
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]

P. A. KRAMER



Upended

Copyright © 2026 by P. A. Kramer

First edition

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

This novel was written in its entirety by the author. No generative AI was used in the story’s conception, development, writing, editing, or cover art.

Editor: Dylan Garity

Cover artist: Elementi.studio




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

AUTHOR’S NOTE

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR





  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To the scientists who fight for truth,
who follow the evidence, 
who avoid any bias,
and who never stop learning.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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If there was one thing I could instill into the public consciousness, it would be the definition of a scientific theory. They are not “just guesses.” They are the most rigorous of scientific explanations and models. They are internally consistent, follow established laws, have predictive power, and are backed by mountains of evidence.

That said, the theory of gravity depicted in this novel meets none of these criteria. In my attempt to scientifically rationalize the inciting incident of this novel, I spent many hours poring over theories of gravity. But in the end, I could not reasonably justify an event that could negate matter’s gravitational attraction. And the last thing I want is to give it the illusion of scientific legitimacy. I do categorize this as hard science fiction, after all. Inserting this ‘soft’ science into a novel that was otherwise full of accurate science (assuming I did my job right) would only feed misconceptions about gravity.

So instead, I invite the reader to treat this novel as a what-if scenario. How would objects and people react to the permanent loss of gravity? How would this unlikely discovery be used to benefit humanity... or destroy it?
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PROLOGUE
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Dylan was minutes away from losing a bet. 

Risking a glance at the mirror behind the bar, he was surprised to see his smile hadn’t wavered. Any casual observer would see two people in conversation, one listening attentively as the other drew on the back of a napkin. That same observer might even mistake the torment in the man’s eyes for longing... until they overheard the conversation.

“. . . because you see,” the girl said as she added a few more lines of blue ink to the pattern on the napkin, “the cells can’t form their apical and basal polarization without significant points of contact. That’s not a problem with our synthetic matrices. The fibers facilitate firm adhesion, allowing the cells to polarize into a nephron’s proximal convoluted tubules.”

She glanced up through the bangs of her short black hair, and Dylan tightened his smile. 

“Convoluted indeed,” he said with a chuckle.

She smirked and lowered her eyes again. 

“I’m sorry. You asked what I did for a living, and here I am laying out my entire graduate thesis. I guess I never worked out an easy way to explain it.”

“I could listen to you talk for hours,” he said, causing her sepia-toned skin to deepen a shade. “Seriously, I’ve learned a lot.”

He wasn’t lying either; he had learned a lot. He’d learned never to strike up a conversation with a girl wearing a purse stuffed with pens, highlighters, and printed research articles. For a reason he still couldn’t fathom, he had singled her out over all the other girls at the bar. It was too soon to tell how much that mistake had cost him.

She laid down her pen and spent the next few seconds positioning it perfectly parallel to the napkin and perpendicular to the edge of the bar.

Resisting the urge to grab the pen and throw it across the room, Dylan took out his phone. He glanced at the screen and abruptly stood from his stool.

“I need to throw some change in the parking meter. You’ll still be here when I get back, right?”

He took a step back and held his hands up as if to frame her in a picture.

She dipped her chin in a nod.

Dylan started to take another step, then reversed his direction, startling her with his sudden return.

“No, I’m sorry, I can’t risk it. Some other guy will come flirt with you the moment I walk away. Give me your number. That way I can call you if it looks like he’s bothering you.”

Placing his hand over the pen and napkin, he slid them closer to her.

Grinning, she took up her pen once more. He was happy to see that she included her name along with the number, a detail he’d already forgotten.

“Don’t you move, Stacy,” he said. He pocketed the napkin and backed away with exaggerated reluctance.

She failed to cover her smile with her hand as she watched him leave.

The instant his back was to her, he rolled his eyes. He thought that would never end. After weaving through a cluster of patrons by the back door, Dylan made straight for his beer on the nearest patio table.

“He made it,” exclaimed one of the two men waiting for him. Ryan slapped him on the shoulder. 

Beside him, Fred glanced at his watch. “Ten minutes and thirty-five seconds.”

“Don’t stop the timer yet. We need to see proof.”

Dylan fished the napkin out of his pocket, then proceeded to gulp down his beer.

“Stacy, huh? Wha—What is this?” Ryan asked, turning the napkin over to display a series of diagrams.

Dylan came up for air. “Kill me now.”

“Seriously, what is this?” he repeated.

Fred took the napkin and turned it upside down and then right-side up. “These are the coordinates to star system Nebulon-23e,” he said. He placed it face down on the table as if that settled the matter.

“That would explain a lot,” Dylan said and let out a belch. “But I don’t think she’s an alien. She’s some kind of scientist. Fancy degree and everything. Wouldn’t shut up about it.”

“What’s a nerd like her doing here?” Ryan asked.

“Nerds like alcohol too,” said Fred, the only one of them holding a college degree.

“She said she meets her boss here on Tuesday nights.”

“Sounds scandalous,” Ryan said with a wiggle of his eyebrows.

“Nothing like that. I don’t think. They have something called a journal club. It’s just my luck he’s running late. Who’s going next?”

“What’s the time again?” Ryan asked.

“Ten minutes and thirty-five seconds,” Fred supplied.

“Hope you brought your wallet, Dill, ’cause you’re about to buy our drinks.”

“I want to go next,” Fred said, motioning for Ryan to stay put. “I think I saw a winner.”

“The girl who just walked past?” Ryan asked, lifting his chin toward the doorway. “I saw her first. I have the better angle.”

Fred leaned over toward Ryan, confirming his friend had the better vantage point.

“Flip you for her?”

Ryan sighed, and they fished out their wallets.

Dylan leaned back against the patio railing as his two friends searched for a coin. He picked up the napkin again and looked at the name and number written in the near-perfect script. 

If it was the only number he’d get that night, he might decide to call after all. So what if she was the talkative type? She would be nice to look at as he pretended to listen.

“Alright, your call,” Fred said, positioning a quarter on the flat of his thumb and forefinger.

Ryan dutifully called out tails just as Fred flipped the coin into the air.

Dylan craned his neck to watch it fly.

His eyes tracked the coin up . . . and up.

“How the—” Ryan began, the words dying in his throat as the quarter continued skyward, failing to fall back to Earth as had every coin in the history of coin tosses. In seconds, it became a flickering silver speck against the dusk-orange sky.

Dylan felt dizzy. And it wasn’t the typical world-spinning, piss-drunk dizzy either. This was something else. His ears popped.

Silence fell over the patio a moment later, the patrons of the bar responding to the unknown and unsettling change in the air. 

“I think I’ve had too much to drink,” Fred said into the quiet.

Dylan reached out to steady himself against the table, but it was no longer there. Looking down, he was surprised to find the table a few inches shorter than it had been a moment ago. Everything was shorter, including the railing he had been leaning against. A second later, he realized the truth. Nothing was shrinking. He was hovering several inches off the wooden floorboards.

Dylan shook his head, but the illusion persisted. And he wasn’t the only one levitating.

As soon as the silence had come, it was gone. One by one, the bar’s patrons let out startled exclamations and scrambled for something to hold onto. Then, as if nature itself objected to the new state of things, the ground rumbled, rusting the leaves of trees and rattling dishware inside.

Coming out of his daze, Dylan flailed his arms and legs, trying to catch hold of something. His fingers grazed the top of the table, but the contact only pushed him farther into the air.

“Guys? Guys! Help!”

“Dill,” Fred said in a frantic voice. His friend held the wooden railing with one hand and reached out with his other.

Dylan tried to grab it but fell a few inches short. 

“Ryan. Grab him,” Fred said, but Ryan could only stare up, wide-eyed and helpless, from where he clung to a table.

With no other options, Dylan reached for a tree branch extending over the patio, but the bough swayed so violently, he felt only the lashing of leaves against his palm.

It wasn’t until he’d cleared the roof of the bar that he really began to fear for his life. If he fell now, he could break his legs.

He wasn’t alone. A small group of patrons near the front doors of the establishment rose above the roof and into view. Without anything else to hold onto, they clung frantically to each other. One member of the group, a bearded man with a plaid shirt, pushed off from the others in a desperate attempt to reach the eaves of the roof. His gamble was successful, but the others paid the price, flying up and back in the opposite direction.

The anomaly was not limited to people. Cars traveling down the road on the far side of the bar lost contact with the asphalt and plowed into one another, unable to brake. Once their momentum was spent, they too lifted skyward.

A cool wind swept in then, whipping leaves, dirt, and small rocks into a maelstrom. Grains of sand stung Dylan’s skin and eyes as the breeze tugged him even higher, out above the trees.

As he neared the edge of Lake Sammamish, hope welled in his chest. If he could only get above the water, it might break his fall.

With a sinking feeling, he watched the entire northern side of the lake balloon out like a sail caught in the wind. The bulge of water rose up and circularized, turning what had once been still water into a massive undulating sphere. Docks and boats tore free of their moorage to join it. One sailboat, its crew clinging to its mast and lines, stayed afloat on the surface of the sphere for just a few moments before the water rose up around it, dragging it under.

Everything continued upward without any sign of stopping.

Even as he watched, mouth slack and eyes tearing, Dylan knew it wouldn’t be much longer before death came for him too. He didn’t know what would kill him, precisely, but if nothing changed, he might ascend forever. Outerspace, from what little he knew of it, was cold and airless. Nobody could survive that.

Squeezing his eyes shut against the biting sand, Dylan realized he preferred to go to his death oblivious to it all. If he couldn’t see or hear the destruction raging around him, he could pretend he was somewhere else. Anywhere else. But as he pressed his hands to his ears, a wad of soft paper crumpled in his palm.

He squinted out behind his eyelashes to see blue ink on a white napkin. 

Stacy. 

She would know what was happening. She was probably the smartest person he had ever met, and his one and only interaction with her had been a lie. It was one regret of many in his life, and his slow but certain death would allow him to relive them all.

Or maybe he could use that time to do one thing right.

Forcing his thoughts from his inevitable demise, he pulled his cellphone from his pocket. Just like him, the device had no weight to it. He opened the phone’s messaging app and thumbed in the number from the napkin. Selecting video, he watched as the screen went black and then displayed a face he barely recognized. His cheeks looked chubbier, and his eyes were now puffy and red. He couldn’t let her see him like this. He flipped to the rear camera. The screen showed a brilliant crimson sun blazing through a cluster of purpling clouds.

Dylan mashed the record button.

“Stacy,” he said, and winced at the cracking of his voice. “I’m sorry, but I have a feeling I won’t be coming back.” He sniffled and panned the camera from side to side, showing the horizon for as far as he could twist his body. Then he showed the view below him. His legs framed what remained of the lake and the small rectangular shape of the bar. “I don’t know what’s happening, but you are the smartest person I’ve ever met, so I hope this will help you figure out how I died.”

A bit melodramatic, he thought, but it was too late to take it back. He recapped what he had seen until then and was surprised by the detached sound of his voice. He pointed out the rising spheres of water that had once been a part of Lake Sammamish and some of the other things falling into the sky with him. Dozens of commercial buildings and houses were among them. He hadn’t realized it until then, but the destruction appeared limited to a few dozen blocks between the cities of Bellevue and Redmond. The epicenter of the destruction was a cluster of multistory buildings about a half mile away. He showed this too and then panned around again to see if there was anything he'd missed. For good measure, he tilted the camera skyward to display the thick clouds, which he didn’t think had been there before. It would only be a few minutes more before they enveloped him.

Soon, ice created a lacy fringe on the phone screen, and the device shook in his trembling hands. Every subsequent breath did less and less to satisfy his craving for air. He was out of time.

“Goodbye,” he said, croaking out the only word he could manage between gasps.

Before his fingers became too cold to move, he pressed the send button.

As the message departed, he let go of the phone. It stayed hovering before his eyes for several long seconds before a gust of wind nudged it away and out of reach.

Shivering, he placed his hands in his armpits and curled in on himself, trying to conserve what warmth he had left. Goosebumps covered his skin, and his lungs strained for every breath.

Dylan caught one last glimpse of the beautiful sunset before he plunged into the murky gray of the clouds.

Soon, he could see nothing but darkness, and he didn’t feel so cold anymore.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Kyle Kessler stared at the diagram on the computer screen. A renal tubular epithelial cell moved through the stages of terminal differentiation, its shape becoming squarer, its nucleus more eccentric, and its cytoplasm thick with mitochondria.

Stacy had outdone herself. But then, his postdoc’s need for perfection bordered on pathological. He sent her a text thanking her for the graphic, then added it to his upcoming presentation. Her response came a minute later.

You can repay me with alcohol. You coming?

He looked at the time and winced. Six o’clock. He’d completely forgotten about their journal club. Scanning the surface of his desk, he spotted the research article they were planning to discuss. He would have to skim through it on his walk to the bar. 

Kyle stuffed the printout in his bag and closed out of the various programs on his computer.

A light tap sounded on the door to his office.

“Come in.”

Dana Woodruff pushed the door open a few inches and peered in. Seeing he was preparing to leave, she leaned in, her light blond hair cascading off her shoulder.

“Hi, Dr. Kessler. Staying late as always, I see. You have a second?”

“Of course,” he said, even as he mentally kicked himself. All his previous interactions with Dana had invariably led to more work, but as one of SyntheTech’s financial administrators, she held the purse strings. It wouldn’t hurt to stay on her good side. Stacy would just have to wait a few more minutes.

“I was about to approve your order for the microscope, but I saw you put the project ID in the field for the budget number. If you fix it real quick, I’ll rush it through approval tomorrow.”

“I’ll do that right now. Thanks.”

She nodded and left, closing the door behind her.

Sighing, he turned back to his computer. His phone buzzed with another text. 

Take your time. I’m chatting up a cute guy.

Kyle let out an involuntary snort. He’d come to appreciate his weekly meetings with Stacy for the chance to catch up on the research in their field. In the relaxed and social environment of the bar, they’d inevitably learned a lot about each other too. Stacy, with her tendency to slouch forward in her seat and hide behind her hair, was not very approachable, but once she got talking, it was nearly impossible to get a word in edgewise. Needless to say, relationships were not among her many strengths.

He should be the last to judge. It had been weeks since he’d last spoken to his wife and over a year since they’d been in the same country, let alone the same room.

Putting relationship troubles aside, Kyle scrolled through page after page of requisition forms, searching for the mistake he’d made. He felt a shameful amount of joy when he finally found it. Typing the correct number in the correct field, he hovered his mouse over the submit button.

The screen of his computer went dark and, a moment later, the overhead lights flickered out.

Kyle gazed around his office, unable to discern anything beyond the faint shadow of his office furniture in the oppressive darkness. The only illumination was from a sliver of light beneath the door.

Then came the explosion. 

The concussion reverberated through the walls and echoed around his tiny office. Were it just another overloaded transformer, he would have ignored it and waited for the power to return. But this hadn’t come from the street outside. It had come from one of the floors above him.

Thoughts of a ruptured vacuum chamber or autoclave raced through Kyle’s imagination. If anyone was still working up there, they could be seriously injured.

Just as he considered going to investigate, lightheadedness made him sway in his seat, and nausea curdled in his stomach. Maybe he would stop by the bathroom first.

He sprang from his chair, causing the world to lurch. Then a blinding agony lanced through his skull and faded just as quickly, taking his consciousness with it.

––––––––
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When Kyle blinked his eyes open again, it was to the sight of two red spheres suspended in the darkness. As he watched, dazed, the distance between the spheres shrank, and when they finally met, they merged into a single undulating orb. 

The only sound was the hiss of static. 

An indeterminable distance away, another pair of spheres collided, but these didn’t merge into one. They had solidified, clotted . . . like blood.

Sensation flooded back into Kyle, making him wince. Tentatively, he lifted a hand to his head and felt a warm fluid oozing into his matted hair. Withdrawing his red fingers, he watched with as much fascination as horror as a drop of blood joined the others drifting through the air.

Beyond the scattering of droplets was a rough, porous surface, separated into a grid of tiles. He reached out and touched it, marring its white surface with a smear of red. A row of glass tubes broke the pattern, and a tuft of brown hair had snagged in one corner of the light fixture. 

The ceiling?

When he craned his neck, reality blurred, doubled, and then snapped back into focus. The light coming in from beneath the door seemed brighter now, illuminating his desk, his science journals, and his coffee mug. The familiar objects did not give him comfort. They were all drifting weightlessly through the air—just like him.

Arms flailing, Kyle twisted in midair and braced himself for a sudden and violent descent. But despite the sensation of freefall, the floor drew no closer. In fact, his only indication it was the floor was the dull gray carpet and the faint blotch of a coffee stain. For the life of him, he couldn’t tell up from down.

Only when he accepted that he wasn’t going to fall did his heart stop trying to beat itself out of his chest, and a modicum of rationality return. It was like coming awake only to find that the most peculiar features of his dream had followed him into reality. But no matter how hard he tried, he could not come up with a logical explanation for why his desk chair was even now performing slow cartwheels beneath him. Only a moment ago, he’d been sitting in that chair, finger poised above the mouse of his computer. The last thing he remembered was coming to his feet. Given his inexplicable weightless state and the throbbing pain in his skull, he must have launched himself headfirst into the ceiling.

How long had he been unconscious? Seconds? Minutes? Hours? No, just long enough for his eyes to adjust ever so slightly to the darkness and for his blood to start clotting. About ten minutes then.

As for what could have caused this, nothing came to mind that wasn’t straight out of science fiction. For all he knew, he and the whole of his office had been rocketed into space. What would he find when he opened the door? An uncountable number of stars suspended in a black void?

Just as his heart began to slow, his wild speculations started it racing again. He reached out to grab a fire sprinkler, the serrated edges digging painfully into his palm as he steadied himself and took a deep breath.

He had to know what was going on out there, and he wasn’t going to learn anything here. Not when he was quite literally in the dark.

Using the fire sprinkler as a handle, Kyle reoriented to face the ceiling. He gritted his teeth against the nausea as the room tilted precariously around him. With his free hand, he reached forward and dug his fingers around the frame of a ceiling tile. The flimsy plastic frame bent slightly, and the tile itself gave way with little resistance, revealing the wiring and ductwork above. He repeated the motion, letting go of the sprinkler and moving a foot closer to the door.

Twice he had to stop and push aside objects in his path: a small trash can and a suit jacket he kept in his office for important meetings. It was as if some subtle force was drawing objects toward the ceiling. Occasionally, a ceiling tile collapsed without him touching it. It gave him the surreal feeling that his world had literally been turned upside down. As each second passed, he worried that gravity would assert its dominance once again and he would come crashing to the floor.

Even more peculiar, the strange static sound he’d heard since awakening became louder as he neared the door. Cocking his head to listen, he realized it wasn’t static at all, but the hiss of air. When he was close enough to grasp the door’s lintel, he felt the air slipping past his fingers.

He began to wonder again if his office had been sent to the edge of space. What else besides a vacuum could suck away all the air? Even as his reservations returned, he spotted motes of dust and a small piece of paper blowing into the room beneath the door. He was not in space then. Air was coming into the office and displacing what was already there. 

The thought sparked a cascade of others, and for a moment, the drive to solve a puzzle took precedence over everything else, making even his terror seem small and insignificant. Kyle let the problem unfold itself in his mind, taking in what data he had and forming a hypothesis. If he and everything else in his office was weightless, why would the air have been any different? Except, unlike the SyntheTech building, weightless air wasn’t attached to the ground. It was free to float up and away, letting heavier air take its place. That meant this was localized. There was still heavier air out there capable of moving in. 

But of course it was localized. If gravity had ceased to work entirely, Earth would have burst apart like a hand grenade from the pressure of its core. The weight of the air would also explain the mysterious force pulling him and everything else toward the ceiling. As hard as it was to believe, he weighed less than the air around him. This was buoyancy. He was, in effect, a balloon. But was it permanent? If air could come into the building and retain its weight, did that mean he’d still remain weightless after leaving? How large was the affected area?

Kyle scattered the swarm of questions with a shake of his head. He needed more data.

Having a better idea of what to expect when he opened his office door, he took hold of the handle. With a tug, he swung it open.

Cool currents of air swirled into the room, numbing his cheeks and making his clothes flutter and furl around him. The slight upward force he’d experienced a moment earlier was amplified several times over, and every object in the room rose to the ceiling. Then, as if he had flipped a switch, all the remaining ceiling tiles came free of their frames and settled against the wires and ductwork above. 

When the rush of air ceased, Kyle released his death grip on the door handle and settled lightly on the now unrecognizable ceiling. It had been transformed into a junkyard of paper and office supplies. His desk was just about the only thing not touching the ceiling, the cords of his computer tethering it to the wall.

Holding on to the frame of the door, he steadied himself and stepped cautiously over the lintel. The hallway outside stretched to the left and right. In either direction, exit signs and their two bright emergency lights illuminated the dull white walls, the mottle-patterned floor, and the frame of the ceiling tiles on which he stood.

Kyle pinched his lips, uncertain where to go next. What he really needed was a window.

“Help!”

The voice was barely audible over the rush of air through the nearby elevator shaft. It was a voice he’d heard only minutes before.

“Dana?” Kyle called, his voice rasping out of his dry throat. For an instant, he was relieved not to be the only one experiencing this strange event. The desperation in her words, however, could not be ignored. She was in danger.

He glanced down the hallway in both directions, but SyntheTech’s financial administrator was nowhere to be seen.

“Dana!” Kyle tried again, raising his voice. “Where are you?”

“Kyle?” came her echoing reply. “I’m in the stairwell. Hurry. I’m about to . . . fall.” Her words trailed off in uncertainty.

Returning to his supine position, he crawled in the direction of her voice. It took him a moment to locate the stairwell, his sense of direction skewed by the inverted point of view. When he found the door in question, he pushed it open without pause.

Dana was not on the ceiling like him, but closer to the floor, her arms and legs wrapped around the handrail of the stairs. His bile rose again. From his perspective, she was dangling above the gaping chasm between the flights of stairs. He could only imagine her terror as she first became weightless and then began to fall toward the upper floors of the building.

Her eyes widened when she caught sight of him. She let go of the railing with one hand and placed it over her mouth. He couldn’t tell if she was horrified at seeing his blood-matted hair, or in awe of how he was crawling across the ceiling like Spider-Man. 

Tears welled in her eyes, but they didn’t streak down her face or drip to the floor; they accumulated in a thick sheet, drifting away only when she blinked.

“It’s alright. I’m going to help you down.”

Confusion knitted her brow, and too late, he remembered that down was now completely relative.

“What the hell is happening?” she asked, rasping out the words as if she’d recently done a fair amount of screaming. Perhaps she had, and he had been too unconscious to hear it.

“I’m not sure yet,” he said. “But we’ll find out together. I’m coming in to get you, okay?”

She nodded vigorously, sending more tears scattering.

Kyle crawled over the frame of the door and lowered himself to the underside of the stairs. The concrete was cold against his hands as he crawled forward. He tried not to make any sudden movements, knowing that too much force could catapult him away from the solid surface and into the air—and there was no railing on the underside of the stairs to separate him from the yawning chasm.

“Be careful,” Dana said unnecessarily.

He stopped beside her and then eased up onto his feet.

“You need to lower yourself to me.” At her wild-eyed expression, he held up a calming hand. “I will be here to steady you. You won’t fall, I promise.”

“But I . . . Everything’s upside down.”

“No,” he said. “We’re just buoyant, like balloons.”

Her brow wrinkled as she tried to digest this new piece of information. She must have concluded he was insane, as she regarded his extended hand as if it were more snake than safety line. After a deep, steadying breath, she eventually unwound her legs from the railing.

He gripped her ankle when it came within reach, and then her calf, not pulling but guiding her in his direction.

When her hands finally released their death grip, she fell toward him so slowly he was able to watch her fear transform into relief as she coasted into his waiting arms, her golden hair billowing out around her head. He leaned back as she fell, carrying her even farther away from the ledge and onto the underside of the stairs. When they came to rest on the rough and angular surface, they clung to each other wordlessly for a whole minute, breathing heavily as if they’d just run a marathon.

He’d never touched her before, he realized, at least not for any longer than a handshake. They’d rarely ever spoken about anything other than work. Yet here they were, embracing each other as they endured the most terrifying and bizarre experience of their lives.

“I thought I was going crazy. I lost my footing on the stairs, but I didn’t fall,” she said, her breath warm against his neck. “Then everything started shaking, and I thought for certain it was an earthquake and the whole building was coming down. But we’re only on the second floor, and it just kept falling and falling.” Her voice went up an octave as she spoke, and by the end of her short summation, she was choking back a sob. Her body trembled against his.

He had apparently missed a few details while he was unconscious. He didn’t remember the building shaking at all. This was good. It was new data.

As if to acknowledge just how wrong he was, the building groaned, and several loud cracks punctuated the sound. Kyle gulped. Maybe the building wasn’t as secured to the ground as he thought. There was a real possibility it could break free of its foundations and soar into the sky with them still inside it.

“We have to go down,” he said, then shook his head. Again with the relative directions. “We have to get to the first floor.”

He didn’t tell her why, sparing her from the mental image of SyntheTech floating off into space. The concrete beneath him trembled again as if to acknowledge the omission.

She nodded and then leaned back to examine him from just a few inches away. Her eyes wrinkled in concern.

“That’s a lot of blood.”

He tried to touch the tender wound on his scalp again, but his fingers encountered a sticky, clotted mass.

“It stopped, I think. I’ll be fine.”

They gently untangled themselves from each other and began their slow way up the underside of the stairs, their shoulders against the wall. Kyle let Dana go ahead of him at her own pace, but she seemed as eager to get out of there as he was. 

He caught up to her at a window, where she’d paused, gripping the frame. A dim orange light revealed her gaping mouth and wide eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, but she didn’t need to answer. Through the window, a dense haze of dirt and gravel littered the air outside, each particle slowly falling skyward. The sky was visible below them through the curtain of debris, and the amber sunset shone like a field on fire. The expanse of the parking lot lay above them, but it was empty of all vehicles. The headlights of hundreds of cars flickered in the sky below like stars.

While most of the nearby structures appeared to be rooted in the ground, there were a few houses from nearby neighborhoods drifting lazily into the air, bent pipes and yards of soil all that was left of their foundations.

Kyle caught his breath when he saw several massive blue orbs about half a mile away, each dozens if not hundreds of meters in diameter. Suspended in their murky depths were the faint shapes of boats and the docks to which they had been moored. They could only have come from Lake Sammamish.

Just as Kyle began to fear the entire world was caught up in this disaster, the cityscape of Bellevue caught his eye. It still blazed with lights and activity, and a string of cars streaked down I405. It all looked whole and intact. As he watched, emergency vehicles slowed when they approached that invisible boundary separating calm from catastrophe. After a moment, the foremost vehicle crossed the line. It remained on the ground, unaffected.

That answered one of his questions. Whatever had happened to them was no longer affecting those who entered the area, while everything that had floated away from ground zero remained weightless. The event had been momentary, but its effects had lingered. 

The sense of relief he felt at the prospect of rescue vanished when he thought of being stuck like this for the rest of his life.

Dana breathed out a curse as she looked up toward the parking lot. Kyle followed her gaze to see a woman struggling to hold on to a bike rack beside the building’s entrance. Her movements dislodged some dirt from the hedge beside her, which trickled down around her. Suddenly, the square section of concrete gave way, and woman, bike, and rack began their long fall into the abyss. The sight of her terrified features and the muted sounds of her screaming were too much to bear. Kyle looked away even as Dana buried her face into his shoulder.

He revised his plan. They could not leave the building.

Gravity was gone.
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The nightmarish scene before him was undeniably real, yet it clashed with everything he knew to be possible. It had been his experience that, with science, everything had an explanation. All he had to do was look hard enough and eventually he’d figure it out. But this? How could anyone explain this? He had just seen someone fall into the sky!

Dana laid a hand on his shoulder, and the simple gesture pulled him back from the brink. Forcing his rising nausea down, he took a long, shuddering breath and nodded his thanks.

Turning his back to the window was one of the most difficult things he’d ever done, but there was nothing he could do to help those caught outside. In unspoken agreement, they decided to continue to the SyntheTech lobby and wait for rescue. 

When they opened the door to the ground floor, they emerged into another long hallway. Together, they crawled hand over hand along the frame of the ceiling tiles, like two spiders across a web. As they went, they checked each door along the way. There had to be others who had decided to work late or who, like himself, had lost track of time. The only doors they avoided were the bathrooms. Not surprisingly, the plumbing hadn’t been designed with a loss of gravity in mind, as evidenced by the subtle stench in the air.

They had made it halfway down the hallway when a door ahead of them swung inward. A man tumbled out, his arms stretching wide and his lab coat flaring open. In what seemed like slow motion, the man braced for a fall that did little more than dislodge a ceiling tile.

Kyle watched with a slight smirk as the man thrashed around, struggling to extricate himself from the ceiling and his own lab coat, which had folded over his head. When he was free and his vision was restored, he caught sight of the floor some twelve feet below and started thrashing again. After several seconds in which he didn’t fall to the floor, the man tentatively relaxed his extended arms and watched as they slowly fell to his side.

Absently, Kyle wondered if this was what he had looked like when he regained consciousness.

The man’s newfound fascination with his own weightlessness quickly faded when his eyes focused on them.

Kyle lifted a hand and waved an awkward greeting.

The man drew in a sharp breath and let the air escape with a single word.

“Zombie.”

Kyle shared a look with Dana, and her eyes glinted with restrained mirth. She tapped her head with a finger.

Kyle tenderly probed his head. Sure enough, the thick mat of clotted blood felt like gelatinous brain tissue. 

“Scalp wounds bleed a lot.”

Seemingly satisfied by this explanation, or the fact he could speak at all, the man rolled onto his stomach. His new orientation gave him pause, and the widely spaced emergency lights highlighted his suddenly clammy skin. He took several deep breaths until whatever nausea he felt subsided. Kyle knew that feeling all too well.

“What’s going on?” he groaned.

“You know as much as we do,” Dana said. “We’re trying to make it to the lobby.”

The man started to crawl toward them. “I’ll go with you.”

“It’s the other way, actually.”

He sat up on the ceiling frame and looked down the hallway in the other direction.

“Right,” he said, shaking his head and turning around. “Everything’s all upside down.”

At his slow, plodding pace, Kyle and Dana caught up to him in seconds. They exchanged only their names as they made their way down the hall. Aarush was a young, Indian-American man who looked to be fresh out of grad school. And by the dazed look in his eyes as he introduced himself, Kyle suspected Aarush thought it was all just a dream.

At the end of the hallway, the lobby door hung half-open.

Aarush repeated his clumsy fall over the threshold of the door, then froze with mouth and eyes wide at the scene awaiting them.

The building’s janitor, a man in his fifties and wearing a khaki shirt and pants, knelt on the ceiling at the center of the room. His silver-gray mustache quivered, and his eyes gleamed with tears that wouldn’t fall. He knelt beside the prone body of the security guard, a man who usually sat at the reception desk this time of night. A desk which was still secured to the floor above their heads.

“Henry? What happened?” Dana asked. She placed her hand on the lintel of the door and took one long step over Aarush. Once her hands and knees were beneath her again, she crawled straight over to the two men.

Sniffling, Henry shook his head.

“I don’t think he’s breathing.” His face collapsed into hundreds of wrinkles as he looked back to the security guard. “I tried to do chest compressions, but . . .” he threw his hands up as if to demonstrate how the action had sent him launching into the air.

Dana paused before the man and held a hand over her mouth.

Kyle helped Aarush up and then came to look down at the security guard.

A thick yellow fluid stuck to the man’s lips, and his eyes were half-lidded and unseeing.

“Looks like he aspirated,” Kyle said

“Aspirated?” Henry asked, looking over at him with a furrowed brow.

“Inhaled his own vomit. He probably tried to hold it back and it stuck to the inside of his throat and mouth. His next breath would have carried it into his lungs.” Ashamed of the clinically detached sound of his voice, he diverted his eyes. 

Henry nodded solemnly and started unbuttoning his shirt. With a flick of his wrists, he unfurled the shirt and let it slowly settle over the body’s head and chest. In the quiet that followed, the building creaked and shifted around them. It was impossible not to hear it this close to the foundations.

“What was that?” Dana asked.

Kyle turned his gaze to the chaos outside the double glass doors of the building. Clumps of dirt and a haze of sand and dust swirled outside, carried by a wind that had come out of nowhere. The sight of the open void of the sky just beyond the awning made his queasiness return. They could not leave without falling into the darkening abyss. But soon they might not have a choice in the matter. The flickering red and blue lights of police cars were brighter now, no more than a couple blocks away.

Berating himself for not thinking of it earlier, he patted his pocket. His cellphone was gone. The fact that he’d failed to notice its absence was a testament to his disorientation.

He glanced back at Dana, who still had her purse looped around her shoulder.

“Do you have your cell? We need to call the police, let them know we’re in here.”

She looked surprised to see that she still carried her purse. Pulling it down the length of her arm, she unzipped it. Its contents immediately began to scatter. After a few frantic moments of trying to collect the loose odds and ends, she snatched her cellphone from the air and ignored the rest.

“Signal’s weak,” she said as she dialed. She held the phone up to her ear and then frowned. Looking at the screen again, she bit her lip and shook her head.

“Keep trying,” he said, and sank to his elbows to wait.

Henry finally moved away from the body of the security guard and crawled over to where Kyle rested. He pulled out a white hand towel from his belt and handed it over.

“For your head,” he said in a gruff voice.

“Thank you.”

The towel looked clean enough, and Kyle immediately set to work wiping the blood free of his hair.

“The kid going to be alright?” Henry asked, nodding to where Aarush sat catatonic against the wall, his eyes unfocused.

“A little shell-shocked, I think. Not surprising after what we’ve just experienced.”

“I’m still not sure what I’m experiencing,” Henry said with a grumble.

As Dana waited to get through to someone, she pinned the phone against her shoulder and grabbed one of the hair ties that had floated free of her purse. It took her just a few moments to corral her wild, free-floating hair into a ponytail. Just as she finished, she stilled and then quickly refocused all of her attention on the phone.

“Yes, yes this is an emergency, we are—” She paused, blanching. “No, not now, but this building might not stay down for long.”

She nodded to herself and quickly recited the building’s address.

“There are four of us,” she said finally, then nodded again. “Thank you. Please hurry.”

Dana hung up the cellphone and tucked it into her back pocket.

“That was abrupt,” Kyle said. 

She took a long breath. “They’re getting a lot of calls . . . calls from people claiming to be falling into the sky.” She said this last bit with a pained look.

The image of the woman at the bike rack flashed through Kyle’s mind. At the rate she had fallen, there would have been plenty of time to make a phone call.

“What?” Aarush asked, shaken from his trance. “Falling into the sky?”

“In case you hadn’t noticed,” Kyle said, tossing the now dark red rag down through the space a ceiling tile had once concealed, “gravity is gone.” 

“Gone,” Aarush said, his words sounding distant. Kyle could see the moment he decided this wasn’t all just a dream. He leaned his head back against the wall, and his eyes grew wider by the second. “He did it.”

They all turned to him.

“Who did what?” Dana asked.

Aarush shook his head as if just realizing he had spoken. “Danny, my roommate. I’m only here because he’s my ride home. He had to stay late for an experiment.”

“What kind of experiment, Aarush?” Kyle asked, unable to mask the accusation in his words.

Aarush winced. “Something to do with gravity.” He held up his hands in defense as they all glared at him. “I don’t know anything about it, I swear. Danny said they were trying to create a few weightless atoms.”

“A few atoms?” Dana asked, her voice incredulous as she spread her arms to indicate everything around them.

“What lab?” Kyle said.

“Four, uhh, four something. Dr. Ward’s lab.”

Kyle pushed off the ceiling and toward the door they had just come through.

“Where are you going?” Dana asked, her voice rising as he flew past her. “The police could be here any second,” 

“I can’t leave them here,” he said, not voicing the deeper desire that drove him. If these scientists had caused this, they would have answers. The world would make sense again. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

He braced himself against the doorframe like an Olympic swimmer on a platform, then shot forward.

“Hurry,” Dana called after him.

His buoyancy drew him back to the ceiling in a slow arc, and when he made contact, he swept his arms down and back, pushing off like a cheetah in a full-on sprint. He rocketed forward, and in seconds he had reached the stairwell. He clawed at the nearest wall, only just managing to slow his speed before colliding with the stairwell door.

He caught his breath and entered.

The open chasm loomed before him. He inched forward and peered over. The flights of stairs on either side of the narrow tunnel looked like the ribs of a giant whale. And here he was, about to dive into its gullet. It wasn’t dangerous, he told himself in defiance of the sight before his eyes. He would simply float toward the upper floors like a bubble to the surface of a pool.

Just a swimming pool. 

He tipped over the side of the chasm, unconsciously holding his breath as he dove.

The floors drifted past; the numbers beside the doors counting up from one. When the third-floor door passed, he reached out to grab the railing. Rather than slowing to a stop as he intended, his momentum sent him swinging into the wall of the stairwell. The collision knocked the breath out of him, and he cracked his knee against the unyielding concrete.

The building shuddered and groaned as if in sympathy.

Pushing through the pain, he clambered for the door to the fourth floor, grateful that he didn’t need to put any weight on the leg.

SyntheTech was a Materials Research facility standing four stories in height between the cities of Bellevue and Redmond. Kyle had only worked there for four years, but in that time, he’d rarely ventured out of the biotech wing on the second floor. If memory served, the fourth floor specialized in everything from graphene superconductors to ultralight materials for the aeronautics industry.

Kyle coughed as he pulled himself over the doorframe. A thin haze of smoke saturated the air of the fourth-floor hallway. It wasn’t enough to decrease visibility, however, and he quickly located Dr. Ward’s lab a few doors down. But before he reached up to grasp the door handle, he spotted a fire extinguisher a few meters down the hallway and went to retrieve it.

He was glad he did.

The moment he pulled open the door, a dozen flickering orange embers swirled out.

Kyle jumped back from the blazing scraps of paper and squeezed the handle on the fire extinguisher. A white cloud of gas jetted out and slowly pushed him back into the wall of the hallway. The gas quenched the largest of the fires, but the smaller ones, inverted teardrops of flame, blew back into the room.

He relaxed his grip on the handle and followed after the flames, determined to put them out.

The thickness of the smoke in the laboratory beyond, however, made it impossible to see more than a few feet into the room. He could just make out the familiar shapes of lab benches, sinks, and fume hoods among a myriad of instruments unique to an applied physics lab.

Homing in on a few of the lingering fires, he extinguished them quickly and retreated to the hallway to suck in a breath of air. 

When he plunged back into the smoke a moment later, he searched from one end of the lab to the other. A film of tears formed rapidly in his stinging eyes and offered some protection from the dry and caustic air.

In moments, he came upon the only occupants of the room, a man and woman in scorched lab coats. Their open eyes stared without seeing, and their ghostly white features captured the shock of their final moments. The young man in the room must have been Danny, Aarush’s roommate, and he recognized the woman from a few company meetings as Dr. Ward. Her silver-blond hair was half burned away.

Beside them, a tangle of wires suspended a metallic box halfway between the lab bench and ceiling. A small, smoking crater was all that remained of the box’s internal components. Unidentifiable metal fragments—parts of the instrument, Kyle guessed—stuck out of the ceiling and walls and the center of red blots on the lab coats of the unfortunate scientists.

Kyle stared at the sight through the blur of tears until his need for oxygen drove him back into the hallway. He stood there for a moment, wondering what he should do next. There was no sense remaining here, not with Danny and Dr. Ward dead. 

But then, he hadn’t come all this way for them alone. That device, whatever it was, had just killed hundreds if not thousands of people. Leaving now, before he understood what it was and how it worked, would deny all the loved ones of those lost the answers they needed.

Kyle frowned. Who was he kidding? This failed experiment had upended his entire world, including his limited understanding of physics. He needed the answers for himself.

He took one more deep breath and went back in.

It didn’t take him long to return to the scientists and begin searching the area. Soon, a flickering light caught his attention. Drifting closer, he found what appeared to be a laboratory notebook lying face down on the ceiling, a smoldering ember slowly eating away at its back cover. 

Breath aching within his chest, Kyle smothered the ember with the flat of his palm and grabbed the notebook.

As he turned to exit, his eyes fell on Dr. Ward where she lay beside the broken device. Remembering Henry’s gesture in the lobby, he ripped free his button-up shirt and let it fall across her scalded face and sightless eyes. While her failed experiment might have just ended thousands of lives, the magnitude of her discovery was unparalleled. As Kyle pushed off benchtops and walls to return to the door of the lab, he envisioned a future of floating cities and hover cars. Severing humanity’s bond to gravity was no small feat. Her research could set into motion a whole new era.

Emerging from the choking smoke and into the hallway, he succumbed to a fit of coughing. Even as he tried to regain his breath, he eyed the notebook in his hand. Flipping it open, he saw several iterations of a device’s construction, from prototype to something resembling the smoldering object he’d seen in the lab. The missing component, the part which had exploded, looked like a metallic dome atop the flat, rectangular base. Dozens of wires and sensors, and even something akin to an injection port and syringe, protruded from it.

This was it—the answer he was looking for. 
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A violent shudder of the building reminded Kyle of a far more immediate concern than the contents of the notebook. If he didn’t get out of SyntheTech before it joined the rest of the debris floating into the sky, it would be of no use to anyone.

He slid the notebook down the back of his waistband and kicked off the nearest wall toward the stairwell.

The next few minutes were a flurry of hands and feet as he sped down the hall, up the stairwell to the first floor, and toward the lobby. The entire time, the building rocked and pitched around him, sending him careening into walls and glancing off a half-open door. Beyond the sound of his breathing, he could make out the distinctive grinding of stone and rending of metal. But he was already moving as fast as he could. By the time he made it to the lobby, he had added a few new bruises and a cracked rib to his assortment of other injuries.

He came to a staggering halt just inside the room, and his stomach twisted into a solid knot. Aside from the body of the security guard, the room was empty. One look at the building’s entrance told him why.

Where once a sidewalk lined with bushes and flowers had been visible beyond the glass double doors, there was now a dark and cloudy sky filled with dirt and debris.

He was too late. The building was falling into the sky, with him and the research still inside it. It would be years before an astronaut came here to pry the notebook from the hands of his frozen corpse.

Relief that the others had escaped did little to ease his rising dread. But before he sank fully into despair, a flash of red and blue light illuminated the rim of the glass doors.

He pushed off the ceiling and drifted toward the door for a closer look. Beyond a lip of broken concrete, he caught sight of the ground not thirty feet above him. Two police cruisers sat alone in the empty parking lot, their strobing lights illuminating the dust in the air like the interior of a dance club. A police officer was in the process of closing the rear doors of the nearest vehicle, but a hand reached out to stop him. A moment later, Dana’s head poked out through the door followed by a hand. She pointed straight at Kyle and yelled something he couldn’t hear.

When the officer saw him, he wasted no time and called out to his partner. Two other officers gaped at the building rising into the sky above them. In seconds, they too had spotted him, and one of the two men ran as close as he dared.

Fighting to overcome a sudden paralysis, Kyle pushed open the door and took a tentative step onto the underside of the awning. He gulped at the sight of the endless abyss of sky below him.

The officer took a step forward onto the cracked pathway, staring up at him with wide eyes.

Kyle had only one option. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath of cool air. Then he held that breath in. This was no different than swimming.

He opened his eyes and jumped.

The moment his feet lost contact with the canopy, the primitive side of his brain rebelled against the illusion. It insisted that gravity had not failed, and that he would soon lie in a broken heap on the ground far below. The sheer force of his imagination and the stalwart belief that water surrounded him was all that kept him from opening his mouth to scream. He held on to the illusion for all he was worth, ignoring the wind whipping past him.

His gaze never wavered from the officer standing on the ground above him. The man became the only thing in his world, and as the seconds ticked by, he took in every detail, from the wide brown eyes to the day-old stubble on his pale cheeks.

Twenty and then thirty feet flew past, but just as the officer grew closer, Kyle’s trajectory started to bend skyward. He wheeled his arms and kicked his feet, futilely attempting to swim through the air toward his only chance of survival. When he reached the peak of his arc, he thrust out a hand. 

With a mighty grunt, the officer bent his knees and jumped into the air. Their hands met and locked together at the wrist. It was all Kyle could do not to let out a scream as his shoulder was nearly pulled from his socket when the man fell back to the ground.

“Gotcha.”

A second later, the officer dragged him closer and threw an arm over his back. He used the leverage to guide Kyle’s feet to the ground.

For the first time since regaining consciousness, his world no longer appeared upside down.

As he hugged the officer for dear life, cold metal enclosed his wrist. Baffled, Kyle stared down at a handcuff, trying to make sense of it. Then the officer tightened the other cuff around his own wrist. With the realization came another wave of relief. This man was not weightless like him. So long as they were connected, Kyle was in no danger of floating off into space.

He couldn’t say the same for SyntheTech. Beside them, all that remained of the research facility was a rectangular hole with bent and broken pipes dribbling spheres of water into the sky. Kyle had to crane his neck to see the building. It was at least a hundred feet in the air now, its concrete façade nearly invisible against the gray clouds above.

As the officer carried him effortlessly away from the broken edge of the walkway, Kyle relaxed his death grip on the man and turned to see two other uniformed men waiting beside the back door of a police cruiser. One of the officers pulled the door open to reveal Dana’s smiling face. A moment later, they lowered Kyle into the seat like a toddler and buckled him in. The tight seatbelt was all that kept him from panicking as they unlocked the handcuffs and closed the door.

“I thought we lost you in there,” Dana said from the seat beside him. Her relieved smile was gone, replaced with a distant look of horror and helplessness.

He pulled her into a hug, and she buried her head into his shoulder.

“I’m glad you didn’t wait. But where are the others?”

“The other car.”

They separated when the front doors of the car opened and two officers climbed in.

“That was incredible. That jump,” said the officer in the passenger seat as he looked over his shoulder. Kyle recognized him as the man who’d caught him.

“It wouldn’t have ended so well without you there to catch me. Thank you. You saved my life.”

“It’s only his second week on the job,” said the officer behind the wheel. He put the vehicle in drive and hit the gas, sending Kyle and Dana back into their seats. “And now he’s saving people from alien abductions. The rookie’s got the worst kind of luck. Keep an eye out for those little gray bastards, Chris.”

Chris looked back and gave them a small shrug, then brought the radio to his lips.

“Dispatch this is Unit Twelve, returning from the ten sixty-eight with unit sixteen and four passengers.”

A short conversation followed, and the voice on the other end of the radio directed them to a hospital triage unit. The calm voice was distinctly out of place.

The ride was far more treacherous than expected. Hundreds of new cracks and potholes littered the street, and in some places, entire sections of it were missing altogether. Despite the seatbelts, each swerve of the car sent Kyle and Dana smashing into each other and the doors, and each bump threatened to give them a concussion against the ceiling. The driver slowed as much as he could, but the road proved almost as dangerous as the building from which they’d been rescued. 

After about a mile, they jolted past a hump in the road and came to a level stretch of pavement. The difference in the road and surroundings was remarkable. The air was soon clear of all dirt and debris, and cars, trash cans, and everything else not secured to the ground still sat where it was supposed to.

Kyle could almost pretend the last hour had been a bad dream. All it took was a glance behind him to remind him just how real it had been. Out the back window, a column of dirt lifted into the sky like some impossibly large tornado. Within the haze, three massive, semitranslucent orbs of water looked like new moons in the sky.

Most troubling of all, he remained weightless. Despite the evidence to the contrary, he’d held a faint hope that gravity would welcome him back into its protective embrace as soon as they left the affected area. From the way the officer squinted at him through the rear-view mirror, he had obviously expected the same. Did that put a wrench in his theory of alien tractor beams? Perhaps Dr. Ward’s research would give them all the answers they needed.

Kyle pulled the laboratory notebook from his waistband.

“What’s that?” Dana asked, the sudden appearance of the notebook drawing her gaze from the back window.

“Answers,” he said, dragging his thumb down the spine. He flipped the book open and examined several diagrams depicting the device he’d seen in the lab. The notebook was full of detailed specifications for each iteration of the device. As he flipped toward the back of the notebook, there were fewer schematics and more testing data. These pages had titles like Experiment 1, Experiment 2, and so on. The last page was titled Experiment 53, and halfway down, the observations abruptly terminated with the scratch of a pen and a scorch mark.

Conflicted, he closed the notebook and tucked it back into his waistband. On one hand, it would help them piece together what happened, but on the other, it meant someone might manage to recreate the device. If that happened, what was there to stop this from happening again, or worse, having the device turned into a weapon. He had seen its destructive potential firsthand.

His grim thoughts were cut short as they arrived at the hospital. Instead of being taken inside, however, the police cruiser pulled up alongside a growing number of tents being erected in the parking lot. A handful of nurses and doctors bustled in and out, each wearing face masks. It seemed they weren’t ruling anything out, even a contagion. But if Chris was concerned for his health, he didn’t show it as he and his partner opened the back doors and handcuffed them once again. 

A minute later, Kyle and Dana were carried towards the nearest tent. From the astonished looks cast their way, police officers effortlessly carrying adults in the crooks of their arms made for quite the sight.

Chris handed Kyle over to the waiting arms of a nurse and departed with his handcuffs before Kyle could thank him. Moments later, he saw a flash of red and blue lights against the tent and heard a car peeling out and racing away. 

Inside the tent, over a dozen cots lined both walls. Folding tables with medical supplies created a central aisle between them. There were already ten people inside and sitting on the cots. Each patient had a heavy blanket thrown over their shoulders or legs, keeping them from floating to the tent’s ceiling. That didn’t appear to satisfy the medical staff. With each of their patients posing a literal flight risk, in addition to the blankets, at least one limb was bound to the cot’s frame with a strap or cord.

The nurses hauled Kyle and Dana to a pair of vacant cots and tucked them beneath the heavy blankets. Their expressions betrayed their incredulity, but their hands were purposeful and businesslike as they tied their patients to their cots with a bit of medical tubing.

Before Kyle settled in for the long night ahead of him, he pulled the lab notebook from his waistband and placed it beneath the mattress. There was no way he would let it out of his sight. Not after all that he’d gone through to retrieve it.

Soon, the lights of another police car illuminated the walls of the tent, and Henry and Aarush joined them a minute later.

“That was some jump,” Henry told him when he settled onto the cot beside Dana. 

“That’s an understatement. It was amazing,” Aarush said as he leaned into view from his own cot. He lifted a hand, not in greeting, but to display a series of red grooves in his palm. “I clenched my fists so tight I almost drew blood. I didn’t think you’d make it.”

Kyle smiled, and for the first time since he’d woken weightless and floating in the center of his office, he felt safe. That was, until a doctor approached him with needle and suture. 

“Alright, let’s get that head wound cleaned and closed.” 
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Kyle fingered the three stitches in his scalp. While grateful it was no longer oozing blood, he wished the doctor had left more hair around the wound. He spent the next few minutes cleaning the last of the blood from his hair with a cold, wet towel, a process that would have gone much faster if one hand hadn’t been bound to the cot’s railing. He’d pulled the cot’s blanket around him as much for the weight it provided as for the warmth.

Without exception, all the survivors looked uncomfortable, but none dared to remove their only solid link to the ground. Even the medical staff eyed them worriedly, as if a stray breeze from the tent flap might blow their patients away. Yet it was quiet, everyone too grateful to be alive to complain about a minor discomfort.

This must be what shock sounds like, he thought. Shock at what they had just been through, the unreality of it all, and the uncertainty of when their weight would return.

Looking back to the wet towel in his hand, he watched as a slightly pink droplet dripped from one corner to the floor.

Kyle’s mind raced. He could have hit himself for not thinking of it sooner. It was time for an experiment.

Raising his hand to get the attention of a passing nurse, he asked for some water. He had seen a few of the survivors cradling bottles, but most appeared full.

The moment the nurse handed him a bottle, he twisted the cap free and gulped down the contents. He winced as a peculiar heaviness settled into his stomach, but he didn’t stop.

The nurse raised an eyebrow.

“Another please.”

Kyle drank as much water as he could stomach over the next few minutes. Despite the number of waiting patients, the nurse hung around, either interested in the outcome of Kyle’s unannounced experiment or worried for his mental health. Even Dana eyed him and the pile of water bottles skeptically.

When he could not hold down any more water, he pulled the blanket from his shoulders.

“What are you doing?” The nurse asked frantically as Kyle tugged his wrist free of the medical tubing. He reached forward to hold Kyle in place, but his hand stilled.

“You’re not floating anymore,” Dana said, looking him over.

Placing his hands against the cot, Kyle lifted off the mattress a few inches. Withdrawing his hands, he settled back onto it at an agonizingly slow pace.

“At least I won’t be falling into the sky.”

“But how?” Dana asked even as Kyle addressed the nurse.

“Give these people more water. They’ll be able to remove their restraints and get a bit more comfortable.”

“You’re saying water will cure them?”

A few others from nearby cots were listening in now. It was difficult not to with the room so quiet.

“It’s not as simple as that. As far as I can tell, the. . . event made all the atoms in our bodies permanently weightless,” Kyle said, catching himself before he could say “lab accident.” “But our bodies are constantly replacing our atoms with new ones. Everything from the air we breathe to the water and food we consume will slowly weigh us down.”

The nurse was nodding.

“I’ll go tell the doctor and place a food order with nutrition services. In the meantime, please stay in your beds. I think we have some spare scrubs and hospital gowns. I’d feel more comfortable if we had something else to weigh you down.”

“Not a bad idea,” Kyle said. Weighted clothes would be more manageable than covering themselves with blankets.

The nurse hurried to hand out some water bottles and then left the tent. 

“So we will be cured of this?” Henry asked in the silence that followed.

Kyle nodded, slowly at first and then with a bit more confidence.

“Given enough time. There are atoms in our bones that don’t get replaced very often. But within a few days, we should be twenty pounds heavier or so. Even the weightless atoms of our inner ears will be replaced eventually, and we won’t have this sense of freefall.”

The survivors in hearing distance were looking at each other, excitement brightening their features.

“But we aren’t just weightless,” said a woman from the other side of the tent. She was sharing a cot with her teenage daughter. “We were being pulled upward. I felt it. I walked across the ceiling of my apartment,” 

“Archimedes law,” said a voice beside them. Aarush stared at his hands as he spoke. He had asked about his roommate while Kyle was receiving stitches, and he hadn’t spoken since receiving the somber news. “It describes the upward force applied to objects by the medium they displace. We are neutrally buoyant in water because a ninety-kilogram person displaces about the same weight as ninety liters of water. At sea level, that same person would displace about a tenth of a kilogram of air. As far as I can tell, if we weigh nothing, there is about a one-hundred-gram force pushing us upward.” 

“If we are buoyant because we have no mass—” Henry began before Aarush cut him short.

“I didn't say ‘no mass.’ We still have mass. It takes just as much force to move you as it did before. Weight, or gravitational attraction, is different. They’re often treated as equal because we live on Earth, but if you were to go to Mars, you’d still have the same mass, but a different weight.”

“Alright, if we are buoyant because we lack gravitational attraction or whatever, why didn’t I experience that upward force immediately? I was weightless for several minutes before it started, and it only became stronger over time.”

Kyle answered this one. It was, after all, this observation that had led him to believe the loss of gravity was isolated, even before he had a chance to look through a window.

“Because the air itself was also weightless. It took a while for that to float away and for heavier air to replace it. That’s why there was so much wind.”

“Better than the alternative, I guess,” said a tall man as he untied the extension cord at his wrist. He had already guzzled down his bottle of water. “I thought my apartment had been swallowed by a sinkhole and was falling towards the center of the earth.”

“I thought I finally got superpowers,” said the teenage girl.

There were a few chuckles and grunts of agreement.

As the other occupants of the tent discussed their experiences, Kyle lay down on his cot with his hands behind his head. He received a few envious glances as he did so, and a few proceeded to gulp down their water so they could also remove their restraints.

“Is that true? What you said about the air we breathe weighing us down?” Dana asked between gulps of water.

“Most of the oxygen we breathe is reduced to water in our mitochondria. That water shouldn’t be any different than what you’re drinking. Though I suppose if the hydrogen in the water was sourced from fatty acid or glucose metabolism—”

“Got it. I believe you,” she said, shaking her head and smiling ruefully. “You think after eight years doing this job, I’d know better than to expect a simple answer from a scientist.”

Kyle returned the smile and closed his eyes.

Four more survivors trickled in over the next hour, putting the tent at capacity. With their arrival returned the uneasy silence.

The hospitality staff delivered meals soon after, and everyone ate, but still the silence held. The food, a rich mashed potato, green beans, and an overcooked steak covered in a thick brown gravy, sat like a heavy weight in his stomach.

Soon after, a nurse rolled in a clothing cart and erected a curtain for privacy. She insisted everyone wear at least two layers of scrubs before they attempted to leave their cots. Everyone changed without incident, except for one man, who lost hold of his pants and had to jump to retrieve them from the high ceiling of the tent.

