again.


ETR//JUMP//00:31 // JDRIVE FINAL ARM DETECTED.


Jonesy felt something strange inside her when the label changed.


It felt like something important was on the verge of happening. Something that wanted to happen.


And she suddenly had a clear picture in her mind of a huge set of gates, like on a castle in a kid’s story, locked up tight. The gates stood in darkness, but they were so old-fashioned that a hairline of light showed all around their edges: bright, vivid light in every color, as if a vast hall of wall-to-wall screens was just inside with a million movies playing at once.


Jonesy’s hands went prickly. She looked down to see her gloves glimmering with strange, neon-magenta light. Almost like they were coated in weird glowing dust. She wasn’t sure if she’d touched a leaking battery or chemical container when she’d searched the drawers, but whatever it was from, she didn’t want it on her suit. She tried smacking her gloves together to get it off.


She had no idea what happened next.


It looked like a neon-magenta flashbomb exploded between her hands, but it felt like the biggest static shock in the world and hurt even more.


She howled in surprise and pain, waving her hands out of agonized reflex. She also started spinning and tumbling in a way that made no sense, but the flash had dazzled her eyes, so she couldn’t see why, at first.


And she was too distracted by the gates in that dark place inside, because they’d come open. Open just a crack, but that crack was pouring out light like she’d never imagined.


Then her helmet readouts lit up like Christmas, her suit alarms started shrieking, and she realized she was spinning because her gloves had holes in the palms and all her air was blasting out of them.


Trace burst through the big blue holo and tackled her. She could barely hear him yelling to HOLD ON over her suit alarms. He pulled a black plastic puck from one of his suit’s pockets, ripped off a tab, and stuck it to her left hand. Now that she looked again, the light around her gloves was gone. She wondered if she’d imagined it.


Because if she’d imagined it, maybe she was also imagining that screens were turning on all around the command deck.


Then a holo projector immersed them both in a glowing red damage report, and Trace looked up in surprise, so she knew it was really happening. But when she looked down at the holes in the floor, no breakers had magically appeared in them.


Trace stopped staring at the lights and swiped a quick gesture across the puck device he’d stuck to her hand. A red timer appeared, counting down from four minutes, and a shimmering bubble popped out around her palm—a patch field, she realized. The bubble was like an energy balloon to keep her air in, and the timer was telling her and Trace how fast it was gobbling up the puck’s batteries. She carried two in her emergency kit like the rest of the salvagers, but she’d never seen one in action because they were only for the absolute worst emergencies.


Like right now.


Jonesy was glad Rook had made a big deal out of safety training when he’d recruited her. He’d taught her that if she tore her suit, step one was Don’t Panic, step two was to pop a patch field, and step three was to glue on a real patch before that timer ran out. She desperately wanted to shove her other hand into the patch field to stop both leaks, but she couldn’t without blocking Trace, so she just clenched her fist hard and focused on step one—deep breaths, keep thinking. Trace, thankfully, was covering step three like a training video in fast-forward. She still had a quarter of her air left when he patched her left palm and stopped the leaking by swapping the patch field to her other glove.


She checked the big blue holo. The ship’s marker was still there.


ETR//JUMP//00:12 // JDRIVE FINAL ARM DETECTED.


Jonesy twisted to check the emergency beacon. A small screen on the front said BOOTING in orange letters.


She started looking back and forth.


ETR//JUMP//00:10 // JDRIVE FINAL ARM DETECTED.


BOOTING.


ETR//JUMP//00:08 // JDRIVE FINAL ARM DETECTED.


BOOTING.


ETR//JUMP//00:06 // JDRIVE FINAL ARM DETECTED.


BOOT SEQ COMPLETE.


ETR//JUMP//00:04 // JUMP DETECTED.


The ship’s marker double-blinked red and disappeared.


Jonesy gasped. The beacon still showed BOOT SEQ COMPLETE. Then it changed to BEACON ACTIVE in green.


“No,” she screamed. “Come back! Come—ow! OW! Trace, help!”


“It’s okay!” Trace yelled back. “I got you! Did I miss a hole? Tell me where, quick!”


Jonesy tried to tell him it was the gates—they were still cracked, still pouring out beautiful, impossible light in a torrent that felt more overwhelming by the second—but a scream came out instead. The red damage-report holo fragmented into a glitchy mess and faded out. A command screen flashed white and went dead, and then another and another. Jonesy had no idea what was happening or why it hurt so much. She only knew it was getting worse, and that she couldn’t stop screaming.


Thankfully, just when she thought she was going to explode, the lights snapped out and she went to sleep.



















