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ONE

I WOKE UP ON A spaceship.

I’d crawled into bed, my hair still damp from the rain, and shut my eyes, expecting to wake up in the same place I fell asleep. As one tends to do. But, no. When I opened my eyes, I was most definitely not in my room any longer. Nor was I in my apartment in Seattle or even still on Earth.

I didn’t actually wake up on the spaceship. Rather, I woke up outside it, wearing a spacesuit. Drifting in the vacuum where there’s no oxygen or gravity, and basically everything wants to kill you.

You might be thinking that I knew I was in space because I saw stars. It’s a good guess, but wrong. The first thing I saw was a note on the heads-up display inside my helmet.

You are wearing a Beekman-Hauser X-300 Vacuum-Rated Spacesuit.

You are in space, floating outside a ship called Qriosity.

There is no reason to panic.

My name is Noa North, and I am not ashamed to admit that I panicked.

“Help!” I screamed so loudly that my voice cracked. Not that it mattered—there was nowhere for the sound to go. It’s a common misconception that sound doesn’t travel in space. It does; it just doesn’t travel well. That didn’t stop me from screaming, though. And flailing my arms and legs as if doing either was going to help. Cut me some slack. It was my first time in space.

Also, hopefully my last.

Warning! Your heart rate is exceeding the maximum recommended beats per minute. Please attempt thirty seconds of relaxed breathing.

“Are you kidding me?”

Your health and well-being are no laughing matter. This alert has been a courtesy of Vedette Biometrics, a subsidiary of Gleeson Foods.

“I’m sorry, what?”

The notification disappeared, replaced by a series of readouts that were no doubt intended to be helpful but which meant nothing to me. I wasn’t totally useless. I could build any piece of furniture from IKEA without committing murder in the process, I played a mean game of Mario Kart, and I could whip up a salted caramel buttercream that would blow your mind, but I had no business being in a spacesuit.

And, yet, there I was.

I did manage to locate the suit’s oxygen levels in the mess of information overload. I supposedly had seventy-four minutes remaining. I hoped that was enough time to get somewhere safe, though I wasn’t sure what “safe” even meant anymore.

“This is fine. I’m not going to die. I am not going to die.” My helmet was transparent on three sides and let me get a good look at my suit, which was pea-soup green with eggplant accents. “I am not going to die in this outfit.”

Being in space seemed unlikely. People didn’t just wake up in space. But I had two choices: one, accept that this was real and that I wasn’t dreaming or on drugs or in hell being punished for the time in sixth grade that I tied tampons I’d stolen from Mrs. Russo’s desk to Luke Smith’s shoes; or two, do nothing, wait to run out of oxygen, and pray that I hadn’t made a horrible mistake.

I was tempted to do nothing, don’t think I wasn’t. It was the path of least resistance, which my mom and all of my teachers from first grade on would agree was my favorite. But I wanted to live, which meant I needed to stop freaking out and start trying to save myself.

I patted the suit down and discovered a tether attached to my belt around the back. The ship my hud had named “Qriosity” was immediately in front of me within reach, so I fumbled about, using the hull to slowly turn myself around.

That’s when the harsh, unrelenting reality of my situation hit me. I wasn’t looking at the stars, I was surrounded by them. Space was empty and filled with shards of light. It was terrifying and brilliant, and I was just a minuscule part of creation. I choked on the beauty of it, and I was strangled by fear.

Immediately, my brain short-circuited. It couldn’t process that I was floating when it thought I should obviously be falling. Wave after wave of nausea flowed through me, threatening to overwhelm my senses.

“Don’t puke in the suit. Don’t puke in the suit. Don’t puke, don’t puke, don’t puke.” I squeezed my eyes shut even though that was the worst thing I could do, but I didn’t care. All I knew for certain was that vomiting inside the suit was probably an awful idea that I should avoid at any cost.

I quietly repeated Mrs. Blum’s macaron recipe until the sick, dizzy sensation subsided enough that I could open my eyes. Nothing had changed. The stars were still there; I was still outside the ship. It was time to remedy that. I grabbed hold of the tether and pulled myself along it hand over hand.

Despite the stars, most of the useful light was coming from lamps on my suit, and those did little more than create a weak bubble of illumination that extended about a meter around me. I could see the hull of the ship as I passed it, but I couldn’t see the entire ship. I didn’t even know what the other end of the tether was connected to.

“This is ridiculous. Who the hell wakes up in space?” I’d heard of waking up in Vegas, and once, the year my mom sent me to summer camp, Danny Forge woke up in the middle of Stonecana Reservoir in a canoe, but no one ever woke up in space. Except that I had. My brain kept trying to point out that it was impossible that I’d gone to bed in Seattle and woken up in space, but I couldn’t deny what I was seeing with my own eyes.

“This is how people lose their minds, isn’t it?” I said aloud. Talking helped keep my stomach calm. “You have to consider the possibility that you’re actually sitting on the forty-four bus in your jammies, mumbling to yourself, and that a bunch of strangers are filming you so they can post it online for the likes.”

That scenario seemed more likely than me being in space, but I had to assume that this was real until I had proof that it wasn’t, or I’d spend all my time questioning everything.

Ahead of me, pale orange lights bloomed around an open hatch that I prayed was an airlock. The tether was connected to the hull on the side of the opening. I pulled as quickly as I could in the suit. It wasn’t as bulky as movies had led me to believe it should be, but it was still awkward to move in.

Gentle blue lights filled the airlock as I floated inside. The moment my boots touched the floor, a notification appeared on my hud. Lithos Inc. Mag Boots have engaged. I shifted from leg to leg, grateful to no longer feel that I was going to spin off into the dark nothing. I detached my tether and watched as it was slurped up by a mechanism outside and disappeared.

The airlock was about the size of a small elevator, but I’d take its cramped confines over the endless expanse of space any day. I just needed to figure out how to shut the door and fill the room with oxygen so that I could get out of the suit, which was growing more claustrophobic by the second. I spied a palm-size touchscreen built into the wall that looked promising. I tapped it with my finger to wake it.

