
   [image: Cover: Earth 7 by Deb Olin Unferth]

   
      
         i

         Praise for EARTH 7

         
            ‘Earth 7 begins where most love stories would give up: with the world already gone. In the tradition of Ursula K. Le Guin, Unferth uses the machinery of speculative fiction to ask the oldest questions: what is a self, what do we owe the living, what survives us. She answers with dark humour, philosophical daring, and a love story that has no business blooming on a fallow Earth.’

            Jonathan Miles

            
                

            

            ‘A brilliant feast of wisdom and imagination, virtuosic and urgent, full of humour and love.’

            Brandon Hobson

            
                

            

            ‘A crystalline, poetic, witty, and haunting post-depopulation tale of loss, adaptation, unexpected beauty, and surpassing love. Every moment is enrapturing, every twist heart-seizing in this keenly imagined, ravishing, and profound celebration of life in extremis.’

            Booklist (starred review)ii

            
                

            

            ‘Earth 7 is an elegy to the world we have now, already disappearing, and at the same time, it’s a message in a bottle, an offering of hope for some far-off future. Intimate and wistful and hypnotic, full of rich detail and beautiful writing.’

            Charles Yu

            
                

            

            ‘An epic sci-fi masterpiece … The breadth and scope and granular texture of this book make it an insane literary sleight of hand … I adore this book. There is a whole universe inside it. Everyone who lives on planet Earth should read it.’

            Rita Bullwinkel

            
                

            

            ‘Remarkable … Unferth shines in her ability to craft relatable characters in extraordinary circumstances, and the novel remains accessible even as it explores deep ontological questions about the nature of life. This is profound.’

            Publishers Weekly (starred review)

            
                

            

            ‘There is no false hope about the end of the world as we know it in the extraordinary Earth 7, but there is humour and light, depth and brilliance and beauty and strangeness.’

            Elizabeth McCracken

            
                

            

            ‘Unferth’s vision of a denuded Earth, and the tenacity of life, feels strikingly real and moving, as she skilfully shifts register from intimate characterisation to cosmic epic.’

            Bookseller

            
                

            

            iii‘With humour and unmatched imagination, Deb Olin Unferth writes about humanity in all its facets – our destructiveness and our failures, but our capacity for love, too (however imperfect).’

            Rachel Khong

            
                

            

            ‘Electric, hilarious, and harrowing … With her signature absurd genius, Unferth has created a shocking and moving speculation that I suspect breaks new ground in climate fiction.’

            Jessica Anthony

            
                

            

            ‘[Earth 7 unfolds] over vast vistas of time and space, profound, funny, alarming, and imbued with love and sorrow for our lost world. A quirky, bold, and endearing masterpiece of climate fiction.’

            Kirkus (starred review)iv
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         In those years, the sky was full of sulfur and diamonds, shot into the air by cannons to scatter the sunlight. The population of Earth had been falling for decades, and the drop did not have a sole cause. And Rosemary was leaving. She was taking her child with her, of course. The child was five, had a grave face and a funny little march, and could have become anyone at that point, her mind still plastic and watery.

         
             

         

         They said their goodbyes to the team. Dr. Das came in with a gift for the child, a cloth animal. No one could tell what it was supposed to be—a snake? Everyone assumed Rosemary was leaving to protect the child—from radiation or disease—and she let them think that, but really she was leaving because she was sick of people, had put up with them long enough, she felt, had certainly given them a fair chance. There were fewer people, yes, but still too many, too close together, and she’d had it.

         She and the child got on the company bus and rode it to the coast. They slept on a ship, ferried below in a submarine. Two days of travel. At last they sank into a circle of glowing pods.

         Rosemary pointed at one of the orbs. “That’s ours.”

         A few sea trees, a hulking nuclear generator. Some leftover construction equipment. The child clutched the cloth animal.6

         “Can we go back up now?” 

         “Not yet.”