Chapter 3


When Jonesy woke up, she was lying on a cot in the hideout’s infirmary, looking up at an IV bag. She was still wearing her suit’s onesie smart-liner, but the rest of it was gone.


She held up her hands and turned them palms-up. She’d expected horrible black craters, but they were just a little red and felt tingly. She did have a nasty headache and long, faint bruises down both forearms, but that was it.


“Hey,” Trace said.


She sat up. Trace was sitting on another cot, playing a holo string-puzzle game on his terminal. “What time is it?” she asked.


“Almost dinner.” Trace spun his finger in a figure eight that unlocked the last string in his puzzle, then turned off the game. “How are you feeling?”


Jonesy rubbed her forehead. “Okay, I guess. Did I sleep all day?”


“Yeah. We, um, couldn’t wake you up this morning. Eva couldn’t find anything wrong, though, except your blood sugar was crazy low. She said you could take off the IV when you woke up. Do you remember anything?”


Jonesy carefully peeled the IV’s infusion patch from her arm so she could get off her cot and join Trace on his. “I remember we were on the command deck. There was a ship, but—I got holes in my gloves. And—the screens turned on, I think? And the beacon and stuff? Was—was that real?”


Trace nodded. “And you were screaming,” he said. “Like, a lot.”


“Oh, yeah.” Jonesy banged the cot’s pad in sudden frustration. “Ugh, we were so close! And I messed up my suit again. Rook’s going to be so mad at me.” She looked around, not seeing her suit. Suddenly her mouth went dry. “Where is it? Eva didn’t cut me out, did she?”


“No, no, it’s fine,” Trace said. “Rook’s got it now. He asked if you tore your gloves on the beacon, but I didn’t see. What did you do, anyway? How’d you get the power up with no breakers?”


“I don’t even know. I never went near the sockets. At least, I don’t think I did.” Jonesy closed her eyes hard, wishing what she remembered made any sense. “Did you see any lights?” she asked, looking at her hands again. “Bright, neon lights? Not when the screens fried—before that?”


Trace gave her a funny look, then shook his head. “I wish we hadn’t gone up there. When you passed out and everything turned off again, I—I thought I’d messed up. I thought—”


He swallowed loudly and stopped talking.


“I’m sorry,” Jonesy said. “I didn’t do it on purpose.” Saying she’d done anything sounded strange, but it didn’t sound quite wrong, either. “Thanks for patching me.”


“No problem,” Trace said, with an embarrassed smile. He went quiet again and looked toward the infirmary’s door.


Jonesy looked, too. The door’s screen said it was locked from outside. “Are we in trouble?” she asked. “We are, aren’t we? Everybody’s got to be so mad at us!”


“I don’t think everybody knows, yet.”


“But there was a ship! That’s the biggest news ever! Didn’t you tell anybody?”


“I tried,” Trace said. “Nobody but Hunter and Ryosuke caught the signal when I called for help. Hunter met me partway down, and I tried telling him about the ship and the command deck being all messed up, but he was all like SHUT UP AND GET EVA, STUPID, and he grabbed you off me and towed you back by himself while I bounced over to D Concourse.”


“Hunter towed me back?” Jonesy asked, stunned. “On purpose?”


“Yeah, and he’ll probably never let us forget it. So I got Eva, and I tried telling her and Rook when we got here, but they just kept saying not yet, we had to worry about you first. Except as soon as Eva made sure you were okay, they asked me to keep an eye on you til you woke up and locked us in. It was kind of weird.”


“No, that’s really weird. We blew a chance to get rescued, and they didn’t care?”


“Hey,” Trace said. “It wasn’t our fault it was all unplugged. At least we tried, right?”


“Yeah,” Jonesy agreed sadly.


But then she remembered all those holes where breakers hadn’t been, and suddenly she didn’t feel sad. She felt angry. Really angry.


Then the door opened, and Rook was there.
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After three years of surviving together, Jonesy sometimes forgot there’d been a time when she and her friends had been anything else, but most of them hadn’t really known each other before the gray ship came. Terry and Nikita had been friends before, and the Gifford cousins were related, and everybody had known Trace’s name because he’d played junior wootball for the D-Deck Dragons, but otherwise they’d all just been kids who went to the same school, little more to one another than familiar faces.


All but one, anyway, because one of them had transferred to Canary Station with his parents only the night before it happened. Jonesy remembered every detail of the morning they’d met so well, she could watch it in her head like she was there again. She wished she could forget, but she’d have to stop dreaming about it so much first.