Only when someone took their first unassisted steps did the silence finally break. The young man, scarcely more than a teenager and restless with energy, lowered his bare feet to the tarp on the floor. A nurse caught sight of him and hurried over to help, but he pinwheeled his arms for a moment and managed to stay upright. A few tentative skips followed as he tried to keep his footing. Then someone began to clap. Others joined in with the applause, adding a few cheers and whistles to the chorus. A sheepish grin split the young man’s face at all the attention.

Quiet conversations filled the tent after that, and Kyle saw a few grins. The demonstration, while looking uncannily like Neil Armstrong’s first steps on the moon, gave them some hope for their future mobility.

The commotion was cut short when a stern-looking woman with high cheekbones entered through the tent flaps. She clutched a packet of papers to her chest. He couldn’t see her mouth behind the surgical mask, but he imagined it was set in a thin line.

“May I have your attention,” she began, and the tense silence returned to the tent in an instant. “My name is Brenda Hensfield with the Federal Emergency Management Agency. I’m here to assure you that we at the DHS, indeed every branch of the military, are on top of the situation. Search and rescue efforts are ongoing until everyone is accounted for.” She glanced through the papers in her hands for a moment, then began to distribute them. “We will need your name, address, and emergency contact information. It will also assist our efforts if you refer to the map and write the names of anyone you think was in the indicated area. We will cross-reference these names and let you know if they have been located. Lastly, the second page is for you to list those personal effects for which you have an urgent need. We will do our best to retrieve them for you so long as it is safe for rescue workers to do so. We are still trying to determine what happened, but please know that the efforts and resources of the entire country are dedicated to seeing you through this terrible and unforeseen event.”

The words sounded well-practiced, and Kyle absently wondered how many other tents she had been through that night. 

The distribution of documents and ballpoint pens over with, she moved back to the front of the tent and stood as stoic and still as a statue to the sound of everyone leafing through papers.

Other than FEMA’s official-looking header, the typing and formatting of the document appeared rushed. The map was black and white, and a circle drawn with a marker encompassed an area about two miles in diameter. A glance confirmed that the SyntheTech facility sat at the center of the circle.

Dana locked eyes with him from where she lay on her cot.

There was never any real doubt that SyntheTech was ground zero, but seeing the evidence laid out in front of him made him shudder. He nodded to Dana in confirmation and then returned his focus to the document. 

It wasn’t until he was filling in the emergency contact section that he thought of his estranged wife, Carol. She was off in some unknown country doing charitable work, no doubt. Hours ago, if asked, he might have claimed to love her still, but weren’t people supposed to think of their loved ones during near-death experiences? Why hadn’t he? He pushed the thought from his mind and resolved to call her as soon as he was able.

The only person he knew of inside the affected zone was his one and only postdoc, Stacy Taylor. He was supposed to meet her at the bar down the road for an informal journal club. Had Dana not delayed his departure, he would have been walking outside when the world upended. She had inadvertently saved his life.

He could only hope Stacy was safe too.

After jotting down her name and suspected location, he flipped to the second page. Aside from his cellphone, which was probably surrounded by the vacuum of space by now, he couldn’t think of anything he needed. He left the page blank.

Brenda Hensfield set about collecting the documents and pens a minute later.

When she came to Kyle, he pinched the corner of the document, causing her to tug on it once more before finally meeting his gaze.

He took a deep breath and waited until she leaned closer.

“I was rescued from SyntheTech, the research facility at the center of the map,” he said in a whisper. “I know what caused all this, and I have the proof.” Having lived through a couple pandemics, he’d grown accustomed to reading people’s expressions behind their masks. The slight lifting of her eyebrows and widening of her eyes told him all he needed to know. He had her full attention. “Could you put me in touch with whoever needs this information?”

He met her unflinching gaze until she nodded.

She straightened, took the pen he offered her, and subtly placed a mark beside his name on the document. She moved on, collecting the rest of the papers and pens before pushing through the flap of the tent with some urgency in her step.

Dana caught his eye again and gave him a grim nod. Soon, others would know about Dr. Ward’s failed experiment. He just hoped whoever he trusted with the information would use it for good. 
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Over the next twenty minutes, Dana kept him apprised of her internet searches and the latest breaking news. She complained to no end about the terrible cell service and the several minutes it took to load a single page. Every article she managed to access had few new details. With the power outages and so few cameras recovered in the immediate area, it was hard to see much detail in any of the posted images. One thing they all had in common were the gargantuan spheres of water hanging above the cities of Bellevue and Redmond. Conjecture ranged from an alien encounter, the rapture, or a nuclear event.

“I would kill for a TV right now,” Dana said as she squinted at a small image on her phone.

He grunted in agreement. Without a phone of his own, he had nothing to distract himself from reliving the more traumatizing events of the day. He couldn’t close his eyes without seeing the burned bodies of Dr. Ward and Danny, the prone form of the security guard, or the woman falling into the sky just outside the building.

So it was of some relief when Brenda Hensfield returned. She pushed through the tent flap and beckoned for him to join her. Appearing surprised by his inability to do so, she sighed and came forward to assist him.

Any doubts she may have had were dashed when she caught sight of the laboratory notebook he withdrew from beneath the cot’s mattress. Her eyes widened, and she looked ready to snatch it from him as he tucked it under his arm.

With a firm hand, she half guided, half pushed him out of the tent. His short, hopping steps brought his bare feet in contact with the cold pavement of the parking lot every few seconds.

Several more vehicles and tents had appeared over the past hour, and Brenda guided him to the densest cluster of them. One tent, half as large as the one he’d left, glowed with several interior lights. 

Brenda raised the tent flap with one hand and maneuvered him in with the other.

A man in a pressed military outfit rose from behind a table in the room and circled around to meet them. Kyle was not familiar with military rankings, but the silver eagle pin on the shoulder of the uniform looked as intimidating as the man himself. Silver haired and broad-shouldered, he wore no mask and did not hesitate to shake his hand. 

They must have finally figured out that their weightlessness was not contagious. It was about time.

“Doctor Kessler. I’m Colonel Horton. I have a few questions for you. Please, have a seat.” He motioned to one of the metal folding chairs by the desk.

Brenda firmly pressed Kyle into a chair as if that would make him stick. When he remained on the seat, she retreated and stood somewhere behind him.

“I’m told you have information regarding the cause of this incident?” Colonel Horton said, returning to his seat across from him. 

“I do.”

“And why should I trust your information over that of some of our nation’s top advisers?”

Kyle hesitated, unsure if the man’s tone was closer to dismissive or suspicious.

“Well, I don’t know what they’re telling you, Colonel, but I was there when it happened. I work at SyntheTech. As I’m sure you know by now, that’s ground zero. I was a couple floors down from the lab that was conducting the experiment. One of the other survivors said he knew someone working on gravity research up there, so I went to investigate.” He cleared his throat. “The scientists didn’t survive.” Kyle lifted the laboratory notebook from his lap and placed it on the table but kept his hand on its cover to prevent it from floating away. “I found this in their lab.”

The man stared at Kyle with unblinking scrutiny for a time. Then his eyes fell to the scorched lab notebook.

“What is it?”

“Their research—or at least what they bothered to record in their lab notebook. It also depicts the same device I saw in their lab.”

“What kind of device?”

Kyle recounted his discovery of the scientists and described the smoking apparatus in the middle of the lab in as much detail as he could remember.

“And you are sure it was broken?”

“Pretty sure. It was damaged and barely resembled the diagrams in the notebook. Pieces of it were embedded in the walls and ceiling . . . and them.”

Colonel Horton nodded gravely. “And you had no part in these experiments?” His voice didn’t carry any hint of accusation, but Kyle heard it all the same.

“No. We worked for the same company, but I was in an entirely different area.”

“What area is that?”

“Biomatrices.” At the man’s blank expression, he elaborated. “I study the bioreactivity and bioresorptivity of synthetic materials for use in regenerative medicine and lab-grown tissues.”

The colonel tapped his finger on the desk but kept his face stoic.

“Do you know why your company would be developing antigravity technology?”

“I don’t really know,” he replied truthfully. “They’ve created all sorts of lightweight materials in the past. I assume they reached the peak of that technology and decided to explore another avenue. I didn’t work much with those outside of the life sciences.”

The colonel gave him a slight nod and flipped open a folder on the table in front of him. Without looking at its contents, he spoke.

“I see you’ve worked for SyntheTech for four years. During that time, did you learn of any research into military applications, foreign collaboration, or suspect any foreign funding?”

“Of course,” he said, and Colonel Horton’s eyebrows shot up. “The military funds most of our research. Some of our synthetic materials are in bulletproof vests, airplanes, and field medical adhesives. I was a co-investigator on a grant the military funded last year on synthetic coagulants. But if you’re asking if they’re developing weapons for other nations, I have no knowledge of that.”

He nodded and finally looked down at the folder in front of him. “And do you know of anyone else who might have access to this technology?”

“No. As I said, I had no connection to their projects. I didn’t know what they were working on.”

“And your reason for taking this notebook from their lab? Were you perhaps planning on giving it to your wife, Carol Kessler, who is currently operating out of China?”

If Kyle’s head had any weight to it, he would have leaned over and beat it against the table.

He took a deep breath to quell his rising irritation.

“Honestly, I haven’t seen her in over a year. I didn’t even know she was in China. And what would she do with it, anyway? She’s a maxillofacial surgeon working with a charity. I had no intention of showing the notebook to anyone but the authorities.” He squinted. “You found out a lot about me in only twenty minutes.”

For the first time, Colonel Horton cracked a smile.

“Yes, well, we needed to make sure you were credible. You wouldn’t be the first to approach me with some half-baked theory. But one thing you have going for you is physical evidence.” He held out a hand, palm up. 

Kyle lifted his own hand off the lab notebook, and it floated off the desk. With a single tap of a finger, Kyle sent the notebook floating into the colonel’s waiting hand. The man did an admirable job of hiding his astonishment and was wise enough to immediately stow the notebook in a thick, black briefcase.

“What are you going to do with it?” Kyle asked. Giving the notebook to the military was not ideal, but what other choice did he have?

“I will make sure it gets to the right people. For the time being, please keep your knowledge of the research and this antigravity apparatus to yourself and instruct others to do the same. This is a matter of national security, and your discretion is essential.”

The words did little to reassure him, but it was too late to turn back.

“What about us? The survivors, I mean.”

“Rest assured we will do everything in our power to remedy this . . .” His hand made an up-and-down motion toward Kyle. “Condition.” 

“No, I mean when will we be permitted to leave? We already have a remedy.”

This was news to the colonel. He sat up straighter and leaned forward with his elbows on the table.

“You have a remedy? I thought you had nothing to do with these experiments.”

“I don’t, but the solution was pretty simple. All we have to do is consume plenty of weighted food and water, and we’ll slowly take on that weight over time. As you can see, it’s already working.” Kyle spread his arms to illustrate that he was no longer floating.

“That is good to hear, Doctor. I will pass that along to our scientists. I hope you understand that I will need their opinions on this. They may also wish to run some tests of their own. But if what you say is true, you should be released in a day or two.”

“And after that? There are a lot of people who lived or worked within the affected area. Will it ever be safe to return?”

“That remains to be seen. A significant amount of earth beneath the area was affected and remains unstable. We are in the process of placing sandbags in the remaining structures and organizing a fleet of concrete pourers to keep the remaining ground where it is. But we will be sure to let you know as soon as our investigation concludes and it is safe to return.”

With a nod, Kyle made to stand, but the colonel spoke again after selecting a piece of paper from the others. It was the one Brenda had passed around.

“We’ve located a Stacy Taylor a few tents down from yours. Would you like for us to move her to your tent?”

“Please,” Kyle said, letting out a relieved breath. “And thank you.”

The colonel nodded to Brenda, and Kyle heard the tent flap open and close. 

“It’s the least we can do in return for all the help you’ve been. This information could shave months off the investigation.”

It’s not every day the government owes you a favor, Kyle thought. Remembering Dana and her desire for a TV, he decided to stretch the limits of that good will.

“In that case, I have one last request . . .”
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Colonel Horton saw Kyle back to his tent personally. It was an odd experience to skip arm in arm beside the Armed Forces officer, but it didn’t seem to faze the man. He deposited Kyle back in the tent with a waiting nurse and departed with a nod.

Kyle’s heart swelled at the sight of Stacy, his postdoc, clad in two layers of scrubs and standing on the tips of her toes with her arms around Dana’s neck. He arrived just in time to catch Stacy’s words.

“It’s so good to see a familiar face.”

Dana caught sight of him over Stacy’s shoulder and smiled.

“Then you’re going to be really happy to see who just walked in,” she said.

Stacy spotted him an instant later. Her smile rivaled Dana’s, and she squealed in delight. She jumped at him, soaring through the air and into his arms. The timely intervention of the nurse at his side was all that kept them from tipping over and falling backward out of the tent.

Kyle had always had a strictly professional relationship with trainees, but he cast that aside now as he laughed and wrapped her in his arms.

That elation disappeared—as well as any kind of professionalism—when she pulled back and punched him in the arm.

“You never showed up at the bar. I thought you died.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said, massaging away the sting. “Dana kept me late, so she’s to thank for saving my life.”

They stumbled back to their cots under the interested gazes of their tentmates.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Stacy asked. “Word is that SyntheTech is ground zero.”

“We were just as surprised as you,” he said, wondering just how much information he was permitted to share. But she merely nodded.

“I was trying to explain to the others in my tent that we’re experiencing buoyancy,” she said. “Or at least we were before they gave us all the food and clothing.”

“Buoyancy, huh?” he said, barely suppressing his amusement. “How’d you figure that out?”

“Beer bubbles.”

Kyle lifted an eyebrow.

“Beer?”

“Yeah. I had one at the bar while I was waiting for you. As soon as it happened, my beer started to overflow. The bubbles were no longer rising to the surface. The only reason that would happen is if the beer and carbon dioxide weighed the same. So, when the cool air came blowing in and we started floating, I figured we must weigh less than the air.”

Kyle smiled. It was just like her to keep a level head and search for meaning in the chaos. He didn’t envy her former tentmates, however, having been on the receiving end of her speculative ramblings many times in the past.

“Archimedes’ law in action,” Dana said. 

“Yeah. That’s the one. So, I see you’ve already figured this out,” Stacy said, obviously disappointed not to be the one to enlighten them.

“I see your PhD and raise you two,” Dana said, gesturing to Kyle and Aarush. “They puzzled it out a couple hours ago.”

“So, are they just sticking me in here with you to see if we come up with more brilliant theories?” Stacy looked to Kyle for an answer.

“I requested you be moved to our tent.”

She looked skeptical. “Just about everyone is looking for missing friends and loved ones. Why the special treatment?”

Kyle took a moment to craft his response. She was right, of course—it was special treatment. But he couldn’t tell her it was Colonel Horton’s way of repaying him for bringing the notebook to his attention. He had requested its existence remain a secret.

“I explained how we could be cured of this if we ate enough. I think they felt like they owed me something in return, so I requested your transfer . . . and a TV for Dana.”

“A TV?” Dana asked, her eyes wide with hope. 

“I figured it was the only way to stop your complaining.” He thought she might tackle him in a hug like Stacy, but this time there would be no nurse to help him stay on his feet.

“So when can I go home?” interrupted the elderly woman on the cot beside his in a quavering voice.

“I’m sure it’ll only be a day or two. They’ll want to run some tests first.”

The woman lay back in her bed, her frown accented by many wrinkles.

He continued to answer what questions he could until they touched on subjects Colonel Horton had insisted remain under wraps. Only then did he feign ignorance. His stumbling and evasive responses drew a few puzzled glances from Dana, Aarush, and Henry. They knew Dr. Ward was the one researching gravity, though only Dana knew of the laboratory notebook he’d brought out with him. Kyle would have to pass along Colonel Horton’s request to keep it quiet.

A few minutes later, a nurse came around and clicked off a few of the lights so they could get some sleep. Two more nurses brought in a cot for Stacy shortly after, but when she climbed onto it, her restlessness rivaled his own.

Dana had gone back to tapping at the screen of her cellphone, but now that news had spread of the disaster, cell service was even harder to come by.

As if on cue, a pair of camo-clad men wheeled in a cart with a small television. It took them five minutes to set it up by the entrance of the tent, near Stacy’s cot. It seemed Colonel Horton had followed through.

“Kyle Kessler?” one of the men asked, holding up a remote. 

Kyle raised his hand as everyone’s eyes turned to him. Self-conscious, he accepted the television remote and powered it on as the two uniformed men left. It cast a glare across the dim interior of the tent and roused what few people had managed to drift off to sleep. Dana’s wide eyes reflected the television with hunger, her cellphone forgotten in her hand. After a moment’s hesitation, she joined Stacy on her thin mattress, which was much closer to the TV.

Kyle flipped through the channels until he came to the first news network. The screen displayed a column of dust, dirt, and debris rising into the darkening sky. The camera trembled in the hands of the person filming it. 

“Turn it up,” someone called near the back of the tent.

Kyle squinted at the remote, found the button, and raised the volume.

“. . . what caused this, but authorities now believe it was some sort of industrial accident. The center of the disturbance was the SyntheTech materials research facility. The company is known for its production of specialized materials for many engineering and biological applications.”

The shot zoomed in on a cluster of giant, shimmering orbs hanging above a much shallower lake.

“Inside what is being termed the Radius, emergency responders describe a horrific scene. People, cars, and entire houses are falling into the sky. Survivors are being treated in nearby hospitals for mostly minor injuries, but even after leaving the Radius, they still haven’t regained their former weight. Social media is buzzing with videos and photos of people floating around like astronauts in a space station.”

The video transitioned to one of a shirtless man with a thick beard hopping across a room to the opposite wall and back toward the person holding the camera. They collided and exchanged an apology and words of disbelief. The next visual was a photo of a doctor sitting in a chair with a man twice her size in a hospital gown balanced on the tip of her finger. It changed to a distant shot from across a parking lot with a firefighter carrying two women into a large triage tent, the women’s hair streaming up and out behind them. The chyron at the bottom of the screen read Weightless in Washington?

“And this just in,” said the anchor, a woman with pale skin and jet-black hair, appearing on the screen for the first time since they’d turned on the TV. “We have exclusive video from inside the Radius, from a police dash cam. I must warn viewers that the video you are about to see may be disturbing.”

The anchor disappeared once again, and another video played. The footage was timestamped in the upper right of the video. It showed the dizzying view of a police car swerving around large cracks in the road and open manholes. Dirt and rocks pelted the window of the car. It reminded Kyle all too well of their escape from the Radius in the back of the police car.

The buildings on the streets were dark, with the exception of one. Bright emergency lights illuminated the windows.

Kyle stopped breathing when he recognized the building.

SyntheTech loomed before the camera as the police car came to a stop. The sound of doors opening and then closing coincided with a slight jostle of the camera. Police officers ran down the long pathway to the front doors of the building and disappeared inside.

Between the strobing flare of lights reflected on the glass doors, Kyle could see motion inside, vague shapes of men and a woman dropping down from the ceiling. Then about a minute later, the doors opened again, and the officers reemerged. Each carried a passenger cradled in the crook of their elbow like an oversized toddler. Handcuffs bound their right hands to the left hands of Aarush and Henry. Aarush had his eyes squeezed shut, but Henry was staring up at the sky in open-mouthed awe.

Sirens sounded, and another police car pulled into view. The officer emerged from the car a second later, dumbstruck as he watched his fellow officers approach. They exchanged a few words, and then the officer pulled out his handcuffs and rushed into the building. He emerged a few moments later, carrying Dana.

“The cuffs were a good idea,” Stacy said, her gaze never shifting from the screen.

“Thanks,” Dana said, and she flushed a moment later when she realized she hadn’t been addressed directly.

“Your idea?”

“It was the first thing that came to me.”

“No, I get it,” Stacy said, nodding. “Young, handsome men come bursting into the room. I would have handcuffs on my mind too.”

Dana jabbed her with an elbow and turned an even deeper shade of red.

“Watch this,” Aarush said, hushing them. “You haven’t even seen the best part.”

A few of the people from the rear of the tent came forward, pulling themselves along by the metal railings at the base of each cot. The only two nurses left in the tent, their eyes glued to the TV, barely registered that their patients were out of bed.

Kyle tried to ignore the people gathering around him and turned his attention back to the screen. He knew what was coming and wasn’t sure he was ready to relive it.

The officer carrying Dana was moving much faster than the other two, and the reason for his haste soon became clear. The entire building started to shake. Streams of dirt trickled up from a few cracks around the base of the building.

“We have to wait,” came a muted voice from the video. “Kyle’s still in there.”

Kyle blinked and looked at Dana. She glanced over at him, then immediately turned her eyes away.

Anything else Dana might have said was lost to a deep rumbling sound which lasted for several long seconds. They hadn’t gone more than a dozen feet before the building lifted free of its foundations.

Dana and the officer carrying her quickly moved out of frame, but he heard her say something else a moment later.

“Look. He’s there.”

The rising and tilting building gave a great view of the ceiling just inside the front doors. Through the glass panes, his own small, pixelated face stared up from where he crouched on the ceiling.

A bleeped-out curse followed, and then one of the officers yelled, “Chris, can you catch him?”

Chris ran to the edge of the disturbed ground, looking up and shuffling his feet like some NFL receiver trying to stay under the football.

As they watched, Kyle’s shrinking form surged into motion. He pushed through the glass doors, perched on the canopy above for just an instant, and then leapt.

There was a cumulative intake of breath around Kyle.

The closer the pixelized version of him came, the more his face came into focus. He could distinctly see the way his lips pinched as if to shut out imagined water, and his hands and feet paddled this way and that in a futile attempt to swim through the air. Blood slickened his dark hair, giving him a ghastly appearance.

The officer had perfect timing, leaping just as Kyle’s own downward momentum slowed to a stop. They clasped forearms, and Chris’s weight pulled them back to the ground.

Stacy was on her feet, jumping up and down. Each hop sent her three feet into the air.

“That’s my boss,” she said, pointing at the screen. “I can’t believe you did that!” She squealed. 

Aarush and Henry smiled.

Kyle frowned as Chris turned and carried him back to the car. The notebook was clearly visible in Kyle’s waistband.

“I have to tell you,” said the anchor, “they’re already calling this the ‘Leap of Faith’ around the newsroom. That officer needs some commendations to be sure, but that jump was something else.”

Others in the tent were nodding in agreement and looking at Kyle as if he were a minor celebrity. The teenage girl lifted her phone to take a picture.

He sighed. 

“I wonder why they didn’t blur our faces,” Dana asked.

“Why’d they release the video at all?” Kyle echoed.

“Who cares. That was awesome,” Aarush said unhelpfully.

The chyron now read The Leap of Faith as the TV froze the footage at a few of the anchor’s favorite scenes. A minute later, the anchor introduced a special guest and asked for his opinion. The man was pinch-faced and scowling as he dismissed speculation that it was an industrial accident, and called it an intentional test of antigravity technology, perhaps even an attack on our country by a foreign power. His only proof seemed to be year-old SyntheTech tax documents showing off-shore money injections. Dana had a few choice words to say about the man and his idiocy. She had been the one to file those documents, and according to her, there was nothing nefarious or secretive about the investor.

New images rolled across the screen as he talked, and for a while they stood transfixed, staring at other survivors. It became clear they had no further information to share when they started airing images they’d already shown just minutes before.

A middle-aged woman called her teenage daughter back to her cot, telling her it was time to get some sleep.

To the complaints of only a few, Kyle turned down the volume and handed the remote to Dana. He didn’t think sleep would come easily, but the combination of an aching body and an adrenaline crash soon took away whatever choice he had in the matter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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A nurse came to wake him early the next morning. 

“Cell service is still spotty. We’re taking people into the hospital one at a time to use the landline. Is there someone you want to call?”

He nodded as he scrubbed a hand over his face. The cot held only a thin mattress, but his near weightlessness made it feel as soft as a cloud. He didn’t think he had moved all night, and he had to work out a bit of stiffness from his muscles as the nurse helped him to his feet.

Stacy was the only one awake, her eyes riveted on the television and darting back and forth as she read the captions along the bottom of the newsfeed. The nurse pushed open the tent flap and led him through. Before it closed behind them, Kyle spotted Dana stirring and squinting against the bright light. The tired smile she gave him was cut far too short as the tent flap fell back into place.

It took only a few minutes to traverse the parking lot and enter a side door of the hospital. The nurse diligently held on to him as they went. Kyle was no longer in any danger of falling into the sky, but he took comfort in the arm around him all the same. The sky hadn’t seemed so scary when Brenda had taken him to see Colonel Horton the night before, but it had been pitch-black then. Now that he could see features in the clouds above, he realized just how far such a fall would be. 

They soon came to a small office with health insurance brochures and application forms pushed to one side of the small desk. The nurse deposited him in front of a telephone and turned to leave.

“Just knock on the door when you’re done,” she said, and closed the door behind her.

He didn’t know his parents’ numbers off the top of his head, which left only one person: his estranged wife.

“Hello?” The sound of her drowsy voice made him smile.

“It’s me,” he said.

There was a rustling, and he could just picture her sitting up in a hotel bed and flipping on the light.

“Oh my god, Kyle. I was so worried. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. What time is it there?” Wherever you are, he thought. Hadn’t Colonel Horton said something about China?

“About eleven. I’m so glad you’re alright. I mean, I knew you were alright after seeing you on TV, but I couldn’t get ahold of you. How did you do that?”

“I really didn’t have a choice but to try,” he said with a faltering chuckle. He changed the subject. “What’s it like out there? I haven’t seen the news this morning.”

“Oh, you know. Nothing big,” she said flippantly. “We just have a few new moons in the sky, and it looks like Earth is getting a belt.”

“New moons?”

“Made from the water of the lake. But they aren’t water anymore, they’re big balls of ice. The belt is a lot of dirt and rocks and houses and stuff.” 

Stuff, he thought with a frown. If she was trying to shield him from the knowledge of all the bodies up there, it was too late. He had seen one of them fall with his own eyes.

She continued, unaware of his suddenly somber mood. “A couple of the experts say it’ll continue to drift through the upper atmosphere until it reaches the equator.”

He started to ask why it hadn’t continued off into space, then answered the question himself. The people who fell into the sky would have taken in some weighted air as they breathed, and the watery moons would have absorbed some of that air too. But what of the rocks, cars, and houses? They should have continued upward into space, like an inflated ball dragged under a pool’s surface and released. Then again, if even a few molecules of weighted water seeped in, or one weighted atom of oxygen oxidized the metal, it might have been enough to hold it down in the highest reaches of the atmosphere.

He realized she was speaking again and struggled to recall what she’d just said.

“What’s it like being weightless? Well, I guess it’s . . .” He had to think about it. Until now, his only thoughts had been about survival, but after a night’s sleep, he felt different, stronger somehow, like he could quite literally leap a building in a single bound. Now that he was no longer sick to his stomach or at risk of falling into the sky, he felt capable of anything. “It feels like being under water, but still able to breathe, or skydiving, but without moving anywhere or having the wind constantly rushing past you.”

“Sounds scary.” 

“Yeah, I guess.”

“I’ll be on the first flight tomorrow. I couldn’t get anything sooner. All flights to SeaTac were canceled. Will you be home then?”

“Hard to say. They want to keep us at the hospital for a while for observation.”

At least he still had a house to go to, he thought with some relief. It was a few miles south of the Radius.

“I miss you,” Carol said after a moment of silence, and it made his heart skip. This time he thought she might actually mean it. There was nothing like a near-death experience to remind you of what you could have lost. 

But then, he had lost her years ago. And the worst part was, he couldn’t be mad at her, not while she was doing so much good in the world. If anything, he was to blame. He had refused to join in her charity work around the globe. Had he not just started his own lab at the time, he might have gone with her. It might have saved their marriage. That wasn’t holding him back now, he realized, and for the first time in a long time, he thought they might be able to start over again. 

He let out a long breath.

“I miss you too.”

They spoke a little longer, discussing the details of the night before. He couldn’t remember ever lying to her before, but never had he been asked to do so for reasons of national security. After a few minutes, he cut their conversation short with a request that she call his parents and tell them he was safe.

“Alright. I’ll see you in a couple days. Get better soon.”

“I will.”

He hung up and leaned over to knock on the door.

When he was outside again, he surrendered to the urge to look skyward and instantly regretted it. Clouds prevented him from catching sight of the moons Carol had mentioned, and he had to endure crippling dizziness and terror the rest of the walk back. From the way the nurse draped her arm around his shoulder and reassured him, he knew he wasn’t the first to make this mistake.

Back in the tent, he found Stacy still sitting on her cot with eyes glued to the TV. Her bed was already made, which did not surprise him. Her tidiness had always been borderline obsessive-compulsive.

“They’re evacuating the space stations,” she said, her face grim.

The TV was showing a live broadcast of a deployed parachute above a blackened, metallic, cone-shaped craft.

“Everyone? Why?”

“Debris, I guess.”

“Turn it up,” Kyle said, after looking over his shoulder and seeing that everyone was awake.

Dana gathered her wild hair into a ponytail a few cots down and came to join them. Stacy shifted to let her sit down, while Kyle settled at the base of Aarush’s bed. The man was doing something on his phone and didn’t appear to register his presence.

As they watched in rapt silence, the descent vehicle crashed into the ocean as if in slow motion, sending a plume of water into the air. Steam poured off the craft as it rocked back and forth on the waves.

A news anchor appeared to the right of the live footage, a man with eyes as blue as the ocean. He shuffled some paper on the desk in front of him.

“Humanity’s continuous occupation of multiple space stations ended today. All astronauts have been evacuated, leaving the stations empty for the first time. You’ve just witnessed one of their reentries. We hope to receive word shortly on the condition of the crew. While we wait, I’ll bring back our guest, Doctor Stephen Baker from the United States Space Foundation, who’s been following this story for the past few hours, and of course, local Seattle correspondent Jeffery Miller.” The second man was the same stern one Kyle had seen on the station last night, the one who’d suggested the tragedy was an attack by a foreign adversary.

“Tell me, Doctor Baker, why were the stations abandoned?”

The view shifted to a man with short-cropped white hair. His name was typed just below him on the screen.

“Debris from the Fracture has reached the upper atmosphere, at an altitude we call low Earth orbit. The space stations circle the globe about once every ninety minutes in this area, but this debris is practically motionless. If they hit even a small piece, it would be like running into a brick wall at nearly twenty thousand miles per hour. It’s that very thing that’s taken out fifteen satellites and counting.”

“The Fracture?” Kyle asked Stacy.

“That’s what they’re calling it. Right after they aired the first images of the new moons and the band of rubble, the Pope gave a speech about the ‘fractured firmament’ and some other religious mumbo jumbo. A few minutes later, they showed a video from a boat out in the Pacific, and one of the fisherman just kept pointing at it saying ‘la fractura, la fractura.’ So it’s kind of caught on.”

An image of three bright white spheres appeared on the screen, trailing behind them a shimmering streak of debris. Against the blue sky, it looked uncannily like a crack on the windshield of his car. A car that was also up there, he remembered glumly.

“We thought we had a space junk problem before,” the man on the TV continued. “Now it’s gotten impossibly crowded up there. I worry low Earth orbit will be lost to us for the foreseeable future.”

“Anything to add, Jeffery?” the anchor asked.

The local correspondent in question was sitting stiffly across the desk from the anchor and looking as grave as ever.

“It’s truly a great loss to the world, but I doubt we’ve seen the worst of it. There is a term for this, you know. Kessler syndrome. When the debris impacts create more space junk, which in turn causes more impacts and so on in an exponential fashion, eventually making space inaccessible. It was named after a NASA scientist who proposed the idea in 1978. It’s also the name of someone else we’ve seen recently. Care to hazard a guess who?”

“I couldn’t even begin—” the anchor began, his smile slipping slightly. Jeffery cut him off.

“You remember the Leap of Faith video?”

“Of course,” said the anchor, leaping on the question. “Our station ran the exclusive.”

“Well, I’ve recently identified the jumper as Doctor Kyle Kessler, one of the scientists working at SyntheTech, the facility at the center of the Radius. If you look closely at the video, after the police officer catches him, you’ll notice a notebook tucked under his belt. It is very clearly a laboratory notebook, the kind that most researchers use to record their data. So I ask you, what is his role in the Fracture, the very event that caused the Kessler syndrome? And what’s in the laboratory notebook? It had to be something so important, he’d risk his life for it.”

Kyle felt a heaviness settle on him that had nothing to do with gravity. He gazed around and saw some of the other occupants of the tent looking at him, their eyes shifting back and forth between him and the TV.

“Now it begins,” Henry grumbled from behind them. “The conspiracy theorists have climbed out of the woodwork.”

“Idiots,” Stacy huffed as she muted the TV. She saw the look on Kyle’s stricken face and then finally registered the tension in the room. “We’re biologists. Nobody with two synapses to rub together would believe that nut.” While she directed her words at him, they were loud enough for everyone to hear.

No more than a minute passed, however, before he caught the flash of a phone’s camera directed at him from across the tent.

He sighed and made his way back to his cot, where he crawled beneath the blankets. This was just a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It would blow over as soon as everyone learned of Dr. Ward and her research. When he closed his eyes, however, he saw only the sightless stare of the dead scientists.  
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“Doctor Kessler? Colonel Horton would like to see you.”

Kyle blinked his eyes open to the sight of Brenda Hensfield. She wore a sour expression, as if this whole business of fetching people was beneath her.

“What’s this about?” he mumbled groggily. 

“It’s for your ears only,” she said, causing several onlookers to peer suspiciously at him.

He reluctantly came to his feet and gestured for her to lead the way. Brenda did not give him the courtesy of using his own two legs, however, instead physically dragging him along beside her, his feet moving but not touching the ground.

In minutes, he was back in the same tent, staring at the same man in what appeared to be the same uniform. There was another person in the room though: a man wearing glasses and a rain jacket. When he met Kyle’s gaze, he waggled his eyebrows and smiled like he had a surprise in store for him. It made Kyle distinctly uncomfortable.

“Doctor Kessler,” Colonel Horton began. “I trust you were able to get some sleep?”

Nodding, Kyle looked between the two men, his eyebrow raised in question.

“This is Doctor Brian Hadler from NASA. He’s flown in to serve in an advisory capacity. When I told him what you said about regaining your weight over time, he had quite the interesting counterproposal. He’s been working all night, trying to put things in motion. Before I get to that, though, I wanted to discuss something of a more sensitive nature. Please, have a seat.”

Kyle looked over his shoulder at Brenda, who was still holding him by the arm. Belatedly, she lowered him until his feet touched the ground. He gripped the edge of the table and used it to pull himself down onto the chair. The cold of the metal passed through his two layers of scrubs as if they weren’t even there.

As soon as he was seated, the colonel followed suit, taking the chair across from him. Dr. Hadler remained standing, not for lack of a seat, but rather due to a seemingly limitless supply of energy. It was impossible to tell he’d stayed up all night.

“As you pointed out in your debriefing,” Colonel Horton continued, “the military funded much of the research at SyntheTech. This included Dr. Ward’s research. We’ve already spoken with her colleagues and collaborators, and they seemed just as surprised by the experiment’s success.”

“I would not call that a success,” Kyle said with a coldness he hadn’t intended.

“Of course, a slip of the tongue. What I meant was we could never have anticipated this. Fortunately, since this contracted research fell under the lowest level of classification, it was not a matter of public record. That said, we’d like for you to continue to keep your knowledge of Doctor Ward and her ‘failed’ experiment quiet.”

Kyle leaned back in the chair, crossing his arms as he regarded the two men. If they were discomforted by his gaze, they didn’t show it. Did they even know what they were asking of him?

“People already think I was involved. You want me to lie to them? Let them continue to think it was my fault, that I was responsible for killing hundreds if not thousands of people?”

They did look a little uncomfortable now.

“I am aware the media has made some unfortunate and unfair suggestions. I assure you, in a matter of a few weeks, we will have all the loose ends of Doctor Ward’s research contained. We will then release our report of the incident, and you will be cleared of all suspicion.

“A few weeks is a long time when you’re public enemy number one. You should see the way they were looking at me in there,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder with a thumb.

“Perhaps I can interject for a moment, Colonel,” Dr. Hadler said just as the uniformed man opened his mouth to respond. The scientist turned to Kyle and smiled. “It’s good to meet you, Kyle.” His friendly and informal bearing contrasted sharply to the colonel’s. “Between us, I don’t care about the politics. That’s his job. You and me? Science is our language. So let me ask you a hypothetical. What would have happened if the Radius were two to three times larger? Forget about ground-level effects. Think... deeper.”

Kyle’s brow knit together. He was no physicist, but there were a few fundamental forces that crossed all fields of science. Gravity was one of them. Not only did it affect biological systems, it also quite literally held Earth together. With all that rock above the mantel made weightless, the outward pressure of Earth’s interior could have popped the crust like a cork from a champagne bottle. He was surprised that even at a mile, the destruction had not been greater.

Dr. Hadler must have seen something in his expression, because he nodded knowingly.

“So you see, we need your cooperation in this. If someone got ahold of Dr. Ward’s research and managed to recreate the device, we could be looking at a super volcano of extinction-level proportions. As it was, this single event generated a magnitude five earthquake and made the ground bulge about ten meters at its peak. If not for the solid bedrock holding things in place, we might be standing next to an active volcano right now.”

Kyle nodded. It made sense. If hackers knew where to look, they would prioritize extracting Dr. Ward’s research from government databases. To catastrophic effect. If they focused on him, instead, they would continuously come up empty.

“What’s to stop you from recreating it? You have the notes.”

The colonel answered, his voice more reproachful than polite. “Even if destroying the planet wasn’t directly counter to our mission, a set of accords is being drafted as we speak to ban the use of this technology. That doesn’t mean every one of our adversaries will agree to the terms, however.”

Somewhat mollified, Kyle gave a curt nod.

“Alright, I’ll keep my lips sealed. But I’d appreciate it if it didn’t take too long. I don’t want my family and friends to think I had a part in this. Or my colleagues, for that matter. It could spell the end of my career.”

Almost imperceptibly, the colonel relaxed. Dr. Hadler, however, looked unaffected, as if he’d known Kyle would come around. What would they have done if Kyle refused to keep quiet?

“As it happens,” Colonel Horton said, his smile reappearing, “your career is what we brought you here to discuss. The United States government has seized all property and assets of SyntheTech—what assets remain on the ground, at least. In fact, we’ve declared eminent domain on the entire Radius until the national security and public safety matter is resolved. You are currently unemployed, though I’m sure a severance package will be forthcoming.”

A weight settled in the pit of his stomach. He had worked tireless nights and weekends to get where he was, and now he would have to start again from scratch.

The two men stared at him as if waiting for some response. Did they expect him to shrug off the news or become inconsolable with grief? He gave them neither.

“I imagine you have more on your plate than to deal with the issue of my unemployment.”

Colonel Horton cleared his throat.

“Yes, well, I’ve been assigned to oversee Doctor Hadler’s project. He will walk you through his proposal.”

He stood and gestured for Dr. Hadler to take his seat across from Kyle. The doctor collected a manila envelope from a nearby stack of them and took the now-vacated seat. His eyes never left Kyle and his smile looked giddy.

“Kyle, I want to personally thank you for securing Dr. Ward’s notes. We would still be scrambling to find out what happened if it wasn’t for you. Though, it may be some time before we find out how it happened. I read through their original grant application, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d have assumed they were trying to con money out of these know-nothing military stiffs,” he said, gesturing over to the colonel with his thumb. The colonel crossed his arms and frowned but said nothing. 

“They were obviously on to something,” Kyle said, gesturing down at himself.

“While I can’t go into the specifics, suffice it to say Dr. Ward and her colleagues had a very different view of physics than the rest of us. For one, they rejected the notion of dark energy and dark matter. They believed the observed effects of both could be explained by a single exotic particle that expanded spacetime rather than contracting it, causing a weak repulsive force. They aptly named them Ward particles after she claimed to have observed them in the aftermath of antimatter annihilations. Apparently, they just sit out there in the space between galaxies, compressing them in on themselves and pushing them apart from one another. According to them, they could potentially negate the effects of gravity if they ever had the chance to intermingle with normal matter. So that’s just what they set out to do. It’s still a mystery how they managed to make them and how the particles escaped containment, but rest assured, we’re bringing in the world’s foremost experts to shed some light on their technology.”

The desire to understand what happened, to make his world predictable again, was what sent him to Dr. Ward’s lab in the first place. Until now, not knowing was like an itch he couldn’t scratch. A few answers, heavily redacted though they were, were enough to placate him. At least for now.

“I’m sure you can guess why this is of such interest to NASA,” he continued after giving Kyle a moment to digest the new information. “Did you know it costs as much as ten thousand dollars to move a single pound of payload into space? Now imagine if not just the payload, but the rocket and fuel itself was made from weightless matter extracted from the Radius. We could send up a whole space station, crewed by as many as a hundred people, with the propulsion equivalent of a can of hairspray. Have you heard about the space stations?”

“About an hour ago,” Kyle said distractedly, his thoughts still turning over all the potential uses of weightless matter. Space and aviation were the most obvious, to be sure, but there would be applications in nearly every industry. They could make weightless prosthetics in the medical field, hover cars, gravity-defying skyscrapers, and sports equipment that weighed next to nothing to carry. The military would certainly take its fair share too, crafting bullets that could travel for miles, ultralong-range rockets, floating spy satellites, and fuel-efficient aircraft. One thing was certain. The price of weightless matter was going to skyrocket, and as of now, the government owned nearly all of it. When all was said and done, the Fracture might net the government more money than it lost.

“So you can see why we are quite desperate to salvage something from this,” Dr. Hadler said. “In just a few days, the Radius will be swarming with construction crews and miners to build and operate refineries. We fully intend to use those weightless materials to build the first weightless spacecraft.” He looked at Kyle in anticipation, as if he expected him to leap out of his chair in amazement.

“That sounds interesting and all, but what’s it got to do with me?”

Dr. Hadler’s smile turned sly. “A weightless, space-worthy research vessel isn’t worth much without a crew to operate it. A weightless crew.”

Kyle’s mouth fell open, and it took considerable effort to collect his thoughts and form a coherent reply.

“You want me to be an astronaut? I mean, I’m honored, but there have to be more qualified people.”

“You’re selling yourself short, Doctor,” Colonel Horton interjected. “You’ve already proven to be level-headed and resourceful. It is just those qualities we are looking for.”

“Okay,” Kyle said slowly. “But wouldn’t a physicist or engineer be a better choice? There had to have been some of those in the Radius. I’m just a biologist.”

Colonel Horton gave a shrug that suggested he had no idea and gestured for Dr. Hadler to field the question.

“Who better than a biologist to bring life to Mars?”

Laughter sputtered out from Kyle’s lips before he could contain it.

“You’re serious? You want to send me to Mars?”

“That’s just one location on NASA’s wish-list. Think of it. Such a spacecraft could float on the clouds of Venus, Jupiter, or Saturn. There’s really no end to where it could go. You can take along as many supplies as you want, so long as they’re weightless, and the hull will be thick enough to protect from radiation and micrometeoroids. We want to build the proverbial lead balloon, but we fully expect this one to fly.”

He smiled wickedly, and Kyle felt a smile pull at the corners of his own lips. 

“If you would, Doctor Hadler,” Colonel Horton began, “let’s get to the meat of the proposal. We have more people to interview before the day is over.”

It registered to Kyle then that that was what this was: an interview. He sat up straighter and resolved to be a bit politer to the men offering him a chance to go to space. If he played his cards right, he would be the envy of every one of his colleagues, even those in academia who believed him to be an industry sellout.

The doctor cleared his throat and leaned back in his chair, suddenly all business.

“Your employment contract with NASA would be for five years, effective immediately. Once the spacecraft is constructed, we will begin a series of missions, the first of which is to retrieve the bodies from the upper atmosphere and clean up our skies. The added benefit is the capture of one of our new static moonlets. That weightless water can be made into rocket fuel, something we’ll need for all the following missions.

The abruptness of it struck him as peculiar. 

“Why immediately? You haven’t even started building the spacecraft.” 

“You of all people should know the answer to that. You were the first to bring it to our attention. The longer you are exposed to weighted matter, the more of it you’ll absorb. If we let you wander about for the next year, you wouldn’t exactly be weightless anymore. You’ll need to stay in a temporary facility where you are exposed only to weightless air, water, and food from the Radius. During that time, you and the other trainees will learn how to be astronauts.”

Though it sounded like the only reasonable method to stop any further weight gain, he still balked at the terms of the contract. Who would willingly spend five years isolated from their friends, family, and the rest of the outside world? 

“It sounds like a prison.”

A hint of a smile spread across Colonel Horton’s face, but it disappeared just as quickly.

“It certainly won’t be easy,” Dr. Hadler said. “Unlike prison, however, you can leave at any time and collect all the salary you’ve accrued during your time with the new space program. With your experience running a lab, I imagine you’ll start in a very respectable position among the other prospective crew. Of course, you don’t have to decide here and now, but let us know by the end of the day.”

Kyle stared at his clasped hands on the table, considering. The opportunity to become an astronaut was not given to many, but was it worth spending the next five years in confinement, isolated from all his friends and family? It would end any hope he had of setting things right with Carol and set him back years on his own research. Was there enough time left in the day to make a decision that would change his life?



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]










CHAPTER NINE
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Kyle counted at least three cellphones pointed in his direction the moment he entered the tent. A tense silence hung in the air.

Being locked away in a training facility for the next year would have at least one benefit, he thought grudgingly. He wouldn’t have to deal with all this attention. 

“The news ran a spotlight on you while you were gone,” Dana whispered to him once Brenda returned him to his cot. “Stacy changed the channel before they went into too much detail. They said you received funding from the military and that your wife was living in China?”

“We’ve been separated for over a year,” he said with a sigh. The excuse sounded hollow even to him. At least he didn’t need to explain the military funding to her; she knew more about SyntheTech’s financials than anyone. But how could he convince everyone else of his innocence?

For a moment, he was tempted to stand up and describe what he’d found in Dr. Ward’s lab. If the cellphones pointed in his direction were recording, Kyle would be broadcasting those words to the entire planet. He would be vindicated, but at what cost? In addition to breaking his promise to Dr. Hadler and Colonel Horton, he would be tipping off every hacker in the world. They would set about digging up information on Dr. Ward’s experiments before her research was scrubbed from every server and database. And if that research got out, Fractures could happen worldwide, either as an act of war or a desire to be a part of the new space race. Thousands more could die, and the whole planet would be in jeopardy. And it would all be because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

Brenda’s voice rose above the sound of the TV as she asked Stacy to join her. Stacy tore her eyes away to look between Kyle and the stern-faced woman. He gave her an encouraging smile.

Clearly not trusting the TV controls to anyone else, she fumbled the remote in her hand until the screen went black. “That’s weird. Someone should really get that fixed.” She stood and allowed Brenda to guide her out of the tent.

Kyle smiled as he leaned back on his pillow. He wished he could see the look on her face when they offered her the opportunity to go into space.

“I’m hungry,” Aarush grumbled on the other side of Dana. Without the TV to distract him, he scanned the tent for food. “Where’s our breakfast? I thought they’d be trying to shovel food into us.”

Kyle didn’t have the heart to tell him that food might not come at all that morning. Feeding them meant they’d have more weight to lose if they signed the contract. Until Dr. Hadler finished his interviews, they’d all have to go hungry.

“What did they want to talk about?” Dana asked as she regarded him. She sat cross-legged on the cot beside him, wringing her hands.

“A job opportunity,” he said cryptically. “I’d tell you more, but I’d hate to spoil the surprise. I have a feeling you’ll get the same offer.”

“I guess we’re all unemployed now,” she said with a sigh. “It doesn’t hurt to start looking. Does it require a move out of state? Adam’s got a great job here, so moving isn’t really an option.”

“Yeah, it requires a move,” he said with a smile. Outer space was about as far out of state as one could get.

Dana stopped wringing her hands only to start fussing with her hair a moment later. A strand came loose from her hair tie and stuck straight up like a stalk of wheat. 

“I finally spoke with Adam. He says he’s preparing the house for my return. He’s putting boards over the windows and extra locks on the doors to make sure I don’t accidentally go flying off. He can be a little overprotective. It wouldn’t surprise me if he goes out and buys a leash or something.” She snorted, which Kyle hoped meant she was joking. 

A moment later, an unfamiliar man in military coveralls came into the tent carrying a large duffel bag. He looked around the room and then withdrew a plastic bag from the duffel and read out a name.

“Sandy Tully?”

The older woman on the other side of Kyle raised her hand. The man stepped forward and handed her the bag. Inside floated about half a dozen prescription pill bottles. She must have lived inside the Radius, Kyle guessed, and these were her medications.

“My chickens. Are they alright? They were in the coop out back.”

“I don’t know, Mrs. Tully, but I’m sure someone will contact you shortly.”

Kyle remembered the form they’d filled out yesterday. They must have moved quickly to gather the requested items. Remembering just how dangerous the Radius had been for the emergency responders, he wondered how they justified putting more people at risk. Or perhaps it was as Dr. Hadler had said and they were mobilizing all their resources to recover as much weightless matter as possible. It would soon be worth its weight—or rather its mass—in gold as soon as the rest of the world realized its potential.

“Stacy Taylor?”

Kyle spoke up.

“She’s meeting with Colonel Horton, but her cot is the last one on the end.”

The enlisted man nodded and placed a weighted bag containing a floating purse on her cot. He dropped off a few more items with their owners and left.

When Stacy returned with Brenda, her expression looked far more contemplative than excited. He would have expected her to leap at the opportunity to go to space.

Brenda, to his surprise, asked for Henry to join her next. The white-haired man bounded out of his cot with an energy belying his age and took Brenda’s outstretched arm.

Kyle frowned as he watched them go. Was Henry about to get the same job offer? Aarush was a scientist and Dana was great with computers. So why was Henry, SyntheTech’s janitor, a better candidate?

Stacy took up the plastic bag from her bed and made her slow, plodding way over to his cot.

“You got the same recruitment pitch, I take it?” she asked.

“I did. But I’m not sure if I’ll accept their offer.”

“Me neither,” she said as she perched at the end of his bed. “It sounds great and all, amazing even, but I had plans to travel, maybe get back into academia. It just seems like a big commitment, you know? It also gives me the creeps that they knew so much about me. They had a file on me that weighed as much as I do.” Her eyes twinkled at the joke.

His heart sank. After he felt the sensation, he realized just how much he depended on her. She was an exceptional scientist and added order to his life. If he went, he needed her there with him. And if she wasn’t going, he wouldn’t either.

“What job?” Aarush called from a few cots down. He had finally noticed Brenda’s comings and goings.

“Wait your turn,” Kyle said at the same time as Stacy piped, “It’s a surprise.”

Dana and Aarush shared an eye roll.

Stacy opened the plastic bag and smiled when her purse drifted out as if by magic. She unzipped it and withdrew her phone. The screen flashed on.

“Nice, it has a bit of battery left.” After a minute, she added, “Looks like I have about a thousand messages, though.”

“I’m almost glad I lost mine,” Kyle said, and was surprised by how much he meant it. What kind of messages were his friends and family sending him? He couldn’t bear the thought of them thinking he had anything to do with the Fracture.

She swiped the screen a half dozen times before her finger stilled.

“Huh. Someone sent me a video message. Should I download it?”

“Who?”

“I don’t recognize the number—looks local, though. It was sent minutes after the Fracture. The news hadn’t even picked up the story yet.”

“Up to you.”

She shrugged and tapped the screen.

A minute later, Kyle caught the flicker of color on the screen and the sound of wind. Stacy’s eyes grew wide.

Kyle sat up and looked down at the screen held tightly in her hand.

“Stacy,” said a soft, sorrowful voice. It was barely audible above the wind. “I’m sorry, but I have a feeling I won’t be coming back.” 

The video appeared to be of a distant sunset, its rays casting halos and bands of light across the screen.

Kyle heard the sound of sniffling. 

Even before the video panned around, he knew what he was seeing. This man, whoever he was, was ascending into the sky.

At first, the camera wielder showed the horizon in all directions, but then he tilted it downward to look at the ground far below. Chaos was the only word to describe what he saw. Among the clouds of dirt and cars floating off the ground were the unmistakable shapes of people.

The man sniffled again, and the same voice returned, stronger this time.

“I don’t know what’s happening, but you are the smartest person I’ve ever met, so I hope this will help you figure out how I died.”

Tears welled in Stacy’s eyes, and they seemed to take forever to run down her cheeks. She never looked away as he described what he was seeing. After a minute, a weighted silence carried through the video, broken only by his struggling breaths.

“Goodbye,” came his last word, and the video went dark.

She continued to stare at the screen, while Kyle and Dana shared a look.

“Who was he?” Dana said at last.

Stacy recovered enough to wipe the tears from her face and look up at them.

“He’s . . . he was a very nice guy, funny, interested in what I did for a living. He bought me a drink.”

“You didn’t know him?”

“His name was Dylan, and I only just met him at the bar. He excused himself for a minute. I thought he was coming right back. I guess I know why I never saw him again.”

“How did he have your number?” Dana asked.

She sniffled, then smiled a bit sadly. “I gave it to him.”

Kyle nodded slowly but let her sit in silence for a while, giving her time to grieve. But what felt like only seconds had passed before she looked at him, a frightening determination in her eyes.

“I’m doing it. I’m going to take the job.”

“Wait. Really?”

“They said their first project was to recover the bodies up there. I need to be a part of that. I need to find him.”

“What kind of job is this?” Dana asked, concern furrowing her brow.

The tent flap opened, and Henry and Brenda returned. From the grin on Henry’s face, he had happily signed away the next five years of his life.

Kyle placed a hand on Stacy’s shoulder.

“You’re sure about this?” he asked.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been so sure of anything.”

He stared at that glint of determination in her eyes and let it bleed into him and take on a life of its own. With some reluctance, he let go of whatever slim chance he had of getting back together with Carol. This was an opportunity he would never have again. He was going to be an astronaut.

He spared a look at Dana, who regarded them both as if they’d gone mad. Perhaps it was all they had been through together, but he desperately wanted to ask her to join them. But she had a husband, and he was not about to destroy her marriage like he had done with his own. He turned back to Stacy and smiled.

“It looks like we’ve got a contract to sign.”
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CHAPTER TEN
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Kyle couldn’t help but think he’d made the wrong decision. Nowhere in the contract had it said anything about torture.

A heater blew hot, blistering air over him, and he used the sleeve of his sweatshirt to wipe large globules of sweat from his forehead. The clothing was already soaked through and clung to him like a second skin.

Looking around for his pouch of water, he found it floating just above his head. Inside, the ice cubes were nearly gone, melted from the heat. He placed his mouth over the spout and squeezed the contents out, drinking the cool liquid until he was breathless. Kyle dropped the near-empty pouch, and it drifted off to a far corner of his own personal oven.

The room was about nine feet on all sides. Thick corrugated metal comprised each wall but one. The wall with the door was also metal, but smooth. Welding seams stood out like thick scars along the edges.

This refit cargo container had been his home for the last week. All that kept him from banging on the walls and demanding release was the knowledge that it would soon be over. This was not the training facility Dr. Hadler had promised. Before they could set him and the other trainees loose in the facility, they needed to rid them of all the weighted matter they absorbed after the Fracture.

Though he had his doubts, he’d been told this sweltering box of a room was the easiest way to replace all the water in his system. As if saying goodbye to his friends and family hadn’t been hard enough, he’d had to sweat himself to exhaustion every day for the past week and drink gallons of weightless water. A pouch of weightless multivitamins of every color and size was the only meal of the morning. Jessie, his own personal torturer, called it breakfast. The only real food he’d been allowed had barely been enough to calm the rumbling of his stomach. Intellectually, he knew they had done it to clear away any weighted atoms that had found their way into his fat cells and muscles, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

Deciding he’d had enough torture for one day, he unfolded from his fetal position on the padded floor and reached over to turn off the space heater and dehumidifier. Then he stripped out of his clothing and shoved the sodden mass into a plastic bag.

A cubby beside the door contained a towel and a carton of wet wipes. He pulled out a moist towelette and scrubbed it along his skin. The faint scent of lemon from the towelette made him feel like a fresh-steamed lobster. He longed for a shower, but according to his handler, it was considered a drowning hazard. 

Securing the weighted towel around his waist, he opened the door to find a room similar in size to his sauna. The only objects in the room were a sleeping bag on the floor, a table and chair, and a fan. Air from the latter sent a cascade of goosebumps along his skin.

“Enjoy the sauna?” Jessie’s voice crackled from a speaker in the upper right corner of the shipping container. The red LED of the camera blinked beside it. Kyle raised a middle finger in response.