Cycle airlock?

I had never wanted anything more in my life. I was going to get out of the suit and breathe air that didn’t smell and taste faintly of tin and sweat. I was going to get on my hands and knees and kiss the floor. I didn’t know if there was gravity in the ship, but if there was, I was going to jump up just so that I could fall back down. Sure, zero-G sounds fun in theory, but the reality sucked and I wanted off the ride.

I reached out to tap the button that would affirm my deeply held desire to cycle the airlock when a voice spoke to me in a soothing Southern accent. “Uh, hello? Is anyone out there?”

I turned my head, trying to pinpoint the voice’s source.

“Anyway, my name’s DJ. I don’t know how I got on this ship—at least, I think it’s a ship—but I’m pretty sure it’s going to blow up.”





[image: ]


TWO

IT WASN’T ENOUGH THAT I’D woken up on a ship. I’d woken up on a ship that was going to explode.

“Hello?” I said. “Can you hear me? Where are you?”

“I can hear you!”

This time when DJ’s voice came through, I realized it was inside my helmet. Because, of course it was. Where else would it have been coming from? Any embarrassment I felt over not realizing it sooner was overwhelmed by the visceral sense of relief that flooded through me. I didn’t know who DJ was, nor did I care. I wasn’t alone anymore.

“What the hell is going on? Where am I? Did you do this to me? I swear to God when I find you, I’m going to make you wish—”

“I didn’t do this.” DJ’s voice cut through my rage. “I’m somewhere called Reactor Control. That’s what’s stenciled on the door, anyway. There’s a huge chamber with a bunch of pipes running out of it that I think might be the reactor, but I’m just guessing here. I was kind of hoping you knew what was going on.” He sounded a bit winded.

“Oh.” I felt like a jerk for losing my temper, especially since DJ and I seemed to be in the same screwed-up situation. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m clueless. I mean, I’m smart, except when it comes to math. I’m awful at math, but I’m decent at everything else. Anyway, you said something about blowing up, and I’d really like to not do that, so how do we keep it from happening?”

DJ was quiet for a moment, and I worried that he’d decided to abandon me. I found myself desperate to hear his deep, soothing voice again. There was something familiar about it. The tenor and tone wrapped around me like a hug, and I was incredibly grateful that DJ hadn’t actually bailed. “The note on the computer says there are a couple things we need to do to keep Qriosity from exploding.” He paused. “Qriosity’s the ship, I guess.”

“Yep,” I said. “Got it. We’re on a spaceship. What do we have to do to prevent the ship from blowing up?” I wanted out of the vacuum suit so badly that I was willing to do just about anything to make it happen.

“Uh, so the instructions say we have to patch a leak in coolant conduit F-dash-519 and then shut down the reactor.”

“Sure, sounds easy.”

DJ hesitated before saying, “I know my way around computers some. Mostly taking them apart and putting them back together, and I know a handful of programming languages too. I also spent a summer rebuilding the engine of a ’62 Mustang, but I don’t know how useful that’ll be in this situation.”

A buzz like an electric current began pulsing through my brain.

Warning! Your heart rate is exceeding the maximum recommended beats per minute. Please attempt thirty seconds of relaxed breathing.

I had to get out of the suit or I was going to die. The idea began small but swelled in size until it had shoved my other thoughts aside. I couldn’t think about anything other than getting out of the damned suit. I reached for my helmet, my clumsy fingers searching for the latch that would release me from this smelly, canned-air prison.

“Hey? You still there?” DJ’s voice squeezed in. It was a gentle tap on the shoulder that pushed through the nonsense and noise and stalled my hand.

I stopped, suddenly aware that I had nearly removed my helmet in an unpressurized airlock. If it hadn’t been for DJ, I would have done it and died.

“I’m here,” I said.

“You okay?”

A manic, frantic laugh escaped my lips. “Of course I’m not okay! I’m supposed to be at home in my bed, but I’m in space. I’m in space, DJ! Nothing about this is okay!”

“There are worse places to wake up.”

“I doubt it.”

“Stuck in a slimy cocoon spun by an evil alien that tortured you with bad jokes until it was time to eat you?” DJ said. “Snuggled up in the guts of a tauntaun? In the hallway at school, late for first period, wearing nothing but your socks?”

“Fine!” I said. “You win. There are worse places to wake up.” I shook my head and smiled in spite of myself. “You’ve put way too much thought into this.” Talking to DJ like we were friends hanging out helped me regain some sense of calm. He had a comfortable ease about him. Talking to him made me feel like it was possible we were going to survive this. Whatever this was.

“You got a name?” DJ asked.

“Noa.”

“Cool,” he said. “Hey, so, I know this is a lot to ask, but there’s a countdown in here saying we’ve got about seventeen minutes before the reactor overloads—”

I shut my eyes, ignoring the rest of what DJ said, and breathed until I was completely calm. Okay, fine. Mostly calm. The low-level panic and feeling of impending doom were going to stick around no matter how many breaths I took.

“We can do this,” I said, mostly to myself. “Where’s conduit F-519?”

At the same time as DJ said, “I don’t know,” a path to the conduit appeared as an overlay on my hud. And, of course, it led back out the airlock.

“That figures,” I muttered.

“What?”

“The conduit is outside the ship.”

DJ fell quiet again, and I wished he’d stop doing that. I wanted him to fill every second of silence while I was stuck in the suit. He could have recited the periodic table of elements or read Moby Dick aloud and I wouldn’t have complained. Much. All right, I would have complained, but I wouldn’t have made him stop.

“I bet Qriosity’s got spacesuits,” DJ said. “If I can find one, I can get out there and fix the leak, but that means you’re going to have to come to the reactor room and—”

“I’m already in a suit,” I said. “I woke up outside the ship. I’m in an airlock right now. I was about to come inside when you called. I haven’t even pressurized it yet.”

“Good,” DJ said. “That’s good. You can fix the conduit and I can stay here and take care of the reactor.”