She’d been running back from her family’s suite with one of her dad’s terminals that morning. He’d realized he needed it and had asked her to bring it down to the lab before school. She’d loved visiting her parents’ lab, even if she was only allowed in the visitor section where their security guard stood watch with all the floating security drones that twitched if you yelled BOO. Her dad didn’t like her yelling anything at them, but she usually did anyway.


Back then she’d thought security drones were funny.


Besides visiting the lab, she’d had nothing but a normal Wednesday to look forward to. Double math, Band instead of Gym, swimming at the E Deck park with her friends after school. She’d had her Comet Squad lunchbox in her backpack, her clarinet case over her shoulder, and her geometry homework saved to her terminal.


She’d been halfway to the lab when she’d passed one of the big outside windows and seen the ship.


It was a big, dark-gray ship, angular and menacing like a combat knife. First, she’d thought it must be a Navy ship, except it had no markings or running lights blinking. Then she’d wondered if it was a pirate ship, except it was almost right outside, and pirates had never come within a hundred thousand miles of Canary without the alarms going off.


But then the alarms had gone off, and that had been the end of her normal Wednesday.


That had been the end of normal everything.


They’d had pirate drills all the time, so Jonesy had known exactly what to do. She ran for the shelters in the middle of the station with everybody else and ended up toward the back of a big group of kids with some teachers from her school and other grown-ups she didn’t know.


Everything was going like the drills until the station went crazy.


The lights started flickering. The lock screens on all the lockers and doors started flashing orange error numbers. The Canary Station AI, Thor, yelled something about his core being breached and babbled a bunch of codes, and the alarms fell silent just as Jonesy’s nicest teacher, Mrs. Hanna, said something that would have gotten Jonesy’s mouth scrubbed with soap.


“It’s okay, everyone,” Mrs. Hanna had shouted after that. “Just remember—”


But Jonesy never found out what Mrs. Hanna wanted her to remember, because an emergency pressure door slammed down right across the corridor with almost everybody on Mrs. Hanna’s side, except for Jonesy and eighteen other kids.


The emergency pressure doors were only supposed to close when part of the station was leaking air. That was scary, because they didn’t know if they were on the leaking side or the safe side. Then they’d seen Davenport Jr.—just three years old at the time—sprawled facedown by the door with blood on his head. So that was scarier.


Then Jonesy noticed the door was still open a crack. She knew a cracked emergency pressure door didn’t have a safe side, so she’d thought that was the scariest thing yet—at least until the gunfire, explosions, and screaming started on the other side. Technically that meant she was on the safer side, but she started screaming anyway, and everyone else had screamed right along with her.


Everyone except the brawny, dark-eyed teen who’d scooped up Davenport Jr. He yelled for everyone to follow him because he had a plan, then tucked Davenport Jr.’s head snug against his shoulder and ran off. And maybe it was something in his voice, or how calm he’d looked, but Jonesy and everybody else had followed him without arguing, or asking what his plan was, or even knowing who he was.


None of them had known it then, but that had been the start of the Canary Station crew. Because the unfamiliar, dark-eyed boy had been Rook.


He’d led them away and down, away and down, grabbing everybody orange shrink-packed survival suits from emergency stations but never stopping otherwise. The station’s corridors felt like a nightmarish dance party with no way out. Lights strobed, doors crashed and gnashed like robotic jaws, and screens blasted jumbled-up videos at deafening volumes. Security drones zoomed around like haywire cannonballs, firing their tasers at random and crashing into stuff—including Jonesy, at one point, and the next thing she knew, Meg was carrying her, and her clarinet case was gone.


Rook led them all the way down to a cargo bay at the bottom of the station, where he used his terminal to take over one of the huge shipping containers called SPSCs. Jonesy didn’t know what SPSC stood for, but she knew it meant they had their own thrusters so they could fly from the supply freighters into the cargo bays by themselves. Rook had everybody strip the bay’s emergency stations and load everything into the SPSC, and as soon as they’d finished, he had them all get aboard, too, and sealed the hatch.


And then they’d waited a long time in the dark.


Loud things happened outside a few times, but they all sounded far away. Then something very loud happened very close by, and apart from a couple of bangs when other containers jostled theirs on the way out, it was dead silent outside after that.


Jonesy didn’t know how long they waited, but it was long enough for almost everybody to wear themselves out crying. Davenport Jr. stayed unconscious, though, and eventually Eva got worried he might die if they waited any longer, so Rook used his terminal to fly the SPSC back. With the other older kids’ help, he found the chunk of station with the clinic in it, rigged an emergency airlock and an umbilical, and sealed up the first few rooms of the place they’d turned (after an exhausting blur of cold, hard, round-the-clock work) into their hideout. And even if not all of him had lived, exactly, Davenport Jr. hadn’t died. None of them had.