He’d only caught glimpses of his handler through the window of the microwave-sized airlock, through which the man slid his food, toiletries, and mountains of reading and testing material. Jessie was a young black man with an annoyingly happy disposition and played his role as Kyle’s torturer with unflappable optimism.

Kyle slipped behind a small barrier to change into a weightless white shirt and a pair of briefs and red shorts. When he reemerged, the voice came again, happier than ever.

“It’s about time for your Weight Watchers Weigh-in. Come this way, sir, and step onto the scale.”

The camera tilted downward in invitation to approach the scale positioned on the floor below. The scale itself was comically small, something he would have used in his lab to measure chemicals and reagents down to the milligram. Kyle did not step onto it so much as hop and perch there like a bird. Every small motion of his toes was enough to get him airborne again, and it took him a few moments to relax enough to keep the number on the scale from fluctuating wildly.

“Congratulations. You weigh 50.3 grams.”

“Didn’t I weigh the same yesterday?” Kyle asked as he removed his feet from the scale. Even to him, his voice sounded disconsolate. Before the Fracture, he’d been happy with his weight, but now, as one of the lightest people on Earth, it caused him endless frustration. He guessed torture would do that to anyone.

“Exactly,” Jessie said. “It’s the first time you’ve failed to lose any weight, which means you’ve replaced all the weighted water in your system. The rest is probably a mix of other atoms that have integrated into long-lived proteins. You should lose the rest in the next few months or so.”

Kyle blinked.

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“What else do people do after completing Weight Watchers? You feast!”

“Complete? You mean I’m done?” His breath was coming faster now, and elation temporarily overwhelmed the promise of food. “I can finally leave?” 

“Getting rid of the water was the most important thing. You exhale about a quarter liter of water every day. It would be pointless to put you in a weightless facility if you could contaminate it with your breath.”

As Kyle digested the news, a familiar sound came from the airlock. A tray stacked with plastic containers slid into the small, transparent compartment. His mouth immediately flooded with saliva. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen so much food.

As soon as the airlock cycled, Jessie flashed him a thumbs-up through the plexiglass. Kyle had the door open in under a second and carried the tray and its contents to the small table and chair on the opposite side of the room. He had spent hours upon hours strapped to that chair, taking test after test until his mind felt like soup. It was this thought of soup that allowed him to sit without the usual upwelling of dread.

He cupped his hands around one of the hot containers until he could resist it no longer. He popped it open. The steaming porridge inside was thick and sticky enough to adhere to the sides of the plastic bin. He took up a spoon and dug in. A few drops of porridge managed to escape, but he deftly scooped them out of the air and into his mouth. He had gotten a bit of practice eating this past week, but the feast laid out before him was sure to test his skill. 

By the time the container was empty, his stomach swelled uncomfortably. It was a different kind of torture, and one he would happily repeat. As he opened the second container, he found a piece of buttered toast, an egg, and three strips of bacon. The taste of the fat and protein was bliss. He idly wondered how old the ingredients were. Unless they had found and butchered a weightless pig, and collected the eggs from weightless chickens, they were both over a week old.

He was done before he realized it. He sat there, breathless, staring at the empty tray.

Jessie must have been watching, for soon the airlock cycled again and something else slid into the chamber. Kyle vaguely recognized it as a respirator. A compact, green gas tank connected to the transparent face piece with a length of tubing.

“What’s this for?”

“It’s a surprise. Put it on.”

Following Jessie’s step-by-step instructions, Kyle tightened the straps of the respirator around his mouth and strapped the small tank to his waist. The mask was tight and formed an uncomfortable pressure against the bridge of his nose. Though heavy in mass, the tank was also weightless, and he could forget it was there if he stood still enough.

“I suggest you hold on to something,” Jessie said as soon as he confirmed Kyle had the respirator on and the tank opened.

More hissing followed, but this was much louder than the sound the small airlock made. A cool breeze ruffled his clothes. Kyle looked at the fan in the corner of the room, but it had mysteriously lost power.

“What’s going on?” he asked, his voice muffled by the respirator.

“I’m coming in there, but we need to replace the air first. I’m serious, you should hold on to something.”

Kyle felt it then, a force beginning to lift him into the air. Jessie was filling the room with weighted air, and as it replaced its weightless counterpart, buoyancy was beginning to exert itself.

Taking his advice, Kyle reached out and grabbed the airlock’s edge just as his feet left the floor.

Memories of walking upside down along the ceiling of SyntheTech came back to him in a rush. Then came a memory that had haunted him in his dreams every night since then: the sight of the woman falling into the sky right outside.

Heart racing, he hugged the small box of an airlock for dear life.

When the rushing of air ceased, the two doors that made up the far wall cracked open, and a figure wearing bright orange scrubs stepped inside. He walked over to stand in front of Kyle, a bright smile splitting his face.

Feeling foolish, Kyle slowly relaxed his death grip and took in the unobstructed view of his handler for the first time. He didn’t look nearly so cruel as Kyle had imagined.

“You’re even uglier than I thought you’d be,” Kyle said.

The smile only widened.

“Come on. It’s time for the second thing you do after a Weight Watchers Weigh-in: Try on new clothes.”

Kyle didn’t follow of his own volition but was bodily dragged and deposited into the metal chair. Jessie bade him hold on to the chair as he left to retrieve a bundle from outside.

“Your weighted suit,” Jessie declared, unfurling the largest piece of fabric. “Let’s see if we can get some muscle back on those bones.”

It took about thirty minutes to fit him in the clothes. The first layer was a network of harnesses he wore over the weightless shirt and shorts. They encircled his biceps and thighs and wrapped five times around his torso. Jessie added thin but heavy blocks of metal to the harness and had him stand and move around. The weights were adjusted until his center of gravity approximated his center of mass. This, of course, involved him falling on his face a few times. After the harness came an outer red jumpsuit that must have weighed twenty pounds by itself. Altogether, it brought his weight up to fifty pounds. It was a far stretch from his weight before the Fracture, but it still strained his weak muscles. Worse, his inner ear still insisted he was weightless. With a bit of concentration and practice, placing all his trust in his eyes, he was able to stand and walk around without falling. Jessie applauded and hollered like a parent watching their child take their first steps.

Though Kyle rolled his eyes, he couldn’t help but smile. Perhaps he wasn’t doomed to live a life of complete weightlessness. Not having his feet firmly planted beneath him had worn on his psyche more than he realized.

By the time he made a circuit of the cargo container and returned to the table, Jessie stood, smiling.

“I still hate you,” Kyle said, breathlessly.

“I’m going to miss you too. Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

Kyle didn’t need to be told twice. He hobbled after him.

They emerged from the confines of the cargo container and into an airplane hangar. He had only a vague recollection of arriving a week ago, but little had changed since then. A handful of forklifts carrying storage bins, sloshing bottles of water, and pressurized tanks of air, drove between rows of cargo containers like the one he’d called home for the last week. He’d seen neither hide nor hair of another person during that time except for Jessie’s hands through the airlock. Other survivors must be in those containers, suffering through the same torture. For some reason, this made him feel better, knowing he wasn’t being singled out.

As if to confirm his suspicions, a woman in a red jumpsuit stumbled out of an open container. Another woman, dressed in scrubs, caught her before she fell to the ground. Once her feet were beneath her, the pair headed their way. He didn’t recognize the other survivor, but she wore the same haggard expression that she most likely saw on him. And while the fogged respirator obscured everything but her eyes, their haunted look was unmistakable.

The pair caught up to them in front of a large metal door that stretched from the floor of the hangar to the ceiling. Inset in the door was a smaller one. Jessie opened it and gestured them through. A cool breeze swept over them, and Kyle shivered in ecstasy. 

The feeling was short-lived when he caught sight of the open sky. Logically, he knew he was weighed down by his clothes and the score of weights on his harness, but the sight of the blue abyss and the persistent sense of freefall made him reach out to Jessie to steady himself. Despite the man’s role in his week of hardship, he was a solid anchor to the world.

Jessie guided him away from the hangar and onto a long stretch of pavement where a nondescript white van waited. The driver, a burly white man with a week’s worth of scruff and a toothpick in his mouth, sat with his elbow resting on the window frame and his feet up on the dash.

When he caught sight of them, he spit the toothpick out the window and sat up straighter.

“Two this trip?”

“Just the two,” Jessie replied. He slid open the door and waved for the women to climb in first.

The woman’s handler helped her into a seat and buckled her in before hopping back out.

Then it was Kyle’s turn. Jessie stood just outside the door, helping him with the buckle as if he were a toddler.

“Take care of yourself and keep your feet beneath you.”

His smile was so genuine, Kyle had no retort. He simply nodded.

Jessie slammed the door shut, and then he was gone.

The van lurched into motion, and as it sped down a road parallel to a small runway, anticipation made Kyle’s hands shake and sweat tingle at his brow. 

They were moving him to a training facility where he would learn to be an astronaut. In a couple short years, his office would look out over the vastness of space, or down onto the surface of another planet. As difficult as the last week had been, it was now over, and it made him feel capable of enduring anything. No matter what, it couldn’t be worse than going to a windowless office every morning and stressing over funding. Not a bad trade at all.

Kyle adjusted his face mask and settled in for the drive.

Aside from the driver’s occasional humming, the first hour passed in silence. He relaxed into the cushioned seat and watched the trees and other cars streak past.

“Where do you suppose we’re going?” the woman beside him asked. He turned to see her looking at him intently. Her hair was brown like her eyes, with only a few streaks of gray, and cut to about an inch in length.

“The training facility, I’d guess.”

“But where do you think that is?”

Kyle shrugged.

“If it’s anything like the last place, secure and out of the way.”

She nodded slowly and stared back out the window, her eyes narrowed in concentration.

“I’m Kyle, by the way.”

“I know,” she said, looking back at him. “You were all they talked about on the news before they locked us away. I’m Crystal Jenson. I worked at an urgent care clinic in the Radius.”

“Oh yeah? MD?” From the lack of distrust in her eyes, he doubted she believed all that she heard on the news.

She nodded. “Husband and I both signed the contract.”

The small talk made Kyle feel a bit normal again, but the respirators didn’t help with the illusion. Soon the conversation turned to her reason for joining, and Kyle learned she had lost her fifteen-year-old son in the Fracture. It was then that the conversation trailed off and her haunted expression returned. He suspected she and her husband had joined the space program to retrieve their son’s body. Suddenly, his week of losing excess body weight was less arduous and painful by comparison.

After another thirty minutes, the van took a right off the highway and down a less traveled route, though tracks of mud and flattened leaves hinted at recent activity. His back was already aching from the weight he carried, and the bumps in the road made his muscles spasm.

They followed a bend in the road and came upon a large green truck with a canopied bed blocking the road. Soon a man in Army fatigues hopped down from the back and approached the driver’s-side window.

The driver held up his ID and, without a word, the man glanced at it and into the back seat before turning back the way he had come. He lifted a finger into the air and made a circular motion, and the engine of the truck roared to life. It backed up just enough to avoid hitting a tree but gave them ample room to pass.

Humming again, the driver quickly rounded the truck and continued down the road. 

Hardly a minute passed before they came across another obstruction. This was an actual gate, with a sturdy metal bar blocking their access. To either side, barbed-wire fences stretched out into the trees and armed guards walked the perimeter. The building in the yard beyond the gate made his jaw drop. It was a large, windowless structure about two stories in height. What amazed him was not the building itself, but the sheer size of the construction next to it. It was also rectangular, but that was where the similarities ended. A metal lattice holding hundreds of panes of glass comprised its exterior, making it look like a multifaceted diamond the size of a warehouse.

“They expect us to live in that?” Kyle asked. 

“It looks like a prison,” Crystal said, the lines around her eyes betraying the grimace he couldn’t see behind her respirator.

“Close. It was an old federal detention center,” the driver said as he leaned out the window to swipe his ID over a scanner. “They renovated it just for you. Even added a greenhouse. You two are probably the tenth group I’ve brought over in the past two days.”

With the gate now open, the driver put his foot to the gas, seemingly unaware of the look of utter bemusement his two passengers shared.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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A familiar face greeted them outside. Dr. Brian Hadler strode forward to open the sliding door when the van came to a halt.

“Welcome to the New Heights Training Facility.”

Kyle stepped out of the van and stared up at the building before him, his home for the foreseeable future. They hadn’t completely erased the evidence of the former detention center’s long abandonment. Vines, the verdant living and desiccated dead, ran up the bare concrete walls alongside streaks of rust from the metal roofing. Nature had once claimed this place, and now humans were taking it back. Kyle couldn’t help but think their effort had been wasted.

“There’s always the inside,” he mumbled, and Dr. Hadler nodded along as if he’d been following his train of thought.

“Don’t let appearances fool you,” he said, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose as he stared up at the building. “Inside, we’ve gathered the best manufacturing, computer, and environmental systems the world has to offer. I get excited just thinking about it.” He did look excited too. The first time they met, Kyle had assumed the man’s energetic enthusiasm was a result of an unhealthy amount of coffee. That was tame compared to the energy he radiated now.

“You don’t have to live in it,” Crystal said beneath her breath. Though her voice had been just as loud as Kyle’s, Dr. Hadler seemed not to hear it.

The NASA scientist ushered them down the walkway leading to the front doors. He walked leisurely, giving them plenty of time to catch up. Their steps were still slow and plodding, and they walked like a pair of tightrope walkers, their arms held out for balance.

The doors to the facility looked unusual, a first impression that only strengthened the closer they came. The doorframes were prominent, and the doors themselves were metallic with a circular window. Thick rubber gaskets separated the two doors, forming an airtight seal.

Dr. Hadler swiped his badge over a card reader beside the door, but it flashed red. He tried again, and it remained red. He peered in through one of the windows.

“Someone’s trying to exit. Wait a moment.”

A faint hissing sound came, followed by a soft clank. The doors did not open outward but instead sank into the doorframe on either side. The room was small and made entirely of sturdy, transparent walls. A group of three men waited inside, standing around a large stack of empty pallets. Two of them wore full Tyvek suits. They stripped off their helmets and nodded at Dr. Hadler as they wheeled their burden out through the door. The third man remained in the airlock and waved them inside as soon as the way was clear.

“I’ll leave you two with Lieutenant Larry Goss,” Dr. Hadler said. “He’ll take you through to the other side and give you instructions. The orientation will begin shortly. See you then.”

He left them with the last of the men and headed back down the path.

Lieutenant Goss, unlike the other two men to emerge from the airlock, was not dressed in a full-body suit and helmet. Instead, he wore a respirator and a black jumpsuit not too dissimilar from theirs. Like some of the guards they’d seen near the perimeter fence, he had a holstered gun at his hip. Well-built and with light brown hair trimmed to a bare bristle, he looked like he’d stepped out of a military recruitment ad.

The lieutenant nodded politely as he reached out and swiped his badge over a reader beside the opposite door.

The door behind them slid closed, and a gentle hiss filled the air.

“This is an airlock,” Kyle said in dawning realization.

Larry nodded.

“As you may have guessed from your time in rehabilitation, weightless air is a valuable but limited resource. We try to limit the amount lost by using airlocks like these.”

It took a full three minutes for the air to exchange, but the sudden loss of buoyancy was difficult to perceive with his weights on. When the cycle finally finished, the hissing stopped, and the LED on the badge scanner shifted from red to green.

To Kyle’s surprise, Larry lifted the mask from his face and drew in a deep breath.

“You can take these off now.”

“You were in the Radius,” Crystal said. It wasn’t a question, and now that Kyle knew to look, he could see the bulges of weights on the harness beneath Larry’s jumpsuit.

“Airforce recruiting office.” He lifted his leg and rapped his knuckles against his shin. It rang with a hollow sound. Where the cuff of his pant-leg ended, a curved metal rod protruded in place of a foot. “I thought I’d be stuck behind a desk forever, but I guess the Fracture changed all our plans.”

Kyle could only nod in agreement. Taking off his own mask was like stripping out of a hot and sweaty suit after a long wedding ceremony. With a deep breath, he welcomed the cool, moist air of the facility into his lungs. And he nearly coughed. It smelled like a compost heap and drying paint. It wasn’t entirely pleasant, but still better than dry, bottled air. 

They left the airlock and took their first steps into the facility. On their right, a long desk stretched across the length of the atrium, supporting a few computers. On the opposite side of the desk, dressed from head to foot in a Tyvek suit, stood another familiar figure.

“Doctors. It’s good to see you both,” Colonel Horton said. Through the plastic front of his helmet, the man’s smile looked genuine. He appeared far less brusque and intense than the person who’d interrogated him over a week ago.

The colonel didn’t seem to expect a reply, as he immediately bent down behind the desk and reemerged with two badges. 

Kyle and Crystal approached slowly and accepted them.

“You’re just in time for orientation. You have time to drop off your respirators in your room and grab lunch in the Mess. Just be sure to meet back here at the Atrium at thirteen hundred hours.”

Kyle nodded numbly as he watched the man sit down behind the desk and start typing at a computer.

“Just continue straight down this hallway,” Larry said, gesturing out of the Atrium and into a large, broad corridor that Kyle hesitated to call a hallway. “The second room on the right is the Residential Quarter, you can’t miss it.”

“Thank you,” he and Crystal said simultaneously. 

“And keep those badges on you at all times. You’ll need them to access several of the rooms throughout the facility,” Larry said, before turning back to close the airlock door.

Kyle looked down at the badge and hardly recognized himself. The picture had been taken shortly after he’d signed the contract. His face had the typical plumpness that came from zero gravity, a feature that made his smile look all the more genuine. His eyes held a spark of excitement, an eagerness to get started. And why wouldn’t they? He was about to go into a facility where he would train alongside other survivors for missions into space. But then, he hadn’t fully appreciated the trials still ahead of him. A week later, he felt half the man he’d once been. The brief glances he’d had in the van’s rearview mirror showed a much more haggard face, with sunken eyes and prominent cheekbones.

On the back of the badge, the words “New Heights Training Facility” lay beneath a logo of three white circles resting on a curving blue line. It could only represent the three static moonlets in the Earth’s atmosphere.

He shook his head and tried to summon up a bit of that same eagerness he’d felt a week earlier. He was now a part of something great, a project that would eventually send him to the edge of space and then to explore the solar system. However, the attempt to improve his mood failed when he looked out at the facility beyond the Atrium. Despite the renovations, it still looked like a prison. They had ripped away all the bars and security barriers to make it seem more welcoming, but the fresh coat of white paint could not conceal the scars on the ceiling and floors where those barriers had once been.

Kyle clipped the access badge to his jumpsuit pocket and watched as Crystal did the same. Her picture also showed a much different person. Her long, graying hair was pulled back, and her eyes still had the puffiness that came with recent tears. When the picture was taken, she had just lost her son.

Following Larry’s directions down the corridor, they passed a few other men and women in Tyvek suits, as well as a handful without. The other survivors wore jumpsuits like theirs, but with the colors blue and yellow also represented. Each walked with a varying degree of confidence, suggesting they had a day or two to get the hang of walking in their weighted attire.

Larry was right; it was impossible to miss the large, stenciled letters on the wall clearly reading Residential Quarter. Inside the double doors, Kyle was met with a sight he never would have expected; he hadn’t been pessimistic enough. Prison cells lined the walls on the bottom floor and the one above, the latter accessible by a grated catwalk. They did not resemble traditional prison cells, but their original purpose was lost on no one. In place of bars was a single door with a small, reinforced window in the center. 

“What have I gotten myself into?” Kyle said, only realizing he’d spoken aloud when Crystal shook her head.

He couldn’t help but fear this was all some clever ruse to lock him away for his perceived connection to the Fracture. But he couldn’t quite believe that, not when he looked at the others, some with faces so innocent, he suspected they’d never broken a law in their lives.

Then he saw a face he recognized. Stacy skipped across the room toward him, each step sending her impossibly high into the air.

“You came,” she exclaimed, throwing her arms wide.

Seeing that she had no intention of slowing down, he had just enough time to brace himself before her arms were around him.

“Where else would I go?” he said with a grunt.

She held him out at arm’s length and looked him up and down as if checking to make sure it was really him.

“I don’t know. I’ve been here for a whole two days. When they announced the orientation was happening this afternoon, I thought you’d changed your mind.”

He shook his head. 

“Trust me, I would have gladly cut my ‘rehabilitation’ short. I guess I must have drunk more weighted water than you. I only sweat out the last of it this morning.”

Stacy grimaced and patted his arm in sympathy. “Come on, I’ll show you to your room.”

He wanted to correct her and call them prison cells, but he couldn’t bring himself to spoil her good mood.

Crystal gave him a friendly nod before heading off in search of her husband.

Stacy led him to the stairway on the right side of the room and up to the second-floor catwalk. His feet clanged against the metal grating, and he forced himself to lean smoothly into each step as Stacy did.

Two thirds of the way down the length of the catwalk, she patted a door with his name stenciled in black on the eggshell-white paint.

He peered in through the window, only to see a dark room beyond.

“There’s a little window shutter on the other side if you want to lower it for privacy. Also, I recommend keeping your door closed at night. Some of the others snore.”

“Thanks for the advice.”

He opened the door and stepped inside, and Stacy immediately made her way to the desk and flipped on a lamp. 

Kyle took in the room he’d be living in for the next year.

Though small, it had all the amenities of his first dorm, including a bed, wardrobe, desk, toilet, and sink. Much to his surprise, a framed picture of his parents sat on the desk. He vaguely recalled asking Carol to put some of his things aside for someone to pick up. It was difficult to remember that particular part of the conversation when the rest had been full of arguing, anger, and finally a teary farewell. He walked over to the picture and picked it up. He hadn’t spoken to his parents since the hours after joining New Heights, and he desperately wanted to hear their voices again.

“Most important of all,” Stacy said, unaware of his sorrowful introspection. “Da-da-da-daaa . . . your cellphone.” She plucked the device off the desk and presented it with a flourish. “They call them portables. Trust me, don’t try to walk while texting—you’re almost guaranteed to fall over. My inner ear is still giving me mixed messages. Here, check this out.”

She took her own portable out of her pocket and pressed a button on the side.

“Page Kyle Kessler. Good morning, Boss.”

The phone in his hand buzzed, and a message appeared in a gray box against the black background.

Stacy Taylor: Good morning, Boss.

He swiped it away, only to discover another message, this too from Stacy.

Stacy Taylor: Testing, testing. Oh shit, it actually works. Aarush come see this. Oh dammit.

Stacy cleared her throat. 

“Yeah, you have to take your finger off the button when you’re done with your message or it just keeps transcribing.”

Kyle chuckled. It felt good to have her around again. It also sounded like Aarush had signed the contract. It would be nice to have another familiar face around. If only . . .

“I don’t suppose you saw Dana?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think she signed up. I would have noticed her name on a door.”

Kyle nodded, having suspected as much. He hadn’t known Dana well, but after what they’d gone through at SyntheTech, he felt closer to her than to some of his lifelong friends. Perhaps it was the same thing soldiers shared after a battle. Or maybe it was something else. He shook his head. Whatever it was, there was no use in brooding about it now. He just wished he’d had the chance to say goodbye.

“Can we make calls outside the facility?”

“You can record messages and pass them on to Control. I think they’re screening them. They don’t want anyone to let it slip where we are. Apparently, there’s a market for weightless stuff and they don’t want anyone trying to break in and steal some. They seem pretty good about getting the messages where they’re supposed to go, though. I’ve had several back-and-forths with my parents already.”

“Control?”

“Mission Control. You know, the NASA people in Houston who sit behind their computers and tell us how to fix our problems? They’re monitoring everything from the outside. The guys in the big plastic hazmat suits are running the place until we get up to speed. They can only carry so much air with them, so they stay in here for a couple hours at a time before they have to leave and refill their oxygen.”

“So it really is an enclosed ecosystem.”

“Yeah, only weightless air, food, and water. Anything that’s weighted has to be nondegradable and nonvolatile.”

Kyle ran a hand through his hair and felt the puckered ridges of skin where the straps of his mask had been.

“Where do I put this?” he asked, lifting the respirator and tank.

“Wardrobe. Someone will come by to refill it. We’re supposed to keep it in our rooms in case of a breach in the facility.”

She pulled open the wardrobe door, and Kyle looked in on three spare red jumpsuits and two dark gray ones.

“If they didn’t want us to feel like prisoners, this was the wrong fashion choice. What are the gray ones for?”

“I know, right? But I think they were going for the whole NASA astronaut vibe. The gray must be for when we’re off duty, since everyone seems to have some. And we call them heavies,” she said, sliding a finger down the length of one of the weighted jumpsuits. “And these are skinnies.” She opened up a drawer near the bottom to reveal a stack of white T-shirts and multiple pairs of gray and red shorts. The only indication that these were weightless was the rectangular piece of metal in the center of each, holding them down.

“Skinnies? Really?”

“We called them skivvies at first, but since they’re meant to be worn beneath our heavies, the new name caught on quick. All we have to do is unzip our heavies, unbuckle our harness, kick off our shoes, and we’re weightless. It takes less than a minute. Last night, someone lost a bit of their stew in the cafeteria, and it floated up to the ceiling. I stripped down to my skinnies right there on the spot and went up to clean it. It was so much fun. Sorry, not the cafeteria, they call it the Mess. Appropriate, huh? Speaking of, we should head over and get some lunch before orientation starts.”

Kyle smiled as he found an empty drawer to stow his respirator and oxygen tank. He’d forgotten just how much Stacy talked when she got going. After a week of near silence but for Jessie’s deceptively friendly voice, he was glad to have her around again. And it seemed her OCD had remained intact. Of course she would be the first to volunteer to clean up a mess. He suspected the very prospect of cleaning up the skies had helped convince her to join the program. Given enough leeway, she might just take it upon herself to smooth out the clouds while they were up there.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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“This is the Recreation Quarter,” Stacy said unnecessarily, spreading her arms to encompass the long length of hallway, including the words Recreation Quarter clearly stenciled on one wall. “You’ll find the mess hall and the gym here.”

“How big is this place?” Kyle asked.

“There’s a map in your portable. The last two areas are labeled Resource Quarter and Conservatory,” Aarush said. Until then, he’d followed behind them silently. The navy blue of his jumpsuit stood out in sharp contrast to their reds. “They are still closed for renovations. Apparently, they had to replace all the ventilation and plumbing.”

Kyle looked up to where Aarush pointed. A huge ventilation duct stretched down the hall along the ceiling. It was at least a meter wide. It made sense—with weightless air as prone to stagnation as it was, they needed to ensure adequate airflow. Otherwise, he could surround himself with a bubble of his own exhalations and suffocate.

“I hope they open soon,” Stacy said with exaggerated lament. “The gym’s great for working out, grabbing a hot shower, and jumping around in the weightless area, but I’ve been in here for two days and it already feels cramped. How am I supposed to survive another year? Ooh, we should come up with a weightless sport.”

From long years of practice, Kyle tuned out Stacy’s stream of consciousness and thought back to the large transparent structure built on to the side of the building. With any luck, the interior of the Conservatory would provide them with some much-needed open space, fresh food, and clean air. If the lingering scents in the air were any indication, they had succeeded in finding both weightless plants and animals in the Radius.

They entered the mess hall to find a large room filled with regularly spaced tables. A long counter ran the length of the room, separating the kitchen from the dining area. A line of trainees in blue, red, and yellow jumpsuits had formed near the entrance, waiting their turn to pick up a tray and slide it down the counter.

They had only just joined the line when someone ahead of them looked over his shoulder and gave Kyle a wide grin. Kyle was shocked to recognize Henry, SyntheTech’s janitor. He wore a blue jumpsuit like Aarush.

“I thought I heard your voice,” the man said to Kyle before he could get a word out. “Good to see you again.”

Kyle took the offered hand and shook it, surprised to find that the older man’s grip was strong.

“Henry. Good to see you, too. I was wondering if you’d joined.” Kyle bit his tongue before he could ask why they had hired him in the first place.

“Turns out they needed someone with a diverse skill set, and I fit the bill. Nothing noteworthy, mind you,” the man added, perhaps seeing Kyle’s poorly concealed skepticism. “I’ve worked construction, plumbing, and was even an electrician for a time. Ran the business just long enough to retire early and move closer to family. Working at SyntheTech just helped pay some of the bills. It’s expensive up here.”

Kyle nodded, his curiosity sated. It reaffirmed in his mind, however, just how diverse the crew of New Heights was. Aside from a few, he doubted many of the crew had advanced degrees. If Kyle felt out of his depth, he couldn’t even imagine how they felt. Outside of their childhood fantasies and their wildest of dreams, they might never have gotten the chance to become an astronaut.

Kyle took in the man’s blue jumpsuit once more and plucked at his own red one. 

“Any idea what these colors mean?”

Henry shrugged. “Beats me. There seems to be an even split, though. About a third of the crew for each color.”

“Remember all those assessments we took in rehab?” Stacy asked, as if they could forget that particular brand of torture. “They must have been placement tests. I figure we’ll serve in some kind of medical capacity. That’s what most of the reds have in common, anyway. Though I did speak to a horticulturist.”

Kyle couldn’t argue with Stacy’s rationale. Crystal, the woman he’d shared the van with, had been a medical doctor. He, on the other hand, had very little in the way of actual medical training, which should have been apparent from the tests. So, unless he was being relegated to bed pan duty, he guessed there was more to it than that.

They made it to the front of the line to pick up their trays.

“Blue must be engineering,” Aarush said after a moment of consideration. “I maintained a lot of the 3D printers, polymer extruders, and nanosprays at SyntheTech.”

They moved steadily down the line until they reached a pair of workers in the now-familiar Tyvek suits. The first of the pair ladled a hefty portion of macaroni and cheese from a pot and set it on a plate. The second dropped an upended glass bowl on top to prevent the weightless food from drifting off. They repeated this process with the remaining three pots and soon Kyle had servings of steamed broccoli and carrots, chicken, and a dollop of bright yellow vanilla pudding with a vanilla wafer stabbed into its center.

A minute after picking up his tray, it was nearly impossible to determine what lay beneath the bowls. Apart from the pudding, the steam inside had fogged over the glass. 

It had only been a couple of hours since he’d eaten breakfast, but his body craved more sustenance after his week spent in near starvation.

For their drinks, bottled water and boxed juice were their only options. With both liquid and container being weightless, it was impossible to walk with them on their trays without them rolling off. Instead, they each held their drink selections under their arms as they searched for a table.

Kyle followed Stacy and the others as they made their way past a half dozen identical but empty tables to sit at one with a group of three men and a woman, all wearing yellow jumpsuits.

Stacy plopped her tray down beside a startled-looking young man with curly brown hair. He looked over at his companions and then back at Stacy before raising his eyebrows at all the empty tables around them.

“Hey,” Stacy said. “What’s yellow mean?”

“Yellow?”

Kyle sighed and sat down with them. The only time he had ever seen Stacy act like less of an introvert was when she had a puzzle to solve. Once, at a conference in Los Angeles, she’d strolled right up to a Nobel laureate to interrogate him about the molecular signaling pathway he was credited with discovering.

“Yeah. We think we know what red and blue mean, but we haven’t talked to anyone with yellow.”

“She’s talking about the jumpsuits,” Henry said at the man’s baffled stare.

He looked down as if just now realizing what color clothing he was wearing. “I don’t know.”

“Well, what did you do before the Fracture?” Stacy asked.

She addressed the table with the question, and they all shared a look. The largest of them, a man whose ID badge identified him as Frank, leaned back and crossed his arms, muscles stretching the fabric of his jumpsuit. Rebecca, the only woman in the group, sighed in exasperation and spoke. The yellow of her jumpsuit made her blond hair and pale skin appear ghostly.

“We’re programmers. We worked together at a software company. Mr. Dubois was our CEO.”

The man in question was regarding the newcomers from the end of the table with narrowed eyes. He had slicked-back hair and a self-important bearing.

“You’re Kyle Kessler?” he asked in a voice cold enough to give Kyle chills. “The guy from the news?”

Kyle nodded slowly and read the name on the badge. Stewart Dubois.

“Yeah, Stewart. That was me.” 

“And you are the others from that video?” He looked at the rest of them, his words almost accusing.

“Not me,” Stacy said, not sounding nearly so cheerful now. “Aarush and Henry were there, though.”

Aarush looked up from his tray at the sound of his name. He was already eating his meal and had started with the vanilla pudding. 

Stewart looked at them all in turn, shaking his head. “This is great. Not only do they let you get away with killing thousands of people, they put you in here with us.”

The blood drained from Henry’s face and Aarush stared, slack-jawed, a blob of pudding drifting free of his spoon. 

“We had nothing to do with that,” Kyle said, anger souring his calm reply.

“Then who? As far as we know, you were the only ones there, and nobody seems to know what happened to the research you brought out with you.”

Kyle clenched his teeth. The words were uncannily similar to a conspiracy theorist’s portrayal of events on the news. He should have known he wouldn’t be able to escape the false narrative entirely. And until the government declassified the matter, he could say little in his own defense.

After a moment, Stewart nodded, accepting his silence as an admission of guilt.

“That’s what I thought.” He stood and dropped his fork onto the tray. “I just lost my appetite.”

He turned and left, leaving his food behind.

A moment later, so did the others. First Frank and then Rebecca stood, their expressions grim. They collected their trays and moved to another table. Dennis, the curly-haired man who Stacy had first spoken too, lingered, his eyes searching each of theirs in turn.

“My wife,” Dennis began, his voice soft and his face long. “She worked at SyntheTech. Blue eyes, brown hair? Her name was Cindy. She never made it home after the Fracture. I watched the video you were in but couldn’t see her bike. You don’t happen to know what happened to her, do you?”

An image flashed through Kyle’s mind, a woman clinging to her bike as he and Dana looked on, unable to help. Then the entire bike rack tore free of the ground. She had been the only person he had personally witnessed falling into the sky.

“I’m sorry. No,” Henry said. Aarush responded in kind, but Kyle could only shake his head, his throat tight.

Dennis worked his jaw as if he had something else to ask but only nodded. He stared down at what remained of his food for a long moment before leaving the table. He placed his tray on a rack beside the mess hall’s door as he left.

“I can’t even imagine what he’s going through,” Stacy said, as she lifted the bowl off her mac and cheese. “The only person I lost during the Fracture was a guy I knew for like ten minutes.”

Kyle wasn’t feeling particularly hungry, not anymore, but he took up a fork, lifted a glass bowl and stabbed at whatever lay beneath. Broccoli. Perfect.

“So, if they’re computer geeks, I’m guessing yellow is some kind of IT position. I think we’ve got this figured out, guys,” Stacy said as she stuffed down forkful after forkful of the mac and cheese. A stray macaroni floated up and out of the bowl when she wasn’t paying attention. She reached up and, with the flat of her fork, maneuvered it into her open mouth. She was having entirely too much fun with something so banal as eating. 

“Any other colors?” Henry asked, sounding only half-interested in hearing the answer.

“I saw a guy wearing black when I got here. He sits at the desk beside the airlock,” Aarush said.

“Security?” Stacy asked.

“Way things are going so far, it looks like we’ll need someone in here to break up fights,” Henry agreed, lifting his chin in the direction Stewart had gone.

Kyle barely tasted the food as he ate. All he could think about was the woman at the bike rack and how it must be eating Dennis up inside not knowing what happened to her. He resolved to find the man later and tell him what he knew. Nobody should live with that kind of uncertainty.

They finished eating in silence, and by the end of the meal, Kyle had to fish three steamed carrots and a dribble of pudding from the air before they floated out of reach. The crumbs from the vanilla wafer were a lost cause, and they ended up swatting away a cloud of them that had formed in the air above the table. Mess hall indeed.

“Aarush? What are you doing?” Stacy admonished.

Aarush had dragged over Stewart’s abandoned food tray and was transferring the contents to his own.

“First rule of living in an enclosed ecosystem—you can’t let anything go to waste.”
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By the time they arrived outside the Atrium, only a scattering of other trainees had gathered.

Aarush and Stacy peered inside the small room at Larry, who was seated behind the counter beside the airlock, his eyes flicking back and forth between a pair of monitors. A gun rested in a holster at his hip. 

“Definitely security,” Stacy said in a soft voice. Aarush nodded knowingly, as if they had just solved a particularly troubling puzzle.

Kyle took out the portable for the first time and tapped the screen with his thumb.

1300.

The time for orientation had arrived, and Colonel Horton was nowhere to be seen.

Just then, the outer doors to the airlock opened, admitting the colonel, still clad in his suit, and Dr. Hadler, who wore all but the helmet, which was tucked under one arm. The doors closed behind them, and the light on the access panel glowed red. The airlock was cycling.

Dr. Hadler zipped up his suit the rest of the way, put on his helmet, and let the colonel double-check its fit.

Now fully suited, he looked out at them and counted the number of trainees gathered. After a moment, he frowned. Strutting forward to the inner airlock door, he pressed a button on the access panel.

His voice came through a speaker. “Larry, please call for the rest of the trainees.”

The lieutenant, having stood at the sound of the outer airlock doors opening, nodded and raised his portable to his lips.

“Attention please. All New Heights trainees report to the Atrium for orientation. Repeat, all trainees to the Atrium.” The words sounded throughout the facility. Now that Kyle knew where to look, he saw several speakers positioned where the ceiling met the walls. There were also several unfamiliar objects next to them that looked to be sensors of one kind or another.

In minutes, another score of trainees came hustling into the wide corridor just outside the Atrium, and a minute after that, a dozen more followed from the direction of the Residential Quarter, rubbing sleep from their eyes. In total, there looked to be over sixty trainees, all wearing red, blue, or yellow jumpsuits.

In the minutes it took for the rest to arrive, Stacy had abandoned him near the back of the group to worm her way to the front. He felt no inclination to join her.

The airlock completed its cycle, and Colonel Horton and Dr. Hadler stepped into the facility.

Despite having seen each other no more than an hour ago, Larry came to attention, standing straight and lifting a hand to his brow in a stiff salute. The colonel returned the salute with perhaps a bit more ceremony than Kyle thought necessary. Was this all a show for the trainees, a subtle reminder of who was in charge here?

“As you were,” the colonel said to Larry, his gaze already taking in the gathered crowd.

He took a few steps forward and addressed them.

“Welcome to New Heights Trainee orientation. I am Colonel Kevin Horton,” the man said as all conversations trailed off. “The president has appointed me the interim director of operations here at the New Heights Training Facility. This is Doctor Brian Hadler, your Mission Control capcom. We’ve spoken with all of you individually, but now I’d like to thank you all for agreeing to join the space program and to welcome you to the New Heights Training Facility. You may have noticed,” Colonel Horton said after clearing his throat, “this facility isn’t exactly brand new.”

A scattering of chuckles punctuated the silence that followed, and nearly all the gathered trainees looked to a pair of suited workers halfway down the corridor in the process of sealing a long crack in the wall.

“We’ve had a bit under a week to get this place ready for you. That includes painting, cleaning, making it airtight, and adding new ventilation, plumbing, and one gigantic greenhouse. It is and will continue to be a work in progress. The primary goal of this facility is to prepare you for your time in space, and first and foremost, that means keeping you all weightless. So, if you see an area of wall not painted, try not to lick it.”

Another series of chuckles followed, and even Kyle had to smile. The colonel was definitely more personable when he wasn’t interrogating him.

“This facility, for all its age, is quite secure. I know some of you have complained about the lack of internet and the strict restrictions on communication with those outside. There is a good reason for this. Some of you will have checked the news recently and seen that the value of weightless matter is skyrocketing. It appears every company on Earth has found a use for it, from construction, to aviation, to—and I kid you not—clothes that float and billow around you as you walk. As of this morning, we’ve learned a Saudi prince has invested half of his family’s wealth into buying enough weightless food and water to try to make himself weightless. While the government is selling off small amounts of weightless matter to fund this operation and to design and build a spacecraft, the demand is still very high. We can’t afford to let the location of this facility leak, not with all the weightless materials stockpiled here.”

The reactions to the news were mixed, ranging from laughs and eye rolls to grimaces and grumblings of displeasure. Kyle heard a woman beside him mutter something about the government taking her house. He winced. A house inside the Radius would be made entirely of weightless matter and worth a fortune—and the government was reaping all the profits.

“Now,” Colonel Horton began, looking down to the floor as he paced back and forth in front of the gathered crowd. “This facility and its operation have proven to be a challenge. With the exception of a few, all New Heights Trainees are civilians. Therefore, we are unable to implement the military ranks we are used to. However, we will need a form of hierarchy, as with any operation or business. So, we’ve had to borrow a bit from NASA and civilian merchant vessels. Most of you will be specialists, and each section will have a first, second, and third officer. No officer in one section will have authority over specialists in another unless the matter pertains to their duties. For example, if a medical officer approaches you and says to seek medical attention right away, you had better do it, first for your own health, and to avoid disciplinary action. Disciplinary action may come in the form of docked pay, temporary suspension of duties, or worse, expulsion from the program. Any confusion over contradicting orders should be brought directly to the commander. Until that position is filled, consider that person me. If I am unavailable, you have direct contact with Control through your portables. They will be able to advise you. Any questions so far?”

The colonel searched the crowd for an uncomfortably long time until a tentative hand rose into the air. It was Stacy’s.

“Yes, Specialist?”

“What are the sections?”

“I can answer that, Colonel,” said Dr. Hadler. He stepped forward to look the trainees over in a weak imitation of the colonel a minute before. His short stature and wide-rimmed glasses failed to reproduce the military man’s intimidating gaze. “There are three sections. The Materials and Fabrication section, the Medical and Ecological section, and the Navigation and Systems section. MatFab will be responsible for the overall maintenance, engineering, recycling, fabrication, and custodial duties around the facility. If you’re wearing blue, you are a part of Materials and Fabrication. The Medical and Ecological section, or MedEco, is responsible for the overall wellbeing of the crew and the operation of the environmental systems. They includes everything from growing plants to serving them as food in the mess. If you are wearing red, you are part of the Medical and Ecological section. The last section, Navigation and Systems, or NavSys, will be responsible for maintaining the local network, communications, safety, security, and other computer systems and portable applications in the facility. They will also oversee much of the training program, including the occasional drill. While the navigation component will be simulation-based, when we are underway, they will be the ones piloting the New Heights spacecraft, taking you to the moon, Venus, and Mars, and bringing you back home. They are wearing yellow. Keep in mind that you were placed in your section based on your prior experience and recent proficiency test results. If you do not wish to be in the section assigned to you, you can contact me in Control for reassignment. Any other questions?”

“And black?” It was Stacy’s hand again, and her eyes cast unsubtle glances at the man standing behind the desk.

The colonel smiled.

“Thank you, Specialist. Let me introduce you to Lieutenant Larry Goss, our chief of security. He’s here to make sure you all get along. It will be a long stay in a relatively confined space. The most temperamental and least disciplined among you will eventually start making life difficult for the rest of us. If you are that troublemaker, he will be the man to show you to the door. Keep in mind, leaving this facility voids the contract you all signed. Is that understood?”

Again, only a scattering of people mumbled their affirmation.

Larry’s face hadn’t changed during his introduction, and his cold eyes met everyone’s in turn as if to make the colonel’s words a promise.

Kyle shivered. When he had first met the man in the airlock, he’d been friendly. Now, his expression dared anyone to cross him.

“This is your home as much as it is your workplace now,” Dr. Hadler said, his amicable tone an obvious attempt to soften the colonel’s threat. “We’ve done our best to make this a safe and comfortable environment and to maximize your privacy. There are no cameras inside the facility, but door access panels are in place to make sure we know who is coming and going. This is for your safety. We don’t want a navigation specialist from NavSys getting chemical burns in a MatFab supply closet.”

There were a few glances at the devices situated along the ceiling as if to confirm no cameras were among them.

“I think now is a good time to seek out your section’s officers,” the colonel said. “They’re the ones with the silver stripes on their breast pockets. The one with three stripes is your first officer, two stripes is your second officer, et cetera. I will be around to answer more of your questions once you’ve all had a chance to introduce yourselves.”

The crowd began to move in a chaotic swirl of primary colors, eventually separating into distinct pools of red, blue, and yellow.

Kyle waded through the throng, his eyes latching on to the breast pocket of every red jumpsuit he saw. All of them were plain. Eventually, he’d collected a few other stray reds and made his way to where the largest mass of them were congregating. Stacy was at the edge of a group of nearly twenty people. The person beside her sported two silver stripes on her breast pocket. It was none other than Crystal Jenson, the medical doctor he’d driven in with earlier that morning. Another red jumpsuit nearby, this one with one silver stripe, belonged to a large man with a red tuft of a beard and no hair. Their third officer. So where was their first officer?

He came up alongside the group, and Stacy turned to meet him. She gave him a wide smile.

“Well, hey there,” she said, her eyes flicking down to his chest. “Boss.”

His stomach fell, and a second later so did his gaze. Sure enough, three bands, stitched in silver thread, streaked from one side of his breast pocket to the other, just above his badge.

He closed his eyes and let out a long, steadying breath.

The endless tests flashed through his mind. Had he really done so well? Or perhaps the job of the first officer was managerial in nature and less to do with one’s knowledge of medicine or ecology. After all, the future spacecraft would become a large mobile laboratory, and he might just be the only one here who had run a laboratory of his own.

When he opened his eyes, a score of faces stared back at him.

Noise in the Atrium had faded rapidly as the sections organized into three separate groups. A few voices rose above the others, the section leaders taking charge. He had best do the same.

“Well I guess these stripes make me your first officer. I honestly had no idea until this moment, so bear with me as I try to figure out what the hell that means.”

Definitely not inspiring, he thought, but the words got a few laughs, the loudest and most jovial of which came from the third officer, who went so far as to place a hand on his belly as if to keep it from jiggling.

“I’m Kyle Kessler. I was a biomedical researcher at SyntheTech. I guess we can go around and introduce ourselves. Just start with your names and what you did prior to the Fracture. If you know your role here, mention that too. If you don’t know the specifics, I can look that up for you while I’m looking up my own.”

Another round of laughter followed. It appeared he had a talent for self-deprecation, but he wasn’t sure he should play to that strength. There were a few specialists who weren’t smiling, however. They wore frowns as they looked him up and down. Did they recognize him from the news? Did they, like Stewart, think he’d had something to do with the Fracture?

Crystal took the lead and stepped up beside him. “I’m Crystal Jenson. I was a doctor at an emergency clinic in the Radius. I guess I’m your second officer, and if there are no other practitioners present, the resident physician.”

“I’m Alan Dickey,” said the third officer. He didn’t move from where he stood but lifted his hand to catch everyone’s attention. “I might be third officer of MedEco, but I don’t have any doctorly credentials. I am, however, a certified nutritionist and the chef and owner of Dickey’s Place, a small restaurant right at the edge of the Radius. I don’t know what my duties are here, but I’m hoping I can whip up something tastier than the crap this lot is serving us.”

That got a surprisingly loud roar of approval, causing the other sections to look over with curiosity. Kyle had the surreal feeling of being on a sports team and participating in a huddle. He met eyes with Stewart who was standing among the NavSys trainees. The man scowled and quickly turned back to his section, ignoring him.

Stacy introduced herself next. She was surprisingly concise and professional, but the tremor in her voice betrayed her fear of public speaking.

The other members of MedEco introduced themselves over the next few minutes, but he only recognized one other person from the bunch. It was the young man from his triage tent who’d been the first to walk on his own after the Fracture. At the time, Kyle had thought him younger, no more than twenty, but standing tall in a weighted jumpsuit, he looked a few years older. When it was his turn to introduce himself, he said his name was Eric Zemanski, and he proudly proclaimed he was a biology major and wanted to become a botanist.

“Maybe one day I’ll grow the first plant on Mars,” he concluded, and they all smiled at his infectious enthusiasm.

There were six people who’d previously worked in the service industry, three former nurses, two landscapers, a former farmer, a horticulturist, a physical therapist, a medical technologist, a veterinarian, an anesthesiologist, and even an interior decorator. It wasn’t until a man introduced himself as Steve Jenson, a nurse, that Kyle placed him as Crystal’s husband. He too carried the weight of a recent loss in his eyes and in the softness of his voice. They had joined New Heights together to retrieve their son’s body from the sky. Kyle decided he would do everything in his power to give them that chance.

With introductions over, all eyes turned back to him.

“It looks like we have quite the capable team. You’re called specialists for good reason. Now, I’m no dictator, so if you know something I don’t, tell me. As far as I’m concerned, the person who knows best gets the final say in the matter. That said, I don’t think this transition will be easy. We have our work cut out for us with this place,” he said, once more attracting everyone’s attention to the section of wall being repaired. “But I’m confident that whatever it throws at us, the MedEco section can handle it.”

“I’m sure that will be the case,” Colonel Horton said as he stepped up beside Kyle, his Tyvek suit crinkling. “I’m glad you’ve all had the chance to introduce yourselves. Like Dr. Kessler here, I’m very enthusiastic about the MedEco team we’ve assembled. I’ve uploaded the personnel list to the network, so you’ll all be able to see your assigned titles and postings. If you haven’t worked it out by now, your portables function very similarly to a cellphone. Please keep them charged and with you at all times. You will receive facility-wide alerts and other notifications, as well as information pertaining to your duties. That said, you aren’t alone in here. Control is composed of teams from NASA, Lincoln Labs, MIT, and others, all eager to provide you with advice and assist you where they can. Please take advantage of it. Is there anything I haven’t addressed?”

Kyle stepped in before Stacy had the chance to raise her hand.

“When do we start?”

The colonel smiled. “Right now.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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A few suited workers were busy bussing the dirty trays, utensils, and plates in the mess hall when they entered. They looked up to see a crowd of men and women in red jumpsuits coming through the door and gave each other exhausted looks. Their visors were fogged over, and sweat glistened on their faces.

“Don’t mind us,” Kyle reassured them with a wave.

MedEco’s third officer quickly homed in on a man packing away leftovers in the kitchen.

“We’re here to relieve you, Chef. You mind giving us the nickel tour?”

The man in question was one Kyle recognized from his lunch visit. The entire front of his Tyvek suit was splattered with grease and food particles, making him look like he’d just lost a food fight.

“Yes, uh . . .”

“You can call me Alan, Chef, or if you must”—he looked down to his portable screen—“Chief Steward and Cook, and MedEco third officer, Alan Dickey.” He scrunched up his face in a grimace and pocketed the portable.

The suited man seemed to perk up a bit at the word “officer,” and stood straighter.

“Yes, of course, sir.”

He proceeded to lead them through the kitchen and open the doors to walk-in pantries, freezers, and refrigerators. Everything was stored inside boxes and plastic containers for a reason that only became clear the moment the man opened one. The contents, a bag of rice, drifted out.

“They’ve rounded up every ounce of packaged food in the Radius. There’re a thousand more boxes in storage here and offsite. I haven’t had the chance to go through it all. I hope you have better luck cooking it than I did. The damn meat tries to leap away as soon as it touches a hot pan. I had to stick a weighted plate on top to keep it down.”

The man rambled on about the difficulties of cooking weightless food until Kyle had had enough.

“Alan, I don’t suppose you can continue this conversation later, when we’re not all piled into the kitchen?”

“Oh,” Alan said, seeming to notice the twenty people huddled into the small space for the first time. “Of course. And as much as I’d like to see everything else, I’d prefer to get things organized around here.”

“You make the calls here, Chef,” Kyle said, content to let the man take charge of the kitchen.

“In that case, how many of you are listed as cooks or . . .”

“Messmen?” the former chef provided helpfully.

A pair immediately raised their hands, and after a moment of thumbing their portables, four other hands joined them.

“Alright. Should be plenty. I’ll see about prepping a meal for sixty-four people for dinner mess.”

“I look forward to seeing what you come up with.”

They left the seven of them to their task and exited the mess hall.

“Hold on a second,” Stacy said once they were all gathered in the corridor. Kyle looked over her shoulder to see her consulting her portable. She tapped the screen until a panel of icons appeared. The New Heights logo made a simple but starkly contrasted background. She pressed an icon labeled Maps, and in seconds, the screen changed to an eagle-eye view of the facility. The map was extremely detailed. Not only were each of the Quarters named and marked on the map, so was each room. A network of ventilation ducts stretched between the rooms, and hundreds of green lights dotted the map. Kyle thought these last might be some of the sensors he’d seen mounted near the ceiling. “This way,” Stacy said, jutting her finger to the right.

They followed her lead, and in a few moments, they entered the Resource Quarter. They stopped just inside the large open room. About the size of a basketball court, the Resource Quarter had two distinct areas separated by a row of work benches. Two large circular tables sat in the center of the space nearest them. Each held eight computer terminals, and a group of men and women in yellow jumpsuits sat or stood around them. When MedEco entered, the entire NavSys section looked up with wide eyes, as if they were caught sneaking cookies from the jar. Several of them scooted closer to their new computers like obstinate children who’d just been told to share. Behind them, a dozen servers blinked red and green lights.

NavSys was not the only section inside the quarter. In the other half of the room, MatFab, in their blue jumpsuits, milled about, touching and admiring dozens of instruments. He saw Henry and Aarush in a group gathered around what looked like a 3D printer. He was beginning to see why they called this the Resource Quarter.

Stacy made straight for a door behind and between the other two sections. On the wall beside it, read the word Clinic.

He motioned for the other members of his section to follow, and they cut across the middle of the room in her wake.

The clinic had an observation window looking out onto the Resource Quarter. Kyle imagined this was where security guards had once stood to monitor the progress and behavior of the detention center’s inmates as they toiled over menial tasks. Now, but for one small desk and computer, most of the room was hidden behind drawn curtains.

Crystal did a once-over of the desk where she’d be spending most of her time, then proceeded to yank back the curtains. Two beds, IV racks, heart rate monitors, and other medical instruments occupied the space. The doctor nodded her head and ran a finger down the length of an IV pole.

“Can you work with this?” Kyle asked.

She looked over her shoulder at him, considered the room once more, and then nodded her head.

“Yes, but I’ll have to do an inventory of the medical supplies before I’m sure.”

“How many of you are assigned to the clinic?” Kyle asked the group gathered in the room behind him.

Five people stepped forward. From his impromptu round of introductions, he knew two had been nurses, one an EMT, one a medical technologist, and the last an anesthesiologist before the Fracture. Among the former nurses was Crystal’s husband, who smiled at his wife as if she were his queen in the center of her domain.

A woman raised her hand a moment after the others and voiced her indecision. Kyle recognized her as the former physical therapist.

“It says my primary posting is the gym, but the clinic is listed as my secondary.”

Crystal gave her leave to head back to the gym and make herself useful there. The others set about exploring the space.

“I’ll leave you to it then. Let’s plan to sit down at dinner mess for an officer’s meeting.”

She nodded distractedly, and Kyle left the clinic with the remaining six specialists in tow.

Their next and final stop was the Conservatory.

As they left the Resource Quarter and headed to the last unexplored corner of the New Heights Training Facility, the faint organic scent he’d first smelled on entering the facility grew perceptively stronger. They passed a long line of crates and containers piled on the floor in the hallway before coming across a pool of sunlight shining through a pair of open airlock doors.

The scene inside the Conservatory was somehow both magnificent and underwhelming.

A thick metal framework with inset glass formed a massive fractal pattern over their heads. It met the roof of the facility and extended down the length of one of its walls. Aside from the small concrete patio, full of more of the crates, the football field–sized conservatory was completely barren. From one end to the other, a porous black cloth held down what he could only assume were truckloads of weightless soil from the Radius.

There was no fancy hydroponics system, vats of algae, or anything like he would have imagined. In contrast to the other quarters, nothing in the Conservatory appeared state-of-the-art.

Kyle was suddenly staggered by the realization that he would be running what was tantamount to a farm. Nothing in his training made him qualified for this. He was tempted to check his portable again to see if he’d misread the location of his primary posting. Surely he’d be of more use in the clinic or the mess hall.

“. . . just chuck them out. They’re nearly rotted anyway.”

The voice came from the other side of a small mountain of crates. He rounded them to see two men in Tyvek suits regarding the contents of a large crate suspended a few feet off the ground by a forklift.

Beyond them was a small pen holding a flock of chickens and a single goat.

Not just a farm, he thought. A ranch.

A suited man elbowed his companion and lifted a finger to point at Kyle and the six remaining members of the MedEco section.

“Ah, Dr. Kessler, right?”

Still distracted by the weight of his new responsibilities, Kyle simply nodded.

“We’ll get out of your way. We were just dropping off the last of these.”

“What are they?” Kyle asked as he joined them around the crate. A variety of plants were bundled inside. 

One of the men leaned in and grabbed one at random, then pushed it in his direction. It slid through the air like a hockey puck across ice, and Kyle reached out to grab it.

“Lettuce, carrots, onions, you name it. They just ripped them out of gardens within the Radius and threw them in the crates. It’s been a few days, so they aren’t looking too good anymore. We were debating whether or not to throw them out.”

Kyle drew the wilting arugula leaves through his fingers. The plant was weightless, just like him. It, and other plants like it, were the only fresh produce he and the rest of the crew could consume. If they got it into the ground in time, provided it with weightless water, they could harvest it when it doubled or tripled in size. But looking at the sorry thing, he wasn’t sure it was worth the effort.