“Lucky me.” I didn’t know anything about shutting down reactors, but I was jealous of DJ because at least he got to be in the ship. I would have traded places with him in a second, but apparently, time was one thing we lacked.

“You think you can handle it?” DJ was asking.

“No?” I said. “I don’t know. This is my first spaceship. I don’t even know what fixing a coolant conduit entails. But I’m out here and you’re in there, so I guess I’m going to have to try.”

I felt like if I concentrated hard enough, I could picture DJ’s face, which was ludicrous, of course. Just wishful thinking in the dark.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” DJ said. “But we’ve got about fifteen minutes before Qriosity blows up, so if you want to keep living, I’m going to need you to do a heck of a lot more than try.”

The touch panel asking if I wanted to cycle the airlock was still taunting me. All I had to do was press it. I even considered doing it and saying it was an accident. Except, then I would’ve been responsible for destroying the ship and killing DJ, and I really hated having to apologize.

“Right,” I said. “I can definitely maybe do this.”

“That’s the spirit!”

“And if I can’t, then we both die in a fiery explosion and it won’t matter anyway.”
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THREE

I DIDN’T WANT TO DIE, even though I might have said I did.

Look, I was dealing with some stuff, okay? I was walking home in the rain with a milkshake in one hand and a bag of Dick’s burgers in the other, and some oblivious ass in an SUV, who was too busy texting to be bothered with paying attention to the road, rolled through the crosswalk and nearly hit me. Yes, I lost my temper. Yes, I threw my milkshake at him as he shrugged and drove off. Yes, I yelled, “Why don’t you just kill me next time?!” at the sky and started to cry, while strangers on the other side of 45th pretended not to stare. It’s not like I actually meant it.

After that, I gave the burgers to the homeless guy who was always hanging around the bus stop, went home, and crawled into bed. But, honestly, I hadn’t been serious about wanting to die, and I hoped that whoever was out there making those decisions understood that I’d just been having a really bad day.

Not that this day was turning out much better. Though, I supposed if I managed to make it back into the ship without suffocating, I’d count it as a win.

I trudged along Qriosity’s hull, following the path on my hud, taking careful, measured steps like I was crossing a tightrope over a pit of vipers. It was eerie not hearing anything outside of my own breathing inside the suit. I could feel the impact of my boots attaching to the metal hull, and my brain expected to hear the sound of each step and didn’t know what to do when it didn’t. It left me feeling unsettled and anxious.

Adding to my disquietude was that I couldn’t see much of the ship beyond the globe of light radiating from my suit. The path on my hud disappeared into the darkness, and it could have led me right over the edge and I wouldn’t have known until it was too late.

“How’s it going with the reactor?” I asked when the silence began to get to me. It had probably only been thirty seconds since I’d last heard DJ’s voice, but it felt like forever.

“I’m not real sure yet.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

DJ’s sigh carried through the speakers inside the helmet, bringing his weariness along with it. “I don’t know this computer, so I’m going through everything hoping I find something that says ‘shut down reactor.’ ”

“Sounds fun. Trade you?”

“Does it make me weird if I would?” he asked.

“A little,” I said. “I don’t know why you would want to be out here, though. Every step might be the one that sends me hurtling off the hull into space, where I’d slowly suffocate and die in the icy embrace of the frigid void.”

DJ hesitated a moment before saying, “I’d still do it. I always wanted to be an astronaut when I got older.”

“How old are you?”

“Sixteen,” he said.

I stumbled. I threw my arms out to steady myself, but that was pointless in a zero-G environment. Thankfully, my mag boots held their grip. It still took me a second to regain my balance.

“Noa?”

“You’re sixteen?”

“Yeah, but—”

“So am I.” I should have been moving, following the path to the coolant conduit, but finding out DJ was my age had shaken me. “Don’t you think that’s messed up? Who the hell kidnaps a couple of sixteen-year-olds and sticks them on a spaceship?” My voice rose an octave and cracked.

“Everything about this is unusual,” DJ said. “I don’t think us being sixteen is more or less weird than the rest of it.”

Maybe DJ was right, but that didn’t stop my brain from spinning. “Why us?” I asked. “And why here? What do they want from us, and how come I can’t remember how I got into this damned suit?”

DJ’s voice was like a soothing hand between my shoulders. “Whoa there, Noa. Slow down.” His words cut through the anger and fear. “I want answers too, but we’ll never get any if we blow up.”

It was terrifying logic, but it made sense. I needed to move. I focused on putting one foot in front of the other, marching toward my destination. “Hey, DJ?” I asked. “Where are you from?”

“Small town in Florida called Calypso. You’ve probably never heard of it.”

I hadn’t. “Is everything people say about Floridians true? Do you ride alligators to rob banks and whatever?”

“Heck yeah,” DJ said, though he sounded a little distracted. “You’re not a true Floridian until you’ve committed at least one stupid crime from the back of a gator.”

Anyone who could crack jokes while the specter of death hung over them was okay by me. “So what do you really do?” The path on my hud finally reached an endpoint a couple of meters ahead. “Wait, don’t tell me. You’re a surfer. You’ve got a perfect tan, a sunburned nose, and blond hair because you spend as much time as possible catching waves in the ocean.”

Up close, this section of the hull looked similar to everything else I’d passed. I saw nothing to distinguish it from the rest. But my hud had me kneel in front of an access panel and then offered up a helpful set of instructions. Step one: Open the panel.

“You got the blond hair right,” DJ said, “but I’m about as white as Wonder Bread, and I definitely don’t surf.”

“How do you live in Florida but you don’t surf? Isn’t that against the law?”

“Don’t know how to swim.” DJ sounded a bit sheepish. I kept trying to picture what he looked like, but he remained a pale, blond blob in my mind.

I opened the panel and immediately spotted the problem. “Damn.”

“What?” DJ asked.

“You should see this pipe,” I said. “The thing’s as big around as my thigh, and thick, too, but it’s got a raggedy hole in one side. Looks like it was burned with acid or something.”

“Can you fix it?”