All because Rook Lopez had been on their side of a pressure door.


He’d never stopped saving their lives since then, either. He did all the most dangerous jobs himself. He never slept in, or went to bed on time, or took days off. He never said anything mean, and he never complained. Not even about emergency rations.


And he’d told Jonesy something once that she still thought about when she couldn’t sleep. He’d said every day, no matter how hard or sad or scary, was still one day closer to the day they got rescued, and he wouldn’t let any of them miss it.


She’d never doubted those words. Not for a second. Not even a little.


Not until now.
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“Hey, Jonesy,” Rook said, smiling as he stepped into the infirmary. “How you feeling?”


“Um,” Jonesy said. “Okay, I think? Are we in trouble?”


“No. I’m just glad you got back in one piece.”


“But you know there was a ship, right? The first ship since—everything?”


Rook’s smile got a little smaller. The door slid shut behind him, and he tapped the screen to lock it. “Yeah,” he said. “Trace told me.”


Jonesy swallowed, then let it all out in a rush: “You said you fixed it so we’d be rescued! I let you use my dad’s terminal! But—but—”


“But I unplugged it all,” Rook finished for her. “Yeah, I did. You’re right.”


Jonesy blinked hard so she wouldn’t start crying. “But why?”


Rook didn’t answer right away. Instead, he wheeled another cot over and sat down with her and Trace. “Did you see an ID on the scanner sweep?”


They both shook their heads.


Rook let out a sigh. “Okay. So—I’d have had to tell you this sometime with you being on the salvage team, but the truth is, we’ve had ships passing through here twice a month for a while. Just not rescue ships. No ID means they’re not running a transponder, and the good guys don’t do that. Not on rescue missions, anyway.”


Trace shared a bewildered look with Jonesy. “But—who, then? Pirates?”


“You got it,” Rook said. “They’ve been stashing supplies in the debris here.”


Jonesy didn’t want to believe it. “Are you sure they’re pirates?” she asked. “Why didn’t they ever come take our stuff, then?”


“Because they’re scared of the bugs. Listen, Jonesy, I didn’t lie to you about fixing the command deck, way back when. We really did give it a shot. Ryo and Hunter and I took turns up there for weeks—and I almost did the same thing you tried to do today, because it was my turn when the next ship showed. But it wasn’t running a transponder, and it was coming to visit anyway, so I decided to wait.”


“And it was pirates?” Trace asked.


“Yeah. Pretty obvious once I got a closer look at their ship—it was one of those old Spencer 205 C-lifters, but they’d stripped off the cargo bays and welded on a bunch of extra engines and external combat packages.”


“Gross,” muttered Jonesy, who disapproved of weird ship-modifying on principle. “But they didn’t come in?”


“Oh, they totally came in. They sent out two cargo sleds full of guys with demolition mechs and a huge salvage drone, and they flew right over and started ripping the doors on the number six maintenance bay. Until the bugs got into the drone, anyway, and it went for their ship. They had to blow it up with a missile. They left pretty fast after that.”


“I’ll bet they did,” Trace said. “Awesome.”


“And they were so scared they dropped an encrypted signal buoy on their way out. A warning for their buddies, I think, since none of the others have ever come that close. Funny, right? The bugs messed up everything, but they kept us safe from the pirates, too.


“Anyway, it made me realize something hard. If we flagged down a ship, it wouldn’t be the cavalry who came calling. And sure, maybe we’d get okay pirates who’d swap us a ride for some good salvage, but maybe we’d get heinous nasties like Acheron Syndicate who’d just shoot us and take what they wanted. That’s the kind of gamble I wouldn’t take unless we were already dying in here, so I took out the breakers and killed the beacon. Just in case the bugs ever got up there, or if something happened like today and somebody saw a ship and didn’t know. Which is why you two aren’t in trouble.”


Trace looked relieved. “Because we didn’t know.”


“Yeah.” Jonesy smiled a little. Things made sense again.


Well, apart from whatever had happened to her on the command deck. She almost asked Rook if he’d heard of suit gloves glowing, except she didn’t think it had been her gloves at all.


“Now,” Rook said, “I need to ask something big from you two. It’s—sort of a grown-up thing, but you’re on the salvage team for a reason. I think you can handle it.”


“What is it?” Jonesy asked eagerly.


“We’re up for anything,” Trace added, and Jonesy nodded.


“Good,” Rook said. “Because I need you to keep this a secret.”
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