The reflection of sun off the glass overhead made him take in the empty Conservatory. Instead of a barren expanse, he imagined an oasis. The excitement that surged through him made all of his reservations vanish. In the span of a few years, he could be on Mars, overseeing the construction of a similar oasis. If he failed here, he wouldn’t stand a chance on the red planet.

He turned to face the rest of his section, plant in hand.

“Alright, everyone. Roll up your sleeves. Let’s get these plants in the ground.” 

Doubt was evident on Stacy’s face as she regarded the wilting plants, but she stepped up to the crate and pulled out a bag of potatoes that were already sprouting little green heads.

The men in the Tyvek suits stood back and watched with interest as the rest of the men and women in red jumpsuits rolled up their sleeves and followed Stacy’s example. After a moment, one of them shrugged and went to grab some hand shovels and pruning shears. They led them over to the black tarp and showed them how to cut a little X into the fabric, leaving little flaps to keep the dirt from drifting out. Kyle watched one of them pat aside the dirt inside the hole and press the arugula down into it before sweeping the dirt back in.

The dirt that did escape made a beeline for the vent overhead. The filter covering the vent was already speckled with dirt and animal droppings. No doubt they would have to jump up there to clean it eventually.

“How do you water them?” Mitch, the former farmer, asked.

“We have a few hoses with custom-made bevel-point nozzles. You just poke the tip in through the fabric and it saturates the soil without spraying everywhere. Gotta be sparing with it, though. It’s weightless so it won’t drain, and if you add too much, the roots will rot. The soil’s packed five feet deep, so you have to wait until it evaporates off or diffuses before you water again.”

With the ten of them working, they had the contents of the crate planted in a little under ten minutes.

Kyle looked over the plants. While they weren’t exactly droopy—it was impossible to droop without gravity—they looked the worse for wear. He remained stubbornly optimistic.

“Shall we open the next crate then?” one of the men in the Tyvek suits asked.

Kyle closed his eyes and would have hung his head had there been any weight to it.

“Just how many crates are there?”

“About thirty. They stretch all the way inside.”

Kyle followed them to the next crate. It contained pepper plants with many half-grown peppers still on the stems.

He leaned over to examine something that was most definitely not a pepper. A large garden snail crawled across a leaf, happily tearing chunks out of it. He didn’t think he was imagining its happiness either, not with it trapped in a container full of food and without its shell weighing it down. Prying it off the leaf, he watched as it retreated partway into its shell before cautiously emerging again, its large, slimy body reaching this way and that as it looked for something to grab on to. Its mouth, a small oval bordered by tiny teeth, continued to chew down its latest mouthful of vegetation.

“Can we use the empty crate?” he asked one of the men in the suits.

“We don’t have any plans for them.” 

“Okay, let’s put any plants in there past saving and any other snails we find too. No point in letting the plants go to waste, and with any luck, we can use these little guys to feed the chickens—or ourselves, if the chef knows a good escargot recipe.”

Laura, the interior decorator, made a gagging sound.

Kyle did a headcount of his crew as they emptied the crate and realized he was missing someone.

The veterinarian stood by the chicken and goat pens, looking between the animals and his portable.

“Donald?” Kyle began when he was close enough to read the man’s badge. “How are they?”

“Call me Don. And I was just looking through their charts. There were thirty chickens to start, but ten ended up braining themselves on the ceiling of their cargo containers. That’s when they strapped these weights on their legs.”

As Kyle leaned in to examine the chickens, he unconsciously fingered the still-healing scar on his head where he’d done just that seconds after the Fracture. Sure enough, on the ankles of each was a thick metal band. Despite the weight it provided, those chickens not currently roosting on one of the many padded shelves lining the enclosure hopped around the base of the cage, wings outstretched as if for balance. He idly wondered if any of them belonged to the woman he’d been placed next to in the triage tent. Hadn’t she voiced concern for her chickens at one point?

“Okay, the chickens I understand. Everyone likes eggs. But what about the goat?”

The animal in question occupied the second cage. It wore a weighted vest in place of ankle weights, though Kyle supposed it was in no real danger of braining itself on the cage ceiling, as thick a skull as it had. 

“We could get some milk out of her. But we’d have to get her pregnant first. Shouldn’t be too hard to order some goat semen for insemination. That will give us some kids to raise too. Other than the milk? Her manure could be used for fertilizer. They also aren’t picky about their food. We can give her some vegetable scraps we can’t or don’t want to eat.”

“You’ll get no objection from me,” Kyle said, glad to know there would be some fresh milk in his future. “I’ll leave their care and handling to you if you don’t mind.” Don nodded distractedly as he returned his gaze to his portable. 

Turning back to the rest of the section, he saw they were still hard at work. More importantly, they were all smiling. He didn’t blame them. There was something exciting and invigorating about building something from the ground up, especially something as important as New Height’s Conservatory. Only time would tell if it would last, or if it, like any honeymoon period, was doomed to end. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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The moment Kyle stepped into the mess hall, the heavenly aroma of sautéed vegetables and curry brought his deadened olfactory sense to life. If he listened hard enough, he could hear meat sizzling on a pan.

The smell had already drawn a sizable crowd. A long line of men and women in blue, red, or yellow jumpsuits stood before the kitchen counter, waiting their turn to pick up a tray. As he joined the line, he couldn’t help but notice the state of his own uniform. The green and brown stains of overripe plants and dirt clashed with the red of his once-pristine jumpsuit. He debated going back to his room to change, but he’d already washed his hands, and that was good enough for him. He pitied whoever was responsible for laundry in the MatFab section.

When he reached the front of the line, he did a double take. Not only was Alan, the chef, serving food, but he was also wearing a small hair net around his tuft of a red beard. It looked rather comical, but Kyle had already judged the man to be a comedian of a sort. 

He picked up a tray and slid it up to the chef. Now it was Alan’s turn to do a double take.

“Kyle. You’re looking . . . dirty.”

“You’re not exactly spotless either.”

The chef wore an apron, but it had provided little protection. His sleeves, shoulders, and chest were all spotted with oil and dusted with an assortment of colorful spices.

He smiled. “At least I smell nicer.”

Kyle again drew in a breath of the exquisite air of the mess hall and found he couldn’t disagree.

“Show me what you came up with.”

The chef lifted the lid from a pot and used a ladle to scoop up some steaming rice and place it on a plate. Before any of the sticky grains could escape, he plopped a generous helping of a thick and clumpy orange curry onto it and covered it all with a clear glass bowl. He repeated the processes with sautee’d vegetables. For dessert, he placed a spherical ball of bread in a bowl that had been liberally soaked with syrup.

It was all Kyle could do not to dig into the dishes right there in the mess line. His eagerness must have shown, as Alan laughed and waved him away so he could continue serving.

“When you get a moment, can you join me and Crystal out here for an officer’s meeting?”

“Sure thing,” said the chef. “I’ll be out when this rush is over. I think I already see a person in line for seconds. Hey you, wait until everyone’s eaten,” he bellowed down the line. His waving ladle sent curry splattering on the jumpsuits of a few nearby trainees.

Kyle fled the splash zone and found an empty table. He immediately tucked into the food, pausing only for a moment to admire the way steam formed a bubble of hazy air around the curry instead of wafting away. Despite the tediousness of the eating process, he ate it all in a matter of minutes and was himself tempted to go back for seconds.

As he waited for Crystal and Alan to join him, he explored the functions of his new portable. He’d discovered a notetaking app some hours ago, and he already had several to-do items typed in. This, it turned out, had been redundant. There were three MedEco task checklist documents in his inbox from Control titled Daily, Weekly, and Monthly, respectively. Changing the dirty air filters he’d noticed earlier was one of the weekly to-do items. 

He clicked on an application titled Training with a sense of foreboding. Over a dozen courses with names like Weightless Basics and New Heights Safety were listed as well as others of a more specialized nature like Environmental Control Sensors and Maintenance and Operation of the Water Reclamation Unit.

“Why so glum, Chum?” a voice said from across the table.

Crystal set her tray down gingerly as if she feared the delicious-smelling food might escape containment.

“Somehow, our long day looks to be getting longer.”

She grunted as she spied the list of courses on his portable. 

“For some more than others. Did you read the material on watch standing yet?”

Kyle shook his head and flicked through his portable for a few seconds to find it. The document was long, so he minimized it for later reading.

“What’s the long and short of it?” he asked. Crystal had just lifted one of the glass bowls from her food, and she paused to breathe in the scent.

“Rather than having a dedicated night shift, they propose we all take turns as watch standers. We have twenty-one people in each section. That works out to three people working throughout the night once a week. They can then take the next two days off as their weekend. The next night, another three take the shift, and so on. It sounds reasonable. There should always be someone to man the clinic and watch over air quality or other issues we might run into. Dave, the anesthesiologist, said that if atmospheric gases get unbalanced, we could all asphyxiate in our sleep. Not something I want to roll the dice with. In addition to the watch standers, they propose we have an officer on call every night. That means we have to keep our portables on and sleep in a weighted suit so we can be up and running if something comes up.”

It was a lot to take in, and by the end of her summation, the weight of responsibility on his shoulders doubled. The possibility of inadvertently killing them all through a careless mistake with the atmospheric controls had never occurred to him.

“Let’s see if we can work out the watch schedule today. I know someone who’d be happy to stay awake all night to do more work.” Eric, the aspiring botanist, had still been bursting with youthful energy and enthusiasm after the long afternoon. “How’s the supply situation in Medical?”

“As well as could be expected. Only a couple pharmacies and my clinic were inside the Radius. My other concerns are more long-term in nature. I’m worried about the chronic effects of microgravity. Between the gym and the weights we wear, we’ll keep the worst of the muscle and bone loss at bay. But in six months to a year, many of us will develop vision and immune deficiencies. A few of us might even present with brain edema. There’s no way around it—our bodies need gravity. NASA assures me they will be addressing this in the design of the new spacecraft, but it could be a year before it’s fit for us to live in.”

Crystal paused to fork a bite of food into her mouth. She let out a loud moan just as Alan approached the table. 

“I knew I should have put out a tip jar,” he said with a chuckle as he sat down beside her. He no longer wore an apron or the hair net around his beard, but he still carried himself like the owner of the establishment.

“How’d you manage all this without gravity?” Kyle asked with a nod toward the kitchen.

“It took some doing. Anything we put on a skillet tried to jump off. Cooking rice was the worst. Whenever we boiled water, it accumulated bubbles and tried to overflow. We had to stir it constantly to get rid of them, which made the rice far too sticky. In the end, we had to rig up a rice steamer. So far, we’re making do with the frozen, dried, and canned foods, but I’ll need better ingredients if you want me to work my magic.”

“I might be able to help with that. From what I remember planting today, you should have potatoes, onions, peppers, tomatoes, strawberries, and some herbs and greens in the next few weeks. Our twenty chickens should keep us stocked on eggs, too.”

“That would go a long way. But my first order of business will be to change how we serve the food itself. With the extra dishes needed to keep the food from floating away, half my trainees are doing dishes instead of cooking. I was thinking of preparing some food pouches as an alternative, something like what the astronauts use. It wouldn’t be very glamorous, but it would make eating so much easier. I spoke to a young guy from MatFab when he came in about twenty minutes ago. That guy can sure eat.” Alan said this last as an aside, but Kyle had a good idea to whom he was referring. He had seen Aarush’s insatiable hunger in action more than once. “He said he could fabricate something like that out of silicone. It’s nontoxic and we could wash it, freeze foods in it, and even heat them up in the oven.”

“Isn’t the lack of coffee a bigger priority?” Crystal asked, raising the bottle of water to her mouth and squeezing.

“Don’t worry about that. They recovered plenty from the Radius. The former chef didn’t know his way around a French press, which is the only reason we haven’t had any so far. Turns out drip coffee and pour-overs need gravity to work.”

They shared other ideas and updates for a time, and Kyle was pleased when Alan volunteered to be the officer on call that night. The meeting ended soon after, and Kyle’s fatigue and aching back finally compelled him to stand up and excuse himself.

Before heading back to his room, he swung by the Conservatory to find Eric still working with the horticulturist to organize the crops. The young man readily accepted Kyle’s suggestion he take the first night’s watch.

That settled, Kyle shuffled to the Residential Quarter.
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He had just climbed the stairs to the upper level of the Residential Quarter when he caught sight of a yellow jumpsuit inside one of the many rooms. Its owner, the same man who’d asked after his missing wife, sat on the edge of his bed, consulting his portable.

Kyle stopped with his hand on the railing and sighed

He had to get this over with.

“Dennis? Can we chat?”

Dennis glanced up from his portable, and his brow furrowed. He stood and looked Kyle up and down, taking in his dirt-stained clothes.

“I guess,” he said without conviction and pocketed his portable. Kyle noted the distinct silver line across his pocket, marking him as the NavSys third officer.

Kyle stepped in and closed the door behind him.

Dennis raised an eyebrow.

“I wasn’t entirely truthful earlier in the cafeteria. I didn’t think it was the right place to tell you . . .” He sighed and steeled himself. “I did see your wife the night of the Fracture, and I do know what happened to her.”

Dennis sat down again as Kyle told him of the scene he and Dana had witnessed from the window of the stairwell. He spoke in as much detail as he could remember, from the woman in a blue jacket and red bike helmet, to her death-grip on the handlebars of her bike, and her subsequent plummet into the sky. The only detail he left out was the heart-wrenching sound of her screams.

Dennis’s hands covered his face, and his shoulders rose and fell in quiet sobs as Kyle finished recounting the scene. 

“We would have tried to help her, but there wasn’t any time between when we saw her and when she fell. I’m so sorry.”

After a minute, Dennis sniffed, wiped his sleeve across his nose, and looked up at Kyle. Weightless tears still clung to his eyelashes.

“Thank you for telling me.”

Kyle nodded and quietly exited the room, leaving the man to his grief.

He located his own room less from memory than the name stenciled onto the door. It took all his willpower to keep from falling face-first onto the bed. He longed to be weightless again, but that meant getting out of his clothes. 

His back throbbed in pain under the weights Jessie had loaded him down with that morning, and he eagerly unzipped the weighted jumpsuit and unbuckled his harness. The dirty jumpsuit went into a laundry bag inside the wardrobe while the harness found a place in an empty drawer.

Dressed in nothing but his skinnies, a white shirt and red shorts, he pushed off with his toes and floated near weightlessly into the air until he settled back down onto his feet. A moan left his lips as his spine decompressed.

He drifted over to the mirror situated above a small sink and examined the dusting of dirt on his face. Instead of a handle, the sink possessed a single button behind the faucet. He pressed it, and a hissing sound emanated from the drain. The water that streamed from the faucet trickled down slowly until it was sucked into the hole and out of sight.

The toilet worked similarly, though he made sure to read the instructions posted on the wall before attempting to use it. The diagram depicted a toilet very different in shape than the one before him. On closer inspection, it looked as though the instructions had been torn from a space station manual. While liquid waste could be sent directly down the drain with the aid of the powerful airflow, disposing of solid waste required the use of a fabric sack stretched over the toilet bowl. The sack had to then be placed in an airtight bin beside the toilet for later pickup and disposal. Eventually it would be incinerated, and the resulting water and carbon dioxide returned to their enclosed ecosystem. 

Vowing to visit the gym in the morning for a shower and shave, he crawled under the weighted blankets and let himself relax.

As he lay there, he plugged in his portable and opened one of the apps he’d discovered while perusing its contents earlier in the day.

The local network had limited access to the news, but all the major headlines from the past week were listed, as well as links to recorded feeds. He brought up one of the last, titled New Heights Space Program Announced.

As soon as he clicked it, a video began to play showing a dapper man with short, graying hair standing before a lectern emblazoned with the presidential seal. President Elias Krum.

“We have suffered a great loss this past week,” he began, his expression somewhere between sad and stately. “Two thousand and fifty-eight people have perished in the greatest industrial accident in our country’s history. And yet as we mourn, we can’t help but reflect on the hubris of humankind. What we thought we knew about the universe was just a scratch on its surface. We must take a step back and learn from our mistakes. The bill placed on my desk today will guarantee that nothing like this will ever happen again. This technology is not worth the lives it cost. We ask our friends overseas, and all nations of Earth, to ratify these Redmond Accords.”

Kyle let out a slow breath, a breath he’d unconsciously held since hearing the death toll. He’d had no idea it was so bad.

The president looked down as if acknowledging the effect his words would have on his audience and giving them a moment to process it. Then, with a sad smile, he lifted his eyes to the still and silent room of reporters before him.

“As if to add insult to injury, we received another blow. Soon after the Fracture, we lost two space stations and countless communications satellites. And, for the foreseeable future, the ability of any nation to achieve orbit will be severely limited. This is unacceptable. We owe it to the world to clean up this mess, and we will. This tragedy, as terrible as it was, offers us an opportunity of such great value, I would be remiss if I did not explore it in its entirety. Many of you have wondered what will become of the weightless material in the Radius, why it has been kept under such close guard, and what type of construction effort is underway there. I will answer those questions now. 

“The Radius is where our effort to clean up the sky begins. Under NASA’s guidance, we will construct a spacecraft composed entirely of weightless material. Once complete, it will be piloted to the edge of space, where it will then be used to clean up the debris, and more importantly, recover our lost loved ones. This project is named New Heights, and as of this moment, sixty-four people, volunteers made weightless from the Fracture, are undergoing the training needed to operate this craft. In a year’s time, our sky will be well on its way to clear again, and a year after that, New Heights will embark on missions to the moon, Venus, and Mars. Without gravity to hold them down, the brave crew of New Heights will be able to go where few of us have ever gone before. We have made our mistakes, and we will learn from them, but we will not let them keep us grounded—we will not let them hold us back. In our lifetime, humanity will find its place among the stars.”

It was not as rousing as Kennedy’s moon speech perhaps, but it never-the-less stirred Kyle’s imagination. As the video ended, he stared blankly at the screen before him, contemplating this new space age and the part he would play in it. Despite the brevity of the speech, he’d heard some familiar talking points. The bit about how tragedy had opened up a new and exciting opportunity was slowly becoming a theme. Still, it was uncommon for any government, especially the United States, to admit blame in anything, so there was that, at least. With any luck, the admission would take some of the suspicion away from Kyle. Though, until they released the official report, nobody would know who was truly to blame.

Thinking of Dr. Ward, he typed her name into the search bar. Sure enough, he only found an obituary and a few articles she’d written during her tenure at a university prior to working at SyntheTech. None of them mentioned gravity. While the government wasn’t blaming Kyle for the Fracture, they had sure made it difficult for the public to point fingers at anyone else.

Putting those sour thoughts aside for the moment, he clicked on the next clip. The video showed a young woman with brown hair and a bright red suit sitting behind a desk with the chyron reading Updates from the Radius. The broadcaster spoke in such a loud voice, he had to key the volume down for fear of waking those who might be asleep in rooms near his.

“. . . as we have been reporting the last few days, the military has continued to gather at the boundary of the Radius, preventing access to any civilians, even those who once had homes in the area. We have Tyler Decker at the scene.” The view shifted to a young white man with a clean-shaven face. He was standing on a street just a few yards away from a roadblock. 

“Darlene, we have been here all night trying to get a peek into the restricted area, but the National Guard has rebuffed all attempts to gain access. They’ve placed barbed wire along the border of the Radius and have barred access to Lake Sammamish, displacing many residents from their homes. We have witnessed several arrests made of those who’ve attempted to enter, though it isn’t clear whether they used to live in the area or are seeking to get their hand on weightless matter. As you know, the price of the material is approaching the price of gold by mass. The government has already stated its intent to use the weightless material within the Radius for the construction of a new spacecraft, even though not all of it belongs to them.”

The image transitioned to a drone’s aerial view. Despite the distance between it and the edge of the Radius, the changes were clearly visible. Aside from the lake, now much shallower than it had been, there were no recognizable landmarks. Where once dozens of buildings had sat, flat expanses of pavement lay in their place. It looked like they were turning the entire Radius into one large parking lot.

“Tyler, we are showing our viewers some aerial footage. It now appears a quarter of the area has been paved.”

“That doesn’t surprise me, Darlene. They’ve been working feverishly for days, ushering mixing truck after mixing truck through the barricade. We understand it’s all an attempt to weigh down the weightless earth and keep it from joining the belt and static moonlets in the sky. This will be especially important during the mining efforts. As you know, Darlene, it has officially been recognized as one of the largest and swiftest construction and mining projects in history. The government is proceeding with the proposed New Heights project despite several rulings by federal judges and countless environmental impact lawsuits. The parent company of SyntheTech is also suing for damages, claiming that their contract with the U.S. Government explicitly states the products of their research remain theirs. There is little to be done, however, as the government has exercised its right of eminent domain on the area. We will be here throughout the week to keep you and our viewers informed of new developments.”

“Thank you, Tyler.” The anchor squared her shoulders and took a deep breath before continuing. For the next several minutes, she spoke about some of these lawsuits, even reading quotes from several survivors who found themselves unable to return to their homes.

Kyle was about to close the application when another video caught his eye. The thumbnail showed a startlingly beautiful sunset, one he recognized all too well. He opened the video, and another anchor, this one a man sitting at a table with three others, addressed the camera. 

“It has been eight days since the Fracture, seven days since we received the exclusive video of Dylan Trevors and heard his entreaty to scientists to find out how he died.” Kyle’s eyes began to hurt from staring unblinkingly at the screen. The same video he’d seen on Stacy’s phone was playing on national television.

“To date,” the anchor continued, “it has been the only video to emerge from an individual within the Radius as they fell into the sky. It has helped countless families find peace. I’m sure we can all agree that the sunset that evening was beautiful. Since then, we have been hard at work to report the facts, interviewing scientists from around the world to help give some answers to Dylan’s loved ones. Let us hear from our latest panel of experts.” The man turned to the three individuals at the table with him.

Kyle ended the video, thinking idly that he should show it to Dennis. If what the anchor said was true, it might give him some closure. The sunset was indeed beautiful. He might like to know it was the last thing his wife saw.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

[image: ]


“Containment breach. Containment breach. All trainees are to don their respirators and wait for further instructions.”

Kyle jolted upright in bed as the male voice echoed throughout the Residential Quarter. Alarms blared, and the message repeated twice more before falling silent. 

Heart beating frantically in his chest, Kyle threw off his blanket and nearly hit his head on the ceiling as he jumped to the wardrobe where he’d stored his respirator. The thought of breathing weighted air terrified him. He would not go back to that glorified sweat lodge.

He strapped on the mask and started the flow of air just as the alarm cut off. Without the earsplitting sound, it was easy to hear the commotion in the other rooms in the Residential Quarter. A few curses and exclamations echoed around the now-silent space.

Returning to his bed, he checked the time on his portable. It read 0330. The last thing he remembered was pulling out his portable to read through some of the training material. It must have immediately put him to sleep. 

After a minute of searching, he found a live readout of the atmospheric conditions in the facility. The pressure, humidity, and oxygen and carbon dioxide content were all within the normal limits. 

With that fear put to rest, he pulled up the facility map he’d seen Stacy use the day before. As he suspected, the glowing green dots on the map were sensors of one kind or another. There were over thirty sprinkled throughout the facility, and not a single one of them was red. He searched for a moment to find a sensor failure log and saw that one of the weighted air sensors in the Conservatory had been triggered a few minutes ago but was now showing nothing but weightless air. 

A glitch?

As if to confirm his suspicions, a tired voice sounded over the speakers.

“False alarm, everyone. I repeat, it was a false alarm. There’s no containment breach.”

Even as the residents’ grumbling subsided and everyone went back to bed, Kyle took off his respirator and began the laborious process of getting dressed. 

Pulling on his shoes last, he headed straight for the Conservatory.

There were only a scattering of people still walking about the facility, all tending to their watch stations with newfound attentiveness, respirators sitting close at hand. 

When he entered the short hallway leading to the Conservatory, he felt his stomach sink. A man in a yellow jumpsuit with two silver stripes on his pocket was heading his way. It was Stewart. Kyle was growing accustomed to the occasional suspicious look from other trainees, but this man had been the first to express outright derision. The fact he was the NavSys second officer could only mean more trouble in his future. 

The look of mild irritation on Stewart’s face darkened even further when he caught sight of Kyle. He grumbled something decidedly unfriendly as they passed. Only after the man had returned to the Resource Quarter did Kyle recognize his voice as the very one who’d announced the all clear over the speakers.

Worried by what could have annoyed Stewart so, Kyle increased his pace as much as he dared, not quite used to walking in a pseudo-weighted state. 

The Conservatory was dark but for a single bright light over the doorway. It cast long shadows over the large, open field, making what plants they’d managed to get into the ground look taller.

Kyle found Eric and Alan speaking quietly by a stack of empty crates. Eric was gesturing to the plants and back to the crates with a small shovel in his hands. A headlamp was secured to his forehead but turned off.

Alan saw him enter and raised his hand to silence Eric. His other hand held a respirator.

“I thought I was officer on duty tonight. You didn’t need to get up.”

“I didn’t think I’d get back to sleep without knowing what was happening. The logs say one of the weighted air sensors was tripped.”

“Don’t know what to tell ya. Must’ve been a glitch,” Alan said with a shrug.

“I take it Stewart didn’t share that opinion?” Kyle surmised.

“He got a little pissed when I suggested it was his precious network’s fault.”

Eric looked just as sheepish as the third officer. The young man was showing the first signs of weariness, and his jumpsuit looked more brown than red from all the dirt.

“Walk me through what happened.”

Eric shrugged his shoulders. “As I was telling Alan, I was in the section we laid out for beans and peas. I was in the middle of planting some soybeans when the alarms went off and the Conservatory’s airlock door closed.”

“You were just planting?”

“Yeah, I’d been doing the same thing all night and was a good fifteen feet away from the sensor that triggered. I didn’t see or hear anything before it happened. We looked, but there were no signs of a breach.”

Alan nodded to confirm the story.

“Show me,” Kyle said. 

Eric turned on his headlamp and started toward the far left edge of the Conservatory. As they walked, Kyle marveled at the progress the boy had made since that afternoon. An additional ten-by-ten-meter section had been planted in the past seven hours. He must have gone through five of the crates by himself. 

“That’s the sensor there.”

Eric raised his hand to point at a small metal box on the ground as they approached. Small vertical slits on the side of the box presumably let air in, but he couldn’t see anything beyond.

“Either of you know how it works?”

They both shook their heads.

“Hand me that light,” he said, and Eric dutifully removed his headlamp and handed it over.

Kyle knelt on the ground and shined the light in. He caught sight of a plastic tube, a red light, and a white ball. 

Seeing no screws or fasteners, he pulled up on the metal box and it came away easily, exposing the sensor inside. The light he’d seen was a small red LED reflecting off a small white ball resting at the bottom of an upright tube. From all appearances, it was a weightless ping pong ball with a small weight adhered to its base. On the other side of the ball, directly opposite the LED, was a small lens. The sides of the plastic tube were also slitted to allow air exchange. The designers, if Kyle had to guess, intended for weighted air to pool along the ground and enter the tube. The buoyancy caused by the weightless object in weighted air would lift the ball and expose the light sensor to the red light, triggering the alarm.

Kyle sat back on his heels and thought. He knew what he would do if an instrument failed back in his lab. He would troubleshoot the hell out of it.

“Eric, go back to where you were when the alarm when off. Mess with the tarp as if you were planting something.”

Eric asked no questions, just ran back over to a patch of plants. He knelt and went through some decidedly swift and practiced planting motions. At one point, he pulled up on the tarp, presumably to make room for the roots of some imagined plant, and a small, almost imperceptible ripple of air swept along the tarp toward the sensor, lifting up the ping pong ball in the resulting updraft. It didn’t rise enough to trip the alarm, but it was close.

“Stop!” Kyle called, fearing they might accidentally trigger the alarm and wake everyone in the facility for a second time.

Eric stopped and hurried back.

“Looks like I was wrong,” Alan said staring at the ping pong ball as it settled back to the base of the tube.

They told Eric what they’d seen, and he hung his head.

“I’m sorry,” he said, shuffling his feet.

“Don’t apologize,” Kyle said. “The only one at fault is the designer. This sensor is sensitive, sure, but it’s not specific for weightless air. That’s just bad engineering. How are we expected to run a Conservatory if we can’t plant crops without alarms going off?”

“So we can’t do any more planting?” Eric asked, his face falling.

“We’re not going to stop planting,” Kyle said, surprised by the firmness in his voice. “For now, we’ll keep it toward the center of the Conservatory until we get these sensors replaced with something better.”

“I’ll let Stewart know. I think I owe him an apology. Then I’ll file a report with Control,” Alan volunteered. “We got this now. You can head back to bed.”

Kyle smirked, amused by the third officer’s less-than-subtle attempt to tell him to leave them to their work.

“I’ll do that. On my way, though, I think I’ll check out the other sensors, make sure one isn’t placed near an exhaust vent or something.” Kyle said. “You did well in here, Eric. You’ve planted more crops in the past few hours than the rest of us did all day. Let’s hope the rest of the night is quiet.”

Eric nodded, but after the alarm fiasco, the motion lacked his usual confidence and enthusiasm.

Before leaving, Kyle cast a long glance up at the stars shining down through the clear glass ceiling of the Conservatory. They had a long way to go, and more problems to solve before they were ready to go up there.

Once in the hallway outside the Conservatory, he pulled out his portable and located the sensor map. He clicked on the nearest green dot and found it was a diode laser spectrometer used for measuring humidity. It had recently detected a spike in water vapor, but Kyle chalked it up to the recent watering they’d been doing. He moved on and quickly lost track of time as he went from sensor to sensor.

He came across Dave, the anesthesiologist, standing watch in the clinic for the night. The man looked weary but smiled amicably when he saw Kyle enter. After locating the two sensors in the room, they spoke for a few minutes about their first day on the job. Kyle would have excused himself, but he felt Dave was just trying to pass the time. It was a simple matter to locate a few games on their portables, and soon the man became distracted by crossword puzzles.

After Kyle left the clinic, his tour of sensors led him throughout the facility and into rooms he had yet to visit. The gym in the Recreation Quarter was just one room down from the mess hall, but nearly twice the size. It had an area dedicated to weightlifting, and a line of treadmills and ellipticals, all facing an unnecessarily large mirror. Kyle stared at his thin form in the mirror for a long second before vowing he would return in a day or two and work out a little.

A large, fenced-in area occupied one whole side of the gym, and for a moment, he couldn’t figure out its purpose. Then he remembered Stacy mentioning a weightless training area and her desire to come up with a weightless sport. Now that he saw the area with his own eyes, he couldn’t wait for the chance to strip out of his weighted jumpsuit and jump around inside the large space.

There was only one room on his sensor tour he couldn’t access. It lay behind the chief of security’s desk inside the Atrium. The door was ordinary, painted in the same white paint as everything else. Except he could not open it. The light on the scanner outside the door remained a stubborn red after repeated swipes of his badge. According to the map, however, there were no sensors inside, so he felt comfortable ignoring it.

As he headed off to bed, he absently wondered what could be so important that it had to be kept in a locked room in an already secure facility behind the desk of an armed guard.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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If felt like only seconds had passed after closing his eyes when his portable buzzed him awake at 0700. 

He hadn’t slept well after returning to his rooms. He’d dreamed of catastrophic hull breaches and being sucked out into the vacuum of space. From the look of the other trainees on his way to the showers, he wasn’t the only one who’d slept poorly.

Before he showed his face in the mess hall, Kyle was determined to wash it free of the previous day’s grime. Having seen the locker room the night before on his sensor tour, he went straight there with a change of clothes in hand.

After walking past a trainee wringing weightless water from her shoulder-length hair, he feared he had walked into the wrong locker room. Upon further investigation, there appeared to be no need for separate locker rooms. Each of the shower stalls had a solid metal door and a small water-tight footlocker inside. One could disrobe, shower, and dress again in complete privacy. Stepping into one of the chambers, he admired the spotless gleam of its metal walls. Once undressed, he pressed the now-familiar button he’d seen on everything from his toilet to his sink. A powerful rush of air blasted from the ceiling and down across his body, disappearing through the grate beneath his feet. A moment later, small beads of water emerged from the shower head and followed the steady blast of air. In minutes, he was thoroughly soaked and smiling from ear to ear. The days of sponge baths were behind him.

Once dry and dressed, he felt far more refreshed and ready to face the day.

Breakfast was a quiet affair, but it had nothing to do with their shared fatigue. Everyone in the mess was so consumed by the task of eating, they didn’t have time to talk. Alan had outdone himself, preparing both hot coffee and a breakfast of blueberry pancakes with a side of eggs and bacon.

After he ate and felt a bit more energized, Kyle returned his tray and coffee bottle and made his way out of the mess. At the door, he encountered a weary-looking Eric entering. 

“No other problems last night?” Kyle asked.

“I made sure not to touch anything,” he said with a sickly smile. His eyes looked over Kyle’s shoulder toward the trainees gathered in the mess hall. “They all know it was me who woke them, don’t they?”

Kyle saw a few resentful looks cast their way, but they could just as easily be directed at him.

“You did great last night, and everyone in MedEco has you to thank. Most of them won’t have any work to do today after all those plants you put into the ground.”

With that, Kyle headed to the Conservatory and found half of his section already there. A couple of the nurses from the clinic and several messmen and women freed from their preparation of breakfast, all gathered in the large open space. Those who’d helped plant the day before were walking the others through the process, but their fellow section members were distracted by the wide-open skies just outside the Conservatory. 

Kyle smiled. It was quite the sight.

His smile faltered as his gaze fell on the veterinarian hovering outside the chicken coop.

“Everything alright, Don? I saw that Alan managed to get us some eggs this morning.”

“Most appear healthy, but I’m worried about this girl.” He gestured to a hen squatting on one of the padded shelves lining the cages walls. “She didn’t come out with the others this morning when I tossed in some feed. I think the weights on her ankles are cutting into her. I need to take them off and treat the wound before it gets infected.” With a reluctant sigh, he opened the pen’s door and approached the bird. When he was within arm’s reach, the hen leapt from her perch, but Don managed to snatch the wounded chicken out of the air before she could escape.

Exiting the pen with the chicken in hand, he set about removing the metal cuffs. It soon became clear it wasn’t a one-handed operation, and Kyle stepped forward to assist. Just as they finished prying off the last cuff, the chicken squirmed in their hands and broke free. In seconds, it ascended to the upper corner of the Conservatory, now completely weightless. 

Kyle blushed when all eyes in the Conservatory turned toward him. He deflected in the only way he knew how.

“Stacy!” he called. “You enjoy being weightless and cleaning up other people’s messes. You want in on this one?”

Stacy was stripping down to her skinnies and wearing an eager grin before he finished speaking. In moments, she had shed her weighted jumpsuit and unbuckled the harness beneath to reveal a plain white shirt and a snug pair of red shorts. Intellectually, he knew they were all nearly weightless, but the sight of his former post-doc floating in midair defied a lifetime’s worth of logic. The facsimile of weight provided by their heavies made their condition easy to forget.

He was not the only one who felt so. All the members of the MedEco section present stopped what they were doing to gape at the woman as she bounded off the patio after the wayward chicken. Their awe quickly transformed to delight as Stacy tried and failed to catch the evasive bird. Several minutes past as she leapt from wall to wall and from ground to ceiling in pursuit, but her feathered prey had an advantage she didn’t: the ability to change its trajectory in midair with just a flap of its wings.

To the laughter and encouragement of all the onlookers, Stacy gripped a metal rail on the clear glass ceiling and waited until the slowly revolving bird had its back to her. Only then was she able to swoop in and snatch it. Applause and no fewer than five steadying hands greeted her when her feet hit the ground.

Stacy was smiling from ear to ear and breathing rapidly as she handed the ruffled-looking chicken to Don. The smile faded when Kyle gestured to the vent above and the filter covered with white feathers, dirt, and animal feces.

“Since you’re already in your skinnies, you wouldn’t mind changing that filter, would you?”

Grumbling about the injustice of it all, she leaped to the vent, steadied herself, and set to the task. As she worked, Kyle went in search of replacement filters.

He found the ventilation filters on a shelf in a room just outside the Atrium. The door to the room read Environmental Control Room. The room was about the size of a large closet with humming instruments and shelves full of boxes lining the walls. Air rushed into the room from a vent above, and from the force of it, he suspected all the vents led back to this one room. This was quickly confirmed by an inspection of the ventilation overlay on his portable’s map. The instruments in the room then, would be responsible for filtering, purifying, and dehumidifying the air. Figuring out how all of it worked undoubtedly fell within his section’s duties, but there was time for that later.

Unsure of how many he would need, he took three of the large cardboard-framed filters and returned to the Conservatory. Stacy had finished removing the dirty filter and brought it back down to the patio. He exchanged the filter for a clean one, and she returned to the vent with a graceful leap. The airflow pulled the filter firmly into place against the metal grate. 

“Not so fast,” he said as she returned to the ground and began to pull her heavies back on. “According to the weekly checklist, we’ve got to change all of them.”

Stacy shuddered visibly but dutifully took hold of his shoulder as he walked unsteadily toward the Conservatory’s open airlock doors. 

With his portable’s map still open to the ventilation overlay, he guided Stacy toward the second vent located within Resource Quarter. In the quiet of the empty hallway between the two Quarters, he decided to broach a sensitive subject.

“I saw a familiar video last night on the news,” he said. From the tightening of her grip on his shoulder, he didn’t need to elaborate any further. “You sent it to the media?”

She sighed. “I didn’t sell it or anything. I edited the video to start right after he said my name, and then I sent it anonymously before they took us to rehab. I didn’t expect it to get so much attention.”

The vent in the Resource Quarter was just as large as the first, but it was covered in dust, human hair, and plastic fragments. Stacy changed it quickly, doing an admirable job of ignoring the dozens of trainees in blue and yellow jumpsuits watching her. In moments, they set off for the third vent, located in the gym.

“Why release it at all?” he continued in the quiet of the next hallway on their route.

“It’s a terrible video, I know. It was especially terrible for me. But his words, his plea for me to find answers—it’s what motivated me to join New Heights. I was hoping it might inspire others too. And it has. I read his family received a lot of donations and there’s now a research fund named after him.”

“I’m not accusing you of anything, Stacy. I was just curious. Maybe you can talk to Dennis, the guy from the mess who lost his wife, and make sure he’s seen the video. It might help him with his loss.”

She breathed out a sigh and nodded as they entered the gym. This filter was in desperate need of replacing. The yellow and briny look to it suggested quite a lot of sweat had found its way to the vent. Kyle had to return to the closet outside the Atrium to fetch more of the clean filters and discard the dirty ones as she worked.

The next vent was located in the mess hall, and it was filthier than all the others. It contained crumbs and food particles from every meal that had been served in the past few days. Kyle made a note to bring gloves next time.

“I miss when stuff fell to the floor and you could brush it under the rug. Weightlessness is gross,” Stacy said with a grimace.

He smiled. “You’ve never brushed anything under the rug in your life,” he said, watching her struggle to perfectly align the edge of the filter with the edge of the vent. “You’re the biggest neat freak I’ve ever met.”

“Am not.”

With raised eyebrows, he pointed to a splotch of chicken droppings on her sock. She did a dance in midair, trying in vain to kick it off. Cursing, she wiped at it with the discarded filter, which only made her sock even dirtier. Kyle couldn’t restrain his laughter, and his eyes teared up as she stripped the sock off and threw it at him. His laughter soon infected her, and soon they were both getting concerned glances from their section members in the kitchen. 

“One of our stops is the Residential Quarter, right?” she said between chuckles. “I need a change of clothes.”

“That’s our last stop.”

They made their way to the Residential Quarter, swapping out filters along the way. Each time, Kyle retrieved a new filter from the closet and discarded the dirty one.

With a clean filter in hand, they entered the large room. Following Stacy’s directions, he pulled her along the bottom right row of rooms until he reached the second door from the end. She pushed off from his shoulder, caught herself on the door, and then closed it behind her.

“I’ll just be a second,” she called out from inside.

“Take your time.”

He wandered out into the center of the Residential Quarter, craning his neck until he found the ventilation duct and traced it to its terminus. The filter appeared more gray than white, and he suspected it was due to the dust of billions of skin cells generated in the densely inhabited room.

Deciding he too could use a break from his weights and spare Stacy the disgust of changing another filter, he stripped out of his own jumpsuit and harness. The weights clattered to the ground at his feet, and his muscles instantly relaxed. With newfound vitality, he grabbed the clean filter and jumped up to the vent as he had seen Stacy do a dozen times.

He pulled out the dirty filter carefully to keep the dust contained, then put the clean filter in its place. He was not so meticulous about its alignment as Stacy had been with hers, however, and several inches of the metal grate and the whirring fan beyond were visible on one edge. He tugged on the filter, and it resisted. He tugged again, and it finally moved into position, but at the price of a long tear forming in its center, nearly bisecting the entire thing.

“I leave you alone for five seconds and you immediately break something,” Stacy called up to him. “And you wonder why I never let you touch anything in the lab.”

He looked down to see Stacy gripping the handle of her door. She wore a clean shirt, shorts, and pair of socks.

“What can I say? These fingers are made to type grants. Can you go grab another one? They’re in the Environmental Control Room, just outside the Atrium.”

“I’m not wearing any heavies and I left my badge with my jumpsuit in the Conservatory,” she said, pinching the collar of her weightless shirt.

Kyle sighed. He didn’t look forward to climbing back into his heavies just to walk there and retrieve it.

Just then, Eric came into the Residential Quarter, making a beeline for his room near the door. He must have just finished breakfast, and he looked ready to collapse at any moment.

The young man noticed the bundle of clothes on the floor just before he reached his door. He looked at Stacy in question, who only flicked her eyes toward the ceiling. Lifting his head, he frowned when he saw Kyle clinging to the vent. 

“You, uh . . . you okay up there, Dr. Kessler?”

“No actually,” Kyle said, glad for the excuse to stay weightless for a while longer. “This filter’s torn. Can you go get another for me while you’re down there?”

He gave the young man directions to the room and watched him leave at a slight jog. Even half-dead from sleep, he was eager to work.

While they waited for him to return, he fell slowly back to the floor to set down the dirty and torn filter. Then they continued to wait. After five minutes, there was no sign of Eric or the new filter.

“Think he fell asleep on the way?” Kyle asked Stacy, who was idly doing front flips.

“Might have gotten lost. Men are terrible with directions.”

“I guess I’ll have to go find him,” he said, and heaved a great sigh.

Several minutes later, he had finally donned his heavies, but there was still no sign of Eric.

Stacy took hold of Kyle’s shoulder again, and they both left the Residential Quarter.

Homing in on the Environmental Control Room, he knocked.

“Eric? You in there?”

There was no answer. He scanned his badge on the reader, and the door clicked open. Inside, the sound of blowing air and the hum of machinery met his ear, but the room was dark. He stepped into the room and felt along the wall for a light switch. When he found it, he flipped it on.

Eric lay on the floor, blood matting his brown hair.
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Eric’s breathing was slow, eyes closed, and face slack. He could’ve been sleeping, if not for the blood. Unlike the head wound Kyle had received during the Fracture, this blood did not remain in his hair or drift around the room. Instead, the powerful airflow from the vent overhead caused the crimson fluid to streak outward along the floor, forming a grotesque halo around Eric’s head. 

Kyle knelt over the young man.

“Wait,” Stacy shouted, and Kyle paused, his hand inches away. “Don’t move him. He could have a spinal injury.”

She was right. He had no idea what he was doing. But there was a whole team of people who did.

Kyle didn’t bother unzipping his breast pocket to reach his portable; he simply squeezed a button through the fabric.

“Call Crystal Jenson,” he said, hoping the command would be understood above the rushing of air and the tremor of his voice.

“Kyle? What’s that sound?” she answered.

“Crystal, I’m sorry, I didn’t know who to call. We’re in the Environmental Control Room beside the Atrium. Eric Zemanski is hurt and unconscious.”

There was a brief commotion over the line as Crystal barked orders to others in the clinic.

“We are on our way. Describe his injuries.”

“He must have hit his head. There’s a lot of blood. I . . . I don’t see what he could have hit it on though . . .” Kyle said, trailing off as he scanned the ceiling. There were countless pipes and vents along the ceiling, but they were so high off the ground, he doubted Eric could have leapt to touch them with his heavies on.

Stacy settled slowly beside him under her own meager weight, her fingers going to the side of Eric’s neck to check for a pulse.

“I feel a pulse. It’s strong.”

He relayed this to Crystal.

“Don’t move him,” Crystal said, her tone so commanding, he wondered why she wasn’t his boss.

A few seconds later, a man in a red jumpsuit ran into the room with a long plastic stretcher. This would be the former EMT. It was no wonder he was the first to respond. Crystal came running in not a second behind him. 

“What can I do?” Kyle asked her as she took in the scene.

“Do you have medical training?”

“No.”

“Then get out of the way.” 

Gone was the friendly woman he’d met on the ride to the facility. She had the stern, calculating demeanor of an emergency physician.

Kyle stepped back and was immediately replaced by another woman with a wad of gauze in her hand. She began to probe for a wound on the head and, as soon as she found it, pressed the gauze firmly against it. It soaked through with blood in seconds.

Crystal checked Eric’s eyes with a pen light and then secured a neck brace around his neck. While she worked, the EMT used a pair of scissors to cut through his jumpsuit and harness.

As the last of the harnesses fell away, they lifted him into the air with a few fingers. When he was a couple inches off the ground, they slid the stretcher beneath him and buckled him in.

“They must have practiced, right?” Stacy said, watching as they carried Eric through the door. “They can’t be that good without practicing.”

Kyle didn’t reply as he followed after them. 

“I’ll just find my own way back, then.” Stacy called out. He glanced back to see her gripping the edge of the doorway and looking around for her next handhold. Sarcasm aside, Kyle suspected she actually relished the challenge.

Inside the clinic, the medical staff were already in motion, carrying bandages, IV bags, and suture kits. Crystal was already lowering Eric to one of the two empty beds while nurses prepped his arm for an IV and slipped a heart rate monitor onto his finger.

“What happened?” came an unfamiliar voice from behind him.

He turned to find a man in a black jumpsuit. It was Larry Goss, the chief of security. He sidled up next to Kyle and took in the chaotic scene at a glance. 

“I don’t know. He was unconscious when I found him. He was lying on the floor in the environmental control room.”

Larry shuffled forward on his prosthetic leg to examine Eric. 

“What was he doing in there?”

“I asked him to get something for me. When he didn’t come back after a few minutes, I went to find him.”

“He’s stable,” Crystal said, stripping her gloves off as she walked over. “I won’t be able to tell you exactly what happened from his injuries, but a fall wouldn’t explain at least two fractured ribs. And the wound on his head, it’s crescent-shaped, like from the edge of a pipe. From its location, I’d say someone hit him from behind, and when he was down, kicked him.”

“He was attacked?” Larry asked, his voice skeptical.

Kyle’s stomach clenched into knots. Who would want to attack Eric of all people?

Larry had already opened his portable and was swiping his finger across the screen. 

“The room’s access logs are blank.”

“How can that be? Both Eric and I went in there today.”

“I’ll need to check with NavSys and make sure the system is working.”

The moment Kyle heard the name of the section, the sinking feeling in his gut disappeared only to be replaced with hot anger.

“Could the logs have been altered intentionally?”

Larry looked up slowly from his portable to examine his face. It was an uncomfortably piercing gaze, and Kyle found himself shuffling beneath it.

“Maybe. What do you know that you aren’t telling me?”

Kyle shook his head slowly, unsure where to begin. 

“I don’t think Eric was the intended target.” At Larry’s perplexed expression, Kyle elaborated with all the hesitance of someone with a lifelong distaste for confrontation. “I’ve been going in and out of that room all morning to grab supplies. Anyone watching the logs would have seen that. If someone was lying in wait in the dark, it was for me to arrive.”

“Is this to do with the Fracture?” Larry asked, his eyes once again searching Kyle’s face. “Colonel Horton told me your presence here might not sit well with some of the trainees, but who would want to hurt you?” 

“If I had to guess? Stewart. He’s NavSys’s second officer—and the only one who’s ever shown any open hostility toward me. Within an hour of my arrival, he accused me of causing the Fracture and killing all those people.”

Larry pinched his lips together and nodded. “I’ll see what I can learn. Just keep this to yourself for now. I need to gather all the facts before we start pointing fingers.”

His words sounded uncannily similar to Colonel Horton’s when he’d told Kyle to keep quiet about Dr. Ward’s research. It was that deception that had gotten them into this mess in the first place. Had all the New Heights trainees known the truth, one of them wouldn’t have just tried to attack him. 

Despite the sour thoughts, Kyle nodded, giving the chief of security the assurance he wanted.

Larry turned his attention to Crystal, who appeared eager to get back to Eric’s side.

“Let me know when he wakes.” With that, he left the room at a steady pace, his prosthetic appearing not to hinder him in the slightest.

Kyle approached the bed slowly and took in the sight of Eric. The nurses had wrapped his head and torso with bandages, which only made him look worse. The steady rise and fall of his chest and the rhythmic beeping from the heart rate monitor were reassuring all the same.

“Go,” Crystal told him. “I’ll let you know if his condition changes.”

As Kyle left the clinic, his mind raced with the implications of an attack in the facility. One thing was for sure: it did not bode well for the future of New Heights. How were they supposed to travel for months or years to another planet if they couldn’t get through a full day without a violent attack?

As he walked through the Resource Quarter, it took all his willpower not to glare daggers into the ranks of the NavSys section. If he laid eyes on their second officer, he didn’t think he’d be able to resist confronting him.

He spotted Aarush out of the corner of his eye, and an idea struck him. He couldn’t keep an eye on Stewart all day, but Aarush could. MatFab and NavSys both spent their days in the Resource Quarter.

“Aarush,” he said, forcing a small smile. “Do you have a minute?”

Aarush leaned over a large, box-shaped contraption with a clear lid. Inside, what appeared to be a printer arm hovered over a piece of white plastic and moved in slow but decisive strokes. Instead of depositing a layer of ink, it gave off a bright purple light and left a deep incision in the plastic.

He looked up from his work in surprise. 

“Kyle. Wow. First officer. Congratulations. I’m just a specialist myself, but I could totally run this place. This lot couldn’t find a power button without my help.” The statement elicited simultaneous eye rolls from two MatFab workers nearby. The serious look on Kyle’s face immediately dispelled Aarush’s grin. He leaned closer. “Is this about that guy they carried into the clinic? He didn’t look too great. I hope he’s okay.”

“I hope so too,” he said, lowering his voice to match. “We aren’t exactly sure what happened to him, which is why I need your help. Can you keep an eye on Stewart, the NavSys second officer? I’d like to know where he goes and what he does over the next few days.”

Aarush’s wide eyes flickered from one yellow jumpsuited figure to another. Even someone as distractible as Aarush wouldn’t have forgotten about the man who made a scene in the mess hall the day before.

“You don’t think Stewart attacked him?” he asked, his face going ashen. Kyle’s mute look was answer enough for him. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

The instrument between them beeped, causing Aarush to start. He flew two feet into the air before the weight of his clothes and harness pulled him back down. To the sound of a few snickers from those nearby, he lifted the lid on the laser cutter and pulled out a series of rectangular shapes of slightly different sizes.

“What are those supposed to be?” Kyle asked, his curiosity piqued.

“Acrylic forms. Did the chef tell you about our little food pouch project? These are the sizes we thought we’d need. After I chamfer the edges, I’ll dip them into silicone and then strip it off once it cures."

“You’re making them already? He only told me about the idea yesterday.” 

“There isn’t much else to do around here. NASA wants us to learn how to use this equipment, but their definition of training involves making simple shapes on a 3D printer, melting them down again, and repeating it ad nauseum. Megan and Quinn are just jealous because I have a real project.” He said this last bit loud enough for those who had snickered earlier to overhear.

Instead of refuting the comment, Megan, a thin woman with waist-length hair streaked with gray and weighted down with a ring of metal, came to stand at Aarush’s side.

“He isn’t lying. If you or your section need anything, let us know.”

Kyle, having temporarily lost sight of his work after the incident with Eric, felt the weight of his other responsibilities return. It was a comparatively pleasant distraction, and he leapt on the excuse to get back to work.

“For starters, we need new weighted air sensors.” He proceeded to tell them what had caused the alarm the previous night. “If we could make something more specific to weighted air, we’ll be able to use all that space in the Conservatory without fear of inadvertently triggering an alarm.”

Megan nodded along. “I’ll see if the existing design is on file. If it’s something I can’t improve, then I’ll ask Henry if we can design something new. He has to approve the use of anything we make out of weightless material.”

“Why does Henry have to approve it?”

“He’s MatFab’s first officer,” Aarush said. “You didn’t know?”

Kyle shook his head, stunned. “From janitor to a space program’s first officer in a little over a week. Who would have guessed?”

“Tell me about it. Best boss I’ve ever had, though. He makes sure we’re all getting enough breaks and isn’t afraid to step in and help out.”

Kyle looked around the large room to find Henry handing a bin full of dirty jumpsuits to another trainee, who dumped them into a washing machine. Not afraid to help out indeed.

Overhearing their exchange, Quinn, a younger man with slight Asian features and long hair pulled back into a tail, walked over.

“Anything else?” he asked. His unspoken desperation made Kyle rack his mind for whatever might keep the bored man occupied. The first thing that came to him was something he’d fully expected to see when first entering the Conservatory. Its lack of state-of-the-art tech still rankled him.

“A photobioreactor comes to mind. If we could make a vat of algae, we could use it to purify the air, recycle waste, and as a nutrient source for the livestock. I haven’t explored the carbon dioxide scrubbing system yet, but I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt to have a backup.” He thought back to Crystal’s words over dinner the previous night. If the environmental systems failed, they could all die in their sleep. However unlikely that event would be with all the sensors and alarms, he would sleep better knowing there were some redundancies.

Aarush stroked the stubble at his chin and looked at the ceiling.

“You remember Dr. Harris’s lab at SyntheTech? He’d made a bioplastic from an algae that expressed a lot of starch. If we got our hands on that strain, we could use those algae for scrubbing the air and have a renewable supply of weightless plastic. If you haven’t noticed,” Aarush said, gesturing at the nearby recycling bin, “we don’t have much weightless plastic to go around.”

Megan and Quinn tapped at their portables furiously as Kyle nodded.

“The way I see it, the more uses we can get out of something, the better. I don’t have any other ideas right now, but I’ll tell my section to think up some more projects for you.”

The two once-idle workers dispersed, running to their respective computer terminals to start on new designs.

Kyle left the Resource Quarter for the Conservatory, hoping to once again immerse himself in work and forget about the danger to his life and the young man who’d been caught in the line of fire.
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An hour passed without him saying a single word to anyone in the Conservatory. Kyle helped plant the contents of another crate, but his heart wasn’t in it. The monotonous task made it hard not to think, and those thoughts proved less than productive.

Again, he began to regret signing the New Heights contract. Having avoided confrontation his entire life, he now found himself at the heart of it. The conspiracy theory that had worked its way into every media outlet was no longer harmless speculation. Someone had tried to hurt him—and had ended up attacking an innocent young man instead. If he could work up the courage to leave this place, abandon the project all together, he would save everyone a lot of trouble. But what awaited him outside the facility but more danger? In here, at least, he knew the enemy.

He was interrupted from his ruminations by Mitch, the former farmer.

“Sir? Can I speak to you for a minute?”

“Of course, Mitch. Please, call me Kyle.” He stood and dusted his hands free of dirt.

“I hope you don’t mind. I asked one of the guys working with the animals to put some of the goat and chicken droppings in a spare crate, and I asked the chef to do the same with the morning’s coffee grounds. I thought we might be able to use them.”

“Fertilizer?”

“I was actually thinking about mushrooms. We won’t have frozen meat forever, and mushrooms are an ideal replacement because of their texture and protein content. When I was younger, I used to do seasonal work at a small mushroom farm. Oyster mushrooms are great primary decomposers and grow quickly on coffee grounds mixed with straw. Cremini mushrooms are a bit slower to grow, and they’re secondary decomposers, so require manure instead. I have some experience with both.”

“You think you can do it? I don’t know that we have straw.”

“We can use saw dust or wood chips for now. There were more than enough trees in the Radius. But that won’t be sustainable, especially if we’re out in space for a year or more. But we do have wheat seed. I could use a bit of the grain for generating the mushroom spawn and the straw for bulk substrate. Only problem is, I’ll need an autoclave to sterilize the substrate and then a clean space with a laminar flow hood to do all the inoculations. And once the substrate is colonized, I’ll need a fruiting chamber with high humidity.”

Kyle nodded as he tried to follow. Turning plant and animal waste into something edible would help them get the most out of their crops.

“Thank you for taking the initiative. MatFab should have all the supplies you need, and if they don’t, they should be able to make it. Go check with Aarush in the Resource Quarter. They’re eager for new projects.”