My hud had outlined a pouch attached to my belt, and the instructions told me that the next step was to smooth the surface of the conduit before applying the sealant patch. In the pouch, I found a sponge-shaped object with a side that was rough like sandpaper. “Yeah,” I said. “I think I can.”

“You sound like you believe it.”

“I guess I do.” I started grinding down the rough edges around the hole in the conduit. I didn’t know anything about DJ, other than that he didn’t know how to swim, but I was grateful that he was on the other end of the line to talk to. I tried to picture Becca in the reactor room, and no. She would’ve demanded to speak to the manager and then probably set the place on fire. And Billy?

Nope. Billy was the last person I wanted to think about.

“What about you?” DJ asked. “Where’re you from?”

“Seattle.”

“Guess that means we weren’t abducted from the same city.”

“We weren’t even on the same side of the country,” I muttered. “Wait. When you say ‘abducted,’ do you mean by aliens?”

I heard the pause in DJ’s breathing, and I wasn’t sure whether he was considering his answer or was busy with whatever he was doing to keep us from exploding. After a couple of seconds, he said, “Why not aliens?”

I hadn’t thought about it much until he asked, but the more I did, the more the idea seemed unlikely. “Does this feel like an alien ship to you?” I asked. “Granted, I’ve only seen the inside of this suit and the airlock, but all the text on my hud is in English.”

“You’re probably right,” he said. “Besides, there are lots of other things that could’ve abducted us.”

“Such as?”

“Sentient computer programs run amok?”

I snorted. “You watch way too much TV.”

“My dad says the same thing all the time,” he said. “Doesn’t mean it can’t be true.”

DJ had me there, and I didn’t know what else to say. There was an ease talking to him that I rarely found with others. I was frequently awkward and shy around strangers, but DJ drew words from me, seemingly, without even trying. I suspected it was because we weren’t actually in the same room together. He was little more than a voice in my helmet.

Once I’d finished smoothing the conduit, the instructions told me to use one of the mesh patches in my pouch to seal the hole. The patch was made of thin, flexible metal strands woven together as tightly as silk. I peeled the backing off to expose the adhesive and pressed it carefully against the surface of the pipe.

“Question for you,” DJ asked. “I’ve located the controls for shutting down the reactor, but doing so requires turning off a bunch of other systems, and I’m not real certain what any of them do.”

“Okay?” I was finishing the last step, which involved smearing a thick, pasty goo around the edges of the patch.

“I think I can work out what ‘oxygen reclamation’ does and that I shouldn’t mess with it, but I’ve got no idea what ‘stasis regulation’ or ‘photonic interface’ might be for. Any guesses?”

I shook my head, forgetting DJ couldn’t see me. “I can bake a cake no problem, but I can barely update my phone without breaking it. I don’t think this is the kind of situation where you want me taking guesses.”

“You bake cakes?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I bake lots of things, but I don’t think that’s what’s important at the moment.”

“I know. It’s just that I love eating cakes.”

It was weird to be laughing when my life was in danger, but it also felt good to bleed off some of the pressure that had been building inside my skull. And hearing DJ’s lighthearted laugh on the other end of the comms made me feel, just for a moment, like I was safe and nothing could harm me.

“If we survive, and there’s a kitchen on this ship, I’ll bake you as many cakes as you want.”

“Deal,” DJ said. His laughter faded into silence and then the silence turned uncomfortable. “So what do you think? Should I turn off these systems even though I don’t know what they do?” I began to repeat what I’d said before, but DJ cut me off. “We’re in the same boat, Noa.”

“Technically, it’s a ship,” I said. “And I’m not actually in it.”

“You know what I mean.” DJ sounded tense. He wasn’t joking anymore. “I don’t know what these systems do either, and I’ll make the decision if I have to, but I don’t want to be responsible for killing us if I can help it.”

I understood where DJ was coming from. It was a lot of pressure. I still didn’t think I was the best person to advise him, but I was the best DJ had, and I couldn’t let him down. “Is there any other way to kill the reactor?”

“Not as far as I can tell.”

“We’ll definitely die if you don’t shut those systems off, and we’ll only possibly die if you do. The choice seems pretty clear to me.”

DJ let out a relieved sigh. “Okay. Good. That’s what I was thinking too.”

“You got this, DJ,” I said. “And I’ll try not to be too pissed off if you accidentally kill us both.”

DJ’s rich, deep laugh filled the emptiness. It was bigger than the ship and brighter than the stars. “Thanks for that. I guess.”

“You’re welcome.” I closed the panel and stood. “Now hurry up. I’ve finished patching the conduit and I’m coming in. I can’t wait to get out of this stupid suit.”

“All right,” DJ said. “Say goodbye to water filtration.”

“Bye, water filtration!” I reached around my back to grab the tether, but it wasn’t there. I froze, seized by panic. The tether wasn’t there because I’d taken it off at the airlock and hadn’t reattached it. The tether wasn’t there because I was a moron. My heart fluttered. It stopped. “Damn it.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” I said. This was fine. I was going to be fine. I had my mag boots, and there was no point worrying DJ about something he couldn’t fix. I’d walked from the airlock to the conduit without the tether; I could make the return trip, no problem.

“You’ve gotta stop doing that,” DJ said. “Unless you’re trying to give me a heart attack.”

“Sorry.” One slow, careful step at a time, I made my way back to the airlock. The halo of lights surrounding the entrance grew brighter as I neared it, and this time I wasn’t going to let anything prevent me from cycling through and shedding my suit.

Even thinking about the suit made me anxious. I needed to talk to keep from panicking. “What do you do for fun, DJ?” I asked. “Obviously nothing water related.”

DJ didn’t answer. I hoped he was only preoccupied with shutting down the reactor, and I didn’t want to bug him and cause him to make a mistake, but I was also kind of on the verge of freaking out.

“DJ?”

“Sorry,” he said. “I don’t do much, I guess. Just normal teenage stuff.”

“Normal teenage stuff? That sounds like the kind of answer a fifty-year-old dude who’s never been a normal teenager would give.”

I had only been playing, but DJ sounded annoyed. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“Just making conversation. Do you play any sports?”