Mitch left with a spring in his step, and Kyle decided to seize on the distraction of his fellow trainees, moving closer to the rest of the group. Soon, he joined a discussion about watering schedules and the possibility of installing sun lamps and heaters to prolong the growing period that winter.

It wasn’t until lunch mess, a spread of cut deli meats and vegetables for sandwiches, that Kyle finally got a message from Crystal. He left his half-eaten sandwich wrapped in a weighted napkin on his plate and hurried to the clinic.

Eric was sitting up in the bed and smiling when Kyle came rushing in. Larry and Crystal stood on either side of him. The chief of security had his portable in hand and looked to be typing notes.

“You alright?”

“No,” Crystal said at the same time Eric nodded. “He’s had a mild concussion and received ten stitches. He’ll need to stay here for the next day or two, and then he’ll be restricted to light work while his ribs heal.”

“There goes my weekend,” Eric said with a chuckle.

Kyle couldn’t bring himself to laugh, not at the sight of the man’s bandaged head.

“What happened?”

“As I told them,” he began, glancing at Larry and Crystal, “I don’t remember much. I went to the environmental control room like you asked. It was dark, with lots of air blowing in from the vents. I felt around for a light, and then . . . well, that’s it. Then I was here, waking up with a headache.”

Larry slid his portable inside a pocket of his black jumpsuit just as Kyle turned to face him.

“Any progress on your investigation?” he asked, giving Eric a pointed look. He didn’t know if the man had told Eric of their suspicions. 

Larry’s brow furrowed, and he waved Kyle after him as he left the clinic. He turned to face him when they were just outside the door. 

When Kyle had seen the chief of security earlier in the day, he’d been a little too preoccupied to see anything beyond his prosthetic, but now he took in the man’s features, purpose built for gruffness and intimidation. Two small scars, one on his upper lip and one on his chin, might have come from the same accident that lost him his leg. Then Kyle noticed a simple silver key attached to a chain around his neck. A memento, something sentimental to the man? If so, it hadn’t been on his person during the Fracture, as it still possessed weight.

“You were right about the NavSys connection,” he said. The sounds of a few laundry machines nearby made sure his voice reached only Kyle’s ears. “The door access logs were deleted just moments after Eric was attacked. Only NavSys personnel have access to those logs and the ability to alter them. That’s going to change from now on. This kind of thing won’t happen again without leaving a trail.”

Kyle looked over Larry’s shoulder to see the NavSys section at their computers. Stewart wasn’t among them.

“Any way of finding out who did it?”

“No. Whoever deleted the door access logs deleted them facility-wide. There is no way to know who was where during the time of the incident, not without taking statements from the entire crew, and none of them are going to remember where all their fellow trainees were within that five-minute span of time. Asking around will only sew suspicion and distrust.”

“So you’re going to let him get away with it?”

“You can’t know for sure Stewart did this, so I would appreciate it if you kept that sort of speculation to yourself. I don’t have to be telling you any of this. In fact, I probably shouldn’t be, but I know you think this attack was meant for you, so you have the right to know what’s happening.”

“I’m sorry. Thank you for letting me know,” Kyle said ruefully.

Larry warned him against entering any dark rooms on his own and then left to go about his other duties.

Kyle stayed to talk with Eric for a while but kept the conversation to topics of work and plants. The aspiring botanist was eager to learn what other plants they had added to their collection. When it became clear Eric was getting worked up and restless, Crystal returned with a bit of pain medication. Within a minute, Kyle excused himself to Eric’s drowsy goodbye.

The next few hours passed in a blur of activity and didn’t slow again until he sat down for dinner mess. The meal before him deserved all his attention. The thick, meaty stew was decidedly not out of a can, but rich and flavorful, with a perfect complement of bread rolls, a beet salad with smoked salmon, and a blackberry cobbler for dessert.

Sleep deprived as he was from the night before, he hoped to get to bed early, but later that evening, as he stared up at the ceiling from his bed, he realized the impossibility of that goal.

It was his turn to be on call, so he’d kept his heavies on. But it was more than the discomfort of the weights on his harness that kept him awake. Never in his life had he felt so uncertain. If he decided to break his contract and leave, where would he go? He could not return to Carol. She would not have forgiven him for joining the New Heights program in the first place. He wouldn’t even have a job to return to. His former lab was floating somewhere at the edge of space. Even if he managed to do without both of those things, there was no guarantee the outside world would be any safer. At least here there were people looking out for him.

Thinking of the world outside, he brought out his portable. The network contained more videos from news outlets, and one in particular caught his eye.

Another Survivor Missing, read the title. 

Thoughts of Dana immediately sprang to mind. When he had seen her last, in the triage tent the day after the Fracture, she’d been eager to return home to her husband. He had formed some indescribable connection with her during their shared ordeal, and he had hoped in vain, that she would change her mind and join New Heights. Now, it seemed, being a survivor outside the training facility had dangers of its own.

He clicked the link and held his breath as the anchor, a slim woman with high cheekbones, spoke.

“Darrel Davis is the tenth survivor of the Fracture to be reported missing. According to his wife, he didn’t return from lunch with a long-time friend and fellow survivor on Saturday night. Police are actively requesting information on his whereabouts. This follows a week after Lisa Harris and Franco DeSilva disappeared after a survivors support group at a community center in Redmond. The president issued a statement this morning promising secret service escorts for all interested survivors until this issue is resolved, a move derided by critics as an overstep of executive power and a misappropriation of taxpayer funds. The identities of the survivors to join the New Heights program have not been confirmed, but we were unable to contact 103 known survivors. We encourage everyone to report their missing friends or relatives to the local authorities if they have been unreachable for more than twenty-four hours. With us is Doctor Brian Hadler, from NASA’s New Heights program. He and his colleagues are credited with first conceiving of the program after the Fracture. Welcome.”

“Thank you for having me.”

Kyle sat up in bed, instantly recognizing the man who now appeared at the table with the news anchor. He looked little changed from when he’d seen him last at orientation, unshaven and with an energy in his bearing that gave Kyle the impression he’d prefer to be standing and moving around. 

The news anchor leaned forward on her elbows and clasped her hands together as she regarded her guest.

“You are the capcom, correct? That means you are their first line of contact at Mission Control? What can you tell me of the New Heights crew and their training facility?”

“I can tell you that we prefer to call them ‘trainees’ instead of crew. They won’t be given that designation until they have something to be crew of. Other than that, I’m afraid we are unable to reveal their identities and the location of the training facility at this time.”

“Yes. NASA has been uncharacteristically close-lipped for a civilian agency. ‘National security’ is being thrown around a lot these days. Can you tell us how many trainees are in New Heights?”

“As of this morning, there were sixty-four, but that number will likely fall as some decide to leave the program, or if they don’t meet their training goals.”

“Why would they decide to leave?”

“Understand that they have to be kept in a very isolated facility, exposed only to other weightless matter to prevent weight gain. That kind of isolation is hard to endure, even for seasoned astronauts. After some time, they may become homesick, want to see their friends, family, etc.”

“Sixty-four—the spaceship will need to be very large to accommodate so many, especially if the speculation is true, and you intend for it to carry them to Mars one day.”

“Very large indeed, and it should get them far beyond the Mars. Without needing to fight gravity, most of the spacecraft will be dedicated to work and living spaces and not fuel storage. You’ll notice I say spacecraft instead of spaceship. NASA is working closely with Space Command, which was originally under the umbrella of the Air Force, so naturally they object to the use of the word ‘spaceship.’”

The anchor gave a polite chuckle, but the smile faded as she glanced down at the sheet of paper on her desk.

“Still, those sixty-four trainees would not include the ten reported missing, am I correct?”

“That is correct. We can only hope they recognized the danger of their unique situation and decided to drop off the radar for a while.”

“What unique situation is that?”

“Their weightlessness, of course. I don’t have to tell you how expensive weightless matter has become. These people have the equivalent of gold flowing through their veins. It’s a disturbing thought, I know, but I refuse to pretend the danger doesn’t exist. If you are a survivor of the Fracture, you need to take measures to protect yourself, even if that means taking advantage of the president’s offer of Secret Service protection. I think the media would do them all a favor by not spouting out their identities as often as it gets the chance.”

The anchor refused to look at all ashamed of his last statement and pressed on without pause, but Kyle was no longer listening. The idea that Dana could be kidnapped and harvested for her weightless matter was too much to bear. He closed out of the interview and composed a message for her and sent it to one of their communications liaisons with instructions to see it delivered to Dana Woodruff. It was short, but he hoped it expressed his worry for her and the urgency with which he needed a reply.

While he was at it, he wrote a message to his parents to reassure them of his good health and happiness. They didn’t need to know how much danger he was in or that said happiness was still a work in progress.

Unable to sleep, he recalled Dr. Hadler’s comment on training goals and set about reviewing the training material on his portable with renewed determination. Despite his regrets, he could not leave New Heights. The world outside was filled with far more dangers than he’d expected, and the confines of the facility now felt more a shelter than a prison.
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This time, he got in a full three hours of study before he could no longer keep his eyes open. The trick was to study at his desk rather than in the comfort of his bed.

When he did fall asleep, he dreamed of atmospheric sensors, water reclaimers, and the oxidation of organic matter in waste reactors. There were no early-morning alarms, and he slept throughout the night and woke feeling rested for the first time since the Fracture.

The first thing he did was check his messages. Control had routed his message to Dana but hadn’t received anything in return. He could only hope she was a late sleeper and wouldn’t appear on the evening news as the latest missing person.

It had been Stacy’s turn to take the night shift, and he found a message from her sent at six in the morning to tell him nothing of note had occurred.

He had an hour before breakfast mess and decided to spend it at the gym. He did several reps at the weight station, then concentrated on squats and other leg workouts. The muscles in his legs had been the first to atrophy during his week of near weightlessness.

Afterward, he walked into the fenced-in area. He stripped off his heavies and leapt from one side to the other, doing flips and spins, and otherwise played like a kid in a playground. A foolish grin lit his face the entire time. If anyone had bothered to ask him what he was doing, he would have called it weightless training.

He started to work up a good sweat but decided to take a shower before it got the chance to soak into his clothing. Considering all the dirty clothes he’d gone through in the last two days, getting through the day with one pair of clothes was the least he could do for the MatFab laundry crew.

Omelets were on the menu that morning, and Kyle devoured his with gusto. The lack of gravity made that morning’s eggs exceptionally fluffy. Kyle cut into it and a blob of molten cheese, onions, and peppers oozed out. It didn’t have any time to escape before he forked it into his mouth.

Just before he left, a woman from MatFab stood up at a table next to his and announced to the rest of the mess hall that they would be celebrating two birthdays after lunch mess, and that everyone should join them for some cake specially made by the chef.

“If you thought your omelets were fluffy, wait until you try this,” Alan called from his place behind the serving counter.

Whoops and hollers followed Kyle out from the mess hall, and he soaked in their infectious cheer. It helped him paste what he hoped was a genuine-looking smile on his face as he entered the clinic. 

Eric was walking around in a weighted jumpsuit and returned Kyle’s smile.

“Crystal says I can go back to work tomorrow so long as I take things easy.”

“There’s plenty of work waiting for you. I’m happy to report that only five percent of the crops failed to recover after being transplanted. But the animals were happy for the extra snacks.”

“Snails lay eggs?”

“I haven’t checked on them yet.”

“I was thinking we could move them to a smaller crate, so they have more chances to interact. Did you know that garden snails are hermaphroditic, and they use these little spikes to inject a mating hormone into any other snails they come across? It increases the chance of fertilization, and whichever one gets fertilized will lay the eggs a few days later.”

“I take it you’ve done some light reading,” Kyle said with a laugh. “I thought you were studying plants.”

“It’s always smart to learn about your enemies. Also, these snails are edible, but they are not the species known for escargot. That’s the Burgundy snail, which are a bit bigger.”

“I’ll be sure to let the chef know. Speaking of food, I hear cake will be served after dinner.”

Eric looked up at Crystal in a silent plea.

“Yes. You can go to the mess for dinner,” she said.

Eric proceeded to perform a fist pump, only to wince and hold his side.

Chuckling, Kyle left the clinic with the goal of performing some of the maintenance he’d read about in the training material the night before.

When he reached the Environmental Control Room, he paused outside the door. The thought of entering, possibly seeing Eric’s blood still on the floor, made every muscle go tense. If the lights were off when he entered, he wouldn’t go inside, he decided. Eric’s attacker would be foolish to try the same strategy again, but he would be an even bigger fool if he fell for it.

He scanned his badge and pushed open the door. The light from the bright overhead lights was not the only thing to stream out into the corridor. Powerful currents of air tugged at the folds of his clothes. With all the air in the facility diverted here, it was like walking into an air tunnel.

Complicated machinery stretched from wall to wall inside the small room. He had only the most basic idea of what any of it did. The NASA engineers had several working replicas of every piece of machinery that existed on the former space stations, and each of them had been rushed here and installed in a matter of days while the trainees were still in rehabilitation.

Kyle pulled out his portable and got to work. It took him a few minutes to review the material he’d read last night and identify all the parts of the carbon dioxide scrubber. It was, in effect, the same technology used in hospitals to concentrate oxygen from the air. It used a common mineral, zeolite, as a molecular sieve to absorb carbon dioxide from the air in small quantities. An increase in heat and a drop in pressure would then liberate that carbon dioxide and store it in a pressurized tank. His weekly to-do list required that he check the pressure of this tank and take it to MatFab once full. There, they would use something called the CO2 reduction assembly to extract water from the gas and make methane. The process also required hydrogen from the primary oxygen generator.

Trying to mentally balance the chemical equations was making Kyle’s head hurt. Deciding to trust whoever had created his to-do list, he quickly located the regulator of the carbon dioxide tank and found it was nearing full.

Next, he went to investigate the primary oxygen generator. This instrument functioned by electrolysis, separating water into its constituent oxygen and hydrogen. While the oxygen was released into the air to replenish that which was consumed by the trainees, the hydrogen was shunted into another pressurized tank. 

Like the carbon dioxide tank, the needle on the regulator was hovering near the red full mark. He sighed. Both tanks were far too large for any one person to carry, even if their contents were weightless.

He pulled out his portable and pressed the call button, then just as quickly released it. His first inclination was to call Aarush, but he didn’t want to draw the man away from where he could keep an eye on Stewart.

“Message Henry: You mind helping me move some tanks? I’m in the environmental control room.”

Kyle watched as the text formed on the screen in a new chat window with Henry.

Henry Chandler: Be there in a jiffy.

Henry arrived in just under a minute with a dolly, while Kyle was still contemplating a jiffy as a unit of time. Kyle thanked him for the help as they set to work shutting down the equipment and detaching the tanks. Somehow, Henry had exactly what he needed to do the job in his tool belt, and not one tool more. They were finished in just under five minutes, and Kyle silently admired the man’s industriousness.

“Do you know what to do with these,” Kyle said as he pushed the dolly into the Resource Quarter after Henry.

“We’ve got everything we need in MP2,” Henry said, gesturing toward the first door on their left, labeled Materials Processing Room 2.

The room was about the size of a large walk-in closet, with two large cylindrical instruments and something resembling a kiln taking up all but ten square feet in the middle. There was only standing room for two, and they weren’t the only ones in there. 

Aarush stood just in front of the kiln, dipping acrylic forms into what appeared to be a bucket of blue slime. They were the same pieces of acrylic Kyle had watched him make yesterday. Aarush paused in the act of transferring the now-coated piece of acrylic into the open kiln and smiled in greeting. He seemed oblivious to the dribble of silicone landing on his shoes.

Kyle sighed. So much for keeping an eye on Stewart.

Henry pointed to a place on the floor for Kyle to rest the tanks and turned toward one of the large instruments. A moment later, he had out his portable and was swiping across the screen.

“This is the carbon dioxide reduction assembly. I just need to connect the two tanks. It says the two gasses undergo a Saba . . . Sabatier? Some kind of reaction to form methane and water.”

“I’ve read about that,” Aarush said over his shoulder. “It’s how they plan on making rocket fuel from the Martian atmosphere.”

“That doesn’t sound very safe,” Kyle said, suddenly not so sure he needed to be here for this.

“Seems pretty simple,” Henry said as he continued to flick through the manual. “I should be able to get these emptied and back to you in an hour. Can the environmental systems be shut down for that long?”

“I’m not sure, actually. I’ll ask Control and get back to you.”

Henry grunted as he looked back and forth between his portable and the assembly.

Kyle returned to the Environmental Control Room. His portable was out of his pocket and dialing Control by the time he arrived. He was about to put the portable to his ear, when, to his chagrin, he noticed it was a video call. 

When the call connected, an image of a man sitting at a desk appeared on the portable. Behind and above him, rows of other desks held more people staring into various displays. It looked for all the world like Mission Control in Houston. Were they really treating their little training facility like a full-fledged NASA mission?

Focusing his eyes back on the man, he was startled to recognize him.

“Doctor Hadler—I didn’t expect to see you. Shouldn’t you be doing a television appearance or something?”

The man pushed his glasses up his nose and chuckled. “You saw that, huh? I hope I wasn’t too awkward. I’m not used to that sort of thing.”

As usual, the man fidgeted in his seat.

“I found it very informative, if a little scary. I didn’t realize what it was like for all the other survivors living on the outside.”

“Yes, well. I don’t beat around the bush. If they don’t like it, they should stop inviting me onto live TV.”

Kyle was again reminded of Dana. “I tried to send a message to a friend. She’s on the outside, but I haven’t heard anything back yet. Would it be possible for you to get her my message? I’d like to know if she’s safe.”

Dr. Brian Hadler looked at another screen and typed at his keyboard. 

“Yes, I see your message, and I’ll make sure she gets it. But it seems we already know her whereabouts, so perhaps I can ease your mind a bit. She is doing well and in no danger.”

Kyle breathed out a sigh. Beyond the initial elation, though, he was confused as to why they were keeping tabs on Dana of all people.

“Is that what you called about?” Dr. Hadler asked. “I admit, when they assigned me as capcom, I expected to be dealing with matters of a more technical nature than of the heart.”

“That’s not . . . no. I was just curious is all. I was calling about the environmental systems. I’ve just disconnected the primary oxygen generator’s hydrogen tank as well as the scrubber’s tank. The manual says I’m to do this whenever the tanks are full, but it says nothing about what I should do while the system is offline. MatFab says it’ll be another hour or so before they get the tanks back to me. Are there backup tanks anywhere?”

“That shouldn’t be necessary. It would take a day at the least for the oxygen and carbon dioxide to reach dangerous levels in a facility that large. You’ll have plenty of time to empty and reconnect the tanks. If you’re worried about it, however, I can show you the backup systems.”

Kyle was worried about it. He had been ever since Crystal mentioned they might all die in their sleep should the air quality change unexpectedly. He didn’t admit to this, however, and simply nodded.

At Dr. Hadler’s direction, he flipped to the forward-facing camera on his portable to give him a view of the Environmental Control Room. Dr. Hadler leaned forward toward his monitor to see the room in detail.

“Yes, there on the bottom shelf. Those glass jars filled with the white powder. See them?”

Kyle approached a shelf and knelt down to twist the jar around so he could see the label. 

“Soda lime? How am I supposed to use it?”

“The highly technical process of untwisting the lid and sprinkling it onto the floor,” Dr. Hadler said with a smirk. A surprising number of laughs came through the portable. Just how many people in the room were listening to this conversation? Had they heard the detail about Dana?

A blush warmed his cheeks.

“And it absorbs carbon dioxide. Got it. Thanks. What about the oxygen?”

Dr. Hadler’s expression became serious.

“That is a little more complicated. We use the same backup system as the former space stations, as well as most jetliners and submarines. You shouldn’t use them unless it’s an emergency, however. It was exceedingly difficult to come by the weightless components. They had to scrap nearly every lithium battery in the Radius to get enough materials for it. You’ll only need to use it if there’s a fire or something and you need to replenish the oxygen very quickly. They’ll be a lot more useful when you get into space, so try not to use them unless you have to.”

“Is it some kind of battery-operated electrolysis machine or something?”

“That would be far too slow,” he said with a laugh, as if this were common knowledge. “These are chemical oxygen generators. When ignited, the lithium perchlorate rapidly decomposes, releasing all its oxygen in minutes. It gets hot, very hot, six hundred degrees Celsius hot, so you’ll need to ignite them in the small chamber in the corner of the room. It filters out debris and cools the air before releasing it. Ignite it outside the chamber, and you’ll have hot gas and molten metal flying everywhere. It happened on the Mir space station once. It was not a great day for the cosmonauts.”

Kyle spied the chamber, a three-foot-tall tower resembling a water heater but with vents and knobs at its base.

Scanning the opaque plastic containers on the shelves, Kyle found the one labeled Oxygen Candles. He flipped open the lid and took in the rows of metal canisters about a foot and a half in length with a blast cap on one end. If Dr. Hadler’s warning hadn’t been enough to convince him of their danger, the multitude of caution stickers would have. 

Despite the insulation surrounding the canisters, one appeared to have a dent. And there was something else.

Before Dr. Hadler could get a glimpse of it, he turned the portable away and switched cameras.

“Thanks for the help. That was all I needed to ask,” Kyle said, hoping the man couldn’t see the blood draining from his face.

“Anytime. That’s what your capcom’s here for.”

Kyle ended the call and slipped his portable back into his breast pocket.

Leaning closer, he gingerly pinched the side of the dented canister and pulled it out of the box. Though weightless, it still had a lot of mass. Its width and heft reminded Kyle of a club. Or a pipe. 

Within the dent, a strand of hair stuck to a smear of blood.
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“Fingerprints?” Larry asked.

“Can you or can’t you?”

“I’d have to send it to an outside lab. And, since we’ve screened out all trainees with prior convictions, very few will have their fingerprints on record.” Larry rubbed at his chin as he regarded the metal cylinder floating in the air before him. “We’ll have to fingerprint every trainee. I was hoping to avoid something like this, you realize. We don’t need everyone suspecting their neighbor of being a violent criminal.”

“Do you have any better ideas?”

“I don’t. I’m ashamed to admit I never thought to look for something resembling a pipe in those boxes. Everything I know about being a detective I learned from TV. I’m out of my depth here.”

For the first time, Kyle felt sorry for the man. It was difficult not to think of him as an authority figure. Though they were about the same age, he was a military officer. But this whole experience was just as new for him as it was for Kyle.

“Just be careful with it. According to Control, if the blast cap is struck, it will activate and get really hot. Like, molten hot.”

Larry, who had started to reach for the oxygen candle, jerked his fingers back. Ducking back beneath his desk in the Atrium, he pulled open a few cabinets before returning with a plastic bag. He opened it and slid it up around the canister before sealing it shut.

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep it somewhere safe until we can get it tested for prints.”

The chief of security moved back behind his desk and pressed his badge against the scanner beside the door there. It was the same door he had tried to gain access to the night he did his facility-wide tour of sensors. It appeared Larry was the only one with access. And this might be Kyle’s only chance to see what was inside.

Quietly, Kyle stepped behind the desk to get a better view.

When the door opened, Kyle was disappointed to see that it showed a small room with nothing inside. Then he noticed the walls, which were covered in lock boxes. Each was about two feet long and six inches tall. There had to be several dozen at least.

In hindsight, the discovery was not unexpected. This had once been a federal detention center. They would have needed a place to lock up the detainee’s personal effects until their release. But what could be in there now that needed to be under lock and key?

Larry glanced over his shoulder and saw Kyle peering curiously into the room. He raised an eyebrow, and Kyle took the hint. He stepped back round the desk to wait. As he stood there, he heard the sound of a key opening one of the lock boxes. Now he understood the purpose of the key he’d seen around Larry’s neck the day before.

A moment later, Larry reemerged without the oxygen candle. He could have put it in any of those lock boxes, and it would take hours to crack them all open to find it.

Larry pulled out his portable and began to type at a ponderously slow speed, as if he’d never owned a smartphone before. Kyle left him to it.

Back in the Environmental Control Room, he once again consulted his checklist. The next item was something he wished he could ignore all together: the water recovery system. The thing looked like a refrigerator with two doors. It was undersized to handle sixty-four trainees, having been designed for a handful of astronauts on a space station, but it appeared to be holding up under the load. Inside, the liquid waste generated by the trainees was boiled, centrifuged, filtered, oxidized, and deposited in a waste container labeled Brine. 

Gagging as he removed the opaque plastic canister, he quickly sealed it and returned to the Resource Quarter. He briefly stopped by the materials processing room to let Henry know what Control said about the backup systems, but the man barely seemed to hear him as he twisted knobs and threw switches on the CO2 reduction assembly. The MatFab first officer paused long enough to give him a nod before consulting his portable again.

Shaking his head, Kyle closed the door. Despite telling the man to take his time, it appeared he only had one speed setting.

He dropped off the brine container at MatFab, and the specialist who accepted it grimaced at hearing its contents. A woman standing beside her took out her portable to consult it. She wore the stripes of MatFab’s second officer.

“What do you do with it?” Kyle asked.

“Says here we can separate the salts through liquid chromatography. Once they go through all the columns, we can evaporate the solution to obtain pure salt crystals. That’s everything from sodium salts and potassium salts to some sulfates of calcium and magnesium. From there, I don’t know. Guess we’ll have to find a use for it.”

“Are you telling me this stuff will become our table salt?” he asked, unable to suppress a grimace.

“It’ll be as pure as the real thing after we’re through with it,” she said, and the specialist at his side turned a light shade of green. Kyle suspected the officer was a chemist. Nobody else could be so pragmatic about it.

Kyle racked his brain for the relevant bits of chemistry he’d used over the years.

“I think magnesium sulfate is Epsom salt. We can add a bit of that to the plants. Maybe the calcium sulfates can help the snails with their shells, but I’ll have to look into that.”

“Tofu,” said the specialist. They both glanced at the woman as she set down the container of brine. Her words sounded reluctant. “My mom was raised in China and worked at a tofu production facility. They took soybeans, milked them, and added gypsum—that’s calcium sulfate. It’s a coagulant and makes the milk solidify into tofu.”

“I think we planted some soy the other day,” Kyle said, his enthusiasm also dampened by the source of the ingredient. If they ever gave it to Alan to sprinkle on their food, they had best be silent about its source.

An alarm peeled over the intercom, cutting off Kyle’s train of thought. He pulled his portable from his pocket in time to see a notification. A low-oxygen alarm had just been triggered within the Resource Quarter. It was still about 19 percent, well within the range of breathability. A second later, another notification appeared. A high CO2 alert.

“You two should head to the Conservatory. I’ll figure out what’s happening,” Kyle said, raising his voice over the racket of the alarm.

The two women stopped what they were doing and cautiously moved in the direction of the Conservatory.

All around, men and women in the blues of MatFab and the yellows of NavSys stood from their seats and looked around. One of the women in a yellow jumpsuit still sat at a terminal. She had the three stripes of a first officer on her breast pocket. As she typed at her computer, her brow furrowed. She looked across the room at a small box just above the lintel of a door. When she typed at the computer again, the alarm went silent. Then she whipped out her portable and raised it to her lips.

“Multiple atmospheric alarms in the Resource Quarter. All trainees to evacuate the area,” she said. Her voice, deeper than expected, sounded through the speakers above him. She then stood and motioned for everyone to head to the exits.

Kyle glanced down at his portable to confirm which sensors had been tripped before heading in that direction. He arrived at the same time as the NavSys first officer. Her badge identified her as Deborah Stine. They stood at a safe distance from the sensor, staring up at it.

“Any idea what caused that sensor to trip and not the others?”

Kyle glanced around. There wasn’t anything near that sensor that would explain the drop in oxygen and the rise in carbon dioxide. The closest room was a good ten feet away. A room he had been inside just a few minutes ago.

A hand grabbed his sleeve before he realized he was headed for the door.

“Wait,” Deborah said. “That’s an atmospheric alarm. You shouldn’t get any closer.”

“Henry and Aarush are in there.”

She looked to the door he indicated.

“None of the sensors in that room triggered an alarm.”

She was right. The air should be perfectly breathable inside. He would have been notified were it otherwise. But where else could the carbon dioxide be coming from? The last time he’d seen Henry, the man was loosening the regulator on a tank full of the stuff.

Kyle zoomed in on his portable’s map. Sure enough, there was a sensor inside the room, a sensor that should have picked up the change in gas composition. But where every sensor was either red or green, this one appeared gray. Instead of displaying the oxygen and carbon dioxide readings when he clicked on it, a single word appeared. 

Offline.

He sprinted to the door.

“Get the doctor,” he called back over his shoulder.

“The sensors . . .”

“Are offline. Go.”

Deborah bit her lip, and then her momentary look of uncertainty passed. She took off toward the clinic on the far side of the Resource Quarter.

The room looked exactly as it had just a few minutes ago when he’d stuck his head in. Except Aarush no longer sat in a chair on the far side but lay sprawled on the floor. He had taken a bucket of silicone with him, and the weighted blue substance was slowly spreading across the floor. 

Henry was in far worse shape. He had slumped to his knees and was leaning against the CO2 reduction assembly, his face red from the heat of its metal surface.

After taking a second to survey the area, Kyle took a deep breath and rushed into the small room. 

“Oxygen,” Kyle called out as he emerged from the room with Henry in his arms. “He needs oxygen.”

He set Henry down on the hard floor just as Crystal, her husband Steve, and Deborah ran up to him. Kyle waited just long enough to see them put an oxygen mask over Henry’s mouth before he ran back into the room to grab Aarush. Unpolymerized blue silicone coated the front of the man’s jumpsuit and the side of his face. In seconds, Kyle placed him on the floor beside Henry.

“What happened to them?” Crystal said.

“Asphyxiation, I think. There was a gas leak.”

She nodded and held her hand to Henry’s chest.

“He’s still breathing. Just keep the mask on him,” she said to her husband as she saw to Aarush. 

Unlike Henry, Aarush’s eyes fluttered open just seconds after the oxygen mask covered his mouth.

“Where?” Aarush asked, his voice groggy.

“Just breathe,” Crystal told him.

Kyle stared at Henry’s slack face and willed him to open his eyes.

When nothing happened after a few seconds, Crystal ran to retrieve something from the clinic. She returned with a small cylindrical white sachet. She snapped it in her hands and held it beneath Henry’s nose.

Henry’s eyes snapped open, and he turned his head away and raised a hand to swat away the offending scent. He took in the faces staring down at him.

“What did I miss?”

Kyle sat back and exhaled. He took out his portable and checked the status of the air. Oxygen had dropped to 18 percent near the door, and now one other sensor in the room was registering the lower oxygen. They would have detected the leak far sooner if the sensor within the room was working. A room he’d been inside just a handful of minutes ago.
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Kyle watched through the window of the clinic as Crystal shined a light into Henry’s eyes. Beside her, her husband ran through the same examination with Aarush. He couldn’t hear their conversation, but both appeared completely unharmed and largely unfazed by their near-death experience. Though it could be argued they hadn’t experienced it at all. They had simply fallen asleep and woken up a couple minutes later. Kyle, on the other hand, felt traumatized enough for both of them.

He looked away, guilt threatening to make him sick. It should have been him in there. 

Larry was standing before him, his eyebrow cocked. 

He had asked for an explanation, Kyle remembered belatedly. 

“What other explanation is there? This is the second time a trap was set in a room I had just been inside. It must have been deliberate.”

“A trap?” Larry asked, the word laced with skepticism.

“I don’t know anything about that,” Deborah said into the expectant silence. She stood beside Kyle, her stiff posture and crossed arms conveying just how much the event had distressed her. “But someone disabled the only atmospheric sensor in there. That wouldn’t be terribly suspicious on its own, but to coincide with a leak? I don’t think it was an accident.”

“How do you cause a leak without anyone noticing?” Larry asked.

“Henry said he followed the manual exactly as it was written,” Kyle said. “But what if that’s what was altered? All someone would need to do is delete a critical step, closing a valve or something, and he would have left it open, allowing the gases to escape.”

“Surely he would have noticed,” Larry said, though his skepticism appeared to be waning.

“Would he? It’s the first time he’s done this, and the gases themselves don’t have a smell.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said gases. Plural. I thought it was just carbon dioxide.” 

“And hydrogen. We don’t have a sensor for that, so it would only have registered as a decrease in oxygen. That alarm went off just before the high CO2 sensor. They were also the two gasses in the containers he was working with.”

“If that’s the case, we’re lucky there wasn’t an explosion,” Deborah said.

Silence fell over them as everyone considered how terrible that would have been.

Larry sighed and stared between the two of them. Deborah’s foot, which had been tapping anxiously, stilled beneath his gaze.

“Alright. Assuming all of this is true, who has the power to do it?” Larry directed the question to Deborah. He already knew the answer Kyle would give him.

“I suppose anyone in NavSys could have turned off the sensor, but it would take someone with administrator permissions to alter the training manuals. Only the officers have those.”

“I feared as much,” Larry said, letting out a defeated sigh. “Do you happen to know where your second officer is?”

“Stewart? I’m not sure. He worked the first night shift so he’s still on his weekend.”

“Could it be done over a portable?”

She looked to the floor and thought for a minute.

“I guess it’s possible.”

Larry sighed. “If you could, announce the all clear and let the trainees get back to work. I’ll go have a word with Stewart. Until you hear from me again, I want you both to go back to work and say nothing of this. Understood?”

They both nodded and stared silently as Larry headed across the Resource Quarter and down the hall to the Atrium.

“What was the first trap?” Deborah asked, turning to him. 

“Huh?”

“You said this was the second trap someone left for you. What was the first?”

“Someone hit one of my specialists over the head in a dark room yesterday. They had every reason to think it was me walking into the room instead of him.”

Worry lines appeared at her brow, and her gaze went distant.

“That’s terrible. Who would want to hurt you?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. Larry’s hoping to get some fingerprints off the thing he used as a weapon.”

“And why do I get the impression you already suspect it was Stewart?”

Kyle couldn’t meet her eyes.

“He’s had it out for me since day one. He believes some of the conspiracy theories that blame me for the Fracture.”

She nodded, as if she had already considered this reason.

“Not all of us feel that way, I can assure you. And whoever it is, I hope their caught quickly so we can get back to training and making this place livable,” she said.

“I want that too. I’m sorry we had to meet like this.”

“Let’s not be strangers. I’m sure there’s a lot our sections can do to help each other.”

Kyle agreed, and she started back to her terminal in the center of the Resource Quarter. She announced the all clear through her portable before she reached her desk, and Kyle had to fight against the crowd of trainees coming back in as he made his own way to the Conservatory.

When he and the rest of his section filed into the mess hall later that evening, he was happy to see Eric among them. After collecting a small chicken pot pie and a helping of steamed vegetables, he set down his tray across from the recovering specialist and Stacy.

“You just waking up?” he asked Stacy. Her face looked a bit puffier than could be explained by microgravity.

She took a long squeeze from a bottle before answering. The rich aroma of coffee lingered in the air.

“I did. Was planning on heading back to my room, make myself a little more presentable, but Eric here was catching me up on all that happened in the Resource Quarter. He also promised me cake.” The look she gave him suggested there would be violence if he didn’t deliver on that promise.

“Thank you for giving up your bed in the clinic, Eric.”

“Dr. Jenson was ready to discharge me anyway,” he said, waving his hand in dismissal.

“Eric mentioned something about a gas leak?”

Kyle hesitated for a minute as he considered his response. On one hand, this was Stacy, one of the most analytical people he had ever met. If anyone could help him find additional evidence, it was her. On the other hand, Larry had told him to keep the details to himself. The last time he’d failed to follow that advice and told Aarush, he had nearly died. Maybe this time, he should listen.

“Larry’s investigating the incident now.”

She gave a small shrug as she sipped at her coffee. Either she was granting him his secrecy, or she didn’t suspect him of knowing more than Eric.

“That’s three injuries in just two days. If we were anywhere else, we’d have detectives crawling all over the place. But fill the building with air worth millions of dollars, and they won’t even give us the day off.”

“You both had the day off,” Kyle reminded her around a mouthful of steaming pot pie.

“And we deserved it.” The two clicked their bottles together.

“A tough shift last night?”

“The worst,” Stacy said with a groan. “Nothing happened the entire night. I swear I could see the plants grow as I watched them. By morning, I was about ready to trip a sensor just to have a little excitement.” She cast another look at Eric, who flinched. 

“I didn’t do that on purpose.”

“Uh-huh.”

“When do you work the night shift?” Eric asked him.

Kyle checked his portable. “Three nights from now, according to the calendar. Any advice?”

“Yeah,” Stacy said. “Don’t complete your checklist all at once. You’ll need something to do to keep you awake until sunrise.” 

“It is a pretty sunrise,” Eric said, as if this were a worthy consolation prize. 

Stacy grumbled something unpleasant before squeezing more coffee into her mouth. A dribble of the brown fluid bounced off of her cheek and floated off into the air behind her, the droplets narrowing and elongating in regular oscillations.

“I did make progress on my zero gravity game,” she said as she watched the droplets drift in the direction of the vent. “After I’m done here, I’m going to MatFab to see about getting some accessories made. You should come by the gym tomorrow morning to give it a test run.”

Kyle wasn’t sure how he felt about playing a sport that required accessories, but he acquiesced. “I’ll meet you there. I hit the gym around seven.”

He continued eating as a few other members of his section joined the table. When he looked around, he saw only other red jumpsuits. The blue jumpsuits of MatFab and the yellow of NavSys similarly occupied their own tables. He didn’t like the segregation he was seeing, but he wasn’t particularly keen on sitting at a table with NavSys either.

The chef, as his job appeared to entail, brought everyone together with yet another addition to the meal. He burst out from behind the mess line with two cakes, one in each hand. The cakes, while weightless, appeared stuck to oversized platters with nothing but their chocolate frostings. He broke out into a happy birthday song and placed the weightless cakes in front of two members of the MatFab section who shared the same table.

A quiet mumbling was Kyle’s only contribution to the song, but he congratulated the two in person as he came forward to collect a slice of cake. The sugary confection was as fluffy as Alan had promised.

Henry and Aarush came into the mess hall together a few minutes later. They looked to have just come from the showers, and not a single trace of the unpolymerized silicone could be seen from their accident. In fact, it looked as if they’d had nothing more than a long and boring day behind them. They smiled warmly at the birthday pair and went to sit at the table with the rest of their section.

Kyle scanned the room to see if he could see Stewart, but neither he nor Larry were among the other trainees. Curious what the chief of security was doing, he cleared away his tray and left the mess hall. He searched the entire facility but could not find the man anywhere. He was either in his room or behind the locked door in the Atrium, or he had left the facility all together.

Stewart, on the other hand, was locked in his room in the Resource Quarter, if the light illuminating the door’s window shade was any indication.

When he finally saw Larry over an hour later, the sight was preceded by the rhythmic clanking of his prosthetic on the catwalk. From the sound of it, he was knocking on each door in turn, discussing something with the room’s occupant for a few minutes before moving on to the next. The only thing that stopped Kyle from leaving his room to investigate was the knowledge he would get to his room eventually.

“Doctor,” Larry said when he finally stood in the doorway to his room. He carried a black plastic box. By the way his shoulders sagged, its contents weren’t weightless. “Have a minute?”

After replying in the affirmative, the chief of security laid the box down on the foot of Kyle’s bed and swung open the lid. He then took out a stiff piece of paper and a smaller plastic box about as thin as his portable, but wide enough to fit his palm. Wordlessly, Larry took Kyle’s hand and pressed it flat against a wet mat of black ink within the box. The process of having his hand forced firmly against the paper was not a pleasant one, and despite having heard Larry go from door to door, it was impossible not to think he was being singled out.

“The ink’s not weightless, so make sure you get it all,” Larry said as he tore open a small packet and handed him the damp, weightless cloth from within. Kyle took it and began rubbing the black ink from his hands. “If you miss any, don’t wash your hands in the sink, just come to me and I’ll get you another wipe.” 

His detached tone was making Kyle anxious.

“How’d it go with Stewart?” he asked.

Larry took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Honestly? I’m having a hard time believing it was him. When I confronted him about it, he freely offered to hand over his portable and stay under confinement until the investigation was complete. He was also the first to volunteer for fingerprinting. Now I’m no cop, but during my time as a recruiter, I’ve spoken with many damaged and angry men, and I’ve always been able to tell the good eggs from the bad. Stewart’s not exactly a good egg, but he doesn’t strike me as guilty. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

Kyle finished cleaning his hands in silence and then handed the towelette to Larry and watched him leave. 

Could he be right? Could Stewart be innocent in all of this? No. Larry was wrong about him. He hadn’t been there to see the look of hatred in Stewart’s eyes. If he saw that side of him, he would change his mind. Stewart was a businessman; guile and deception were par for the course. But Kyle would not be deceived so easily.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Kyle had barely crossed the threshold of the gym the next morning when a streak of white flashed toward him. Instinctively, he caught it between two outstretched palms.

“You caught the chicken!” Stacy floated in midair halfway across the gym, her throw having sent her into a slight tumble.

Kyle regarded the object in his hands. It was a ball. Made of a pliable weightless plastic, it deformed slightly in his hands. Ridges in the ball provided easy handholds, and seen from a certain angle, they might have resembled the wings of a certain feathered creature.

“Chicken?” Kyle asked.

Stacy twisted in midair so her socked feet touched the floor when her miniscule weight pulled her down. She bent her knees and leapt the twenty feet that separated them to land against the wall behind him.

She slowly settled to the ground, a huge smile on her face.

“I got the inspiration yesterday after chasing that chicken around.”

“Okay,” he said dubiously, and tossed it to her. He had forgotten all about her request to test her new microgravity game. “Was that the accessory you mentioned?”

She smiled again.

“Not even close. Come on.”

She crossed to the other side of the gym with a single jump and clung to the wall of the fenced-in area.

Not to be outdone, he slipped out of his shoes and heavies, unbuckled his harness, and dropped them into his duffel. Then he jumped after her. He turned the leap into a front flip, which he completed only a second before making contact with the fence.

“Nice,” she said in admiration from just a few feet away. He gave her his best “that was nothing” shrug.

She crawled hand-over-hand to the base of the fence where a stack of flat, tear-shaped objects sat, weighed down by her duffel bag. They reminded him of tennis rackets, but ones nearly four times the diameter and twice the length. They were made entirely from centimeter-thick opaque white plastic. She had affixed three straps with cinch buckles along the narrow end and all the way up to the center of the circular section.

“Quinn in MatFab helped me design these last night.”

“What are they?”

“Our wings.”

Kyle looked down to the teardrop objects and back to Stacy’s grinning face. 

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope. They work too, I swear, I finished trying them out like five minutes before you came in.”

He could feel his own grin pulling at the corners of his mouth.

“Show me.”

She took one of the wings and slid her arm through the straps until she held the last one and cinched it tight to her hand. Then she continued down the length of her arm, pulling the straps tight. As she repeated the process with the other wing, she spoke.

“When I was chasing that chicken around the Conservatory, I couldn’t move once I was in the air, but the chicken wasn’t having any problem. So I thought, hey, if only I had my own pair of wings, I could fly. Go ahead. Put yours on.”

Kyle took out the other two wings and affixed them to his forearm and hand just as she had. His were noticeably larger than hers.

“I got your height and weight from the personnel database. Didn’t think you’d mind. I wanted to make sure your wings fit your arms and were proportional to your body mass. That way, neither of us has the advantage.”

He cinched the last buckle around his arm and flexed to make sure it wasn’t too confining.

“It’s like a buckler.”

“Ohh,” she said, pointing at him with one of her wings. “That’s a perfect name for the sport. I spent all night trying to think of one but kept coming up empty.”

“Really? Buckler? That has nothing to do with chickens, or weightlessness, or anything.”

“Details,” she said, waving a wing dismissively. “Those kinds of things don’t really matter in a name. It’s the sound of it that counts, and Buckler sounds sweet.”

It took all of Kyle’s considerable willpower not to roll his eyes.

“If you say so.”

“Alright,” she began, ignoring him. “For your first Buckler lesson, I’m going to teach you how to fly.”

She pushed off the ground with such speed, Kyle feared she might bash her head on the ceiling nearly twenty-five feet above them, but as soon as she neared its white-painted surface, she spread her arms, and the semirigid plastic of her wings caught the air. Her trajectory smoothed out into an arc, and she sailed parallel to the ceiling for a few meters before angling her arms and cutting back toward him.

Kyle stared in slack-jawed amazement as Stacy spread her arms again and came to a stop in midair. Her own weight, as minuscule as it was, began to drag her down, but a single flap of her wings kept her hovering at a steady altitude.

“Well?”

He grinned and sprang out of his crouch. He ascended quickly and spread his arms. The air resistance of the wings strained his weak shoulder muscles to an alarming degree, but once he slowed down, it was easy to maintain a steady altitude.

Only three other people shared the gym with them, but all had been preoccupied with their own routine. The instant Stacy jumped into the air and unfurled her wings, however, they stopped what they were doing and turned to watch. Over the next thirty minutes, the crowd grew to an audience of five, and then ten, as more and more people entered and became spectators.

Kyle spent those thirty minutes in the air without so much as touching the floor. Together, they flew around, getting the feel for how the wings made them move.

It wasn’t long before he got the hang of it. His initial difficulty lay in the logistics of flapping the wings. When he lifted his arms in preparation to flap, the upward motion sent him downward instead. He solved this problem by turning his arms to allow the narrow edge of the wing to cut through the air, before rotating them ninety degrees and pushing down.

With the wings, the experience wasn’t unlike swimming, and he occasionally found himself kicking his legs, but it did little more than change his center of mass.

He was reminded of his leap from the SyntheTech building. It was only by forcing himself to believe he was underwater that he’d been able to make the jump. Doing the same now allowed his mind to contend with the sickening and contradictory sight of Stacy floating upside down next to the upright crowd of onlookers.

Soon his shoulders and forearms were aching, and they came down for a short rest. While he caught his breath and stretched the cramps out of his arms, Stacy explained the game to the audience and invited them to stay to learn the rules.

Kyle moved into the fenced-in space as Stacy began a sign-up sheet for those who wanted wings made, and she joined him inside a few minutes later, allowing the line of a dozen people long to continue typing their names on her portable outside the gate.

When they jumped into the air, Kyle’s second lesson in Buckler began.

As Stacy explained the rules, a few of the spectators added their own suggestions, and she soon called one of them by name to pick up her portable, open the notes app, and type down whatever they decided.

The game was pretty simple in concept, not unlike tennis or volleyball. Except this game utilized all three dimensions of space. Two teams of four players would occupy each half of the arena, and they gained points by getting the chicken to hit the back wall. The chicken, with its air resistance, didn’t move very fast, but it had the annoying habit of curving through the air whenever Stacy hit or kicked it off-center. Rather than stay in midair and chase it down, he learned quickly that getting to the nearest wall and pushing off was the fastest way to move around. He just had to be sure of his aim, as it was difficult to change direction when he was flying too fast.

Throwing the ball was also something he couldn’t do without the wings getting in the way, but he quickly learned to stop the ball with the flat of a wing and kick or swat it once it no longer had any momentum.

At one point, Stacy crossed the midline, and Kyle suggested there be a penalty. The spectators unanimously decided after some debate that the ball would go to him, and she had to be touching either the floor or ceiling until he kicked it.

She got her own way a minute later when Kyle held on to the ball for a while until he could decide on the best place to kick it. She suggested he receive the same penalty for keeping the ball on his side for more than ten seconds.

As he moved to the ground and waited for her to launch her penalty kick, he made sure to glare at all the spectators in turn for having agreed to the terms, but his heart wasn’t in it.

After another thirty minutes, the crowd decided that Stacy won the match, but he reminded them it was just a trial run, and that each team would technically need four players. They ignored him, reaching out to pat Stacy on the back in congratulations as they left the arena. 

Everyone dispersed, going back to their rooms or finding a weight bench or treadmill.

Kyle could barely move his arms by the end of the match, and as soon as he stowed his wings beneath his duffel, he drifted over to Stacy and settled to the ground beside her. She pulled a bottle of water from her duffel, took a long swig, and handed it to him.

“Thanks.” He squeezed the water into his mouth and then leaned forward to slurp up the droplets that had escaped.

“Even though you lost miserably, I still want you on my team. We should discuss strategy and figure out who else to recruit,” she said, accepting back the water bottle.

“You thinking of keeping it in MedEco?”

“I was, but the more I think about it, the less I like the idea. I don’t want to start rivalries between the sections. If we’re all going to be on the same spaceship for months on end, we should learn to cooperate.”

“You really think that would happen?” Kyle asked, thinking of the way the sections clustered together in the mess as well as his own reservations toward NavSys.

“They already have us wearing different-colored clothes, and I sort of understand. You need to be able to see what people’s business is at a glance, especially in an emergency. But in the long run, it will just divide us. If we mix and match the teams, maybe this sport will help bring the sections together. I suggest we have no more than two people from a single section on a team, and all sections need to be represented.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Kyle admitted.

Stacy leaned forward and tucked the water bottle back in her duffel. She glanced at him and seemed to read his mind.

“Aarush told me you thought Stewart was behind the attack on Eric,” she said, fiddling with the bag’s zipper. “They aren’t all bad, you know. NavSys. Last night, I sat down with Dennis like you suggested. Showed him the video. We talked about his wife and my . . . about Dylan. He seemed a bit annoyed at first, but then we both had a good cry. I think he’s slowly coming to terms with his loss.”

Kyle nodded. “Thanks for that.”

She wiped the sweat from her brow. “Let’s continue this chat over breakfast. I need a shower.”

With a gentle push against the floor, he was standing again. He was able to walk under the weight of his shouldered duffel as he followed Stacy into the locker room.

He found a shower a few stalls down from hers. She had started humming the instant the stall door closed behind her, and in a moment, it was inaudible beyond the sound of the shower’s powerful air flow.

Kyle placed the duffel bag and a change of clothes inside the footlocker just inside the shower to keep them dry, then stripped out of his now-sweaty T-shirt and shorts. His arms felt leaden, and it was difficult to lift them against the rush of air, but he managed to apply some shampoo to his hair then stood beneath the hot water, letting it rinse away the suds and soothe the aches of his muscles.

Only when his fingers began to wrinkle and his skin to redden did he finally mash the button to turn off the shower.

The locker room was quiet as he toweled off and dressed in his change of clothes.

It wasn’t until he was out of the shower and heading for the entrance to the locker room that he heard the thumping.

He slowed and looked back the way he had come. One of the shower stalls was closed, the one Stacy had just been using. He heard the faint sound again. 

“Stacy?”

The thumping intensified, and another sound came through the door. It wasn’t the humming he’d heard before, whimsical and calm. This sounded like she was trying to speak, to scream, but dared not open her mouth.

His blood went cold, and he dropped his bag and towel to the floor, reaching for the door handle.

“Stacy! Hold on. I’m coming.”

He tugged at the latch, but it did not budge. 

After another unsuccessful tug, he looked down at the latch to see a slim block of metal buried in the latch mechanism. He recognized it as one of the weights the trainees used on harnesses to weigh them down. He pinched its edges and wiggled it out of the latch.

When he whipped the door open, a torrent of hot water came with it, splashing across the front of his jumpsuit.

Suspended weightlessly in an undulating block of water, Stacy thrashed, stirring hundreds of bubbles into a cyclone around her. Her dark skin had taken on an angry red hue.

He plunged his arms inside the scalding wall of water and grabbed one of her flailing arms. With weight on his side, he successfully pulled her from the shower stall, but the transparent liquid still clung to her, covering her mouth and nose. He dragged her to the floor and proceeded to wipe the clinging globules of water from her face. She tried to help but only succeeded in adding the water from her hands. Batting her hands away and grabbing the towel he’d dropped to the floor, he made short work of the rest.

She gasped in a deep breath of air and began to cough as she held the towel to her face.

After he was sure she’d be alright, he turned his attention to the hundreds of motes of water in the air. He held his breath as he stood and waded through them. The water he’d pulled out with Stacy had begun to spherize, forming a kind of beaded necklace in midair. He waved it away as he entered the adjacent shower stall. He started the flow of air and wedged the door open with his duffel bag. The beads of water instantly changed their direction and headed straight for the gap and down through the grated floor of the shower.

He turned back to Stacy and saw she’d pulled the towel down around herself. Her short hair was matted against her forehead, concealing one eye. Her other eye was wide and staring at him.

Grabbing another towel off the shelf, he knelt beside her and offered it.

“Are you alright?” It was a stupid question. She had nearly drowned. “I’m so sorry I didn’t hear you sooner. What happened?”

She breathed heavily as she took the towel and pressed it to herself, making sure it covered her. Water still clung to her arms and legs and large drops of it floated through the air, slowly getting pulled in the direction of the shower’s vent.

“The fan stopped . . . I couldn’t turn off water . . . door was . . .” Her voice was hoarse, and a fit of coughing seized her for a moment. He wondered how much water she’d accidentally inhaled.

He sat back on his heels and rubbed his hands over his face.

It had happened again. Three times in as many days, one of his friends had gotten hurt. If the culprit was targeting him, he’d missed three times in a row. They were either dealing with an incompetent killer, or someone who knew exactly what they were doing. That must be it, he realized. They weren’t targeting him at all; they were targeting his friends. And only one thing was for certain. It wasn’t Stewart. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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“Can you make it to the clinic?”

“Where are you going?” Stacy asked, her eyes still fearful and her breathing ragged.

“To find Larry.”

She opened her mouth, probably to argue, but then looked down at herself, covered in two towels and in desperate need of clothing. She swallowed and nodded.

He bolted out of the locker room and into the gym.

He hadn’t realized what a sight he made with his jumpsuit soaked until a man standing by the weight rack looked him up and down and raised an eyebrow. The man wasn’t wearing the upper half of his jumpsuit, or even an undershirt. Instead, his weighted harness wrapped around his bare abdomen and looped over each shoulder. He was curling weights, one in each hand, and was sweating so much, it looked like he’d been at it for a while. 

Kyle made straight for the door but paused when he was reminded of the weight from a harness stuck in the shower’s latch.

He turned to the man.

“Who was the last person to leave the locker room before me?”

Whatever the man heard in his voice made him lower the weights, and his brow wrinkled in concern.

“Is everything alright?”

“Just tell me who it was?” Kyle said, his words brusque and impatient.

“I don’t know—a few people have been in and out.”

“Any wearing yellow?”

“At least one, yeah.”

“What did he look like? Tall, dark hair?” Despite Larry’s assurance that Stewart was isolated and under constant supervision, he couldn’t bring himself to rule out the possibility that he had escaped.

“No. He was pretty short, curly brown hair.”

Kyle swallowed. He knew someone by that description. Someone who worked in NavSys right alongside Stewart. Someone who had just lost their wife to the Fracture. Someone who might very well blame him for it.

“Dennis?”

“Yeah. That’s him.”

Kyle bolted for the door, ricocheted off the wall just outside the gym, and continued to the Resource Quarter without slowing.

He spotted Dennis at one of the computer terminals, hunched over his keyboard and staring sightlessly into the monitor.

Kyle had covered half of the distance before a voice called out his name.

He looked over to see Aarush lifting a hand and waving him over. The man’s smile faltered at whatever he saw in Kyle’s eyes.

Now was definitely not the time.

He turned back to Dennis and found the man staring at him. His eyes grew wide when he saw the direction Kyle was heading.

Dennis broke eye contact and looked around frantically. That was all the evidence Kyle needed.

He rushed forward as the man fumbled at his computer. He lifted his hand, but before his fingers could grab the man’s shoulder, Dennis turned, and a blur of black whipped toward him. A moment later, pain radiated along his face, from jaw to cheekbone, and he blinked his eyes in confusion.

The cold concrete of the floor was beneath him, but he didn’t remember falling. A broken keyboard lay beside him, several of its black, blocky keys scattered across the floor.

Pushing himself up, he saw Dennis racing down the corridor Kyle had just come through. 

As soon as he could see straight, he was on his feet again and pushing past a few of the bystanders who’d come forward to see if he needed help.

Dennis was already halfway to the Atrium by the time Kyle reached the door. He was headed to the airlock, the only way out of the facility.

Kyle opened his mouth to call for him to stop, but pain shot through his jaw. He tasted blood, and a quick probe of his tongue met a couple of loose teeth. Growling, he ran faster.

Dennis had just scanned his badge at the airlock as Kyle rounded the corner.

Larry was standing and starting to round the desk.

“Stop him,” Kyle yelled. His jaw clicked and sent another wave of pain through his skull.

But the door had already opened, and Dennis had stepped through. 

Larry and Kyle reached the door at the same time and just a second too late. The plexiglass door closed, and the once-green light on the badge scanner turned red. The airlock was cycling. Inside, Dennis slumped over with his hands on his knees, breathing hard.

“What happened?” Larry asked Kyle as he holstered his half-drawn pistol. 

“He just tried to drown Stacy,” Kyle said through clenched teeth.