“I like running,” he said.

“Because of all the cake you like to eat?”

The silence before DJ answered was loud. “No. I just like to run.” More quiet. Thankfully, I was nearly at the airlock. Just a few more meters. Ten, max.

“I’m a jerk,” I said. “I make jokes when I’m nervous. I also talk a lot and I can’t stand silence. My mom says it’s because I was born premature and spent the first month of my life in an incubator.” Five meters. “I had heart problems too. My mom teases me that I was born with a broken heart.”

The heavy exhale of DJ’s sigh rushed through the speakers in my helmet, and even that sound was a relief. “Sorry. I’m concentrating on not messing this up.”

“What’s the verdict? Are we going to live?” Four meters.

“I can shut down the reactor as soon as you’re in the airlock.”

Three meters. “I’m nearly there. Don’t wait on me.”

DJ paused. “You sure?”

“Positive,” I said. “Kill it.”

Two meters.

One meter. There was the end of the tether right where I’d left it.

“Here goes,” DJ said.

A shudder rolled through Qriosity, and I immediately wondered if I’d made the right call telling DJ to shut down the reactor before I was inside.

“DJ? Maybe—”

The lights around the airlock flashed red. The inner airlock door irised open, releasing the air that was trapped in the antechamber as a fist that tore through the opening and smashed into me at the speed of sound. I felt a moment of resistance as my boots gripped the hull, but the attractive force wasn’t strong enough to save me.

I pinwheeled my arms. I reached for the tether, a handle, anything I could grab onto, but it was already too late.

I could only watch as I flew backward, away from the airlock. Away from the ship and from DJ.

“We did it!” DJ yelled through the comms. “Qriosity’s not going to blow up!”

Warning! Your heart rate is exceeding the maximum recommended beats per minute. Please attempt thirty seconds of relaxed breathing.

“Noa? Are you there? Noa?”

When I was finally able to speak without fear of puking, I said, “We have another minor problem.”
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FOUR

SPACE SUCKS.

Space is scary. It’s filled with stars that expand and explode and sometimes collapse into solar system–devouring black holes; there are meteors capable of destroying planets and, potentially, aliens that movies had convinced me were violent and had a taste for human meat. I know that every Earth-bound kid dreams of going into space and sailing among the stars, about boarding a rocketship to a planet no human has ever walked on, but I had never been one of them. Human beings had no business going into space. I was proof of that.

I’d been in space less than an hour and I was already dead. My frozen corpse was going to drift through the void between stars forever, and no one but DJ, who probably wouldn’t outlive me by long, would know what had happened to me.

So I’ll say it again: space sucks.

“How much oxygen have you got left, Noa?” DJ was doing his best to sound like this really was nothing more than a minor problem, but I could hear the alarm in his voice in the wobble of his words.

“Forty-three minutes,” I said. “You know? From out here, Qriosity looks like a bus with wings and a hump on top.” I couldn’t see any detail on the ship, but I could see it outlined by the stars. “It figures that my first spaceship is a flying dump truck.” A sour laugh bubbled out of me.

“Stop talking like that.” DJ’s voice was a whipcrack. “I’m not letting you die out there, so you can just put that out of your mind.”

“Sure. Whatever.” I appreciated DJ’s attempt to reassure me, but my situation was hopeless and I saw no use in pretending otherwise. The only way DJ could save me was if he learned to pilot the ship he just shut down and came to fetch me, which I didn’t see much chance of happening unless DJ was a spaceship savant.

“Keep talking to me, all right?” DJ said. “What’s the last thing you remember before waking up out there?”

The irony of my talking to keep DJ calm was not lost on me, but it’s not like I had anything better to do. “I was in bed, trying to sleep. It’d been a bad day.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Well, there was the car that nearly hit me, and I threw my milkshake, which was stupid, and it was raining. But I guess it really started with Billy.”

“Billy?”

“My ex,” I said. “I wouldn’t have even gone to Dick’s for the milkshake and burgers if I hadn’t run into Billy at Target. I should’ve gone to the one at Northgate, but all I needed was face wash and I didn’t want to have to take the bus. It was my fault, really.”

DJ said something, but I wasn’t listening. I was thinking about seeing Billy standing in front of the notebooks, examining each one like it was the most important decision he would ever make—and for him, it probably felt like it was. How I froze when I saw him, and the moment before he saw me, when I could have taken off but didn’t. The hurt that morphed into anger in Billy’s eyes when he finally looked up and realized it was me standing at the end of the aisle.

“Noa?”

I tried to shake Billy out of my head. “Have you ever been in love, DJ?”

“Once.”

“Sorry.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Because love is a lie. It’s not some deep and meaningful connection between two people built over stolen moments and awkward glances and hot chocolates. It’s not a holy expression of the profound understanding you have for another person or a sign from the universe that you’ve found the one human being in the world that you’re fated to spend the rest of your life with.

“Love is chemical warfare. It’s your body responding to their pheromones by juicing you with feel-good hormones and then spraying your own cocktail of pheromones into the air. It’s serotonin and dopamine and oxytocin. You can get the same high from eating a bag of chocolates, did you know that?”

DJ cleared his throat. “Uh, I didn’t.”

“Well, you can,” I said. “And the longer you spend with someone, the more addicted to them you become. Your body craves the chemicals their body churns out.” I laughed bitterly. “Love turns us into junkies.”

I suppose if I didn’t have a one-way ticket to a long, drawn-out death in outer space, I might have been embarrassed by my rant, but I had run out of energy to care what DJ or anyone else thought of me.

“That Billy guy really hurt you, huh?”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I snapped, even though I was the one who’d dumped my trash out there for DJ to pick through.

“Sorry.” And he sounded like he really, truly meant it, which made everything worse.

“It’s fine,” I said. “I just… let’s talk about something else. What about you? What’s the last thing you remember?”

There was a three-second delay before DJ answered, and I worried in that short time that he’d shut off the comms so he didn’t have to stay with me until I died. I was scared of dying, sure, but I was terrified of dying alone.

“I was in the shower,” he said. “I think.”

“You were kidnapped from the shower?”

“I think.” He definitely sounded distracted. A small part of me wanted to believe that DJ was going to find a way to rescue me, but I couldn’t afford to let hope in. Hope was even more dangerous than space. “I’d gotten home from running, and I was sweaty and covered in gnats.”

“Gross.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You learn pretty quick not to breathe through your mouth.”

I didn’t want to think about all the bugs DJ had swallowed to reach that realization, and quickly changed the subject. “Who’s missing you at home? Parents? Friends? Siblings?”

“I don’t think—”

“Look, these are probably the last minutes of my life. I know you didn’t ask to spend them with me, and I sure as hell didn’t think I’d be spending them with you, but this is where we are, so can you please just humor me?”

The weird thing was that while I would have liked for my mom or Becca to have been on the other end of the comms, I wasn’t upset that it was DJ instead. I barely knew anything about him—I didn’t even know what he looked like—but, so far, he was the only thing about space I didn’t hate.

“It’s just me, my dad, and my older brothers,” DJ said. “My mom died when I was born.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thanks, but it’s tough for me to miss someone I never met, you know?”

“Kind of,” I said. “It’s just me and my mom at home. My dad took off when I was three. Drugs, though my mom said he had some mental problems and that I shouldn’t hold it against him.”

“Couldn’t he have gotten help?”

I shrugged even though DJ couldn’t see it over the comms. “There was a homeless guy I used to see everywhere in my neighborhood. He was always sitting at one of the bus stops I had to pass on my way to and from school. For a while when I was in sixth grade, I got it into my head that he was my dad, which was silly, seeing as we didn’t look anything alike. It was just… it made me feel better to think he was there, even if he wasn’t.”

I didn’t give a lot of brain space to my dad. Most of the time he was little more than a ghost who haunted me and my mom around the holidays. There was a small part of me that thought I’d find him one day. I never expected us to have some big reunion where he apologized for leaving, but I thought, at least, I might get the chance to know him.

Now I never would.

“Hey, DJ?”

“Yeah, Noa?”

“Do me a favor,” I said. “Figure out who did this to us, find them, and kill them for me.”

“Can’t do it,” DJ said. “I’m a pacifist.”

I balled my hands into fists. “You’re a pacifist? Like, you won’t even fight to defend yourself?”

“To defend myself, yeah, but I’m not just going to walk up to a person and murder them, no matter how much I think they deserve it.”

This was a ridiculous conversation, and it was even more ludicrous that it was pissing me off. “I’m dying here, DJ. Are you seriously going to deny me my dying wish? Can’t you at least lie to me?”

“I could,” DJ said, “but what would be the point? You’re not going to die.”

I was sure that I’d misheard DJ. That he’d said something entirely different from what my brain thought he had. “Say that again.”

DJ’s laugh was as bright as a supernova. “You’re not dying today, Noa. Now hold on tight. I’m bringing you in.”

Before I could process what was happening, the back of my suit began to vibrate. Soon, my entire body was shaking, and I seemed to be slowing down. I didn’t know how far I’d traveled, but Qriosity was little more than a tiny dark blob in the starfield.

“What the hell is going on?” I asked, equal parts terrified and exhilarated.

I came to a complete stop, and the vibration in my back ceased for a moment before starting up again, only this time it was pushing me forward. I felt a gentle nudge against the inside of my suit as I sped toward Qriosity. “How… ? DJ? Did you… ?” I was having difficulty forming words and organizing them into coherent sentences.

“When I was digging through the computer’s operating system, I remembered seeing controls for the spacesuits. Turns out those controls allowed me to remotely activate your thrusters. Once I figured that out, all I had to do was program in a firing pattern that would stop your flight away from Qriosity and put you on a trajectory back to the ship. Nothing to it.” DJ really did make it sound simple. Like my life had never actually been in danger.

I barked out a laugh. “Oh yeah, sounds super easy.”

“I’m good with math,” he said. “Math and computers.”

“I’m good at using a calculator.” I had convinced myself that I was going to die in space, and now that I wasn’t, I could hardly believe it. I didn’t know what to do or say. “How am I ever going to thank you?”

“There was some mention of cake?” DJ said.

“As many cakes as you can eat,” I said. “I’ll stuff cakes in you until you beg me to stop.”

DJ’s gentle laugh filled my helmet. “Suddenly this is sounding less and less like a reward.”

Now that I was returning to the ship, a small ember of hope flared within me, and I nursed it into a flame. “How long will it take to reach the ship?” I asked. “I can’t wait to get out of this suit and to meet you, and I have to pee so bad I can taste it.”

“Let me see,” DJ said. “You’re moving at a speed of…” His voice faded in and out as he talked himself through the problem, and I wasn’t paying attention because… math. “Twenty-three minutes and forty-seven seconds.”

I hesitated, glancing at my hud. “Can you fire my thrusters again and speed the trip up a little?”

“If you really have to go, I bet you can go in the suit.”

The flame flickered. “That’s not it. I mean, yes, I am almost definitely going to pee in this suit, but DJ, I only have sixteen minutes of oxygen left.” I checked the readout on my hud twice to make sure.

Nothing from the comms.

“DJ?”

“I… Noa, I used the last of your propellant to set your course back. There’s nothing left.”

The flame died.

I began to laugh. A full-throated belly laugh that filled the suit. I laughed so hard that I absolutely peed a little. I hoped DJ was right about the suit being equipped to handle it. I didn’t want to die drowning in my own urine.

“Noa, don’t. I’ll work something out. Breathe shallowly, okay? We’ve still got time.”

I laughed because, if I didn’t, I was going to cry, and I had no idea what would happen to tears in zero-G. “This is perfect,” I said. “I’m going to make it back to the ship; I’ll just be dead before it happens.”

“Stop talking,” DJ said. “Talking uses oxygen.”

“This figures, you know?” I said, ignoring DJ. “My entire life has been one disaster after another.”

A bang echoed through the comms, followed by DJ’s choked voice. “You’re not going to die, Noa. I won’t let you!”