Larry cursed, pulled out his portable, and held down the transmit button.

“Perimeter Security,” he said into the device, and a moment later, a voice crackled over the line.

“This is Security.”

“It’s Larry. We have trouble at the Atrium airlock. Get some guys over here. The man inside is dangerous and needs to be apprehended. Over”

“Roger. Atrium airlock. I’m sending two of my guys now. Should I start up the bird just in case? Over.” 

“Roger that.”

The call ended, and the chief of security put the portable back into his pocket. 

Kyle eyed the transparent airlock.

“Can’t you just break in and grab him?”

Larry shook his head and knuckled the airlock wall. “Not a chance. This stuff’s bullet proof.” He then reached out and pressed a button on the badge scanner. “Dennis. I’m sure this is just a misunderstanding. Cancel the cycle. We can sit down and hear you out. Remember, you go out that door and you break the contract.”

“Contract,” Dennis snorted, his voice barely audible over the intercom. He stood straighter and stared daggers at Kyle. “You took my wife from me. What’s one more thing. At least now you know how it feels to have your loved ones suffocate and die. You’ll no longer have to fake your sympathy.”

Larry cocked an eyebrow at Kyle, who shook his head slightly to indicate Stacy was very much alive.

“She died in the Fracture, didn’t she?” Larry asked. “Your wife.” 

“He killed her!” Dennis screamed. He spat, and the wad of saliva drifted through the air until it splattered against the plexiglass door.

Kyle flinched as a vivid memory came to him of a woman screaming and thrashing as she fell into the open sky. He had done nothing to save her, but there was nothing he could have done. She was beyond his reach.

“If you break the contract, you won’t be able to go up there. You won’t be able to find her,” Larry said, his words heavy with sorrow and compassion. This was not the Larry Kyle knew. Then Kyle understood. Larry was stalling him. This was all an attempt to get him to stay, to give the guards enough time to get there and apprehend him. 

Just when he thought it might be working, it was as if someone flipped a switch inside Dennis. His face, which had been red with anger, visibly relaxed. He let out a small huff of a laugh and then reached for the zipper of his jumpsuit.

“You’re wrong. I will find her,” he said softly as he turned around. He proceeded to remove his jumpsuit.

“What’s he doing?” Larry asked, lifting his finger from the intercom button.

Kyle closed his eyes and sighed in defeat.

“He wants to fall into the sky, just like she did.” Kyle’s voice cracked. He didn’t want to witness another person die that way.

Larry frowned. Then, to Kyle’s surprise, he shrugged.

“He won’t get very far,” he said, lifting his scarred chin toward the outer airlock door. “Believe it or not, we were prepared for this kind of thing. We’ve got a few drones armed with net launchers. They’ll bring him down again.”

Relief washed over him, and with it came a wave of fatigue and countless aches and pains. Kyle found himself leaning against the airlock and slouching to the floor.

In numb silence, he watched as Dennis finished stripping off his outer weighted jumpsuit and started unbuckling his harness. The airlock approached the end of its cycle, and nearly all the air within was weighted. Dennis, despite his considerable mass, weighed less than the air he displaced, and as soon as his harness hit the floor, he rose into the air.

When the airlock doors slid open, Dennis scrambled along the ceiling of the airlock and out past the outstretched hands of two security guards before they could get a solid grip on him.

The guards turned back to Larry and gave a simultaneous shrug that looked both apologetic and unconcerned. Then one of the guards pulled out a portable, said something, and made a circling gesture over his head.

“They’ll have him down in no time. Is Stacy alright?” Larry asked.

Kyle nodded as he stared at the yellow jumpsuit and weighted harness on the floor. A single weight was very clearly missing from one of the straps.

“He used one of the weights of his harness to jam her shower door closed, then he turned off the air flow from his computer. She nearly drowned. If I hadn’t heard her banging at the door . . .”

“He must have gotten spooked after I collected fingerprints. Lucky for us, he didn’t have more time to plan his next attack.” Larry patted him on the shoulder and then moved back to his desk, mumbling something about paperwork and meetings.

Kyle listened to him speak to perimeter security for a time, until word came that they’d managed to bring Dennis back to the ground and place him in cuffs. Satisfied that nobody would be dying that day, he stood from the floor and walked to the clinic.

Stacy was there, her hair still wet and her eyes wide at the sight of his red and swollen face. She was wearing her off-duty gray jumpsuit, and a plastic tube ran beneath her nose.

Despite Stacy’s demands to know what happened, Crystal would not let him speak before she’d looked him over. It was a thorough exam that required painful poking and prodding of his jaw, inside and outside of his mouth. After a few minutes, she concluded that he had a sprained jaw and restricted his diet to liquid and soft foods for the next week. He nodded along, just happy to know he wouldn’t lose any teeth.

For the next half hour, he held an ice pack to his face and told Stacy what had transpired between him and Dennis. 

The news that Dennis had tried to kill her was just as shocking to her as it had been for him.

“I talked with him just last night. He even thanked me for sharing Dylan’s video with him.”

“I’m sorry, Stacy. I should have figured it out sooner.”

“People have different ways of grieving,” Crystal said from the desk near the door of the clinic. “I’ve had to tell dozens of families they’ve just lost a loved one. Some are angry, some are sad, some are stoic. Most want someone to blame, and some want that person to suffer what they suffered. You were an easy target, Kyle. The media has been spinning tales for over a week. And here you are, within reach.”

Kyle rested his head against the bed and tried to imagine what was going through Dennis’s mind. It would have also made him crazy with anger if someone murdered his wife and then attempted to console and befriend him.

His dislike of Stewart was proof that it was possible for even him to assume guilt despite having no evidence. For a moment, he wondered if he owed the man an apology, but then he decided against it. Stewart had been sowing discord and turning people against him since they first met. He’d certainly played a part in poisoning Dennis’s mind in that regard.

“Thank you,” Stacy said, snapping him free of his sour thoughts. Her voice was still raspy and broken by intermittent coughing. She must have inhaled quite a bit of water.

“For what?”

“For saving my life. What else?”

“I was in the right place at the right time.”

She chewed the corner of her lip for a minute and looked over to make sure Crystal wasn’t listening.

“You didn’t, you know . . . see anything, right? Like me . . . my . . . any of . . .” She motioned down to her body with an uncomfortable expression, her voice soft.

“There were a lot of bubbles,” Kyle said, in as nonchalant a voice as he could manage. 

She sagged and let out a long breath and settled back on her bed, seemingly satisfied by his nonanswer. But after a few seconds, she started chuckling hysterically.

“I can’t believe my boss saw me naked.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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“We have a lot to discuss,” Colonel Horton said. He stared out from a monitor on the wall, his features enlarged to an unflattering scale. The stress of the job must have been getting to him. His cheeks were gaunt and his eyes sunken, like he hadn’t been sleeping or eating well. He wasn’t even wearing his standard military attire, but rather what looked to be a plain white T-shirt. All the same, Kyle wondered why he wasn’t addressing them in person. It was the least he could do as the interim director of New Heights.

Kyle rubbed his sweaty hands on the pantlegs of his jumpsuit and shifted uncomfortably in the chair. Even though there were nine other people gathered at the table, the colonel’s eyes seemed to be looking straight at him.

This was their first joint section meeting, and all officers from every section were present, with the notable exception of Dennis.

When Larry had shown up in the clinic that afternoon and asked him to come with him, Kyle hadn’t known what to expect. What he thought had been another storage closet filled with more crates of fabrication materials for MatFab was instead a conference room with an oblong wooden desk, chairs, and a full audio-visual suite, including a fifty-five-inch monitor on the opposite wall.

What surprised him most, however, was that every chair but three was already occupied.

He’d taken his seat between Crystal and Alan and was immediately bombarded with questions from the chef about Dennis. He deflected as best he could, until Crystal interjected, claiming his jaw was injured and he shouldn’t talk much. Larry, after dropping him off, had left the room only to return a few minutes later with a black briefcase. Sitting, he’d then leaned forward, grabbed the remote at the center of the table, and connected to Colonel Horton with the mashing of a few buttons.

“As many of you have already heard or put together, we had our first departure from the facility. We anticipated a few in the first week or two, but what we didn’t anticipate were the circumstances. Dennis Laugherty is being held under three counts of attempted murder, one count of assault, and I won’t even get into the sabotage charges. Thanks to the quick actions of several of you, it turned out better than it could have.”

“Sir,” Stewart began. He’d been casting glares Kyle’s way ever since he entered. “Are we not going to talk about how I was held under confinement and falsely accused?”

Kyle’s hands sweated even more profusely, but he didn’t give the man the satisfaction of looking guilty.

“Ah, yes. That was unfortunate, but we appreciate you cooperating with the investigation and volunteering to be placed in confinement.” He said the word with emphasis, causing Stewart’s jaw to clench. He hadn’t been forced to do anything, and he knew it.

“You said you anticipated some departures,” Deborah said in an obvious attempt to steer her second officer into less turbulent waters. “How did you intend we deal with being short staffed?”

“Believe it or not, we have a few replacements for each section lined up. Of course, they will need to spend longer in rehab to lose the extra weight they’ve gained on the outside. I trust you can deal with being short-staffed for a few more days?”

Deborah pursed her lips but nodded.

Kyle winced at the thought of two whole weeks in rehab. He did not envy them.

“Now that that’s out of the way, I have some bad news to share,” Colonel Horton said gravely, as if they had only spoken of pleasant things until that moment. “There was a lot of activity in the sky this morning during our successful attempt to bring Dennis back to the ground, and it seems someone took notice. You haven’t seen the reports yet, but the media’s already buzzing about this place.”

There was a long stretch of silence as everyone looked around the table, sharing uncertain or impassive glances.

“What’s this change for us?” Deborah said, voicing what was on everyone’s mind.

“It changes nothing,” the colonel said curtly. “You’re to continue with training and your other duties throughout the facility. Quite a few spectators have already gathered near the fence, but as soon as they realize they won’t be able to see anything, they’ll leave. We’ve increased boarder security just in case.”

“So, why is it bad news?” Henry asked.

“It’s political in nature. As many of you know, Russia and China lost much of their space infrastructure during the Fracture. So did we, but we gained so much more, a program that is arguably better than the last. They didn’t. And they aren’t the only ones sour about it. Nearly every country with a space program is up in arms about our little program. The edge it gives us guarantees we will be the biggest power in space and be able to get to Mars and everywhere else before them. And nobody is likely to catch up anytime soon. We’ve already signed the Redmond Accords with five other spacefaring nations who promised not to replicate or use the technology that resulted in the Fracture. Russia and China have yet to agree to these terms, however, and they want nothing more than for this program to fail. That said, we will need to be wary of sabotage, infiltration, and cyberattack. Keep your eyes open and report any suspicious behavior or potential security threats to Lieutenant Goss.”

Deborah was the first to respond.

“I can get my team to put together a few more security measures, such as permanent logs that can’t be altered and maybe a sprinkling of honeypots to alert us if anyone’s managed to penetrate our network. But to be honest, this is the most secure facility I’ve ever seen. Our network is isolated, and not even NASA has direct control of our systems. The trainees themselves are just as isolated as the network, which eliminates the biggest cyber security threat. All our calls are screened, and none of us will stumble on a mysterious-looking flash drive in the parking lot and decide to plug it in. So long as we keep it up, we’re as secure as we can be on the cyber front.”

“Wait,” Stewart said. “I thought the point of all this secrecy was to keep us from revealing our location. That’s moot now. I’m sure all of us would like internet access and the ability to talk with our families and friends in real time. So what if they hack us? It’s not like we’re doing anything clandestine.”

Kyle hated to agree with Stewart, but he did want to talk to his family again. If Russia wanted to hack their video feed and watch them farming in the Conservatory for the next year, they could have at it. But then he remembered Dennis. He’d had access to the network, and with it, he’d nearly killed three people.

“That’s not entirely accurate,” Colonel Horton said, giving Larry a brief nod. “We have a number of, shall we say, trade secrets that we can’t allow out of the facility. It’s time you learned just what’s at stake, and why we can’t let our guard down.”

Larry looked reluctant, but then stood and dragged the briefcase toward him. He unclasped the briefcase, opened it, and spun it around.

It contained the last thing Kyle had ever expected to see again. Memories of a dark room, smoke, fire, and dead bodies in lab coats swept over him, and he had to hold the edge of the table to steady himself. In the briefcase, inside a plastic bag, was the singed laboratory notebook he’d liberated from Dr. Ward’s lab.

“What exactly are we looking at?” said the wiry but tall third officer of MatFab. Peter was the name on his badge.

Stewart, however, seemed to know exactly what he was looking at. He stared between the notebook and Kyle with suspicion.

“This is the laboratory notebook of Danny Stanton, Dr. Elisabeth Ward’s postdoctoral student,” Colonel Horton said. “In this notebook are the schematic and specs for the apparatus they created, a machine that in theory was designed to make a few atoms weightless, but ultimately caused the Fracture.”

Gasps and excited conversations broke out around the room. Henry was the only one not surprised. While he might not have known the specifics, he’d been there when Kyle rushed from the SyntheTech lobby in search of survivors in Dr. Ward’s lab.

“Why is this the first we’ve heard of this?” Deborah asked, her expression aghast. 

“These details will be made public after the official investigation has concluded. We need time to make sure the knowledge of how to build such a machine is contained. If it got into the wrong hands, it could be used as a weapon and put the entire planet at risk,” Colonel Horton said.

He paused to let this sink in, but Kyle had already come to terms with how close they had come to utter obliteration. “At risk” was putting it mildly.

“What do you plan on doing with it?” Kyle said, the first words he’d spoken. A flare of pain radiated up his jaw in response.

“For now? Nothing. That too was part of the Accords. All of the countries who signed it agreed that such technology should never be used anywhere near Earth again.”

“Except not every country signed it,” Crystal said from beside him. Her voice was quiet and suspicious.

“No, they did not. Which is why we must keep this safe and secure within the facility.”

Stewart let out an incredulous laugh.

“But why here? This isn’t exactly Fort Knox.”

“No, it is in fact more secure than Fort Knox, for all the reasons Deborah mentioned earlier. And you forget that every ounce of weightless matter in the facility is worth more than gold. But the security of the facility is just one of the reasons we’re keeping it here. You will meet the other reason in a week or so. Dr. Samuel Decker was Dr. Ward’s collaborator from Los Alamos. He will be responsible for studying the notes and working with the MatFab and NavSys sections to reconstruct this machine. He will be a part of the crew and accompany us on a future mission into space. Only then will we test the device.”

“But the Accords—” Crystal began, before Colonel Horton quickly cut her off.

“Said specifically it will not be used anywhere near Earth. You must understand that the weightless matter from the Fracture has already paid off much of our national debt and has been a boon to the economy and science. We have no other choice but to use it again. But we will do so under very controlled conditions, and far away from Earth itself. Our targets will be rocks in the asteroid belt or parts of the Venusian atmosphere. There are a number of safe and practical applications.”

Crystal made to reply but didn’t seem to have an objection ready. She closed her mouth after an expectant pause from the rest of them and leaned back in her chair, frowning. Kyle could guess what she was thinking. The machine had killed her son, and now the colonel was giving a culpable scientist the green light to build and activate it once again.

Kyle fumed internally. They had drafted the Redmond Accords with the intent of breaking the spirit of them. By outlawing the technology on Earth, they were effectively preventing everyone else from building the device while they, the only country capable of venturing into space with a full-fledged research facility, used it for their own ends.

“Of course,” the colonel continued, “this all falls under the NDA you signed with your contract. You are not to go repeating any of this information, even to the other trainees.”

“Wait,” Kyle said, leaning forward and rubbing the ache in his jaw. “You said Dr. Decker was a collaborator from Los Alamos. If he wasn’t in the Radius, how can he be a part of our crew?”

“That’s why it will take him a while to join you. He has been in rehab for several days already and will stay there for a while longer until he replaces all his water with the weightless variety. He won’t ever be completely weightless, but a few dozen pounds is something the spacecraft could lift without trouble.”

“Sucks to be him,” said Regina, the MatFab second officer.

“It does indeed,” Colonel Horton said. He looked back toward Larry, nodding, and Larry closed the briefcase. “Now, tell me everything you’ve been up to since last we spoke. I hear the food has improved.”

Alan let out a rumbling chuckle and began to summarize the nutritional upgrades he’d made to their diets. By the end of the explanation, the colonel seemed to be salivating.

“Very good. I look forward to trying your food one of these days. Now, Kyle, I hear the farming is proceeding well?”

Kyle gave a summary of their efforts. He mentioned how they had finished salvaging what plants they could from the Radius and were now waiting on a delivery of seeds.

The next hour proceeded in much the same fashion, with the colonel asking each officer in turn how their projects and training were progressing. The only thing Kyle took away from the colonel’s conversation with Regina was that she had an attitude. It was not the angry and distrustful attitude exemplified by Stewart, rather the no-nonsense kind. He immediately liked her.

According to Deborah, NavSys was fully occupied with cleaning the bugs out of the rapidly cobbled-together network, reviewing training records, and organizing several safety drills. Since Dennis had been the safety and training officer, they were woefully behind on that front. As it turned out, Dennis was so preoccupied trying to find ways to hurt Kyle, he’d neglected his duties. Kyle had thought the material he had to read over every night was complicated, but after hearing the coursework they had to endure to fly and operate a spacecraft, he resolved never to complain again.

After the meeting was adjourned, and Larry turned off the monitor, they all filed out of the room and headed to the mess hall for dinner.

Larry separated from the rest of them as he carried the briefcase off to the Atrium, presumably to further isolate it within one of dozens of lockboxes inside a locked room inside one of the most secure facilities in the world. Somehow, that didn’t feel secure enough.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Kyle pulled out his portable as he joined the line in the mess hall. The most recent packet of news had been uploaded to the network, and he finally got to see what had Colonel Horton so worked up. 

The world now knew about the facility, but instead of people trying to break in for a chance to get their hands on weightless matter, like they had at the Radius, hundreds had gathered for another reason. Protest. 

He skimmed over the articles to find a picture of the crowds outside the fence. Nearly everyone held up a cardboard sign proclaiming everything from the simple Free Them and Stop the Experiments to the ridiculous Weightless people are still people.

The sightings of a weightless man being snared by a drone above a former detention center had created some not-unreasonable conspiracy theories. Despite the government’s statements to the contrary, the world thought they were being held against their will. The media was not promoting this narrative because it was scandalous, but because of a far more disturbing reason. Survivors of the Fracture were still going missing. 

His stomach fell as he thought of Dana. He hadn’t received a response to the first message he’d sent days ago. Despite Dr. Hadler’s assurances that she was in no danger, he wanted to hear it from her directly.

The line in the mess hall moved much faster than it usually did, but Kyle was too preoccupied to notice until he came to the front of the line. Instead of the usual team of servers doling out their portions onto plates and covering them with lids, he found several stacks of blue silicone pouches. He approached the first stack with his tray and found a sign mounted before it. This one read ham. The sign before the next stack of pouches read Sautéed Vegetables. Last were two pouches containing a biscuit and gravy. A sweet potato topped with brown sugar and melted butter made up the smaller dessert servings.

Given the state of his jaw and Crystal’s order to stick with soft foods for a while, he picked up pouches containing the biscuits, gravy, and dessert and placed them on his tray.

He was met with another surprise when he arrived at the drink line and found similar pouches of tea, juice, and water. Instead of a seal that could be opened by pinching the two ends at the neck of the pouch, these had small drinking spouts clipped onto the open end.

After he finished stocking his tray, he headed over to the table where Alan and Crystal were just now sitting down. Two men in yellow jumpsuits occupied the opposite end of the table but left them plenty of room for an impromptu officers meeting. One of the men even saluted the chef with one of his food pouches.

“I was wondering how you managed to sneak away to the joint section meeting before dinner.”

“Fortunate timing, that,” Alan said, chuckling. “We cooked them up right after lunch. The pouches keep the food warm, but my team gave them a little blast in the oven before laying them out. It’s nice being able to eat with the rest of you for a change.”

“I didn’t realize they could make so many—and so fast,” Crystal said, pinching one of the pouches open to a waft of steam.

“Best part is the cleanup. You can put the leftovers straight into the fridge or freezer, and the empties you fold inside out for washing.”

They each took their time to eat as the tables filled up around them. Kyle updated them on the status of the plants in the Conservatory, and that they were expecting a delivery of seeds any day now. Crystal said they had just received a few hematology and blood chemistry analyzers as well as a microscope for manual blood counts. One of the members of the clinic was trained and certified as a medical technologist and knew how to operate them.

“Is it true?” came a raspy voice from behind him.

Kyle turned in his seat to see Stacy. Crystal must have given her a clean bill of health, though it sounded as though her voice hadn’t yet recovered from inhaling all that water. It was the last day of her weekend, and she still wore her gray heavies. Aarush was standing behind her, looking for the best place to sit at the table. So much for having an officers meeting.

“Uhhh . . . maybe,” he replied, hoping she wasn’t talking about the lab notebook. The colonel had warned them about spreading that knowledge to the rest of the trainees.

“The world knows where the Facility is?” Her words had carried far enough to draw the attention of every table nearby.

Kyle nodded reluctantly.

“How?” she asked, sitting down heavily beside Crystal.

“Someone spotted Dennis and the drone they sent up there to rescue him.”

She stiffened at his name, and her eyes unfocused.

“Did he really try to drown you in the locker room?” one of the men in yellow said from the end of the table.

Stacy’s eyes refocused and found the man who’d spoken. She gave him the smallest of nods.

“I can’t believe I sat next to that guy for days. I’m sorry I didn’t notice something sooner. He was just so quiet and reserved. It was hard to learn anything about him.”

“He only ever spoke with Stewart,” said the other man, the thicker of the two. He had thinning hair and sported a potbelly. “That guy’s a piece of work.”

Kyle tried to conceal his astonishment. He had just assumed everyone in NavSys would be loyal to their second officer.

“What’s Stewart’s deal?” Alan asked, ever the blunt one.

“I heard he was a CEO of some small software company in the Radius,” the thinner man said. “He didn’t own the building, or any physical assets, just a bunch of ones and zeros and company stock as a pension. So when the Fracture happened, he didn’t own anything weightless except the clothes on his back, and then his company’s stock crashed. He lost everything. He only signed on because he was broke and needed a job. Frank, Rebecca, and Dennis all worked for him before the Fracture.”

The conversation at the table turned toward the topic of the Fracture, and Kyle soon forgot all about Stewart and Dennis as Crystal described the nightmare of that night. She had been treating a patient in a small emergency clinic just inside the Radius when the Fracture occurred.

“My patient, a man who’d cut off the tip of his finger with a hedge trimmer, was bleeding all over the place, except halfway through his description of what happened, his blood stopped dripping to the floor. A few seconds later, there was blood and about three different peoples’ vomit in the air. Then all the contents of the sewers started oozing out of the bathroom, and yeah, I basically almost died from the smell.”

From their conversation in the van on the way to the New Heights Training Facility, he knew she left out the worst part of that night. Her son had gotten home from school already and was out playing in the backyard when the Fracture occurred. He was lost to the sky like all the others.

“Don’t hate me for saying this,” said the larger of the two men from the end of the table. “I slept through the entire thing. I woke up when a bunch of people in camo burst through my bedroom door. I thought I was being abducted by aliens, floating over the bed as I was, and I was sure these guys were some kind of secret military taskforce sent to prevent it. Obviously, I was still a little bit delirious from sleep. I think I told one of them that I didn’t want to be probed.”

They all laughed.

“I was at a bar,” Stacy said. “A few people did throw up, but most of the mess was from the beer.”

“I was at a bar too,” said the other man in yellow. Despite his weightlessness, his combed hair lay flat against his scalp. He looked Stacy up and down. “I wasn’t inside, though. They had to pry me off the patio railing when they arrived.”

“You were outside for the Fracture? Why didn’t you go inside?”

“I was too afraid to let go. I’d just seen my friend fall into the sky.” A haunted expression came over him, and he stared at a piece of carrot on his fork without seeming to see it.

“I’m sorry,” Stacy said, the timbre of her voice going from upbeat to somber in seconds.

“You probably saw the video he recorded. It’s all over the news. Dylan?”

It was Stacy’s turn to be surprised. “Uhh, yeah, I think I remember seeing it.”

“Knew the guy since kindergarten. Still can’t believe he’s really gone.”

Stacy took a deep breath and then leaned over the table toward the man. She held out her hand.

“I’m Stacy.”

“Fred,” he said, snapping out of his melancholy. They shook hands, and then the rest of them introduced themselves.

“What do you do in Navigation and Systems, Fred?” Kyle asked, trying to break the ice.

“I’m one of the navigation guys under Debbie, but right now they have us cleaning all the bugs in the network when we aren’t training. It was put together pretty quickly, so there’s a lot of things that need work.”

“Like what?” Stacy said. She had her elbow on the table and chin in hand as she leaned forward to listen.

“Oh, you know. Lots of codes that use more processing power than the programs need. They also connected all the original building’s systems when they set it up. The first day on the job, I tried to toggle off the lights in the Residential Quarter before bed and ended up locking you all in your rooms for a few minutes.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Most of you all had your doors closed anyway, so you probably didn’t notice.

The other man from NavSys chuckled softly at the mention of the incident.

“You can do that? Lock us all in?” Crystal asked.

“This was a detention center. The doors still have the electromagnetic locks.”

Then it was Fred’s turn to ask Stacy about her job, and she was all too happy to go into the excruciating details, mentioning chicken and goat feces more than once. Kyle listened, interested to hear Stacy’s evaluation of their new job. Despite her near pathological need for tidiness and order, her work in the Conservatory was not entirely disgusting to her. She enjoyed organizing the plants and watering them to within three decimal points of their hygrometer, the portable soil moisture meter.

Fred smiled indulgently and laughed and grimaced at all the right times, until Stacy’s enthusiasm started to boil over.

“I want nothing to do with the snails, though. All they do is eat and poop in their little compost crate and slime all over. Kyle’s still determined to breed them for food.”

Crystal, perhaps having had enough of the talk of feces over their meal, stood and excused herself. Before leaving, though, she stopped and turned to Aarush.

“Aarush, I was meaning to tell you. The trainer in the gym hasn’t seen you. If you don’t get exercise, we’ll have to strap more weights on your harness.” Aarush, his cheeks stuffed full of food, looked up at her as a bit of gravy dribbled out from between his lips.

“’Kay,” he said with a muffled voice as he watched her go.

“I may have a solution to that,” Stacy said, pulling Aarush’s attention back to the table. “Come to the gym tomorrow around five—uhh, I mean 1700. You can be on our Buckler Team.”

“What’s Buckler?” Aarush said.

“Have you seen what Quinn’s been working on?”

“Not really, something roundish. He’s been cranking them out all day.”

“Those are the wings. I’m having him cut all different sizes. Wait until you try it, Aarush. There’s lots of flying and kicking a ball around. It’s a workout for sure.”

“Exactly how many people are coming?” Kyle asked, a bit overwhelmed by how quickly the game was coming together. They had only figured out the rules that morning.

“I sent a message to all the trainees who said they were interested and told them to meet tomorrow for a review of the rules and to register teams. I’m glad we ran into you, Aarush. We needed someone from MatFab. Now we just need someone from NavSys,” she said. Her eyes flickered over to Fred, who was trying to conceal a smile. He waited a couple seconds and then pretended to have just registered what was said.

“I’m in NavSys,” he said.

“Huh. I guess you could be a part of our team too . . . if you’re interested.”

Fred graciously agreed, and the man across from him let out a deep, rumbling chuckle. 
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Kyle breathed in the crisp, organic scent of the Conservatory and sighed. Morning light streamed into the space, giving everything a warm amber glow. He could get use to this.

“What’s this?” he asked Don and Eric, who were in the middle of prying the lid off a large crate in the center of the concrete patio.

“I think it’s our seed order,” Eric said, shuffling in anticipation.

Don gave one last downward heave on the crowbar, and the motion sent him nearly five feet into the air but succeeded in prying off the lid.

Kyle lifted the lid free, and several weightless seed sachets floated out. Eric immediately set about collecting them before they drifted out of reach. Over half of the packets of seeds were weightless, jostling around in their partly transparent packages, like a trapped swarm of black and white insects. The other half, such as the large bag of wheat grain, sat at the bottom under its own weight. These were obtained from outside the Radius. It was something they had discussed at length, and they decided that the miniscule weight of a seed was unlikely to contribute much to the weight of the plant at harvest.

Stacy appeared beside him at the rim of the crate and stuck her hand inside to root through the contents. She was back in her red jumpsuit and looked just as eager to get back to work as Eric. He suspected their reasoning was identical as well: to take their minds off their near-death experiences.

Stacy’s hand reemerged holding the handle of a small cooler. She cracked open the lid and peered inside, her brow wrinkling in confusion. 

“What kind of seed is this?” she asked, pulling out a long syringe filled with a milky white fluid.

The vet snorted out a laugh.

“The semen kind.”

Stacy dropped it back in the cooler, a disgusted look on her face as the vet took the cooler gently in both hands. 

NASA had followed through with their request and delivered a batch of fresh goat semen. Kyle idly wondered how that conversation had gone between the NASA scientists and the goat farm manager. He could understand their eagerness to start the insemination process, though. There was no recorded instance of a mammalian pregnancy occurring and being carried to term in zero gravity. He wasn’t even sure if it was possible, but he was eager to find out. It was nice to be at the cutting edge of science again, and not feel so much like a farmer.

“If this works, it should take about five months for her to give birth to one or two kids. If one or both are females, we’ll be able to repeat the process in a little over a year. I think five goats should be more than enough to get us the milk we need on a regular basis. The chicken insemination, on the other hand will have to wait until we get an egg centrifuge capable of providing them the gravity they need for development.”

They left Don and the goat to their mutually unpleasant task and called the rest of the section over. The gathering trainees looked as ready to work as they ever had. There had been precious little to keep them occupied now that all the plants were in the ground. The past couple of days, they’d had their daily and weekly checklists finished in a matter of hours and spent the rest of the time nursing the surviving plants into better health.

Together, they set to the task of organizing the seeds and dividing their near acre of land into sections. They kept the rear section for more drought-resistant plants, like the wheat, and the closer half for fruits and vegetables that needed a bit more regular watering. They steered clear of the sensors near the walls lest they accidentally trip one of the alarms again.

Once they had divided and labeled all the plots of land, they began to plant. The process would have taken many days if they’d had to plant the seeds individually. Fortunately, their friends at NASA had requisitioned a half dozen seed sowers—long, staff-like objects that could be filled with seeds and stabbed through the tarp and into the dirt, automatically depositing a seed or two in each hole. 

By that afternoon, six of them had seeded the entire field. They left the task of watering to the trainee on night shift, and left to wash up, change into their off-duty grays, and head to the gym.

They arrived at 1700 hours and found the gym as crowded as it had ever been. Quinn was there with a box stacked full of wings as well as two extra balls, or chickens as they’d come to call them. They helped him dole out the wings to the interested players based on their height and mass.

When everyone had their wings and had a few minutes to try them on and feel what it was like to fly under their own power, Stacy raised her voice above the laughing, cursing, and generally boisterous crowd.

“Alright. I’ve already posted a list of the rules to the network, but I’ll go over them briefly for those of you who haven’t had time to look them over. Buckler is pretty simple. Think three-dimensional volleyball, but with wings. The rules are as follows: Each team is made of four players. At least one person from every section has to be represented on a team. Each team must stay on their side of the arena. Crossing the middle line results in a penalty shot for the opposing team. For a penalty shot, that team has ten seconds to kick or throw or hit the chicken—that’s the name of the ball—across the midline and try to hit the opposite wall. That’s how you score a point, by the way, hitting the opposite wall. The team who received the penalty must be touching the wall or ceiling until the ball is kicked. The opposing team also gets a penalty shot if the ball stays on your side of the court for more than ten seconds. There is no serving or anything after a score, you just need to grab the ball and keep playing. You can pass the ball to other people on your team as often as you want, so long as ten seconds haven’t elapsed. The game ends when a team reaches a score of thirty.”

“Why exactly are you the one making all the rules?” A man said near the back of the crowd. Kyle thought he recognized him as Frank, one of Stewart’s cronies.

Stacy met Frank’s eyes.

“A number of us mutually decided on the rules. If you don’t like them, you are free to invent your own game and go play by yourself.” Her rebuke was met with a few laughs.

Kyle smiled. Stacy had undergone a substantial transformation from the shy postdoc he’d hired a few years ago.

Frank sniffed but didn’t make any move to leave. Thankfully, Kyle didn’t see Stewart among the crowd. The two of them together were almost guaranteed to stir up some trouble.

“We haven’t played a full game yet, so it’s likely the rules will change a bit after we’ve given it a try. Today is for registering your teams. Once you have your team, you can practice as often as you like, just make sure to sign up for the arena. I think we will have games a couple times a week for the season, and the top teams will then compete in a tournament. You’ll be able to check the network for your team’s rank and your game days.” 

The trainees began to mill about or flap around, looking for teammates. It was immediately obvious very few people had socialized outside their own section, and Kyle and Stacy watched as introductions were exchanged.

“I can handle the network stuff if you want,” Fred said, coming out of the crowd to join them near the arena fence. “I have some experience with setting up team brackets.” 

“That’d be great,” Stacy said, looking far more nervous speaking with Fred than she had addressing the entire crowd.

“What’s our team’s name?” Aarush said, hopping over to them unsteadily. He nearly smashed face-first into the fence but was able to get his wings up in time.

“How about the Martians?” Fred supplied.

“Jovians?” Kyle added.

“Lunarians?” Aarush said when he was finally able to balance on his own two feet.

“I’m sensing a theme here,” Stacy said with a laugh. “We might be going to all of those places eventually, but I’m not sure I want to be linked to one indefinitely. Why not Solarians? I don’t think Colonel Horton plans to send us out of the solar system anytime soon.”

“Sweet,” Fred said, brandishing his smile. Stacy looked down at her feet, but her own smile would have been visible from the other side of the room.

While Stacy and Fred stayed to register teams as they came forward, Kyle took Aarush into the arena to practice. After nearly half an hour, Aarush started to get the hang of weightless flight, though he was covered in sweat and claimed to be aching from his head to his toes. He still had a problem hitting the ball in any intentional direction, and Kyle was beginning to wonder if Henry would consider being their teammate instead.

While most people headed into the locker room to shower, he noticed Stacy packing up her things and preparing to leave.

He hovered down beside her and tipped his head toward the locker room.

When she looked where he indicated, a wrinkle appeared at the corner of her eyes.

“I need a little time,” she said in a soft voice. At his concerned look, she patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll get tired of sponge baths in a day or two and be back to the showers in no time. Until then, I just can’t.”

He smiled as best as he could manage and let her go without a word. The sink and hand towels in their rooms were less than ideal for cleaning up after a long day. She was right. She’d be back to her normal schedule in no time. For now, he’d give her some space and time to heal.

It took him several minutes to make it to the showers himself. He was stopped three times on his way across the gym by members of his section, each asking for permission to change their night shifts. Their reasoning was identical. Each wanted to align their weekends with those of their new teammates to give them time to practice Buckler. Kyle was happy to allow it so long as they could find someone who was willing to switch. It looked like their plan to bring the sections closer together was coming along nicely. 
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The next day, it was Kyle’s turn to take the night shift, a fact that haunted him from the time he woke up that morning to the moment the first of his section started to depart the Conservatory after the long day shift. Thankfully, the seeds were planted and watered, and Kyle had very little to do but sit back and watch them grow.

A couple hours into the shift, he finished up the last of his daily and weekly checklists and settled atop the seed crate and prepared himself for the long night ahead. He had smuggled a pouch of coffee, one of granola and nuts, and another with yogurt from the mess hall. His jaw still ached from where Dennis has struck him with the keyboard, but he was now able to tolerate progressively tougher and crunchier foods.

He propped up his feet on the smaller crate of snails and gazed out at the darkening sky through the Conservatory’s clear ceiling. 

Standing the night watch was going to be easier than he thought.

A moment later, his portable let out a beep.

He set down his pouch of coffee and fished the device out of his pocket with a sigh. The atmospheric alert indicated slightly elevated carbon dioxide levels facility wide. A momentary dread crept along this skin, raising his hair on end. But no, this was not another sabotage. Dennis was gone. Besides, the CO2 had only risen a fraction of a percent and was still a long way from being toxic. It wasn’t something to be ignored, either.

He went to the environmental control room to check the pressure meter on the carbon dioxide sequestration tank. It was barely above half its capacity and didn’t need changing anytime soon. The scrubber itself sounded hard at work, its compressors shifting gas in and out of tanks filled with the carbon dioxide absorbent. Eventually, the plants in the Conservatory would be able to take up some of the slack, but for now, he needed to figure out another way to lower the carbon dioxide levels. One thing was for certain, he wasn’t going to use the backup system. Sprinkling the soda lime on the floor sounded like it would be hell to clean up.

A minute later, he arrived in the Resource Quarter.

Several members of the MatFab section were finishing up their most recent projects and turning off the machines for the day. He spotted Aarush among them. He wasn’t sure if the man had the night shift or just enjoyed working late.

“My arms are killing me,” Aarush said as soon as Kyle stepped up to his work bench. He tried to lift them off the tabletop, but they flopped back down immediately.

“Before you know it, you’ll be flying like a pro.”

“And Dr. Jenson will get off my back about not exercising.”

“How are those algae growth vats coming along?” Kyle asked, getting to business.

“We made most of the components ourselves, but we had to custom order the electronics. I think they arrived today.”

Aarush led him to where Quinn and Megan were engaged in an animated discussion and occasionally gesturing to the cylindrical device sitting on the benchtop between them. It looked like nothing more complicated than a small plastic barrel with a long fluorescent light in its center and capped with an overly large gray lid.

They looked over their shoulders at the same moment, revealing eager grins.

“Finish assembling it already?” Aarush asked them.

“Took a bit of figuring out, but we managed it. Here, come watch this,” Quinn said, waving them over.

Kyle leaned closer. The container was filled with weightless water, something he hadn’t noticed from a distance, and hundreds of small bubbles floated inside. When Megan flipped a switch on the thick gray lid, several white strips of plastic began to rotate around the central column. At first, the paddles only succeeded in stirring up the bubbles, but after a moment, they imparted some of that motion into the water itself. Soon, a vortex had formed around the column of light in the barrel’s center, and all the bubbles within the water were forced toward the surface, where they disappeared. Megan then pressed another button, and a hum emanated from the lid. Bubbles jetted out from the lid and into the vortex, where they swirled around and around before disappearing again.

“We haven’t tested it with algae yet, but the idea is to let them capture the carbon dioxide in the bubbles and replace it with oxygen by the time it escapes. There are sensors in the lid at the intake and the exhaust to measure efficiency, and we’ll be able to program the light to brighten or dim or speed up the bubbling to get the best results.”

Kyle stared into the vortex, transfixed for a moment before a thought occurred to him.

“How do you keep the algae from overgrowing?”

“Pretty simple, actually. There’s a spectrophotometer built into the lid, which continuously keeps track of chlorophyll concentration. If the algae are too abundant, some will be pumped out while fresh growth media is pumped in.”

“Overengineered much?”

They laughed.

“We’re only taking some of the credit. NASA figured out all the fluid dynamics and biological stuff. We just assembled the pieces.”

“Great work, you guys. Really. So when do we add the algae?”

“We tracked down the strain that overexpresses starch. They should have a sample for us in a few days,” Aarush said. “We have the protocols and equipment needed to make some of the more common bioplastics. They’ll be weightless as well as compostable.”

“And how many of these vats can we get our hands on?”

“As many as we want. They’ll all be weighted for now, but if they work, I’m sure we can arrange to have some weightless ones for our future spaceship.”

He thanked them, trying hard to keep the disappointment off his face. The bioreactor was everything he could have hoped for, but he couldn’t afford to wait a few days. If he didn’t figure out a solution to the carbon dioxide problem soon, they would all be in real danger. If only he knew where it was coming from.

Seeing how much Quinn and Megan had leaned on the expertise at Control, he figured it was past time he reached out for advice.

After returning to the Conservatory and taking a few fortifying sips of coffee, he pulled out his portable.

“Call Control.”

The familiar face of Dr. Brian Hadler appeared on the screen a moment later.

“Dr. Kessler. This about the carbon dioxide alert?”

“What else?”

“Well, the last time, you wanted me to track down a certain lady friend—”

“It’s about the alert,” Kyle said quickly, though he couldn’t help but wonder about Dana too.

“It is concerning. It’s not rising swiftly, but the rate is increasing. If we don’t act now, CO2 levels could rise to toxic levels by morning.” Despite the words, he didn’t sound very concerned.

It was worse than Kyle had imagined. He’d thought he would have at least a day or two to solve the problem.

Dr. Hadler continued talking, his eyes straying to his right. The bright light of a computer monitor reflected off his glasses, and Kyle could just make out a series of complicated charts and graphs.

“We’re trying to localize it, but with the ventilation on and circulating the air throughout the facility, it’s difficult to pinpoint the source.” He turned back and seemed to stare directly into the camera. “I suggest you turn off the vents within the facility one by one. Only then will we be able to find out where it’s coming from.”

“That doesn’t seem so difficult,” Kyle said, relaxing a bit.

“You’ll have to get NavSys to disable the alarms before you do that, of course. You don’t want to wake up all the trainees like the last time.” 

Kyle’s mood soured further, and not just because of the reminder. The specialists in NavSys were the last people he wanted to see right now. Kyle would just need to try a little diplomacy. 

He thanked Dr. Hadler and disconnected the call.

Of all the people who could have been working that evening, two of his least favorite sat at NavSys’s oversized desks. Frank and Rebecca didn’t look up when he entered. They continued to type at their computers in silence.

He made his way over to Rebecca, the person with whom he’d interacted the least. His hope that she would not be so susceptible to Stewart’s brainwashing was dashed when she looked up from her monitor and scowled.

“Yeah?”

“We’ve got a carbon dioxide alert. Dr. Hadler in Control suggested I turn off the vents one at a time to see if I can locate the source.”

“So? What’s that have to do with us?”

“I need you to disable the alarms so the sudden rise in CO2 doesn’t trigger them.”

“But that’s what they’re there for.”

“I know. As soon as I locate the source of the CO2, I will turn the ventilation back on again. There won’t be any danger.”

Her jaw muscles visibly clenched.

“I don’t feel comfortable with that. I’ll need permission from an officer.”

“I am an officer.”

“A NavSys officer,” she replied snidely.

Kyle took a deep breath. “Okay. Who’s on shift?”

“Nobody. We’re a little short on officers right now, in case you forgot.” Her tone suggested it was his fault Dennis had gone on his murderous rampage.

“Nobody?” he asked, still a bit put off by her blatant hostility.

“You’ll have to wait till Stewart arrives in the morning.”

Kyle frowned. “It can’t wait till morning. The air will be toxic by then.”

“What’s he want?” Frank said, standing from his desk and wandering over. He wore a scowl that mirrored Rebecca’s.

“Wants us to disable the alarms,” she said to him, as if this were the gravest of crimes.

“You having a problem understanding her, first officer,” Frank said, drawing out his title as if it were a slander in itself. “We can’t help you.”

He looked between the two NavSys specialists, and anger began to seep through his cool professionalism. They harbored a grudge against him for no other reason than that he’d worked at SyntheTech. He had held out the faint hope that all hostilities would cease after Colonel Horton cleared him of all suspicion during the last joint section meeting. The fact he’d had no part in that experiment was not something Stewart had felt the need to share with his cronies, it seemed.

“Listen, I’d just as soon not shut down the ventilation either, but this is an environmental emergency, and the order comes from Control.”

“I don’t care who it’s coming from. We report to Stewart. Now take your environmental emergency somewhere else till morning.”

The threat seemed to carry his words farther despite their low volume, and Steve, Crystal’s husband, stuck his head out the clinic door to see what was going on.

“Fine. I’ll just message Deborah.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Frank’s chest inflated, and he stepped forward. 

“Deborah is Navigation. She can’t—”

“She is your first officer, isn’t she? Unless I’m mistaken, that makes her Stewart’s boss.”

He didn’t wait for their response. He pulled his portable from his pocket and began to type in her name. This time of night, she was probably in her quarters, getting ready to sleep. He’d owe her one for this.

A hand reached out and slapped his portable aside. It slipped free of his hands and clattered to the hard floor.

He looked up just as a fist sailed toward his face. On reflex, he ducked his head, and the punch hit him just above the eye, sparing him another injury to the jaw. The strike was still powerful enough to make his vision flash white, and he once again found himself on the floor. 

Frank stood over him, his teeth clenched and a vessel throbbing on his forehead.

Rebecca had the good sense to place herself in front of the crazed man, holding her hands to his chest to keep him back.

Kyle glared up at them both until the blood from a gash above his eye welled up and sent a droplet floating through the air toward the nearest vent.

Steve came skidding up on his knees beside him, a piece of gauze appearing in his hand as if by magic.

“Larry’s on his way. I suggest you both sit down and relax before he locks you in your rooms.”

He held the gauze to Kyle’s eyebrow and glared at the two NavSys specialists until they backed off and went back to their computers.

It was the second time he’d been assaulted in this very spot, he thought numbly, as he took the gauze from Steve and picked himself off the floor.

Larry came jogging down the hall a moment later and took in the scene with a single glance. The look he sent toward Rebecca and Frank made them take their seats and pretend to get back to work. Now that there was no immediate danger, he slowed his pace to a walk, his limp even more pronounced, as if the brief run had pained him.

“We have to stop meeting like this,” he told Kyle, who was bracing himself against Steve’s shoulder, dizzied.

“I just needed the alarms disabled,” he replied lamely.

“I heard everything through Steve’s phone,” Larry said, bending down to pick up Kyle’s portable. “Come with me to the mess and I’ll see about getting you temporary access.”

Kyle let himself be led to the mess hall, where he was deposited at one of the tables. Steve set to work cleaning the gash on his eyebrow, while Larry typed away at his portable, grumbling about paperwork.

“You have your access.”

“That fast?”

“Being chief of security has its perks. Now take care of your environmental emergency. I’m going to bed, and I don’t want to wake again till morning.”

“What about Frank?”

“I’ll report him to the colonel tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks, Larry.”

He grumbled again and left for the Residential Quarter.

Steve went to grab a few bandages while Kyle watched one of the MedEco messwomen scurry around the kitchen. Jenny, he thought her name was, had spared him no more than a few concerned glances as she set about preparing bread for the next morning. He idly watched as she put some water in a bag then mixed in some sugar and yeast. Steve came back to finish bandaging his wound just as Jenny opened the bag and a frothy water oozed out. She quickly added a few cups of flour, holding her breath as the white powder formed a cloud above her before being sucked away toward the vent.

“I’m an idiot,” he said.
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“You’re not an idiot,” Steve said, leaning close as he applied the last piece of tape to the bandage. “Those two were looking for a fight. They should both be kicked out.”

“No, I mean, I know what’s causing the carbon dioxide levels to rise.”

He dropped his hand and smiled indulgently. “Oh? What’s that?”

Ignoring the throbbing in his skull, Kyle stood and hurried out of the mess hall, through the Resource Quarter, and into the Conservatory, with Steve jogging to catch up.

Once under the glass ceiling, he cast a brief forlorn glance at his now-cool pouch of coffee and snacks on the nearby crate before crossing the patio.

He arrived at the tarp-covered soil a few feet away from the nearest plants and knelt. He tore a new hole in the thin fabric tarp and pushed his fingers into the dirt. It was still moist from the watering it received over a day ago. 

Bending over, he got a whiff of its earthy and faintly sour scent.

He was vaguely aware of Steve standing a few yards back, concern emanating from the man. He likely suspected a brain injury.

“It’s the soil,” Kyle said, coming back to his feet. “There’s got to be several thousand cubic meters of it in here, and it's teeming with microorganisms. Now that we’ve watered it, the whole thing is coming to life, producing loads of carbon dioxide.”

“Enough to account for the alert?”

Kyle dusted off his hands. “There’s one way to find out.”

He took out his portable, sparing only a glance at the small crack in the corner of the screen as he navigated through a half dozen unfamiliar menus. Larry had been true to his word. He now had access to all the alarm controls. He toggled off the CO2 alert and then pulled open the map. He selected the symbol for the large vent near the chicken coop and toggled it off as well.

Navigating back to the atmospheric data, he saw the CO2 levels begin their steady rise. Now that the air wasn’t being dispersed throughout the entire facility, it was concentrating at its source, here in the Conservatory. The rate of increase was far faster than the goats and chickens could have accounted for.

He let out a sigh. The thrill of discovery had gotten him to where he was today. Occasionally, however, he discovered something he would have preferred go unnoticed. This was one of those times. It meant all the work they had done was about to be erased.

The carbon dioxide was being produced at a dangerous rate, and the scrubber couldn’t keep up. Even with the Conservatory full of plants, he didn’t think they could handle this. Without gravity, the water wasn’t draining, and without the soil compacting under its own weight, it was aerated enough to support life down to its deepest depths.

There was no help for it. They had to abandon the Conservatory.

With Steve’s aid, he moved the chickens and the goat to the conference room in the Resource Quarter. The last order of business was the small crate containing the snails. They dragged it over to one of the vents in the hallway to keep the smell of old vegetable scraps from stinking up the place. 

With all the animals taken care of, Kyle shut the Conservatory’s airlock doors.

Sealed off from the rest of the facility, the Conservatory’s carbon dioxide levels climbed rapidly. Covered in sweat and a few chicken droppings, Kyle took turns with Steve keeping watch as the other took a quick shower and changed clothes. 

While he was away, Steve had located some tape and a piece of paper to warn off other trainees from entering the Conservatory without an oxygen mask.

“Thanks for your help,” he said to the nurse. He gestured at his bandaged eyebrow. “For everything.”

“You know where to find me if you have any more scrapes to bandage, but try your best to avoid those in the future.”

Steve returned to the Clinic, and Kyle hopped up on the snail’s crate and got to work on damage control. With Dr. Hadler’s help, he found a few incident reports on his portable and filled them out until his thumbs ached from typing on the small screen.

By the time he finished, the light of dawn was just starting to shine through the Conservatory’s airlock doors.

He sent the last report and navigated back to the atmospheric readings. Carbon dioxide was now well within the toxic range, reading 2.2 percent. The oxygen had also dropped to 18 percent from its normal 21. Fortunately, the rest of the facility had normal carbon dioxide readings, the scrubbers now able to keep pace.

He shook his head. There was nothing fortunate about all this. He had one job: to get a functional ecosystem up and running in the facility. Barely a week had passed, and he had already failed. They had abandoned the Conservatory.

A voice shook him out of his moment of self-pity. 

“Why are their chickens in the conference room?”

Alan, haven risen early to collect eggs, stood in the hallway with crossed arms.

After Kyle’s explanation, Alan reassured him he’d made the right call with the Conservatory and even offered to put laxatives in Frank’s coffee. Kyle waved him off with a smile. Kyle had expected him to be furious. No Conservatory meant no fresh produce, but the chef was far more concerned with them all dying of carbon dioxide exposure. Conceding that he had a point, he resolved not to second-guess the decision. Even Dr. Hadler agreed. Mission Control was beating themselves up for not anticipating the problem sooner.

After breakfast, he gave the rest of the section the abbreviated story, leaving out his altercation with Frank from NavSys. He and Stacy were working hard to bring the sections together, and he didn’t want anyone seeking retribution.

The section’s reactions were mixed. Some looked defeated by the news, and he could sympathize. Others, however, looked relieved to have avoided a complete environmental collapse.

The five specialists on duty went to collect their oxygen masks, and soon they were all waiting inside the Conservatory’s airlock for the three minutes it took to replace the air from one side with the air from the other.

Taking the spare crates, they filled them with dirt, covered them with tarps, and transplanted many of the plants into them like oversized pots. The whole process kicked up so much dirt, visibility was reduced to just a few feet in front of them. Without their respirators, they wouldn’t have been able to breathe, no matter the carbon dioxide levels.

A whole lot more than yeast and bacteria were thriving in the soil. As they worked, Eric pointed out a few small mites and some insect larvae. A few days more and they would have had an infestation of weightless insects.

“It’s not all that surprising when you think about it. Not a whole lot of microorganisms live more than a foot or two below ground—there’s simply not enough oxygen—but this soil is not compacted by gravity, and carbon dioxide freely diffuses rather than settling to the lowest point. It was going to happen eventually.”

Kyle smiled and had to resist the urge to ruffle the young man’s frizzy, weightless hair.

“So, what are we going to do?” Stacy said, coming up from behind him while dusting her hands free of dirt.

“We’ll have Control come in and take out all the soil. Then we think of another way to grow plants.”

“I’m partial to hydroponics myself, but we’ll have to figure out the gravity issue,” Eric said.

“What issue is that?” Stacy asked.

“Well, normally we’d suspend the plant roots over some flowing water or spray them with mist. That won’t work in zero gravity. Water won’t flow, and mists will just condense on the plant roots, suffocating them.”

“Then there’s the humidity,” Kyle said. “That amount of water will saturate the air, which isn’t good for electronics. 

Eric nodded slowly, his eyes unfocused.

“The small plant pillows they use on the space station were too scaled down to be of any practical use. If we want hydroponics, we’ll have to invent something new.”

“Well, why can’t we make something synthetic?” she asked, looking at Kyle with significance. They had, after all, worked for a company specializing in all sorts of synthetic materials.

Kyle nodded, catching on.

“A matrix or foam would hold on to the water just like the soil and provide room for the roots, but we’d need to put nutrients in the water in place of the microorganisms.”

“And,” Stacy said, excitement bubbling out of her, “we can connect the bottom of the containers to the vacuum system to draw water and air or mist through them, just like the showers.”

Eric nodded. “That could work. The nice thing about hydroponics is you can save space by stacking them. Hell, without gravity, we could make huge vertical columns with plants growing out from all sides. We could grow a lot more plants than the soil would allow, and only take up a fraction of the space.”

“I don’t know what the brains at NASA have in mind, but they’ll need to figure out something for the spacecraft eventually. We can’t be hauling around this much dirt with us. Let’s discuss it with them and look into making a prototype.”

By the time Kyle left to get some sleep, he felt far better about his decision to close the Conservatory. When it opened again, they would make it look better than a patch of farmland. They’d make it into the futuristic hydroponics facility he’d first expected to find, filled with plants and algae vats.

As was becoming a theme at New Heights, tragedy would once again become opportunity.
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“You sure about this? We’ve got a lot of work we could be doing,” Kyle asked as he stared at the pair of wings Stacy held out to him.

“Just relax and get your head in the game.”

She was right. It was his weekend, after all. Instead of taking time off, he’d helped the section transplant the rest of the healthy plants into crates and seal off the Conservatory entirely. The moment they finished taping over the vents and evacuating the room, a team of people in Tyvek suits came in, recovered all the weightless air inside, and then opened the Conservatory to the outside world.

Despite his words to Stacy, they’d had very little to do. More often than not, he’d found himself peering through the airlock door at all the trucks hauling away dirt. Stacy made every attempt to distract him and pull him out of his sour mood. That included scheduling their first Buckler game.

Kyle grudgingly took the wings and strapped them to his forearms. A few test flaps assured him they were secure, and with that, he moved into the arena.

He only recognized one person on the opposing team now gathered on the opposite side of the arena. Natalie was one of the nurses from his section, and she nodded and gave a friendly wave when she saw him looking her way. He couldn’t tell what sections the others were from. Everyone had agreed to wear their off-duty gray skinnies during the game to make it harder for the spectators to root for whichever team represented more of their section. This was only a temporary measure, Stacy told him. A graphic designer in NavSys was working with Control to make custom jerseys for each Buckler team.

It wasn’t the only consideration made to their appearance. They all wore helmets 3D-printed in the Resource Quarter. They were made of a flexible plastic and printed in a honeycomb pattern. It was their only concession to NASA, who didn’t want their future space program composed entirely of brain-damaged astronauts. Kyle suspected they were using it as an excuse to train the MatFab section in weightless materials printing.

He flew over to the rest of the Solarians gathered on their end of the arena. Fred, their member from NavSys, passed the game ball, the chicken, back and forth with Aarush, who was now much more confident with his weightlessness. Stacy arrived at their side a moment before Kyle and began her pep talk.

“Alright guys, we’ve gotten in way more practice than them, so let’s show it. Remember, Aarush, you’ll be the floor to ceiling diver, and Fred, you’ll be the diver at the walls. Kyle and I will be the drifters. I’ll take the front end, and Kyle the rear. Any questions?”

Divers and drifters were the unofficial designations they’d given to the positions. Divers were to hold on to or hover near the walls or ceilings and push off with speed to intercept the chicken before it could hit the back wall. It gave them speed, but with it came very little maneuverability. Drifters stayed near the center of the play area, hovering in midair and changing their orientation and position as needed to intercept the chicken. While they lacked speed, they could change direction easily. He and Stacy had a lot more practice with the wings and a bit more endurance than Aarush and Fred, so they were the obvious choices for that position.