“It’s fine,” I told him. “It’s not your fault. You don’t even know me, okay? For all you know, this is exactly what I deserve. Don’t waste any more energy trying to save me. Save yourself, okay?”

“Noa—”

“Just…”

“What?” DJ said.

“Don’t leave me alone out here?”

I could hear DJ breathing, so I knew he was still there, but he didn’t speak for what felt like forever. A second is a second no matter what, right? It’s a measurement, and those are kind of absolute even if they’re made up. But time is also relative to the person experiencing it. That’s why the last minute hugging your best friend before they leave for LA to spend the summer with their grandparents feels shorter than a heartbeat, and why the last minute before the last bell rings on the last day of school feels like an hour.

Those seconds between my begging DJ to stay on the line and him answering were the longest of my life. They stretched out like they’d been sucked into a black hole and spaghettified. A second is a second, except when it’s forever.

“I promise I won’t ever leave you,” DJ finally said.

I had nearly suffocated in the waiting, and now I could breathe again. “Still wish we could trade places?”

DJ’s laugh was wet, like he was crying, which I tried not to think about so that I didn’t start crying too. “I would, you know?”

Strangely, even though I’d never met DJ in person, I got the impression that he was sincere. He wasn’t just saying he would take my place to make me feel better. He would actually do it if given the opportunity. That’s the kind of person he was. And I was the kind of person who would have let him.

“If you make it back home,” I said. “Do me a favor and tell my mom what happened. Her name’s Emma North—”

“Please don’t do this, Noa.”

“And tell her it was me and not the cat that knocked down her little Christmas tree with the crystal ornaments on it that Gamma had given her. She’s hated Jinx ever since, and the poor cat doesn’t deserve it.”

Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to unload this crap onto DJ, but someone had to make sure my mom didn’t spend the rest of her life wondering where I’d gone the way I knew she wondered about my dad. She needed to know that both of us hadn’t abandoned her.

I’m sure it was my imagination, but the air in my suit felt thinner. DJ didn’t say much as I babbled on about nothing. I told him to find Becca and make sure to tell her that she did not look good with a perm and I should’ve been honest with her, but I’d had a crush on Sanjay too and I’d hoped her hideous perm would make him lose interest in her.

I told him about Mrs. Blum and her bakery where I’d learned to bake. How she’d watched me after school, when I was younger, on the days when my mom had worked late at the hospital where she was a nurse. Mrs. Blum had given me dough to knead to keep my hands busy at first, but eventually she began to teach me for real.

I told him about the musical I starred in when I was in fourth grade, and how I stood at the edge of the stage to perform my first solo, opened my mouth to sing, and threw up all over the audience in the front row.

“You said you had a boyfriend?” DJ said. “Want me to tell him anything?”

“Ex,” I said. “And no.”

“I’d be happy to break his arms if you want.”

“I thought you were a pacifist.”

DJ said, “For you, just this once, I’ll make an exception.”

The air was definitely getting thinner. My eyes were heavy and hard to hold open. I hoped I would simply fall asleep and that would be the end. But I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live even though I wasn’t always sure why. I wanted to live despite my missing dad and my broken heart and all the thrown milkshakes. I wanted to live because, sure, life sucked a lot, sometimes it was unfairly horrific, but it was always worth sticking around for to see what came next.

“Noa?”

“Yeah, DJ.”

“I’m really sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said, and I tried to make sure he knew I meant it.

“Someone owes you an apology for this,” he said, “so it might as well be me.”

“Thanks.”

“And I know we’ve never even properly met, so you’ve got no reason to believe me, but I think you’re wrong about love. Love isn’t war. Life is the war; love is a truce you find in the middle of all that violence. And I bet there’s someone out there who loves you, even if you don’t know them yet.”

I wanted to tell DJ he was wrong. I knew what love was and what it wasn’t. If love wasn’t war, then why had it hurt so badly? Why did the idea of it still give me nightmares? I had survived falling in love, and I had the scars to prove it. But this wasn’t the hill I wanted to die on. DJ was trying to comfort me in my final minutes, and I appreciated that more than he would ever know.

“I wish I could’ve met you in person, DJ. You seem all right.”

“Me too.” DJ exhaled, and the sound of it over the speakers was like a breeze I could almost feel. “How much air have you got left?”

It was becoming difficult to catch enough breath to talk. “Just a few minutes. You’re not going anywhere, right? You promised.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m staying right here until the end.”
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QRIOSITY KILLED THE CAT
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ONE

I SAT UP GASPING BECAUSE the last thing my body remembered was dying. A deep ache lingered in my chest like someone had used my ribs for a trampoline, and though breathing hurt, I took one sweet breath after another, clearing the fog from my brain.

“DJ?” His name felt strange on my tongue. Strange that he was the first person I thought of upon waking, but it also felt as natural as breathing. If I strained, I could hear DJ’s voice in the dark, like he was just on the other side of a door talking to me, telling me jokes to keep me from freaking out, reassuring me that everything was going to be fine with his barely-there Southern twang.

Soft blue lights flickered on. I shielded my eyes with my hand, blinking until they adjusted. The air was humid and sticky and smelled sharply of antiseptic. It reminded me of the hospital where my mom worked. For a moment, I expected her to walk through the door and tell me that I hadn’t woken up in space, that the experience had been nothing more than a fever dream.

But she didn’t. Because it wasn’t.

I was lying on a cool white table in a sterile white room that was only slightly larger than my bedroom back home. A second table, empty, sat to my left, and there was a counter across the room that was clean except for a pile of clothes. I peeled back the silver blanket draped over me and swung my legs around to stand, but a glossy white cuff wrapped around my left bicep jerked me back. Tubes and wires ran from the cuff into a port on the wall. I touched the smooth surface, looking for a seam or a latch so that I could pry it off.

The cuff shrieked, and a gender-neutral voice with a vaguely British accent said, “Removing the MediQwik Portable Medical Diagnostician and Care Appliance while it is treating you for cracked ribs and hypoxia-related brain injury could result in complications such as internal bleeding, memory loss, and death. MediQwik, health redefined. MediQwik is a trademark of Prestwich Enterprises, a subsidiary of Gleeson Foods.”

Out of all the garbage the computer voice spit out, I zeroed in on one thing. “I’ve got brain damage? How the hell did I get brain damage?”

“The cause of your brain damage was death.”

“I died?!”

“You were clinically dead for seven minutes and thirteen seconds before your successful resuscitation and repair. You’re welcome.”

I had died.

The last thing I remembered was the sound of DJ’s voice. Not what he said, just the last note of it repeating on a loop until it faded entirely. I recalled no bright light. Gamma Evelyn and Grandpa Andy hadn’t been waiting to welcome me home. There had been no chorus of angels, no fluffy clouds. There’d been nothing. At least, nothing that I could remember. All those years of Sunday school had been a lie.

I didn’t have time for an existential crisis, so I gently set aside the question of life after death and focused on a different question. I could guess how I had died—I’d run out of oxygen and suffocated—but how had I survived?

“What happened to me?”

On the far wall, an image appeared of someone wearing one of those hideous spacesuits. I recognized the airlock. “I’m coming for you, Noa.” That sounded like DJ; it had to be him.

He opened the outer airlock door, attached the tether to his belt, crouched down, and then jumped. Out of the airlock. The video skipped forward a minute. DJ returned, and he wasn’t alone. The recording lurched ahead again. There was a body on the floor. The body was me. Someone—DJ, I assumed—had stripped me out of my spacesuit, and I was spread on the floor in nothing but a gray bodysuit. It hardly looked like me. Waxy skin, eyes wide but empty. I couldn’t see DJ, but I could see his hands, one on top of the other, pushing on my chest as fast as he could.

“Please don’t die, Noa. Please don’t leave me here alone. I need you, Noa. Please.” The recording paused and then vanished.

But DJ’s urgent pleas lingered; the plaintive sound haunting me. He’d been so desperate to save me, so lost and afraid. My heart hurt for him. I remembered what it felt like to need something that badly. I wanted to crawl into the recording and tell that boy that his efforts hadn’t been for nothing. That he wasn’t alone. Instead, I’d have to settle for finding DJ and thanking him now. If the stupid MediQwik thing ever let me go.

“How much longer is this going to take?”

An irritating three-note chime sounded from the cuff as it popped open and hung loosely around my arm. “Congratulations! MediQwik has completed treating you for cracked ribs and hypoxia-related brain injury. Please avoid oxygen-deficient environments in the future. Additionally, drink three liters of water over the next twenty-four hours, and return to the medical suite if your urine luminesces for longer than seventy-two hours. MediQwik, health redefined. MediQwik is a trademark of Prestwich Enterprises, a subsidiary of Gleeson Foods.”

There was nothing funny about the situation, but I laughed anyway. I’d done the same thing during Grandpa Andy’s funeral. Busted out laughing right during Father Diaz’s opening prayer. I apologized to Gamma Evelyn afterward, and she told me it was okay. That life was ridiculous and absurd, and sometimes the only way to keep it from overwhelming us was to laugh right in its face.

In the last few hours, I had woken up on a spaceship—no, not even on the ship. I had woken up outside a ship. A ship named Qriosity that was in danger of exploding. With the help of a boy named DJ, whom I’d never met, I’d repaired the ship, and then been blown into space for my trouble, where I’d apparently died.

It was absurd. It was the most absurd series of events that had ever happened to me, and if I hadn’t laughed at them, I would have screamed and screamed and kept screaming forever.

“Your treatment is complete,” MediQwik said. “You may exit the medical suite at your leisure.”

When the laughter faded and my body stopped shaking, I said, “Are you programmed to diagnose mental disorders?”

“Yes,” MediQwik replied.

My mom and I hadn’t discussed it, but the fear that I had inherited my father’s mental illness had hovered over our lives. I had to face the possibility that this was all happening in my head. “Am I sane? Have I had some kind of break with reality?”

The lights in the medical suite dimmed slightly for a moment. “According to your most recent brain scan, MediQwik has detected no physiological abnormalities that would indicate the presence of a psychiatric illness.”

That should have been reassuring, but it wasn’t. Not entirely. If this wasn’t a delusion, then I’d died and been brought back to life and was still stuck on a spaceship. But if it was a delusion, then all I’d accomplished was having my delusion tell me that I wasn’t deluded.

It was a rabbit hole I couldn’t go down, or I would second-guess myself until the end of time.

“What would Mom tell me to do?”

“Your mother is not on board Qriosity,” MediQwik replied. “Therefore I am unsure how to respond to your inquiry.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” I muttered.

I knew exactly what my mom would say; I could practically hear her voice. She would tell me to take it one step at a time. First step: get dressed.

My legs were wobbly and the floor was cold. It took me a few seconds to find my balance before I was able to cross the room to the pile of clothes, which turned out to be a revolting tan onesie with the name “Nico” stitched across the chest. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have considered wearing it, but these were not normal circumstances. Besides, step two was to find DJ, and I wasn’t about to explore the ship in my underwear. I doubted they were even my underwear. I never would have deliberately chosen to wear a pair of dingy white briefs with a saggy ass. The whole outfit was sad with an I-dressed-myself-from-the-lost-and-found-box vibe, but it was better than nothing.

I approached the door, expecting it to slide open, but it remained firmly shut, forcing me to open it manually. “Seriously, what kind of spaceship doesn’t have automatic doors?” No one replied.

Harsh yellow-tinged lights cast the corridor outside medical with a sickly glow. One of the guys my mom had dated for a while had tried to score points with me by taking me to the Naval Undersea Museum when I was nine. It hadn’t worked; the guy had smelled like sauerkraut and thought “Pull my finger” was the funniest joke ever invented. Anyway, Qriosity reminded me of those submarines I’d toured. The steel beams, the rivets, the pipes running overhead. And whoever had chosen the color scheme should’ve been tossed out the airlock without a suit. The tan and green were dire and depressing.
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