To their surprise, Larry, the chief of security, had taken an interest in the game. Ever the sports fan, he’d offered to play the part of the impartial scorekeeper and referee. He stood in his black, weighted jumpsuit near the midline of the arena. Aarush had used one of the 3D printers to construct a whistle, which dangled from a string around Larry’s neck.

Seeing all the members of the teams accounted for, Larry took up the whistle and blew it twice. The gym went silent as the teams and spectators turned to look.

He held out his hand, palm out toward Aarush, who obediently tossed him the ball.

“Listen up,” he called, his voice sounding more like a drill sergeant than a referee. “The game’s about to start. It will last until a team reaches a score of thirty. The teams are . . .” With one hand, Larry took out his portable and regarded the screen. “. . . the Solarians and the Highballers.” Stacy raised a hand, and one of the Highballers did the same. “Teams, send a member forward.”

“Everyone to your places,” Stacy said, turning her attention back to her team. “And be ready for the ball.”

They each nodded, and then Fred and Aarush flew off to the wall and floor, respectively. Kyle kicked off the floor and then spread his arms wide, arresting his momentum near the center of the arena, closest to the back wall. His position was no longer arbitrary. Over the past few days, the New Heights trainees had developed a habit of hitting the ball without regard for aim. After all, no matter where the ball hit the opposing teams back wall, it counted as a point. To incentivize skill over blind luck, they had implemented a point system. The wall now resembled a simple bullseye, with two concentric black rings painted on the white wall. Outside the rings, a hit would count as a single point. The first circle, just six meters in diameter, counted for two. The three-meter-wide innermost circle counted for three points, though it was the hardest to hit for more reasons than its size. To get the most points, one had to send the ball past both drifters or bounce it off the side walls at a precise angle. By the same token, the round bullseye on a square wall disincentivized aiming for the corners, the hardest place to guard for the opposing team.

Stacy and one of the men on the opposing team arrived at the midline at the same time on either side of Larry.

He nodded to both, said something Kyle couldn’t hear, and then put the whistle between his lips. After an agonizingly long pause, he threw the chicken into the air. A second later, he blew the whistle.

Stacy had managed to lower herself into a crouch before the ball left Larry’s hands, so when the whistle blew, she sprang into the air at an alarming speed. She made it to the ball far faster than the man on the other team. Rather than strike it with her wing and hope for a score, she pinched the ball between her wings and flung it backward over her head. 

Kyle was ready for it. The ball sailed slowly toward him, and he flapped through the air furiously, trying to close the distance. They only had ten seconds to hit it to the other side, so there was no time to waste.

He caught the ball on his thigh, keeping it from drifting any farther, and then flew upward a couple of feet and pulled back his leg. He kicked with all his might. The ball sailed through the air, curving toward the right wall of the arena, where it bounced a few feet away from the nearest diver and then continued toward the back wall. It struck with a hollow thump inside the first circle. Larry blew his whistle and pointed toward their team with two fingers raised.

Kyle smiled and caught sight of someone marking their team down for a score of two on a whiteboard beside the arena.

Stacy recovered quickly from her impact with the ceiling and pushed off its surface to return to her place in front of him. She arrived with time enough to flash him a smile and then wheel around to catch the return ball on one of her wings. Mirroring Kyle’s action from before, she tilted sideways so that she was oriented parallel to the floor, then kicked the ball. This time, however, the Highballers were ready. They closed in from all sides. Two of their players collided with simultaneous grunts but effectively blocked the ball, while a third player flew around them and batted at it with the edge of a wing.

Fred didn’t even have to move from his place on the wall to stop the ball, and quickly popped it up for Stacy who kicked it toward the other team’s goal before they’d had a chance to reset themselves.

Two more points.

The Highballers, confused and distracted, were too busy yelling at each other to get the ball back across the line in the ten seconds allotted to them. Larry blew the whistle. The player holding the ball cursed and then passed it down to him.

Stacy swooped down to land beside the referee and took the proffered ball and readied herself for a penalty shot.

The other team went to the nearest wall, floor, or ceiling and kept their foot or wingtip pressed to the surface. Only then did Larry blow the whistle. Stacy pinched the ball between her knees and flew to the upper right corner of the arena, just beside the midline. He could tell the other team wanted to shift positions, but they were not allowed to move before she got her shot off. They had already decided that penalty kicks were best placed near the corner of the opposing team’s goal despite the area only being worth a single point, as it minimized the number of people who could dive for it. In this case, the players hugging the ceiling and right wall would not be able to leap for it at such a steep angle. It was up to the players on the floor and the left wall to try and grab it, but it was quite a lot of distance to cover. Unfortunately, they had placed themselves very close to the goal, where they had the most time to cover the distance. They too had thought this through.

Stacy kicked the ball just seconds before her time ran out, and it sailed right where they had discussed. It wasn’t fast enough. The diver on the floor reached the chicken first and blocked its path just feet away from the goal. He rebounded off the ceiling with a grunt but recovered quickly, getting back to his post before his teammate sent the ball back. Their helmets were already proving their worth.

Aarush got his first taste of the game when the ball sailed below Stacy’s feet and into his territory. He reached out a wing to block it, but the ball clipped the edge and ricocheted up and over Kyle’s head. Kyle didn’t have to look to know the ball had hit the center of the goal. He sighed but gave Aarush an indifferent shrug. They were still ahead.

It was their turn to receive a penalty kick a few minutes later when Stacy chased after a free-floating ball near the center of the arena. She must have let her wing or the tip of her foot cross the midline, as Larry blew his whistled and lifted a hand into the air to indicate she was offsides.

Stacy, never one to apologize for an honest mistake, went straight toward her place on the ceiling.

Recognizing that Aarush was their weakest link, the opposing team aimed at the wall opposite him. Kyle made to block it, but Aarush dove just in front of him, blocking his path and missing the ball by inches. It struck the back wall for a single point.

Aarush cursed and apologized to Kyle until Stacy yelled for him to shut up and get back in the game. Even Kyle was startled by her intensity.

It was a tie score for just over five minutes as each team unsuccessfully kicked and bashed the chicken toward the other team’s goal.

That changed when Stacy used him to redirect herself toward the ball, which had been returned far faster than they’d anticipated. He thought he might have a bruise on his stomach where she’d pushed off of him, but it worked. She intercepted the ball and sent it right back, scoring them a point as well as a round of cheers from the spectators outside the arena.

Fortunately, they remained in the lead through the rest of the game, and the final winning point was Kyle’s and Stacy’s to share, though he would never admit to the dumb luck involved. As he returned a ball that came dangerously close to a bullseye, he kicked with as much brute strength as he had left in him. He instantly regretted it as he watched it careen directly for Stacy. Fear flashed across her face as she instinctively brought her hands up to shield herself. In so doing, she swatted the chicken away, imparting more speed and changing the direction of the ball. The Highballers were too slow to adjust, and the chicken sailed through their confused ranks to smack the bullseye with a satisfying thud. 

The game had lasted a bit under two hours, and everyone moved sluggishly through the air. Larry was no exception, sweat beading on his forehead from all the dipping and dodging. After he blew the last whistle, he declared the Solarians the winners.

The two teams flew across the midline and tapped their wings together in imitation of a high five. Some of the members of the opposing team smiled and congratulated the victors, while others frowned in consternation.

The cheering of the crowd was the biggest indicator of the game’s success, and Stacy couldn’t keep the goofy grin off her face. As Kyle moved through the cluster of spectators, receiving their praise and congratulations, he could only hope he and the rest of the players would improve with time and make Buckler even more of a sensation.

Kyle took his time in the shower, enjoying the feel of the hot water on his strained muscles as he washed away his worries, along with the sweat and grime. His weekend was over, and he was eager to see what the Conservatory looked like tomorrow. 
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“What is it?”

“Beats me?” Kyle said as he and Eric stared out over the Conservatory.

A lot had changed over the past two days. With the dirt removed, all that remained was a concrete floor five feet below the patio. The concrete was sealed in a fresh coat of the same white paint as the rest of the facility. Removing the soil had also exposed the original patio stairs and ramp, which allowed them access to the lower area. These were largely ignored by the few people who’d gone down there already. A five-foot drop was painless, even with the added weights of their harnesses, and jumping back up was just as simple. All in all, it was about what Kyle had expected to find when the workers sent by Control finally vacated the Conservatory and replaced the air with its weightless counterpart. All except for the huge device in front of him.

It stood twice as tall as he was and had two thick beams stretching out horizontally for about fifteen feet from its central hub. Two metal boxes, each about the size of a large closet, dangled from the end of each beam. A huge chain-link fence surrounded the contraption, leaving about seventy feet between its outer edge and the central hub. A single flight of stairs rose over the fence, and a long catwalk crossed from its perimeter to the center.

“It looks like some kind of sprinkler system, but that can’t be it. It’s too huge. You’d think they’d leave a note or something,” Eric said.

“Maybe they did.” Kyle took out his portable, and sure enough, a message from Dr. Hadler awaited him with the subject line, Read before operating.

He was halfway through reading before starting over. The others needed to hear it too.

“By now you’ve probably become aware of a peculiar new addition to the Conservatory. It is the LCA, or Large Centrifugal Assembly, which is just a fancy way of saying a big centrifuge. This device creates artificial gravity through the rotation of mass around a central axis, or in this case, the rotor of a large motor. You’ll be the first to put it to the test. We need you to determine if the electrical adaptors and water lines connected to the rotor are durable enough to withstand repeated rotations. Secondly, we’d like you to test its effectiveness at generating a realistic sense of gravity by subjecting volunteers to varying rotation speeds, and durations of exposure. You can also adjust the axis to a radius of five to twenty meters to assess Coriolis forces. Lastly, you will need to test various routine operations within the centrifuge for feasibility. These tests will ultimately help our team design the spacecraft, in which a larger, rotating torus will be featured. This means that if cooking and eating are vastly improved by artificial gravity, we will design the torus with a galley and mess. Space on the torus will be limited, so please consult all sections on this matter. For safety reasons, you should not wear or take anything weighted into the chambers, and you must distribute objects and personnel between the chambers such that they have a similar mass. This will prevent damage to the rotor and unnecessary vibrations during operation. Please consult the attached instruction manual before use. Dr. Brian Hadler.”

“So, we’re test subjects now?” Stacy asked. She appeared to be the only one disturbed by this idea. The rest of the specialist stared at the LCA, eyes filled with longing.

“I’m not going to lie. I’ve been dying to feel gravity again,” Don said. “Can I go first?”

Kyle chuckled. He could sympathize. He missed that nebulous force holding him to the ground. The harnesses and weighted jumpsuits, for all the weight they added, pinched and hung uncomfortably on his body, and they provided no sense of up or down. He still couldn’t close his eyes for more than a few seconds without falling over.

“First things first, let’s get the rest of this set up, then we’ll each take a turn on it.”

His team hadn’t been idle over the two days it took the renovation crew to remove the soil. They had assisted the Materials and Fabrication section with the production and assembly of their new hydroponics system. 

They spent the next three hours wheeling the shelving units into the Conservatory and down the ramp and connecting hoses and power cords to the network of pumps and grow lights. The shelving units were approximately six feet high and carried two or three shelves, each about a foot thick and filled with a dry, insulation-like material. Rockwool, the growth medium they’d decided to use, was used regularly in horticulture. It was made by spinning molten basalt rock in a process similar to that of cotton candy. There was quite a lot of rock in the Radius that New Heights was already planning to turn into insulation for the new spacecraft, so it had simply been a matter of accelerating the process. If they intended to create a similar Conservatory on the moon and Mars one day, rocks would be their number-one resource.

In short order, they assembled everything, planted seeds, and saturated the rock wool with a nutrient media. While they worked, Mitch set up his mushroom grow room, and Don returned the chickens and goat to their respective pens.

Aarush had saved his surprise until the moment they finished. He and five members of his section carried in five large algae vats, all filled with weightless water that looked slightly green in tint. 

Once they had it all powered on and in place, the members of both sections climbed the ramp to the patio and looked out on the result of their hard work.

Kyle smiled. It now looked exactly like a futuristic Conservatory should look, complete with swirling vats of algae and shelves upon shelves of seeded planters.

“What does that thing do?” Aarush asked, breaking the collective trance. His gaze was focused on something beyond the hydroponics system, and Kyle followed his gaze to once again take in the LCA.

“It’s time we find out,” Kyle said.

In moments, they all stampeded down to the lower level and approached the fence.

Kyle climbed the stairs at the base of the fence and crossed the catwalk to reach the center of the LCA. There, he found a panel with levers and buttons. Stacy, ever the cautious one, brought up the manual on her portable and began walking him through the startup sequence. Aarush and a handful of MedEco specialists stood on the catwalk behind him, looking over the edge at the LCA below.

A second later, the catwalk shuddered, causing everyone to grip the railing in alarm, and then the two arms of the LCA began to move. They turned in tandem, rotating around the central hub first slowly, and then a bit faster when Kyle turned the dial labeled RPMs.

“What’s the current radius set to?” Stacy asked.

“Five meters,” he said the moment he found the correct readout.

“Okay, let me plug that into the calculation.” A few seconds later, she looked up from her portable. “Bring it up to 13.4 RPMs. That should be approximately one G.”

He did as she asked, and the subtle vibrations intensified under his feet as the LCA increased its speed. Soon, an arm passing beneath the catwalk every few seconds. As instructed, they kept their eyes on the pipes and wires connected to the hub, making sure they didn’t show any signs of stress. He glanced out at the large blocky chambers at the end of each arm and imagined being inside. The thought made him nauseous. He said as much to Stacy, and she bobbed her head.

“Slowing it down would decrease the strain on the connectors here too. If we extend the radius out to its maximum, we can drop the RPMs to about 6.7 to produce the same G force.”

Over the next minute, they completed the adjustments, and now an arm of the LCA swept beneath his feet only once every five seconds. Now, looking out at the chambers, which were much farther away, he had trouble believing standing in them would produce much force at all.

“I think I’ll go first, just in case,” he said. 

After viewing the potential deathtrap in action, nobody objected. Don was the only other trainee to volunteer.

They both stripped out of their heavies on the catwalk. As soon as they were weightless, and the LCA had stopped spinning, they climbed out onto the arms; Don taking one and Kyle the other. Kyle moved hand over hand along the ladder until the chamber was only a few feet away. The round hatch with a window opened easily to admit him. The interior was as unimpressive as the outside, with nothing more than a few pipes and outlets. Yellow and black caution tape marked the perimeter of one wall.

“Don’s already inside. Hurry up so I can start this thing.” Stacy’s voice resonated inside the hollow interior of the chamber. Kyle looked around until he saw a speaker beside the hatch.

With the aid of a few handles, he maneuvered himself into the chamber and closed the hatch behind him.

“Alright, you guys, can you hear me?” Stacy said. 

“Loud and clear,” he said.

“Yeah,” Don echoed.

“Alright, I’ll go back through the startup sequence. If at any point you want me to stop, just say the word. I’ve also got eyes on you, so I’ll stop it if you look to be in distress.”

“Comforting,” Kyle mumbled.

“It’s really simple—just press your back against the wall with the yellow and black boarder with your feet facing the wall opposite the hatch. That will become the floor after we’ve accelerated.”

Kyle did as asked, and as soon as he confirmed he was in place, Stacy started a countdown. When she reached zero, the chamber shuddered, and he felt pressure at his back as the wall pushed against him.

In a few seconds, the acceleration became uncomfortable, but not unmanageable. At the same time, he slid down the wall until his feet encountered the adjacent wall. 

The pressure at his back slowly ebbed and then disappeared altogether, but the centrifugal forces remained constant, pressing him to the floor. The floor, he thought. He had a sense of direction again.

He laughed, took a step forward, and promptly fell.

“Kyle? You alright?”

He rolled onto his back, still laughing, and lifted his thumb into the air.

“I feel so heavy. You sure this is one G?” Don asked.

“That’s what the control console says.”

“Our muscles have atrophied,” Kyle told them. He struggled to his hands and knees, his arms shaking. “I may be jumping the gun here, but I definitely think we should include the gym on the spacecraft’s torus. This is quite the workout.”

“If you’re open to suggestions,” Don said, “the chickens and goat will benefit from this too.”

“Alan will want the kitchen in there,” Stacy added.

Kyle sighed. At this rate, the spacecraft would consist of a single revolving torus. They could decide all of that later. For now, he was happy to feel gravity again, or at least a facsimile.

The experience, as nostalgic as it was, strained their bodies far beyond their new normal. Don called for it to end after just a few minutes, complaining of lightheadedness. Stacy announced the slowdown sequence and told them to move to the opposite wall as before. Moments later, the LCA slowed, and gravity disappeared for the second time in Kyle’s life. 
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“Some of you aren’t going to like this, but I see no other alternative.”

Kyle didn’t like the sound of that, but it wasn’t the tone of Colonel Horton’s voice that worried him most, it was the deep lines of stress and consternation on his face.

The man took a deep breath and leaned closer to the camera, his face growing larger in the monitor and emphasizing the dark bags under his eyes.

Kyle and the other officers at the table mirrored his motion, leaning forward in anticipation. So far, the discussion had revolved around the LCA and mining and construction efforts in the Radius. All in all, their second joint section meeting was off to a poor start. Aside from the difficulties arising from smelting raw and weightless ore, the conference room they sat in still smelled of the animals that had called the room home for a few days.

“We’ll be letting a news crew into the facility.”

If he had been expecting outrage and vehement objections, the colonel was sorely disappointed.

Larry must have already heard the news from his lack of reaction, but from his scowl, it didn’t appear to sit well with him. For the chief of security, bringing a news crew with cameras into a classified training facility must have been the stuff of nightmares.

“Why?” Crystal asked.

“As you’ve probably noticed, the protests outside have not subsided. In fact, they are growing, and most appear to be camping just beyond the fence.”

“Protesting what, exactly?” Crystal asked. She’d obviously not bothered to read the latest news. 

Kyle answered for the colonel. “They think we’re being held against our will or being used for some kind of experiments.”

Colonel Horton nodded. “Ridiculous, I know. As I understand it, you’ve all received adequate accommodations and even first-class food.” Alan leaned back and put his hands behind his head, grinning foolishly. “But NASA is caving under the pressure and wants us to allow a camera crew in to mollify the public and shore up their fragile ego.”

“So why is this such a problem?” Deborah asked. “I get that it’ll be a major security concern, but if it makes the protesters disperse, won’t it all be worth it?”

“You’re right of course, but you’re missing one important thing. This exclusive will be viewed all around the world, which means that our foreign adversaries will be seeing it too. And the more they know about our operation here, the more they’ll be able to exploit it. Say our Russian or Chinese friends see a piece of equipment made by them. They could use their knowledge of how it’s made to access backdoors or slip something into the supply chain. It won’t be for mere surveillance purposes either. They’re far more interested in destroying the entire operation, which means they’ll also be assessing the facility for weaknesses.”

“Are you saying they will attack the facility?” Peter asked, looking aghast.

“Oh, nothing so direct. If they wanted a war, they could blow this place off the map, but it would be the last thing they did. Still, they may employ operatives they can later deny all association with.”

“Still, that’s a huge risk. Are we that big of a threat?” Crystal asked.

“He who controls space controls the universe.”

“Spice. ‘He who controls the spice,’” Alan said. 

Crystal swatted him on the shoulder. “Yeah, okay Chef.”

Alan sputtered and looked to Kyle for aid, but he just smiled.

“Regardless, space is the ultimate high ground, and New Heights represents a huge foothold.”

“How do you want us to handle the news crew?” Larry asked, cutting straight to the matter at hand.

“They’re here for one reason—to show the world how well you’re being treated. There’s no need for wide-angle shots of the facility or a full tour. We can show everyone eating in the mess or playing that game I’ve been hearing about in the gym. What’s it called again?”

Everyone looked to Kyle, and he fought the impulse to shrink down in his seat.

“We’re calling it Buckler.”

“That’s right. They’ll be arriving with cameras this Friday. Can you schedule a game then?”

Kyle nodded and took out his portable to make a note. 

“I’d also like to arrange a handful of interviews. As some of you may have seen, the government’s report on the Fracture was released today. They’ll certainly have a lot of questions for you, Dr. Kessler.”

Kyle nearly dropped his portable. Had that been today? He’d just gotten used to seeing his face on the news. He couldn’t imagine the media storm brewing now. With any luck, the conspiracy theories linking him to the Fracture would disappear and he wouldn’t have to deal with any more suspicious or hateful looks.

“What am I supposed to tell them?” he asked.

“We’ll give you some talking points. If you slip up, we’ll be able to edit the videos before they’re released.”

Kyle found his attention wandering as other, more mundane things were discussed, until Deborah brought up a name that he’d hoped never to hear again.

“So when will I be getting Dennis’s replacement? I could really use a third officer.”

“I believe she’s on her way there as we speak. If that’s all, you’re all dismissed.”

A minute later, Kyle was walking out the door alongside Crystal and Alan. The two were observant enough to see he wasn’t in the mood for conversation, so they parted ways the moment they passed the clinic.

Kyle knew he should head back to the Conservatory and tackle a few of the tasks on his checklist, but he ultimately decided to return to his room. He needed some time alone to think.

He was just about to enter the Residential Quarter when he ran into Stacy.

“We’ve got a problem.”

Kyle took in her crossed arms and scowl.

“What is it?”

“Fred.”

“Is he okay?”

“For now—until I get my hands on him.”

“What did he do?” he asked as he pinched the bridge of his nose.

“He left the team,” she said, speaking through gritted teeth. She lifted her portable and showed him the message on the screen.

Fred Timmons: I hate to drop this on you days before the next Buckler game. But I need to leave the team. It’s nothing personal, but the longer I stay, the more difficult life is getting for me with the rest of the section. You can guess who’s making sure of that. I really need this job to work, so I hope you understand. For what it’s worth, I think you and the rest of the team are great. It’s not fair what they’re saying.

“Stewart,” was all Kyle said.

She nodded. “I don’t know what to do. We’re going to need a new member by Thursday or we’ll forfeit, and they have to come from NavSys.”

“We made that rule, so why don’t we change it?”

“We’re not changing it,” she said, looking around her as if someone might overhear. “Imagine how that would look if we changed the rules just because they were inconvenient for us. Plus, everyone’s already chosen their teams. It would just make tensions worse between the sections if they started kicking members out and adding their own.”

“You’ve got a point. Would an extra day make a difference? Colonel Horton wants us to schedule a game this Friday, so we have a perfect excuse to postpone.”

“That helps, I guess, but who’d be willing to join our team? They’ll just be subjected to the same harassment.”

Kyle rubbed his chin, thinking.

“Not if they’re a NavSys officer.”

Stacy frowned.

“Well, I know you’re not talking about Stewart, so you must be referring to Deborah. But she’s already got a team. In fact, I think we’re scheduled to play against her.”

“No, not her. They’re getting their replacement third officer today.”

“Huh. So you’re thinking we can ambush him when he comes in, maybe show him around and befriend him, and as soon as we’ve got him all enamored with us, we get him to join our team?”

“He’s a she, and yes, I guess that’s what I’m saying. Though I wouldn’t have made it sound so devious.”

Stacy turned to face the Atrium’s airlock, pinching her lips together in consideration.

“We can try that. When is she coming?”

“Colonel Horton said she was on her way.”

“I guess I can look out for her for a little while.”

“Awesome. I’ll be taking a nap.” He clapped her on the shoulder and walked around her and into the Residential Quarter.

“Hey. This was your idea,” she called, sounding indignant. But when he looked back over his shoulder, she was on her tip-toes and peeking around the corner at the Atrium airlock.

Kyle closed his door behind him, but he didn’t nap. He didn’t do much of anything but stare at his portable. Eventually, he stopped reading the news and stared at the blank screen. The government’s report had delivered on Colonel Horton’s promises. It laid out Dr. Ward’s role in the fracture, her creation of a device they referred to as just the “Apparatus,” and painted Kyle as nothing more than a bystander who’d gone to check in on her lab after the fact. It even went so far as to say that his recovery of her research was the only reason why they knew what had happened. Of the laboratory notebook itself, the report only mentioned “Experiment 53,” the last entry in the lab notebook—the one that had gone so terribly wrong.

It was a relief to finally be free of the blame and suspicion, but it seemed like he couldn’t relax completely without the universe throwing some new obstacle in front of him. In a little under a week, he’d have to stare into a news camera and relive that terrible experience for the whole world to see. Worse, he would have to convince them he was happy and being treated well despite he and his friends being assaulted on multiple occasions. He wasn’t that great of an actor.

A shaft of light appeared on the floor in front of him, and he looked up to see Stacy poking her head in the door.

“Hey,” he said to her, trying and failing to keep the melancholy from his voice. “You run into the new NavSys officer?”

“I did.”

“So?” Kyle asked, raising his eyebrow. Stacy seldom needed prompting. “What did she say? Will she join our team?”

“Oh yeah, she’s already agreed to join.”

“Great. So what’s the problem?”

“Well, I’m not sure she’s the right fit for us. She’s kinda scrawny, not all that smart, and maybe even a little ugly too— Oww.”

A hand reached out from behind the door and slapped Stacy across the back of her head.

Rather than look angry, Stacy smiled and let out a snort of amusement.

Then the NavSys third officer walked out from concealment and smiled at Kyle.

She was indeed thin, her shoulders and hips showing prominently from beneath her yellow jumpsuit, but that was to be expected after nearly two weeks in rehab. Her head was shaved bare, leaving behind stiff blond bristles. It was her eyes and smile that made Kyle freeze in recognition. 

“Dana?”
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“What are you doing here?”

“That’s a long story,” she said, her smile faltering.

Kyle was on his feet in an instant and gesturing for her to come in. She entered hesitantly and looked around his room with interest. Unstable on her feet, she took the first seat available, slumping down on the edge of his bed. He remembered all too well how difficult walking in a weighted jumpsuit and harness had been on is first day.

Stacy followed Dana into the room, still looking pleased with herself. She turned the desk chair and settled onto it.

Kyle remained on his feet, wringing his hands. “You were the last person I expected to see here. I sent you messages, but I never got a reply. I’ve been worried.”

She gave him a kind smile and shrugged.

“I never got them. I’ve been in rehabilitation for nearly two weeks and haven’t had much contact with the world.”

“What changed your mind? Joining New Heights, I mean.”

“Let’s just say the only thing keeping me from joining was my husband, and he didn’t stay in the picture for long.”

“Did something happen to him?” Kyle had never met Adam, so his worry sounded half-hearted at best.

“You could say that. He turned into someone else—certainly not the person I married. I don’t want to get into the details, but he made my life pretty miserable after the Fracture. When the price of weightless matter skyrocketed, he started collecting things from me. He convinced me to cut my hair and put my fingernail clippings into little bags. That actually bought us a few hundred thousand dollars and allowed us to pay off the house. But he wasn’t satisfied with that. He started collecting everything, and I mean everything. He made me wear a mask to collect all the moisture I exhaled and put up plastic everywhere to catch all my dead skin cells. I couldn’t even go to the bathroom without a container. I’m already giving too many details. I’m sorry.” She sighed. “In the end, he wouldn’t let me leave the house, and I couldn’t live like that. The next person I saw was a divorce attorney, and then I made a call to Colonel Horton.”

“I’m so sorry,” Kyle said, at a loss for anything else to say.

“It’s true then?” Stacy asked. “It’s that dangerous for the survivors outside?”

“I doubt it’s gotten any better since I’ve been in rehab. The first couple of days after they released us from the hospital, I went to a support group and kept in contact with one of the ladies I met there. Two days later, she went missing. I don’t want to believe they’re being taken for their weightless matter, but if my husband could do it to me, then I’m sure a complete stranger would have fewer reservations.”

“You’re safe here,” he assured her.

She smiled again, and for the first time since he’d seen her, her sadness seemed to fall away.

“I’m not even sure where ‘here’ is, or what I’m supposed to be doing.”

Stacy cupped her hand in front of her mouth and leaned closer to Kyle. Her whisper was ineffectual, carrying to him and probably several others outside the room.

“She doesn’t know she’s a third officer.”

Kyle grinned. He had been in the exact same position when he arrived, so he could sympathize. Nevertheless, he enjoyed her reaction.

Eyes wide, she looked back and forth between them.

“What’s a third officer?”

“Let’s talk about it over lunch. I bet you’re starving.”

Before leaving the Residential Quarter, they stopped in Dana’s new room to collect her portable and give her a tour of the space. Soon, the smell of fresh corn bread and some type of chili guided them toward the mess hall, where they took up trays and sat.

Dana, it appeared, had already been introduced to the new food pouches in rehab, and quickly opened one and spooned out a bite of the chili.

“They fed me a couple hours ago, but I’m still starving.”

“There’s always plenty of food. If ever there isn’t anything laid out, just ask the chef, Alan, or one of the people in the red jumpsuits in the kitchen.”

She nodded but didn’t reply as she continued to spoon more food into her mouth.

A few moments later, as she paused to catch her breath, she asked her first question.

“So, what’s this officer business? And why is my jumpsuit a different color than yours?”

“You’re part of the Navigation and Systems section,” Stacy said. “They call that NavSys for short. We’re Medical and Ecological or MedEco. You’ll be working with us occasionally, but most of the time you’ll be making sure the network is working and helping everyone stay on top of their training. Maybe they’ll even let you steer the spacecraft.”

Dana’s eyes widened comically, and she stopped chewing.

“You probably won’t be doing that,” Kyle reassured her. “She’s also leaving out that you’re one of the people in charge of the section.” He tapped the breast pocket of his own jumpsuit, and she looked down at the band of silver thread across her own.

“Me? I mean, I’m good with computers, but not that good.”

“You were a financial administrator at SyntheTech—I think that more than qualifies you. Most of your job will be managing people and resources and working with databases. We’ll check with Deborah, the first officer, to see what your specific duties are.”

“I guess that doesn’t sound too hard.”

Kyle spotted Aarush coming in through the mess then, and he waved him over.

“Aarush, come meet our new teammate.”

Aarush stopped, frowning at the line forming in front of the trays as if debating whether he should get food first, but then decided better of it. He approached their table, looked Dana over for a moment, and then stuck out his hand.

“Hi, nice to meet you.”

“This is Dana, Aarush. You’ve met her before,” Stacy said with exasperation. “The Fracture? SyntheTech? Remember?”

“Really? Oh, Dana. I’m sorry. You look a little different. I didn’t know you were here.”

“She just arrived.”

Aarush looked confused, but he shrugged it off. 

“Well, I’m glad you’re part of the team. This mean Fred’s out? Or am I . . .”

Stacy sighed and took out her portable to let him read the message from Fred in silence.

“Anyone want to tell me what Buckler is? I’m afraid of what I’ve just signed up for,” Dana asked in the silence that followed.

“Oh, you’ll love it,” Stacy said. “Which reminds me. How much do you weigh?”

Kyle had been wondering the same thing, but it was probably wiser that Stacy asked.

“Uh, they said I was almost four hundred grams.”

“Hmmm. That makes sense—you didn’t go into rehab immediately like the rest of us. That may be a problem for staying in the air, but you can take the diver position on the floor so you can rest more often.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“We’ll show you this afternoon. You’ve got a bit of training to do the next few days before our next game.”

Dana was looking a bit overwhelmed.

Henry was the next person to approach the table. He set his tray down, sat, and gave a nod to each of them in turn. His eyes widened when they fell on Dana. In an instant, he was around the table and embracing her. She returned the hug, melting into him like it was something she desperately needed. Kyle wished he hadn’t resisted his initial impulse to do the same when he’d first seen her.

To Henry’s credit, he didn’t spout all the questions Kyle expected. He drew back, took one long look at her, sighed, and then hugged her again. In that one look, he seemed to see all that troubled her and knew exactly what she needed to help her through it.

Kyle wasn’t sure why the former janitor and financial administrator of SyntheTech had such a close relationship. He’d have to ask about that sometime.

Not so long ago, they’d all had cots in the same hospital triage tent. He stared around the table, feeling lucky to have them there with him.

When they’d finished eating, Kyle showed Dana the gym, the location of the showers, and then the Resource Quarter, and everyone else went their separate ways. He wanted to continue the tour, but Deborah caught sight of them entering and hurried over. They introduced themselves, and Deborah thanked him for showing Dana around.

“Take a day or two if you need it. Rehab was tough for us, so I couldn’t even imagine how hard it would have been for you. If I were you, I’d head back to my room and grab some sleep. Just come and see me when you’re ready to get started.”

Dana twisted her hands in front of her, staring around at all the computers and instruments in the large room and the bustling people moving between them. 

“If it’s all the same to you. I think I’d like to get started now. I’m a little sick of small rooms, and work seems like a good distraction.”

Deborah smiled and stepped to the side, lifting her arm out in invitation. She mouthed, “I like her” to Kyle, and he returned his nod of agreement.

“We’ll pick up our tour another time. See you around,” he called to Dana. She looked over her shoulder and waved her acknowledgment, but she was too distracted to flash him the smile he’d been hoping for. 
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“See it? That’s definitely some green.”

Kyle leaned closer, squinting at the mat of rockwool in front of him. Beads of water rolled across the small fibrous strands, sucked deeper into the material by the vacuum beneath. And there it was, peeking out from the knots of rockwool—a single sprout. It still had the seed cap attached, giving it the appearance of a long green neck supporting a brown head.

He smiled and pulled back, glancing at the label on the shelf.

Radish.

“Well. I hope this isn’t the only thing that sprouts. I’ve never been a fan of these,” Kyle said.

“Knowing the chef, he’ll have us begging for more when he gets through with them,” Eric said.

“I’ll keep a lookout for more and let you know in the morning. Go grab some dinner.”

“You sure? I don’t mind staying a bit longer.”

Kyle smiled. “You can swing by later with coffee and snacks if you’re looking for an excuse to come back.”

Eric returned the smile and then ascended the ramp and left the Conservatory.

Kyle was alone. With Eric gone, the room felt massive. The humming of the algae vats and the whispering of air and mist through the hydroponics system sounded much louder without all the specialists attending to them. It was the first night shift he’d be spending in the Conservatory since its remodeling, and he found himself looking forward to it. 

He paced along and between the shelves of germinating plants, and in loops around the algae vats. Then he repeated the route a dozen more times.

On second thought, he could use some company.

Leaving the Conservatory, he walked the short stretch of hallway to the Resource Quarter.

Dana was sitting just where he knew she would be. As he watched, she shifted in her seat and rubbed at her shoulder.

He winced in sympathy. They had practiced Buckler yesterday, but she hadn’t been able to stay in the air for more than a few minutes before her arms tired. Her muscles were still recovering from rehab and the near starvation they’d put her through. Her work, on the other hand, she dove into with fervor. She was already gaining the reputation of a workaholic, and on her second night, she’d volunteered to take the night shift left vacant by Dennis’s departure.

It so happened that Kyle was also working that night.

Dana looked up and caught sight of him entering. She waved him closer.

“Kyle, can I talk with you for a second?”

He was on his way over to her anyway, but he was glad for the excuse.

At the table beside Dana, Frank and Rebecca glanced up and then away. They looked more anxious than angry. Perhaps it had something to do with the discipline Colonel Horton had meted out. It had amounted to a month’s worth of docked pay. It wasn’t as though Frank was using it, but it now meant he was working for free.

“What’s up?” he asked Dana when he arrived at her side.

She pulled up a spreadsheet with a list of all the members in his section. The columns beside the list of names were occasionally filled with numbers from zero to one hundred. He recognized the titles of the columns as the reading materials they’d been assigned.

“It’s nothing urgent. I just thought I’d give you a heads up. It looks like most of your MedEcos have been keeping up with their training, but there’re a few—Mitch, Charlie, and Jessica—who appear not to have opened any of the documents.”

Kyle frowned and leaned in to see the line of zeros beside each of the names she mentioned.

“Alright. I’ll talk to them. My guess is they got too busy. Thanks for pointing it out.”

He took out his own portable and typed a note to himself.

“It’s my job. I should be thanking you for talking to them for me. I fear I’m coming across as the bad guy whenever I have to tell people they’re falling behind.”

“You’re doing a million times better than your predecessor, trust me.”

She nodded, looking down and frowning. She’d obviously heard the story, or at least a version of it.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Frank’s hard stare, but the man looked away the moment Kyle returned it.

It suddenly struck him that he was putting Dana in a hard place. By associating with him, she could become a target of their ire. It was unlikely they’d do much, with her being an officer, but they could make her life difficult. At the very least, he should warn her.

“Hey, I never got the chance to finish your tour. Did you see the Conservatory yet?”

“I’ve peeked in a few times, but I didn’t want to get in the way.”

“Nonsense. Why don’t I show you around?”

She nodded her head eagerly and closed out of her computer. After a few words to Frank and Rebecca, letting them know where she’d be, she followed him back down the hallway.

The sun was dropping below the horizon when they entered the Conservatory, casting long shadows across the floor. The entire sky was illuminated in shades of purple, and the scattering of clouds above glowed a brilliant orange.

“What a view,” Dana said, pausing on the patio. “I would never get anything done if I had a view like this.”

“Imagine what it’ll look like on Mars.”

She scanned the horizon, and he could tell she was envisioning the red dunes and rocky cliffs. From the look on her face, she found the idea just as enthralling as he had. She broke out of the trance a moment later and continued down the ramp after him.

“You think I’ll have a view in the spacecraft they’re building? I was thinking about it, and if people in my section will be in charge of navigation, they’ll need windows to look out, right?”

“Like the bridge of a starship, I’m sure.” Kyle agreed with a chuckle.

He guided her over to the shelf of radish sprouts and pointed them out to her. She leaned in close and reached out a finger to brush one. 

“This place is going to look amazing when all of these leaf out.”

He showed her the algae vats next and explained how they sucked in air from the environment, used the carbon dioxide to create polysaccharides, and blew out any excess oxygen. The vortex and bubbles swirling around the central illuminated column made a hypnotizing sight, and she stared in for a while, mouth agape.

“What are the tanks for?” she asked, nudging one of a dozen metal canisters beside the vats. 

He grimaced. They contained the pressurized air recovered from the Conservatory after the incident with the soil. It was too valuable to let it escape into the world outside, so Control had recovered the air before opening the Conservatory to the excavation team. As such, it was very high in carbon dioxide. Once the algae had grown a bit more, he intended to release the contents slowly, letting them take care of it. But telling Dana the whole story would be admitting to his failure.

“It’s just some pressured air rich in CO2. We’ll pass it through the algae vats when they’re ready.”

He motioned for her to follow him over to the animal pens. The chickens had become accustomed to zero gravity over the past few weeks, and those not roosting on their cushioned shelves, fluttered over to the fence with a few beats of their wings. Kyle grabbed a small handful of grains out of a bin nearby and flung them in. The chickens chased down each of the grains, snatching them out of the air. It was a slow process, but the only regular exercise the chickens had. The goat was far less graceful. She wore a small, weighted vest around her midsection, which did little to weigh her down. The result was a series of slow hops to the edge of the pen, where she accepted a mouthful of grain right out of Dana’s hand.

“We just found out she’s pregnant. Hopefully we’ll have a healthy kid or two and some fresh goat’s milk half a year from now.”

He walked her over to the compost bin and showed her the snails, and then to the five crates still filled with soil and the rescued plants. Dana, however, was more interested in what lay beyond them. Behind the tall, chain-link fence, the Large Centrifugal Assembly made an impressive sight.

“Come on, you’ll enjoy this,” he said, taking the steps to the catwalk two at a time.

He led her across the catwalk to the control console and turned on the LCA. Dana hung on every word of his description as she watched the chambers spin around them.

“You’re saying we can just stand in there and experience gravity?”

“Not gravity, precisely, but a force equivalent to it. They’re making one of the decks of the new facility like this, though it will be donut-shaped, not just these two arms. We’ve tentatively decided most of the Recreation and Residential Quarters will be in there. Alan, the chef, was in there earlier today with a pot and portable range to see if he could boil water again. I’ve never seen him so happy.”

He shut down the LCA.

“Well, that’s pretty much it.”

“Thank you for the tour,” she said, beaming.

They started walking back to the Conservatory’s entrance. Kyle set a slow pace, his steps hesitant.

“Before you go,” he said, turning around to face her after they ascended the ramp. She must have noticed the abrupt shift in the mood of the conversation, and her smile faltered.

“What is it?”

“How are things? Are you being treated well?”

“Is this about Dennis?” Before he could answer, she did it for him. “I already heard what happened. He nearly killed Stacy, Aarush and Henry, but I never heard why.”

“He blamed me for his wife’s death and wanted me to experience the same kind of loss.”

“What?” she asked, startled.

“You remember the woman we saw outside of SyntheTech during the Fracture? The one who fell?”

Her face collapsed in a look of pure sorrow. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget her.”

“That was his wife. I told him what I saw, thinking it would give him some closure. Instead, he blamed me for not saving her.”

“That’s terrible.” She reached out for him, placing it on his shoulder. “But you know it wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. She was caught outside at the wrong moment just like thousands of others.”

“I know that,” he said, but the warmth of her hand on his shoulder reassured him more than he realized. “I just wanted to warn you too, that some people think we were involved in the Fracture, no matter what the government’s report says. Stewart is one of them, and he’s managed to convince his former employees of that too. Dennis was one of them.”

“Stewart? As in the NavSys second officer?”

He nodded. “He and I . . .” Kyle trailed off, hearing footsteps coming from the entrance of the Conservatory.

“What’s this about me?” said a voice. A moment later, Stewart entered the Conservatory. 
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“What were you going to say?” Stewart took a few more steps forward and crossed his arms.

Kyle swallowed. He had no way of knowing how much Stewart had overheard, and he didn’t want to aggravate the situation with a blatant lie.

“Just that you and I don’t have the best relationship.”

The man gave a sad smile, one that didn’t reach his dark eyes. As usual, his hair showed no signs of being weightless. It was combed and slicked back without a single stray strand.

“I really should apologize for that. I was wrong to think you had anything to do with the Fracture. I should pay less attention to the news. I’m sorry.”

Kyle was speechless. Stewart was anything but humble, but what else could this be but an apology?

“Alright. I guess it’s best we leave the past in the past.”

“I agree. It’s time we think about the future.”

Kyle nodded hesitantly and saw Dana doing the same out of the corner of his eye.

“Good. Good. Now that that’s out of the way . . .” He reached behind his back and withdrew something. “I should probably apologize for this too. I can’t have you interfering.”

It was a gun. And it was pointed at him.

“What are you doing, Stewart?” Kyle asked as he lifted his hands slowly into the air.

“Take out your portables. Put them on the ground. And don’t bother trying to contact anyone or set off an alarm. I’ve silenced everything.”

“Hold on, let’s just talk about this,” Dana said, her voice quavering.

“I’m not going to ask twice.”

“Alright, alright, we’re doing it.” Kyle nodded at Dana, and together they reached into their pockets, withdrew their portables, and placed them on the floor.

Kyle’s mind raced. He wanted to do something—find a weapon, tackle him, anything—but the sight of the gun paralyzed him.

Stewart looked out over the Conservatory, perhaps to confirm that nobody else was in this quarter, and he smiled when his eyes fell on something. He looked over his shoulder, then back at them as if considering something.

“Down the ramp.”

They stood unmoving for a moment, until Stewart motioned to the ramp with the gun. That got them moving.

When Stewart stood above their portables, he stooped low, his gun not wavering from them as he picked them up and place them in a pocket.

“What’s this all about?” Kyle asked as they walked between the rows of the hydroponics system. If he knew what Stewart wanted, he might be able to give it to him. There was no need for the threat of violence.

“You’ll find out soon enough. Best you hurry. I don’t have time to chat. Up the stairs.”

Kyle focused on where they were headed and saw the stairs leading to the LCA.

Why would he want them up there?

That question was answered the moment they reached the control console.

“Get in,” he said, tilting the gun to the right.

Kyle looked where he’d indicated to see one of the LCA’s chambers over a dozen meters away, connected to the hub by a two-foot-wide metal arm.

Dana looked at Kyle, her eyes wide and questioning.

This was a terrible idea.

“And then what?”

“Then, after I’m gone, someone will come and let you out.”

The man’s expression brooked no argument, and Kyle let out a shuddering breath.

“Do as he says.”

Dana nodded, her shoulders slumped in resignation.

Kyle edged around her and dropped to his hands and knees. He moved out onto the LCA’s arm and crawled slowly out toward the distant chamber. After a moment, he heard Dana following behind him. He’d half expected her to head to the chamber directly opposite to this one to balance the weight. But why should she? She didn’t know how the LCA worked, and neither did Stewart. They were also supposed to take their heavies off, but Kyle doubted Stewart had time for that. It was going to be seriously imbalanced. 

Halfway to the chamber, he glanced back briefly to see Stewart examining the control console.

When they had reached the chamber, Kyle opened the hatch, and they both climbed in.

“Close the hatch.” Stewart didn’t call out the command. Instead, he spoke through the speakers beside the hatch. If he’d gotten them working, he’d probably figured out the cameras too. He was watching them.

Gulping, Kyle reached out of the chamber to grab the hatch’s handle and pulled it closed.

“Stewart. If you don’t know how to use this thing, you could kill us.”

Dana looked startled by the pronouncement and squeezed his arm.

“Despite what you may think, I’m nothing like Dennis. He was a mad man. I am a business man. And I can’t have you two spoiling the deal.”

Kyle bit off a follow-up question as the chamber shuddered.

“Move to the wall,” he shouted, pulling Dana after him. He settled his back against the yellow and black stripes on the wall just as the chamber started to move. Dana was just a second too slow, and the wall rushed to meet her. She let out a grunt but then proceeded to roll onto her back, looking mostly unharmed. Her eyes were wide with terror. 

The pressure against his back intensified, and then it shifted. He slid toward the wall that would soon become the floor. He couldn’t have oriented his feet in that direction, not while wearing his heavies. A moment later, Dana was pressing against him, her shoulder digging painfully into his arm. 

The speed increased incrementally as they flailed around, trying to get into a better position.

It soon became apparent Stewart was not going to stop at one G. Normally, he might have been able to stand, but with his muscles atrophied from weeks of little use, he could do little more than push himself onto his hands and knees. Even if he managed to get to his feet, there was no way he could jump high enough to reach the handles surrounding the hatch, push the hatch open, and climb the ladder to the hub.

Still, the speed increased.

Kyle gave up trying to lift himself off the floor and settled onto his back beside Dana. Only then did the acceleration cease.

Stewart was watching them, he realized. Waiting for them to be incapable of standing. Unfortunately, he’d come to this realization too late, when the G forces were nearly three times normal.

If Stewart intended to leave them like this, they could die from the strain if nobody came to help them within an hour or two. Already it felt like someone was standing on his chest.

Dana was faring far worse. She’d only been out of rehab for a few days and had very little opportunity to strengthen her muscles since then.

She stared back at him, her cheek conforming to the underlying bone on one side of her face and bulging out on the other. Her breathing was labored.

He didn’t know if Stewart still watched them, but he doubted it. The man was in a hurry, for reasons still unknown to Kyle, and wouldn’t hang around just to watch them lie there, unmoving.

Kyle had to get them out of there. But how?

Closing his eyes, he tried to think.

Then he felt it. The slight vibration against his back. The LCA was unbalanced. 

What was it Stacy had told him? If a significant imbalance was detected, the entire LCA would shut down to prevent damage to the rotor. He’d experienced this operating smaller centrifuges on more than one occasion. If he forgot to place an appropriate volume of water in a test tube to counter the weight of whatever he was spinning, the centrifuge would rattle and eventually beep at him in protest and come to a stop. How could he change the weight on their side of the rotor to unbalance it even more?

His eyes shot open.

With an effort, he lifted his head off the floor and searched the walls for the spigot he’d seen his first time in the LCA.

He knew it was functional. Alan had used it to test the boiling of water.

Seeing the spigot and valve a few feet away, Kyle rolled onto his stomach, then, gritting his teeth, rolled again onto his back until he was within a foot of the wall. Pushing himself onto his side, he stretched out a hand, the muscles of his arm shaking from the strain. When his hand finally closed on the valve, he turned it with one swift motion, then fell back to the floor.

Cold water gushed out of the spigot, splashing onto the floor. He backed away until he was once more beside Dana. If anything, her eyes were wider. He understood her fear all too well. If he was wrong, he would be condemning them to a death by drowning.

Water covered the floor within a minute, soaking into his jumpsuit and causing goosebumps to cover every inch of skin. But it was working. The vibrations against his back intensified over the next few minutes. After ten minutes, the water had risen several inches. He could no longer turn his head to look at Dana without risking submerging his nose and mouth under water.

The vibrations grew stronger, until he could hear them. The sound rose to a crescendo and then began to ebb. 

They were slowing. Just as he realized what that meant, water rolled over him in a wave, sweeping Dana into him. They flew into the corner and flailed their arms to keep their heads above water. 

Fully submerged in the water pooling in the corner of the compartment, Kyle didn’t feel nearly as heavy. He untangled himself from Dana, made sure she was okay, and splashed over to the water valve, closing it with a twist.

The rattling subsided, and soon all he could hear was their labored breathing.

“What just happened?”

“I unbalanced the load. It’s performing a shutdown.”

The chill waters sloshed around him, but he shivered for another reason. Stacy’s near death by drowning flashed through his mind. If the compartment stopped rotating while they were still inside, all the water would become weightless. Water would cling to and crawl all over them. They were still at risk of drowning.

“Hurry, we have to get out before it stops completely.” He interlaced his fingers to make a platform. 

Dana didn’t ask why. She placed her foot in his hands and stepped up to reach the hatch. She pushed the hatch open with a shove and pulled herself out. 

As soon as she was clear, Kyle jumped out of the water and followed her. 
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Traversing the LCA’s arm was even more difficult while it was still in motion—and with slippery hands and wet shoes besides. But within a minute, they had crossed to the hub. Thankfully, Stewart was nowhere to be seen.

It was dark outside, and the temperature was dropping. 

“What’s going on?” Dana visibly shivered as she stood in front of the control console. Beads of water clung to the bristles of hair on her scalp.

“He must want to steal some weightless matter.” But even as he said it, he wasn’t so sure. A few bags of weightless matter might be worth a few million dollars, enough to set him up for life, but it didn’t seem worth the risk. He was, after all, starting a coup in a secure facility surrounded by scores of armed guards. 

“Then why didn’t he just take it and run out the airlock? Why trap us in there?”

“I don’t know. But it won’t be just him. Frank and Rebecca have been on Stewart’s side from the beginning.”

“You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure.” He pointed at the still-healing cut on his eyebrow. “Frank gave me this last week during our night shift.”

She gulped.

Kyle looked out over the Conservatory as he shook the clinging water from his limbs. Behind him, the LCA ground to a halt, the unbalanced rotor letting out a harsh squeal. He winced. If they’d stuck around, they probably would have heard that. When nobody came to investigate after a long, tense moment, Kyle began to relax.

“Let’s go take a peek, see if they’ve stuck around?”

The two of them traversed the Conservatory and up the ramp to the exit. Down the short hallway, they came to the Resource Quarter. It was as silent and empty as it had ever been. He opened the door to the clinic only to find it just as empty. Steve worked this shift with him. He would have had to be dragged out of there to leave his post.

“Where is everybody?” Dana whispered.

“If I had to guess,” Kyle said, “locked in their rooms.”

It must have been their first order of business, aside from getting Larry’s gun. Stewart couldn’t allow people to wander the halls during his little mutiny. And there was probably some irony in that. Stewart had, after all, been detained in one of the rooms the last time they suspected him of wrongdoing. 

“They can do that?”

“This place was a detention center, remember. Fred, from your section, he told me he did it on accident a while back.”

“Okay, but why didn’t Stewart lead us back there with the rest of them?”

“That might have been his plan initially, but I guess he changed his mind when he saw the LCA. Did I mention he doesn’t like me?”

“It may have come up,” she said with a grimace. “Is there any way to get them out?”

He thought about that. Even if he had the power to unlock their doors, should he?

“Let’s make sure he’s long-gone first. Right now, they’re safest where they are. Can you use one of the computers to get access to the Network? Warn the guards outside if they don’t already know what’s happening?”

Dana rubbed at her arms as she walked over to the nearest computer.

“Give me a few minutes. I’ll see what I can do.”

While she typed at the terminal, Kyle stuck his head around the corner of the hallway leading to the rest of the facility. There was no sign of Stewart or his coconspirators.

He had taken no more than a dozen furtive steps, however, before several voices reached him. Rushing forward, he ducked into the entrance of the mess hall.

“Can’t you just make him gag or something? Throw it up?” said a woman’s voice. Rebecca.

“You try it and let him bite off your fingers,” said Stewart. “And it won’t help us if he doesn’t tell us which one it’s in.”

“Could shoot out his kneecaps,” came Frank’s voice. “That always gets them talking in the movies.”

“The guards would hear that. Besides, I’m not even sure he has kneecaps.”

Kyle’s stomach sank. He was wrong. They weren’t after weightless matter. They were after the research that had brought it into existence in the first place. 

They were after the laboratory notebook, and Larry, the only person whose possession of kneecaps was in question, must have swallowed the key to the lockboxes. They had gotten the drop on him and taken his gun. 

But why risk it?

Stewart had said it himself. He was a businessman. According to Fred, he’d been the CEO of a software company. The entire infrastructure and share value of the company had crashed during the Fracture. Even a truckload of weightless matter wouldn’t be enough to recoup his losses. So, he’d set his sights on the most valuable thing in this facility, something several nations would pay dearly to possess now that the world knew of Dr. Ward’s experiments.

And the consequences could be devastating. Worst-case scenario, the entire planet could lose the only thing holding it together. All that would be left of humanity would be billions of frozen corpses drifting among the ever-expanding cloud of debris where Earth had once been.

No matter the cost, Kyle could not let them escape the training facility with the research.

Another sound drowned out their conversation a moment later, and Kyle realized it was coming from inside the mess hall. He followed the faint clinking of metal on metal until he entered the kitchen and discovered its cause. 

The door to the large, walk-in refrigerator was shut, but someone was trying to get out. A single spoon, stuck through the hole meant for a lock on the door latch, prevented their escape.

Jenny was the member of his section working the mess. Could it be her?

As he approached the smooth metal door, its rattling subsided as if whoever was making the racket had given up on anyone coming to their rescue.

Taking a deep breath, he slid the spoon from the latch and eased the door open.

Inside, he found Jenny—and someone else.

Eric leaned against the nearest shelf, his arms wrapped around Jenny, rubbing at her back. When the light of the kitchens fell on them, they turned to face him, eyes wide. Kyle watched with a slight smirk as their bodies went rigid, then relaxed upon seeing it was him, only to tense again when they realized how this must look.

“Dr. Kessler. I was just—”

Kyle silenced Eric with a finger to his lips.

Jenny pulled away from Eric and darted through the now-open door. She made a beeline for the oven and pulled it open. Heat rippled through the air, and she held her hands over the oven for warmth.

“What happened in here?” Kyle whispered as he and Eric joined Jenny by the oven. He tried not to show how grateful he was for its warmth. His clothes were still soaked from his time in the LCA.

“We heard some commotion from the Resource Quarter,” Jenny said. “And then we saw Stewart leading a few people down the hall. He had a gun. Frank tried to grab us, but we made it into the walk-in and held the door shut. He didn’t try to get us out for very long. Once he stopped tugging on the door, we realized he’d locked it from the outside.”

“We’re glad you found us. We were worried we’d freeze to death in there,” Eric added.

Kyle didn’t think he was being entirely truthful. He had, after all, just had Jenny in his arms a minute ago. Even if keeping warm had been the goal, Jenny was probably the second youngest member of his section, no more than a couple years older than Eric himself.

“I understand why you were here,” he told Jenny. Then he turned to Eric. “But what about you?”

“You invited me to come by the Conservatory with some snacks and coffee, remember? Jenny had just started some rolls, so I thought I’d hang out for a while and bring you some when they finished baking.” His voice had a defensive edge to it, and Kyle decided to drop it. He vaguely remembered extending the invitation.

It had been quick thinking on their part to hide in the walk-in refrigerator, but he couldn’t help but wish they had been locked in their rooms instead.

“Alright. Let’s get you both somewhere safe. Follow me and be quiet.”

As they neared the mess hall exit, Stewart’s voice became audible again.

“We’re wasting time. It’s in one of these, so we’ll just have to start guessing. Frank, go grab a screwdriver or crowbar from the Resource Quarter.”

Kyle had taken his first steps into the hallway when he caught the end of Stewart’s command. He held up a hand and waved Jenny and Eric back into the room. A moment later, he heard Frank’s grumbling as the man approached and then saw his shadow on the floor of the hallway outside as he passed.

This was bad. The instant Frank entered the Resource Quarter, he would see Dana at the computer, attempting to end their coup with the stroke of a key. Kyle knew the man’s temper, and he could not let Dana experience it firsthand.

Making sure Eric and Jenny stayed close behind and silent, he ducked out of the mess hall and ran up behind the big man on the balls of his feet. Frank was a few yards ahead of him when he entered the Resource Quarter and stopped. 

Before he could raise an alarm, Kyle tapped him on the shoulder. Though his eyes went wide with recognition, Frank didn’t see his fist coming.

Kyle shook the sudden flare of pain out of his hand as Frank sprawled across the floor, blinking up in surprise.

That was more satisfying than he’d thought it would be.

“Back to the Conservatory. Hurry.”

Dana had stood from her chair and was staring down at Frank with her mouth agape, but at his words, she abandoned her console and followed Jenny and Eric down the short hallway.

Frank was just coming to his feet as they fled into the Conservatory.

Inside, Kyle looked around. There was nowhere to run and nothing he could use as a weapon, at least nothing that would stand a chance against Frank. 

His heart raced, and his stomach sank. All he had done was temporarily delay the inevitable. As soon as Frank arrived, he was going to make Kyle regret hitting him. And then it would only be a matter of time before Stewart had them locked in a place they couldn’t escape. 

Looking at his companions, cold and terrified, then at Frank strutting purposefully down the hallway, Kyle’s mind raced for a solution. Around him, the familiar sounds of the Conservatory, from the rush of air through the vents above, to the gentle sloshing of the algae vats, reminded him where he stood. This was the Conservatory. This was MedEco’s turf.
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A series of squat metallic boxes sitting at the base of the Conservatory’s wall drew Kyle’s eye.

“Eric, trip the sensors,” he yelled, pointing at the very same sensor Eric himself had accidentally triggered their first night in the facility.

Eric flinched at the mention of the sensors, as if the possibility of repeating that mistake and receiving another chewing out by Stewart was a constant source of anxiety for him. After a moment of hesitation, however, he seemed to realize that those consequences, especially the possibility of pissing off Stewart, were exactly what they needed.

Eric left Jenny’s side at a run and, to Kyle’s surprise, leapt off the patio. Even under the full weight of his harness and jumpsuit, he was far lighter than he had been before the Fracture, meaning that when he jumped, he soared. Eric flew over twenty feet to the nearest wall. When he struck the reinforced glass of the Conservatory’s wall, he barely seemed to register the impact. He fell to the concrete barrier on which the sensors sat and swatted at the nearest one. The metal cover flew away, exposing the inner components, a translucent tube with a white ball inside. Eric puffed up his cheeks and blew, causing the white ball inside to lift ever so slightly. While designed to detect weighted air, it was sensitive enough to mistake a small draft for buoyancy. It was enough.

Stewart had silenced the alarms, but he couldn’t disable the emergency protocols.

The airlock doors at the Conservatory’s entrance slammed shut, just in time to block Frank’s path. Kyle was too busy running down the ramp to the lower section of the Conservatory to try to make out the man’s muted curses. As expected, Frank wasted no time in entering the airlock and cycling it.

“What just happened?” Dana asked, following after him down the ramp and to the row of algae vats.

“He made the sensors think there was a breach. It closes the airlock doors to prevent weighted air from getting into the rest of the facility. Here, help me with this.” 

Dana stared at him blankly for a moment, anxiety radiating off her until she saw him struggling to unstrap one of the heavy gas tanks beside the algae vats. She came forward, making short work of the straps, and grabbed one end of the tank as they carried it back up the ramp.

Setting the tank beside the airlock door, Kyle wrestled it into position, then cracked open the nozzle. A rush of air hissed out. He tilted it on its side until it aligned with the metallic ridges of the airlock’s intake vent.

Eric joined the rest of them a moment later on the patio, breathing heavily.

“What are you doing?” he asked when he finished goggling at Frank. Kyle didn’t blame him. The man’s expression could best be described as murderous. While he didn’t appear to be holding a gun, given his size, he wouldn’t need one to put an end to their resistance.

“That’s the tank you mentioned earlier?” Dana said. “The one filled with carbon dioxide?”

Kyle nodded, not taking his eyes off the tank even as Frank kicked at the transparent wall near his head.

“It should displace all the oxygen in the airlock,” he said. He supposed he had Dennis to thank for the inspiration. It was how he’d tried to kill Aarush and Henry in the Resource Quarter. “With any luck, he’ll pass out in the three minutes it takes for the airlock to cycle.” He knew the timing of the airlock well. He and the rest of his section had traveled through its doors a dozen times when the Conservatory was full of carbon dioxide, though they had been wearing respirators at the time.

In the airlock, Frank took in a deep breath and held it. It was the wrong thing to do. He should have been breathing whatever oxygen remained in the airlock before it ran out; instead, he was letting it go to waste. There was no way he could hold his breath for two minutes. Or so Kyle hoped.

“Someone get some tape. There should be some by the mushroom tent. We’ll need to tie him up as soon as the door opens.” 

Jenny trotted over to the shelf of supplies beside the grow room, while the rest of them monitored Frank for any sign of asphyxiation.

Thirty seconds before the airlock door slid open, Frank’s attempt to hold his breath failed, and he gasped in a few breaths. When he didn’t immediately drop to the floor, he gave Kyle a murderous smile. Then he stumbled to the side, blinked in confusion, and slumped to the ground, unconscious.

Kyle sighed in relief, set down the tank, and ran into the airlock the moment the indicator light turned green.

With Dana’s help, they pulled the big man out of the airlock and rolled him onto his stomach. They had to loop the tape around his wrists a dozen times before they were confident it would hold. Then they taped his ankles together. Frank continued to draw slow, regular breaths.

Kyle turned back to the airlock door and felt a moment of dread at the sight of Stewart standing on the opposite end of the hall. He still held the gun but wasn’t running toward them. Instead, he sneered at Kyle and turned on his heel, grabbing a hammer on his way back to the Atrium. Kyle sighed in relief. Either he no longer had a use for Frank, or he had more pressing matters to attend to. Like getting the laboratory notebook.

“Dana, did you manage to connect to the network?” Kyle asked.

She had seen Stewart too and was looking at where he’d disappeared with a knitted brow.

“No. I couldn’t even log in. They must have revoked everyone’s authorization but their own,” she said, gesturing at Frank with a pained expression. “If Control doesn’t send someone to investigate the tripped sensor soon, then they did more than just silence the alarms. I’m guessing they set up a dummy repeater on one of the spare servers, something designed to display all the information normally received by Control but altered to show business as usual.”

“Alright. We’ll need to find another way to get through to the guards.” He looked out over the Conservatory, but no exits had appeared since the last time he checked. “We might be able to break through the Conservatory’s wall and send someone out to warn them in person,” he said, only to be met by a startled look by Eric.

“Cause a breach? You can’t be serious. What about the plants, the algae? We’ve put so much work into this place.”

“That does sound excessive,” Dana said. “Why don’t we let them get whatever their after and leave? Even if they manage to get past the guards and escape, what’s it matter to us if they take some weightless matter with them?” 

He shook his head.

“We can’t let that happen.”

There was no help for it. He needed them to appreciate the gravity of the situation. If that meant divulging classified information, he would do it.

They stared at him, seeing that he had more to say.

“You remember that laboratory notebook I took from SyntheTech?” he began, addressing Dana. “The one from Dr. Ward’s lab?” 

She nodded.

“Is that the research they mentioned in the news?” Eric asked, at the same moment Jenny said, “The one you escaped with?”

“That’s the one. They’re keeping it here at the training facility. And now Stewart’s trying to steal it. To sell it to the highest bidder, I presume. That’s why he was saying it was just business when he put us in the LCA.”

“He put you in the LCA?” Eric asked, his eyes wide. “And I thought we had it rough.”

“A story for another time. We have to get word to the guards outside.”

Eric looked over his shoulder at the Conservatory’s walls and the darkness of night beyond. His shoulders slumped in defeat.

Kyle didn’t blame him. A breach was the very thing he’d been trained to avoid, so making one intentionally was sounding more and more like a terrible idea. But contaminating an environment he’d worked so tirelessly to maintain wasn’t what gave him pause. It was the idea of leaving. Would that break his contract? Colonel Horton had said as much during orientation. Or worse? Would they send him back to rehab?

Dana didn’t give him the chance to second-guess himself.

“He’s right. We can’t just sit down and wait for Stewart to leave. If he’s allowed to escape, there could be another Fracture in a matter of months.”

“So, what you’re saying is, we’re the only ones who can save the world?” Eric asked, seeming to have regained some of his confidence.

Kyle couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Sure.”

“It won’t work,” Frank said groggily. Kyle wasn’t sure when he’d come awake. “You didn’t think we’d do this alone, did you? There’s an entire extraction team out there now, waiting for us. They’ll come in guns blazing the moment they think we’ve been discovered.”

Kyle paused at that. Of course Stewart had a way out of here. He was too smart to rely on the off chance the guards wouldn’t notice something. This was too important a prize to let slip through their fingers.

“Who are you working with,” Dana said, the first to recover from the news. “Why now?” she asked when he didn’t answer her first question, but he remained silent. He seemed to realize he’d given up more information than he should have already.

“Because the protesters won’t be there for much longer,” Kyle said in realization.

At Dana’s blank look, he remembered she hadn’t been briefed at all on the joint section meetings she’d missed. From the look on Eric’s and Jenny’s faces, they had no idea what he was talking about either.

“A news crew is coming into the facility in a few days. They’ve been given permission to film one of our Buckler games, show us eating in the Mess, and interview a few people. They want to reassure the world we aren’t being mistreated or used for some kind of secret government experiment. Since that’s all the people outside seem to be protesting, most of them will probably leave as soon as its aired. Stewart must have realized an extraction team wouldn’t be able to get this close unnoticed without a crowd to blend in with.”

“If they’re really out there,” Eric said, “it’s all the more reason to warn the guards.”

Kyle nodded. 

“Let’s get to work.” 
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There was just one small problem with his plan. While the Conservatory’s walls were as clear as glass, they were also as hard as stone. It might as well be indestructible for all the progress they were making.

Kyle lowered the pipe and took a step back from the scuffed pane of glass, huffing from exertion. He’d handed out whatever implements they could find in the room to cut, chip, or pry their way through the Conservatory’s wall. Only a few minutes had passed since they started, but already sweat beaded on his forehead, and his hands were numb from the jarring impacts of the pipe against the glass. Meanwhile, Stewart was back in the Atrium, prying open lockboxes at random. Eventually, he and Rebecca would find the right one and escape with their prize.

A bead of sweat drifted before his eyes, and he focused on it. It took a moment to realize why the sight was so odd. Then it came to him. He’d spent so much time in the Conservatory lately that its near silence had made him uneasy. Tripping the weighted air sensor had automatically cut off the ventilation.

“What is it?” Dana asked, having noticed him standing there and staring into the distance.

“What if I had a way to get us to the Atrium airlock unseen?”

“Without getting shot, you mean. How?”

He pointed up.

It took a moment for Dana to follow his finger and make the connection.

“You want to crawl through the ventilation? What is this, an action movie?”

“I’m serious. The fan turned off the moment the weighted air sensor was tripped, and all the vents lead to the same place. The environmental control room is right next to the Atrium.”

“Which is exactly where Stewart and Rebecca are.”

“They’ll be too preoccupied with the lockboxes to notice me. I just have to jump inside the airlock and close the door. I’ll be home free.”

“Assuming the airlock is bulletproof,” Eric interjected. He and Jenny had both stopped hammering at the walls.

“It is,” Kyle said, remembering Larry’s comment when he’d asked him to break through the airlock door to reach Dennis. It was made of the same stuff as the Conservatory’s walls, which had proven to be incredibly resilient.

“If you’re going, then I’m going,” Dana said, her tone brooking no argument.

Kyle opened his mouth, but he couldn’t think of any reason why she shouldn’t, and even if he could, it was unlikely to dissuade her. 

“Alright, but Eric and Jenny, you should both stay here and keep working on the walls. Maybe a guard will patrol close enough to hear you.” He didn’t mention how unlikely that would be. With all the protesters gathered around the fence, they would all be busy patrolling the perimeter. 

Eric, either not keen on the idea of going back to the room in which he’d once been assaulted, or eager to spend more time with Jenny, nodded his agreement. 

Kyle walked over to the animal pens, noting that the chickens and goat were awake and not at all happy with the noises the humans were making. Stopping beneath the vent, he unzipped his weighted jumpsuit and pulled it off limb by limb. Once off, he started on the buckles of his harness.

“Well?” he asked, seeing Dana’s hesitation.

She shook her head, then set about stripping down to her own skinnies, a plain white shirt with shorts similar to his own but blue in color. He tried to keep from staring as he realized what gave her pause. Her wet clothing clung to her like a second skin, outlining the sports bra beneath her now semi-transparent shirt.

“I hope you both get shot,” Frank said. He had long since stopped struggling against his bonds. The words had little effect on Kyle, but Dana visibly gulped. An hour ago, she had worked in congenial silence next to the man, and now he was wishing for her death.

Kyle settled slowly to the man’s side and plucked the badge from his breast pocket.

“What’s that for?” Dana asked.

“You said they took away everyone’s access to the network. If Frank still has access, this should get us through the Atrium airlock.”

As much as he tried to hide it, Frank’s disappointment was visible behind his sneer.

Kyle looked up, adjusted his footing, then leapt gently into the air. Long hours of changing filters throughout the facility had given him enough practice to latch on to the vent’s frame in one try. Dana, on the other hand, undershot her leap, and had to wait for several seconds for her momentum to bleed off, and for gravity to ease her back to the ground. She fell far faster than he would have, her weight still much greater than his own from her time spent outside. Kyle caught her hand the second time around and guided her to a handhold.

Stripping off the vent’s filter, he exposed the grate and the huge blades of the fan beneath. He wedged his fingers into the grating and pried it free. It was weighted and far heavier than he anticipated. It fell to the floor below with a clatter, causing Frank to curse and flinch away. Beyond the blades of the fan, he could see a tunnel stretching into the darkness.

Here goes nothing, he thought, and climbed in.

Dana crawled through after him, eyeing the dinner-plate sized fan blades as if they might start moving again at any moment.

He motioned for her to follow, and together they headed deeper into the ventilation of the New Heights Training Facility. 

The light coming into the open vent behind them was just enough to illuminate the metallic walls of the tunnel ahead. To accommodate the airflow needs of the facility, the ventilation ducts were wide, about a meter in height and width, giving them plenty of room to move around. Crawling through the ventilation system was not nearly so awkward as Kyle had seen in the movies. They moved along with their fingertips and socked toes without making much of a sound, their weight barely able to deform the thin metal of the duct. 

At the first turn of the vent, he peered around the corner. The darkness was broken by a shaft of dim light some distance away.

It took several minutes to reach the vent he wanted, the only one they’d come across which had no fan. All air within the facility was directed here, the environmental control room.

Seeing no sign of Stewart, he pressed himself against the side of the vent and gestured for Dana to join him. In the confined space, there was no avoiding contact. She pulled up alongside him, brushing shoulders. Her clothes were as damp as his own and goose flesh prickled the bare skin of her arms as she shivered.

“This is it. They could be right outside, so keep quiet. If you hear anything, get back up into the vents as quickly as possible. Alright?”

She nodded.

With numb fingers, he pried the grate free of its frame. Before it could fall, he twisted around and dropped down to the floor below with his feet beneath him, carried down by the weight of the grate. When his feet touched the ground, he stumbled forward and planted a hand against the wall to keep from toppling over. He narrowly avoided dropping the grate to the floor and alerting the entire facility.

Setting the grate down gingerly, he moved out of the way so Dana could drop down beside him. Kyle hopped over to the door. With an effort of will, he stilled the trembling in his fingers and grasped the doorknob. He eased it open a mere sliver and peered out.

The Atrium was no more than a dozen meters away and shadows moved along the floor inside. Beyond them stood the transparent walls of the Atrium’s airlock, their one and only path to escape in this literal prison.

A sound came from the Atrium, a groan and then snap of fatigued metal giving way.

“Can’t you go any faster?” Stewart asked.

“These weren’t exactly designed to be forced open,” said Rebecca, sounding irritated by their lack of success.

“Just hurry. The guards might begin to suspect something.”

Dana stared at him in anticipation as he closed the door.

“Is it clear?” she asked in a tone just soft enough to be a whisper.

“They’re still in the Atrium, but nobody’s between us and the airlock. I think I can make it.”

She looked him up and down. “And what were you planning once you got outside? You’re practically weightless.”

Surprised, Kyle looked down at himself. Now free of his weighted jumpsuit and harness, the slack of his skinnies hung around him like a flag swaying in the breeze.

“There’s got to be something in here I can use to weigh me down.”

“And if you trip and drop it, you’ll fall into the sky. It makes more sense for me to go. I still haven’t lost all the weight I gained from the outside. It’s more than enough to keep me grounded without having to carry anything.”

She was right. The last time he checked, he weighed just over fifteen grams. If he took one step out of this place, he would float into the sky and die like so many others before him. But the larger part of him wanted her to get out of here as soon as possible, away from the man with the gun. All she had to do was sneak past him and into the airlock. From there, she was home free.

Reluctantly, he nodded. 

“I can do this,” Dana said while rubbing her hands together. Whether it was in anticipation, or to warm them, Kyle couldn’t tell.

“Dana?” Kyle said, uncertainty getting the better of him. 

Her restless energy stilled, and she looked up at him.

“Yeah?”

“I . . . I’m sorry you got dragged into this mess. I worried about you when you were on the outside, with all those people going missing, but it turns out it’s just as dangerous in here. I just— I’m sorry. I wish things had turned out differently.”

She searched his eyes for a long moment and laid a hand on his arm.

“Why? I don’t. I’d rather be in a prison of my own free will than a prisoner in my own home, with a husband who sees me as his own personal gold mine. What he did to me was worse than a hundred Stewarts. Having you here with me. Stacy. Henry. Even Aarush. Well, that just makes everything more bearable.”

She leaned in, kissed him on the cheek, and then pulled away. Then she expressed a sentiment worthy of Eric. 

“Now, if that’s all. I’ve got a world to save.”
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Dana took Frank’s badge and cracked the door open to peer out. Without much more than a second’s pause, she slipped through and closed the door behind her.

Kyle kept the door from clicking shut and squinted through the narrow crack. 

Dana’s near-weightless steps made no sound as she traversed the distance between the Environmental Control Room and the entrance to the Atrium. Her one and only Buckler training session had made her movements far more graceful in microgravity. 

Kyle held his breath, daring to hope she could make it into the airlock unseen. He stared intently at the shadows playing across the floor of the Atrium for any sign Rebecca or Stewart had spotted her.

Dana took her last few steps to the airlock, jumped forward, and pressed Frank’s badge against the card reader. The door slid open. Two startled shouts accompanied the sound of the hissing airlock door, and the shadows on the floor jerked into sudden motion.

Rebecca was the first to come into view, jumping for the airlock door. Stewart followed, his gun pointing directly at Dana through the glass.

They were too slow. Dana was already inside, and the doors closed behind her.

Kyle sagged in relief. She had done it. All she had to do now was cycle the airlock and leave. As soon as she warned the guards, they would be crawling all over this place and rooting out Stewart’s extraction team from beyond the fence.

But the one thing they hadnt counted on, was desperate people doing desperate things. Instead of keeping his gun trained on Dana, he swung it back toward the room he’d just exited. Whatever he was pointing at, it did the trick. Dana’s hand paused above the airlock controls.

“Cycle it, damnit,” Kyle growled through his teeth.

“Hit the intercom,” Stewart said to Rebecca, who was just coming to her feet after diving for the door. She dusted off her hands and mashed the button on the badge scanner. “You have five seconds to get out of there or I put a bullet through Lieutenant Goss here.”

Was it an empty threat? He hoped Dana thought so and carried on with the escape plan. But if Stewart thought they were about to be caught, he might not have anything to lose.

Stewart began his countdown.

Dana’s hand moved from the airlock cycling controls to the door panel with a second to spare.

The door opened and Rebecca reached in to haul her out. She yanked Frank’s badge from Dana’s balled fist and snapped it in two.

Kyle watched their escape plan likewise fall to pieces. He knew he would have done the same in her shoes. No matter what the stakes, he wouldn’t let Larry bleed out in front of him while he waited behind impenetrable glass.

Once Dana was clear of the airlock, Stewart once again trained the barrel of the gun on her. He moved aside and motioned for her to enter the room with the lockboxes. Rebecca helped her along by shoving her toward the door. Near weightless as she was, she flew forward into the room, her feet losing contact with the floor.

Kyle ground his teeth when he lost sight of her. Stewart and Rebecca, to his relief, stayed in view.

“There any tape left?” Stewart asked in a hard, emotionless voice. 

“Some,” Rebecca said, heaving a shuddering sigh that seemed to say “I didn’t sign up for this.” Regardless, she moved into the room after Dana.

“Take the tape from his mouth while you’re at it,” Stewart said, motioning with the barrel of his gun.

A ripping sound came a few seconds later, and the chief of security cursed.

“My friends know what you’re doing. They’re surrounding the place right now,” Larry said.

Stewart moved the gun to the side a few inches.

“Then telling me where the research is won’t change anything. But if you don’t, I’ll put a bullet through Dana here.”

There was a long moment of silence as all of them seemed to consider what options remained available to them. Stewart’s expression remained unchanged but for a flare of his nostrils.

Kyle’s pulse raced as he watched, helpless to intervene. There were only two likely outcomes, and none of them suited Kyle.

Larry had already made his choice.

“Fifty-three,” he said. 

Stewart smiled and again gestured to Rebecca.

Over the rush of relief, Kyle distantly remembered having seen that number recently. Experiment 53. It was the last entry in the laboratory notebook.

He pulled back from the door as sounds of scraping and groaning metal emerged from the room. Rebecca would be prying at the edges of lockbox 53. Any moment now, the latch would pop open, revealing Stewart’s prize. All he had to do was exit the airlock and signal for his extraction team. They would take him clear of here, never to be seen again. Then, it was only a matter of time before his buyers managed to engineer their own Fracture.

Unless Kyle did something.

With Stewart in control of the network, he couldn’t access the airlock, he couldn’t call for help, he couldn’t do anything.

Kyle’s gaze fell on the primary oxygen generator and then the backup system.

An idea began to form.

Stewart might have control of the network, but Kyle was MedEco. He controlled the air itself.

He approached the solitary shelf in the room. Between a stack of filters and replacement absorbent for the carbon dioxide scrubber was an opaque plastic box. Undoing the latch and looking inside, he found rows of metal cylinders. There was one missing, the one Dennis had used to bludgeon Eric. Carefully, he withdrew another. It was a foot and a half in length and had caution stickers covering one end.

An oxygen candle.

When the igniter was activated, the candle would burn hot, breaking down its solid lithium perchlorate into oxygen. If the candle was set off outside the protective confines of the solid fuel oxygen generator housing, it would spew molten metal and hot gas everywhere.

As it happened, that was exactly the effect he was hoping for.

Except, short of sticking the device down the neck of Stewart’s jumpsuit, it wouldn’t stop him. He needed something with a little more boom.

Unlike its backup system, the primary oxygen generator used electricity to produce oxygen. The tank that stored the other biproduct of the electrolytic reaction had yet to be emptied this week. It was full of hydrogen gas.

Kyle detached the tank from the compressor and tried to lift it free of its stand. It moved a few centimeters before his muscles gave in to the strain. He set it back down and shook his head. There was no use. It was far too heavy for him to move alone. He’d had to get Henry’s help the last time he’d moved it.

His efforts were brought to a halt when he heard Rebecca breaking into the lockbox.

Kyle drifted back to the door and peered out just in time to see Rebecca handing Stewart a black briefcase. Once its latches were unclasped, he opened the briefcase to reveal the familiar scorched surface of the laboratory notebook inside a plastic evidence bag.

With a satisfied grunt, Stewart closed the briefcase and strode purposefully into the Atrium airlock.

Rebecca made to follow, but she stopped in her tracks when the gun swiveled to point at her.

“Stewart?”

“You’re not coming with me,” Stewart said, his demeanor cracking for the first time.

“Of course I—” she began, taking another step forward, but he thrust out the gun, cutting her off.

“No, you’re not. I needed Frank to take down Larry, and you to take down the Network. But I don’t need either of you taking a share of the payout. It’ll be easier for me to disappear this way.”

“You can’t seriously be leaving me. After what we’ve done, you know what they’ll do to me.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Truly, Bec. It’s been great working with you all these years. You were always the brains behind our software, not me.”

Before Rebecca could get another word in, he closed the door. A moment later, the buzz of the air handlers kicked in as he started cycling out.

“Damn you!” Rebecca screamed, banging on the door with the hammer she’d used to pry open the lockbox. She pressed the airlock’s intercom button and repeated the sentiment for him to hear.

“Don’t follow me, Bec. They’re only expecting me. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Rebecca slowly ceased her hammering on the door and sank to the floor, her shoulders slumping. Stewart turned his back on her and peered out the small windows on the far side of the airlock. When he turned back, he was smiling. It was not the smile he expected for someone who’d just seen a dozen security guards storming the door. Larry had been bluffing, and there was nobody to stop him now.

Nobody except Kyle. And he had a little under three minutes before the airlock completed its cycle. 

Swinging open the door, Kyle gripped the doorframe and launched himself toward the Atrium.

He pulled up short of the entrance, thinking Rebecca might try something with that hammer of hers, but she met his eyes with an indifferent gaze. The worst thing that could happen to her had already transpired. She had been betrayed. 

Stewart’s reaction was much more satisfying.

“You,” his lips appeared to say. He looked on the verge of canceling the cycle just to come out and shoot him. 

Kyle ignored him, hopping over Larry’s desk and computer and into the room beyond.

Dana and Larry sat side by side, hands bound before them by clear packing tape. The chief of security looked the worse for wear, with a split lip and darkening eye. Frank had certainly gotten the better of him in that fight. Everything below the right knee was gone but for the collapsed pantleg of his black jumpsuit. From where the prosthetic lay against the wall next to him, they had tried and failed to use it to pry open the lock boxes. Larry was staring up at Kyle with an expression that was surprisingly piteous given the man’s usual unflappable demeanor. Dana, by contrast, radiated guilt.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t just leave him.”

“You did the right thing,” he said, surveying the room for something he could use to cut their bonds. 

Of the three score lockboxes, they had managed to pry open half of them. Pieces of their locks littered the floor, but nowhere did he see something remotely sharp enough to cut through the tape. How long would it take to get to the kitchens to find a knife? Too long.

He needed help, and he needed it now.

“You’re too late,” came Stewart’s voice over the airlock’s intercom. “I have the research.”

Kyle spared a look over his shoulder to see the man waggling the briefcase in the air, his smile gloating.

Rebecca curled further into herself at the sound of his voice, dropping the hammer on the floor.

Kyle’s gaze locked on her. There was one person who might be able to help him.

“Kyle, where . . .” Dana began, only to trail off when he flew from the room and caught himself on the rim of the airlock door beside Rebecca.

Rebecca flinched when he settled down on his hands and knees beside her.

“Rebecca, I need your help.”

She didn’t meet his eyes.

“It’s too late. It’s over. They’ll lock me away for treason after this,” she said through ground teeth.

“Only if he escapes,” he said, crouching lower to meet her gaze. “If we get back that notebook, I will let everyone know it was you who helped me in the end. And I do have a plan to stop him. Please.”

She regarded him with her lips pinched together for a long moment, a moment he could scarcely afford.

“I promise you. We will make him regret what he’s done to you.”

That seemed to get through to her. A murderous resolve kindled in her eyes, and then, to his great relief, she nodded. 
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Kyle turned from the sight of Stewart’s gloating face and kicked off the airlock door. He rocketed out of the Atrium. Rebecca followed behind him at a hurried walk.

Inside the Environmental Control Room, Kyle wasted no time heading over to the tank of hydrogen gas. Rebecca followed his example, and they managed to lift the heavy tank out of its cradle. Kyle took the base of the tank, while Rebecca took the end closest to the nozzle. With his feet planted firmly beneath him under its weight, they hauled it out of the room and to the airlock door.

Stewart, rather than looking at all concerned, shook his head and lazily pressed the intercom as they lowered the base of the tank to the floor.

“You don’t seriously thing that trick will work again? I’m going out, not coming in. Only the vents on the outside are active.”

“He’s right, isn’t he?” Rebecca asked, quiet and concerned. “Was that your plan?”

Kyle smiled up at her.

“Asphyxiation is too good for him.”

From the devilish grin she returned, she heartily agreed.

He cranked the knob of the tank’s regulator counterclockwise, and gas rushed out with a loud hiss. Under normal circumstances, the hydrogen would float to the ceiling, its weight lighter than that of air, but this gas was anything but normal. This hydrogen weighed just as much as the air around it, forming a bubble of pure hydrogen around the tank. With the ventilation system off, Kyle hoped it would linger for long enough.

He grabbed the hammer Rebecca had dropped to the floor a minute ago and turned to face her.

“Get Dana and Larry out of here, back down the hallway as far as you can. Drag them if you have to.” They didn’t want to be near the airlock for what came next.

Rebecca gave him a calculating look, but the urgency was not lost on her. She nodded, gave Stewart one last resentful glance, and then hurried to do what he asked.

“Kyle, whatever you’re doing, it’s not worth it. Just let him go. They’ll catch him,” Dana called out to him as Rebecca unceremoniously lifted her off the ground.

Larry, on the other hand, gave him a single, shallow nod. Kyle got the message. Get the bastard.

He nodded back, and in seconds he was out of the Atrium and in the Environmental Control Room, grabbing the oxygen candle he’d left floating just beside the door. By the time he returned, Rebecca was walking out of the Atrium with Dana slung over her shoulder while her other arm hauled Larry by his bound wrists behind her. The chief of security tried to hop along on his one leg for a few steps but soon lost his balance and was dragged across the floor. They disappeared down the hallway leading to the Resource Quarter.

Kyle settled unsteadily on his feet several meters from the entrance to the Atrium, the weight of the hammer in his hand severely offsetting his center of gravity. He peeled off the black and yellow caution sticker on the oxygen candle to expose its blasting cap.

Stewart was leaning forward, nose to the glass, trying to read the label on the hydrogen tank a few inches from him. The moment he realized what it was, the edges of his mouth drew down and deep furrows crisscrossed his brow. Then his eyes focused on Kyle. He stood up straight again, his gun twitching up to point in his direction.

“What is that? What are you doing?”

The airlock would open any second. He had to act. Stewart was willing to put millions of lives in jeopardy, risk destroying the planet, and all for the ultimate payday. If Kyle did nothing, he wouldn’t be able to live with himself. With that certainty, though, came thoughts of another kind. They trickled through the haze of anger, seeding doubt in his mind. He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t set off an explosion next to this man. He was no murderer. 

Stewart took the decision from him. He peered down the sight of the gun and pulled the trigger. 

A muted thud reached him, and Stewart’s face was concealed by a white splotch against the airlock’s door. The glass had stopped the bullet. Then Stewart bent over, his face contorted in agony as he rubbed at his ears. He’d blown out his own eardrums in the confined space. He shook his head, aimed again, and fired. This time, the white radial pattern overlapped with the first, and chips of glass fell away.

If he kept this up, one of those bullets might get through. The thought steeled Kyle’s resolve, and he tightened his fingers around the hammer.

With one swift motion, he brought it down onto the head of the blasting cap.

Nothing happened for the first few seconds, then it popped and sizzled in his hands. In a matter of seconds, it became hot to the touch, and a hissing sound grew from a light whisper to a steady stream. 

He threw the oxygen candle into the Atrium, which should be filled from floor to ceiling with hydrogen gas. The cylinder began to emit an orange light, and gas sputtered out of one end, causing the candle to jerk around in midair.

He turned and jumped. Stewart fired a few more shots, and a bullet struck the wall with the New Heights logo in front of him. 

He just had to make it to the Residential Quarter before—

The room went white, and a concussion of air flung him into the wall. Heat seared the back of his neck, arms, and legs. It was over in an instant.

Ears ringing, he shook his head and turned to take in the results of the explosion.

A thin white smoke filled the Atrium. Not smoke. Water vapor. Through the fog, a jet of flame still burned inside the Atrium. The hydrogen tank was on its side, releasing flaming hydrogen into the air. Kyle could no longer see the Atrium’s airlock. Instead, he stared out at the same concrete path he’d walked with Crystal on his first day. 

Stewart lay sprawled on the walkway a couple meters away from the entrance.

Either Kyle’s improvised bomb had blown him clear through the outer airlock door, or the airlock had opened a second before the explosion.

Stewart moved. He crouched on hands and knees for a moment, shaking his head. Blood trailed along the rim of his ear, then dribbled off, floating up into the sky.

Even as Kyle moved closer, the fog dispersed, swirling up and toward the ceiling before being whisked out of the open airlock door. Opposing currents of air made his clothes flutter, as the weighted air outside poured in and weightless air streamed out of the facility.

A slight force strained to pull him toward the ceiling, a feeling he remembered well from the Fracture. In moments he’d be crawling along the ceiling as he’d done back then.

Stewart pushed himself to his feet, his hand miraculously still gripping the handle of the briefcase. He was alive and outside the facility with his prize.

In the distance, figures moved beneath the periodically spaced lights along the perimeter fence. The guards were coming. They would stop him.

Then came a sound, the faint staccato of machine-gun fire. Flashes of light erupted from beyond the fence, and the guards no longer advanced on the facility. They dove behind cover, or fell to the ground, unmoving. They did not return fire, and it took Kyle a moment to realize why. There were still protesters out there, camping among the trees. They couldn’t risk any stray bullets.

“You hear that?” Stewart said, catching sight of Kyle at the airlock. His hair was no longer slicked back and unmoving. Long strands of it stood tall, while others were burned short. The look complemented the mania in his eyes. “That would be my extraction team.”

For the briefest moment, his eyes flickered down and to the right.

Kyle followed his gaze and spotted the gun lying in the grass beside the walkway.

Their eyes met once more, and Stewart dove. 

Without a moment’s thought, Kyle took hold of the rim of the door and launched himself out. It was only when the sky loomed above him that he realized what he’d done. He was outside the facility with nothing to keep him grounded.

The last time he’d done this, leapt from the doorway of a facility to an uncertain fate, the media had called it the Leap of Faith. If they could see him now, what would they call this? The Leap of Folly?

Stewart reached the gun before him, but before he could bring it to bare, Kyle plowed into him. They rolled across the grass, grappling for control of the weapon.

Stewart, the heavier of the two, ended up beneath him as Kyle pried at his fingers.

The gun’s slide moved beneath Kyle’s right hand as it discharged into the sky. A hot agony blossomed across his palm a moment after the deafening sound. Blood welled from the gash, compromising his grip on the weapon.

Frantically, he let go with his injured hand and threw a punch at Stewart’s face. The blow landed across his jaw, but without his weight behind it, it did little more than enrage the man.

He made to punch him again, even as the barrel of the gun swung closer, but this time Stewart brought his other arm up to block the blow, letting go of the briefcase. Kyle was never going to win a fight with an injured hand and without his heavies, but he could win another way.

He reached for the briefcase.

Stewart, seeing what he was doing, momentarily abandoned his single-minded struggle for the gun to reclaim possession of the briefcase. But Kyle already had it by the handle. Then he used the last advantage he had: his weightlessness. He planted his feet and pushed.

Stewart’s surprised expression shrank as Kyle soared skyward. In seconds, he was a dozen meters in the air.

Remembering the gun, Stewart came to his feet and aimed up at him. He fired one shot and then another.

Kyle cringed, but he didn’t feel anything. Stewart had missed.

Visibly frustrated, Stewart pulled the trigger again, only nothing happened. Cursing, he fumbled inside the pocket of his jumpsuit and pulled out another magazine.

Kyle felt his luck run out. With a dozen more bullets, it didn’t matter if Stewart was a bad shot—he was bound to hit him. As Stewart figured out how to eject the first magazine, Kyle’s upward flight ended. He was falling back to the ground, the briefcase weighing him down.

As the seconds passed, he would become an easier target, and in less than a minute, dead or alive, he would be back within Stewart’s grasp. There was only one way to deny Stewart the most valuable and dangerous thing science had ever created.

Kyle unclasped the briefcase and pulled out the laboratory notebook. He had two choices: He could let go of the research and let it float off into the sky, or he could let go of the briefcase and join it. Only the latter option guaranteed him a few more minutes of life. Research or no, Stewart would riddle him with bullets before his feet ever touched the ground.

Kyle opened his right hand and watched the briefcase fall to the grass. He was weightless, but his heart felt heavier than it had ever been. He was going to fall into the sky. He could already feel the atmosphere enfolding him, pushing him up and out of its way.

Stewart finished loading the gun and pulled back on the slide to chamber a bullet. When he looked up to see what Kyle had done, he let out an incomprehensible bellow. Still screaming, he raised the gun and fired.

Two bullets zipped by Kyle. He pulled his arms in front of his head and curled his knees to his chest, trying to make himself an even smaller target. He wasn’t small enough.

Blinded by a sudden pain, he slapped his hand to his collarbone. Blood trickled out from between his fingers, and the red orbs floated away on the breeze.

The sudden shock was tempered by the knowledge that he could very well be shot again.

Below, Stewart continued to aim up at him, pulling the trigger whenever he lined up a shot. The next bullet missed, and then he didn’t get any more chances.

A figure came lurching out of the Atrium, plowing into Stewart.

Kyle squinted through tear-blurred eyes to see Larry’s distinctive buzzed head. He’d managed to return to the Atrium on just one leg.

While relieved he wasn’t going to be shot again, Kyle couldn’t quite call it a rescue. In a few minutes, he would either bleed to death or run out of breathable air.

Kyle fell higher. He rose above the facility itself, and then the tallest of the surrounding trees.

There was some good news. Those men and women who’d dared attack the training facility were not going to get what they came for. 

With one hand pressed against the bullet wound, he lifted the other to examine the laboratory notebook. Looking at it helped him ignore the ground far beneath him, but the sight brought with it a wave of regret.

Staring at the burned patches on the notebook’s cover, he wished he had let the flames continue to do their work. It was hard to believe it had only been a little over three weeks since then. So much had happened. He was a part of something great now, something he could be proud of. In fact, the only thing between him and complete happiness was this notebook. It had driven Stewart to betray his country and coworkers, tempted greedy individuals to attack the place he called home, and put his friends in danger. The longer it existed, the more problems it would cause.

He pulled his hand away from his shoulder and opened the clear evidence bag. This he placed into the pocket of his shorts, hoping the little weight it contained would help. Then with bloody hands, he began to tear pages free of the notebook, and then tear those pages into scraps of paper. It was cathartic, seeing the pieces float away on the wind. Minutes later, when a sliver of paper with the words Experiment 53 slipped from his numb, trembling fingers, he knew he’d done the world a service. 

As his eyes began to close, he caught sight of the facility far below, a small rectangle no larger than a postage stamp. The latticework frame of the Conservatory looked like the web of a spider, and the drone circling above it a buzzing insect soon to be snared. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
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The chicken soared through the air, smacking against Stacy’s wing with a hollow thud. With the edge of the same wing, she slashed at the now spinning ball and sent it to the other side of the arena. 

Deborah reached to intercept it, but it bounced off the tip of her wing and against the back wall just inside the two-point zone.

For this game, Kyle was a spectator. He stood outside the fence, outwardly smiling but inwardly wishing he could be in there with them. Even the thought of wearing a pair of wings made his shoulder ache.

Larry blew his whistle twice, pointing at the Solarians’ side of the arena. A trainee standing beside a large white board, updated the score. 

Deborah called for Jenny, the Aerobat’s rear drifter, to move closer to the wall. She accepted the tossed chicken and spiked it back across the midline.

Dana squatted against the floor and jumped. She held both wings side by side, forming a shield. The ball hit its center and came to a stop in midair only for Dana’s foot to meet it as she continued toward the ceiling. The chicken flew over to Fred, who kicked it back to the Aerobats. 

Kyle winced. Trying to keep track of the ball was nearly impossible without the use of his neck. He absently reached up with the arm not in a sling and adjusted the stiff collar. He longed to remove the neck brace, but if Crystal saw him without it, she would send him right back to the clinic.

Someone approached and stood at his side, and Kyle had to turn his entire body to see who it was. 

Eric smiled up at him.

“Haven’t had much of a chance to talk since . . . you know. I just wanted to say I’m glad to have you back with us. I thought I might never see you again. All we could do was wait and watch, hope Larry could find you and bring you back down.”

“Trust me, no one was more surprised than me to be alive.”

The memory of that moment, that realization he wasn’t dead, made a knot form in his throat. After making sure he wasn’t mortally wounded or disfigured from frostbite, he had panicked for another reason. He was in a hospital and no longer inside the training facility. Did that mean his contract was voided? Or would he have to go through rehabilitation again and suffer through another week of Jessie’s torture? Those worries had been for nothing. The nurse told him the oxygen in the mask he wore was weightless, and the saline in the IV too. Even the blood they gave him during surgery had been donated from one of his fellow New Heights trainees. He was nearly as weightless as he had been before.

“They said you had surgery?”

“To get the bullet out of my shoulder.”

“So you were shot. We weren’t sure. Stewart?”

“Bounced right off my collarbone and into the muscles of my neck and shoulder.” Kyle said in confirmation. “I’d say I wish he hadn’t shot me, but Aarush says that bullet saved my life.”

“Come again?”

“According to him, I reached my neutral buoyancy at about ten kilometers, a bit higher than mount Everest. After ten kilometers, the pressure, oxygen, and temperature nosedive, and I wouldn’t have lasted more than a few minutes. The eight extra grams of that bullet made all the difference. Still, I don’t think I’ll be sending a thank-you card anytime soon.”

Eric shook his head in disbelief. Whatever he might have said was cut off when a man in a Tyvek suit hurried past, camera in hand. They stepped back from the arena fence to make room for him.

“They’re going to eat this up,” the man said to nobody in particular as he tracked the chicken soaring through the air.

“You talk to our guests yet?” Eric asked as soon as the cameraman left earshot.

“Not yet.”

As much as Colonel Horton had wanted to postpone the arrival of reporters and a film crew following the incident, delaying it would have only created more problems. With all the gunfire and explosions taking place around the facility, the world wanted answers. 

Then there was the political angle to consider. While nothing concrete had come of the investigation over the last two days, the resulting public outcry was putting pressure on both Russia and China to sign the Redmond Accords in order to assert their innocence. And Kyle, bruised, bandaged, and with a gunshot wound in his shoulder, was the perfect kindling to add to the fire. So they had reconstructed the Atrium’s airlock in under a day, refilled the facility with the now depleted supply of weightless air, and put everything back to the way it had been. Kyle had an interview scheduled in an hour.

He was under strict instructions not to say anything of Stewart, Rebecca, and Frank’s betrayal due to the ongoing investigation. Kyle suspected there was more to it than that. Americans committing treason was not the kind of unifying message they wanted to send. As for the mutineers, they had enough evidence to lock them away for a long time. Stewart’s portable contained a treasure trove of messages sent between himself and a former colleague and then to several untraceable numbers. It seemed Stewart had used his position to weaken New Heights network security instead of strengthening it, enough to send messages without Control’s knowledge. It may have started out harmless, his desire to communicate in real time with his family and friends, but then the temptation to reclaim his former wealth drove him to reach out to shadier contacts.

Kyle had done his best to follow through on his promise to Rebecca. During each of the many briefings he’d had yesterday, in the hospital and then back in the facility’s conference room, he’d extolled Rebecca’s bravery and self-sacrifice in coming to his aid. 

Of course, not all of those briefings had been about them. He’d been grilled by so many people with stars and pins and stripes on their uniforms, he didn’t think he remembered a single one of their names or ranks. They all asked different versions of the same question. Why had he decided to blow up hundreds of thousands of dollars of equipment and vent millions of dollars of weightless air? He’d kept his head for the most part, not giving in to the urge to yell right back at them. They knew as well as him that had he not done what he did, the losses would have been much greater and the consequences far-reaching. The only person he hadn’t seen was Colonel Horton. If the colonel couldn’t be bothered to visit during a crisis such as this, maybe he wasn’t the right person to be leading the program.

With a mighty grunt, Dana launched off the floor of the arena, cocked her wing above her head, and slashed down, spiking an incoming ball. It bounced off the ceiling on the other team’s side a few feet from their diver. Despite the steep angle, they tried to dive at the ball, but their feet slipped off the ceiling, and the chicken sailed by. On her way back to the floor, she tapped Stacy’s wing in a Buckler high five.

He caught Dana’s eye as she landed, and he flashed her a thumbs-up. Her smile broadened.

She hadn’t always been this happy to see him. After his surgery and transfer to the New Heights clinic, she had stopped by to ask Crystal which part of him wasn’t injured so she could inflict an injury of her own. After the kiss she’d given him in the Environmental Control Room, it was not the greeting he’d been hoping for.

“If you died,” she’d said, “it would have been my fault. I was supposed to be the one who went out there, not you.”

The Aerobats made a good showing of it. But in the end, they lost by four points. 

Unable to clap with an arm in a sling, he whistled and hollered his approval. When Eric failed to add his applause to the chorus, Kyle looked back at the Aerobats to spot Jenny, the only MedEco member of the team. So that was why Eric was so interested in watching the game. It seemed their time locked in the kitchen’s refrigerator had sparked something between the two.

Eric parted ways with Kyle and moved off to greet her.

Kyle likewise entered the arena. With his good arm, he reached up to help pull Dana to the floor. Her black jersey with a stylized golden sun on the chest was even more impressive up close.

“You looked great up there.”

She mopped some beads of sweat from her face and smiled. 

“Wish you could have joined us.”

Kyle nodded, then reached up to help pull Stacy to the floor beside her.

Like Dana, Stacy had been furious at him for risking his life. She had been more upset at herself though, for her inability to get free of her room to help. Now, in the face of their team’s victory, she seemed to have forgotten about the ordeal. She was beaming. 

Fred and Aarush landed beside her. Only then did Stacy’s smile falter. Fred seemed to sense her shift in attitude too. He nodded politely at Kyle before leaving the arena with Aarush.

Fred had been happy to volunteer to take Kyle’s place as the rear drifter, but Stacy still hadn’t forgiven him for leaving.

“Think we put on a good show?” Stacy asked as she watched Fred and Aarush leave.

“The cameraman seemed to think so. He’s been circling the arena like a wolf, trying to see in from every angle.” Kyle gestured to the man in question, who had rushed over to the reporter and was filming her enthusiastic summary of the game.

“You ready for your interview?” Dana said, following his gaze.

“As ready as I’ll ever be. You?”

“I’ve studied the script,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “I’m supposed to tell them how terrible it was on the outside, and that New Heights has only ever been good to me. As if I didn’t have a gun pointed at me a few days ago.”

“Tell me about it. I’m supposed to pretend I was shot by one of the intruders. Of course, they’ll never ask for any specifics, so I don’t have to lie outright,” Kyle said.

“We all want the same thing,” Larry said as he walked over. He pulled the whistle from around his neck and tucked it into a pocket. “Stewart and the others will still pay for their crimes, but without a public spectacle. A little misdirection can save this program and make it harder for our adversaries to retaliate. Well worth it if you ask me.”

“Are you interviewing too?” Kyle asked.

“I already did. They got the rundown of the attack and your heroic leap out of the facility to recover and destroy the stolen research.”

“Well, great,” Kyle said, dragging his hand down his face. As if he hadn’t had enough of the media’s attention, now they were pushing this on him. Once again, it was all because of some desperate leap from the doors of a building.

“Like it or not, a hero’s just what the program needs. Better yet, we’re giving them one they already know. Without you, we might never have known what caused the Fracture. Now, you’ve made sure another Fracture won’t happen again.”

“I have the coolest boss ever,” Stacy said, trying and failing to suppress a squeal of excitement. She jumped a few feet into the air.

Dana rolled her eyes as she bent to retrieve their duffel bags from the floor.

“Come on, let’s get cleaned up. I have an interview to prepare for.” As they leaned on one another and headed off toward the locker room, Dana said, “did I ever tell you how he saved my life in the LCA?” At the shake of Stacy’s head, Dana looked back and winked at him, then started talking animatedly.

Kyle smiled in spite of himself. 

“Don’t get too full of yourself,” Larry cautioned. His usually gruff voice held a hint of amusement. “You pissed off a lot of powerful people with that stunt. Don’t worry, I’m not one of them. I understand why you did it. I just want you to be ready for some fallout.”

A cacophony of chimes echoed throughout the gym as dozens of portables went off at once.

Fishing his own device out of his pocket, Kyle read the facility-wide message.

All New Heights trainees, report to the Atrium at 1430 for a mandatory briefing by Commander Horton.

Kyle met Larry’s gaze, and they both raised eyebrows. The briefing was scheduled for ten minutes from now.

“Commander Horton?” Kyle asked. “Did he get a promotion?”

Larry snorted. “If he were in the Navy and Coast Guard maybe, but the Air Force doesn’t have a rank of commander. It’s usually a title given to officers in charge of military bases or flight units. Last I checked, this wasn’t a military installation.”

“Typo?”

Grunting, Larry set off toward the Atrium, and Kyle followed, his curiosity getting the better of him. 
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Kyle and Larry were the first to reach the Atrium, just in time to see three suited people waiting inside the new airlock. Even as they arrived, the light beside the door turned green, and the door hissed open.

“Colonel Horton, sir. I wasn’t expecting you,” Larry said. 

The rectangular window in the mask of the suit framed the colonel’s face in much the same way as the TV had in the conference room. This was the first time Kyle had seen the man in person since the day he arrived at the facility.

Instead of answering, the colonel reached up and pulled the helmet from his head.

“Colonel Horton,” Kyle said, taking a step forward in alarm.

They had just resealed the building, and here was the facility’s interim director, breathing weighted molecules all over the place.

Colonel Horton revealed the barest hint of a smile.

“Not to worry, Doctor. We’re harmless.” 

He paused to take in a deep breath, then nodded at the two behind him. They both took their helmets off in turn. Kyle couldn’t have assembled a more mismatched duo if he tried. The taller of them was a gangly, middle-aged man with glasses and a goatee. He seemed to stare down his nose at them more than his height necessitated. The shorter of the two, an Indian woman with a pixie haircut, stared in open-mouthed fascination at everything from the plain white walls to the cluster of men and women in jumpsuits gathering before her.

“What’s going on?” Kyle stammered, gesturing lamely at the helmet cradled in the colonel’s arm.

“It might have crossed your mind that I’ve been highly negligent in my duty as the New Heights interim director. Unfortunately, my absence was unavoidable. Me and my guests here have spent the last twenty days in rehab, sweating out all our water and replacing it with the weightless variety. As you can imagine, we’ve still got a good amount of weight to lose, but I’ve been assured its unlikely to contaminate the rest of you.”

Thinking back, ever since Kyle joined New Heights, he hadn’t once seen the colonel breathing weighted air outside his Tyvek suit. In all their video conferences, he could have been anywhere, even a small chamber filled with weightless air. If he’d had to go through anything similar to Kyle’s rehab, it was no wonder he always looked haggard and exhausted.

As Kyle mulled over the steps they’d need to take to process out the excess weighted matter from the waste and air, he almost missed Larry’s question.

“Sir, you were listed as Commander in the facility-wide message. Is there something I should know?”

“I know what you’re thinking. No, we haven’t militarized the program. NASA still runs the show, and they’re still an independent civilian agency. Commander is actually NASA’s term, if you can believe it. They give it to the senior crew member in charge of the shuttle missions. I am your interim director no longer. I’ll be joining you in space.” The colonel unzipped his crinkly Tyvek suit to reveal a plain white jumpsuit with a single band of gold thread across the breast pocket. He no longer hid his smile. It looked misplaced on his usually hard and imperturbable façade.

“Congratulations, sir,” Larry said, while Kyle stared slack-jawed. 

“Don’t seem so surprised, Doctor. They weren’t going to send a ragtag bunch of civilians into space without supervision. This program needs more expertise than could be found within the Radius. Which reminds me.” He gestured to the two people with whom he’d entered. The pair shared a glance and then unzipped their outer covering to reveal their own jumpsuits. “This is Doctor Meera Singh, a psychologist from the Mayo Clinic, and this is Doctor Samuel Decker from the Los Alamos National Laboratory. I have mentioned him before. He was one of Doctor Ward’s collaborators. He will be MatFab’s new first officer.” The woman wore a red jumpsuit very similar to his own, though without the officer stripes. The man, by contrast, wore a blue jumpsuit with three bands of silver across his breast pocket. It was the exact jumpsuit Henry had worn.

“Is Henry leaving?”

“No. He’s graciously agreed to step down to the role of a specialist to fill the gap left by one of MatFab’s earlier departures.”

Kyle frowned, wondering if graciously stepping down was code for being forced out by someone of influence who felt they deserved the spot.

Dr. Decker looked Kyle up and down.

“You’re the one who lost the notebook?”

Kyle stifled a shudder under his cold gaze.

“It didn’t look like the fight was going well for our side, so I thought it prudent.” He had rehearsed this response so often, the words sounded truthful even to him.

“No matter,” Colonel Horton said. “Doctor Decker has some experience with the Apparatus. He is confident we can piece it back together without the notes.”

“Not to say it will be easy,” the doctor said dryly. “Even after it’s built, it could take us years to determine the exact settings used.”

Kyle could barely contain his disappointment. He had hoped his actions would put an end to the government’s plan to recreate the device. It seemed their greed and ambition were not so easily curtailed.

Kyle looked away from Dr. Decker’s scrutinizing gaze and shook hands with Dr. Singh.

“I look forward to having you in my section, Doctor Singh. Let me know if you need anything. I’m sure our second officer, Doctor Jenson will be able to help you set up shop in the clinic.”

“That would do nicely. I’m very excited to be here.” Her voice was soft and reassuring, and Kyle couldn’t decide if it was natural or a product of her profession.

“Believe it or not, we also have a solution for the recent departures in NavSys,” Colonel Horton said. “Congratulations, First Lieutenant Goss, you are now NavSys’s second officer and pilot. You will also be elevated to the rank of Captain.”

Larry’s expression, usually as emotionless as the colonel’s, flickered from confusion, to shock, and then to sincere gratitude all within the span of a few seconds. Kyle got the impression he’d given up on the hope of rising in rank after whatever incident had claimed his leg.

“Thank you, sir. I’m happy to accept, and of course work under your command.”

“Just try to act surprised when I make the announcement to the rest of the trainees. Speaking of which. Most seem to have arrived.”

A crowd had gathered just outside the Atrium, a mix of reds, blues, and yellows. They all seemed as surprised as he had been to see their guests outside of their Tyvek suits.

The reporter and her cameraman began to set up near the front of the crowd, but Colonel Horton simply waved his hand, and they dutifully lowered their microphone and camera. It was clear who called the shots. No doubt all footage would be confiscated on their departure to crop out anything the government didn’t explicitly approve. Kyle’s growing desire to spill the beans about Stewart’s treachery during his interview were dashed.

He spotted Dana and Stacy arrive near the back of the crowd; their hair wet from their hurried showers. He congratulated Larry on his promotion and then headed over to them.

The colonel soon began delivering his announcements. At first, he reiterated much of what he’d told Larry and Kyle, introducing the new additions to the crew, Larry’s promotion, and his own role as the commander of New Heights. His last words were new, however, and Kyle stood on his toes to look over the heads of the crowd.

“Construction of the Stratus One is underway, and in a year’s time, we’ll all be aboard and flying it to the edge of space. There we will recover the bodies of those we lost during the Fracture and lay them to rest. In the meantime, we all have a lot of training to do.”

The crowd applauded and then parted as he walked through, shaking hands and exchanging greetings.

Kyle felt a tug on his sleeve, and he turned to find the reporter beside him. She grinned at him through the plastic visor of her helmet and offered a gloved hand.

“I’ve been eager to meet with you, Dr. Kessler. Would you mind if we did the interview before dinner?”

After shaking her hand, Kyle grudgingly agreed. Better to get it over with. He followed her down the hall to the Residential Quarter and showed her into his room. 

“We’ll start off with an introduction,” she said as soon as she had him seated in the chair at his desk. The cameraman knelt on the floor for the best angle, while she sat on his bed, her hand stretched out to hold the microphone just out of view. “Did you review the script? Don’t worry about getting it right the first time. We’ll film it as many times as you like.”

Kyle nodded as he stared into the camera. He had received all the questions beforehand and practiced his carefully scripted answers. Knowing she was more a publicist than a journalist made it easier to quell his nerves.

Larry was right. They all wanted the same thing.

“I am Kyle Kessler, and I weigh one-twentieth of a pound. As one of the lightest people on Earth, I will be among the crew who cleans up our skies and brings our lost loved ones back to the ground. After that? I hear we’ll be building a moon base, floating on the clouds of Venus, and taking a stroll on Mars.”
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