         They gathered their things. They walked through the decompression chamber and entered the pod.

         Years went by.
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         The child marching back and forth across the pod, the swoosh of her pants.

         
             

         

         Soft chatter. Over dinner. At lesson time on her device. Rosemary on the far side of the pod at her workstation.

         
             

         

         The child in her safari greens, sitting on the rug, zooming through screens with her finger, talking to herself, something about insects. Or constructing a school assignment with paper and paste, singing. Or pressing a button to lower the shades, pressing it again to raise them.

         
             

         

         A message from Rosemary’s colleague Dr. Das. Have a look at my notes. I’m not sure I get what you’re doing here.

         
             

         

         The child trying to squeeze her stuffed snake into the grower, narrating a story about a snake and a lettuce conversing. “Will you be my friend?” the snake said solemnly.

         
             

         

         A bit smaller than Rosemary would like. Efficient cubes and rectangles—beds, tables, chairs. A slightly antiseptic smell, not so different from the lab. Windows all the way around, the sea lit up by blazing flood lamps. A dozen machines humming.8

         The bright banner, Welcome to Sea Garden, came down pretty quickly. A vase of fake flowers also disappeared. A serviceperson came by wearing a company cap low enough that you couldn’t see his eyes. He tested the generator, waggled his fingers at the child, called out two incomprehensible syllables, floated off.

         
             

         

         White sounds: The nuclear generator churning from cycle to cycle. The grower spraying at intervals. Any shifting of their bodies. The air blowing through. Lights clicking on and off. The glug of water outside. A rumbling in the distance—the other pods. Rosemary listened. In the early days, she figured the sounds would soon fade from her awareness, but they never quite did, and became distracting.

         
             

         

         The child cutting with her safety scissors. “But I hate it here,” she explained.

         Tantrums. Sleep.

         Staring.

         Water.

         Rosemary giving her extra lessons because the schooling she was getting was pitiful.

         
             

         

         In the next stage, Rosemary signed the child up for excursions, though they were a hassle and expensive. The child began leaving on a schedule. Monthly school field trips, five nights each. “Socialization.” “Community.” For the first time, Rosemary was alone in the pod for a few days and felt relieved—now she could work! She opened all her files at once and sank into them. She had what she thought of as her day work and her night work. But on the third day she felt an odd pain. Yearning for child, she noted. See that? People thought she wasn’t normal, yet here she was, 9normal enough. She got up from her workstation and went to the window. Water, she thought. The child came back from the trips different, full of chatter, zipping around the room, running in circles, tossing pillows into the air. It took days to get her back to herself and then she slept as if ill.

         
             

         

         No, Rosemary was not interested in Sea Garden socials, holiday parties, or game nights. Even discussing them was oppressive.

         Could the child go alone?

         Of course not. How was she supposed to get there? Walk through water? Rosemary had not opted for a corridor between the pods, as others had, and no, she was not going to have one built, and no, it was too costly to get a vehicle to come to pick up only her and bring her back. Besides, the child didn’t need sweets and colored plastic. Rosemary refused all invitations.

         
             

         

         She reached in and reversed a line of code, studied it, reversed it again with a small alteration, until the child interrupted with a chirp.

         Did she silence her daughter a bit too much? Maybe. Rosemary trained her to wear headphones, to talk so softly that the sound occurred only in her own head. The child screamed but after a while obeyed, grew silent, words lining up and going by in her mind. Rosemary could look at her and almost see the thoughts moving through, her mouth twitching but staying shut. Rosemary rewarded her with talking sessions.

         
             

         

         When the child went to sleep, Rosemary closed down her day work (on DNA) and opened up her night work (on consciousness) from its hidden digital vault. Hours passed—Earth hours, was how she’d begun to think of them.

         But wasn’t she on Earth?10

         Yes, but if she turned off her screen and hovered her fingers above the keypad, it was as if she were lodged in a dark void, underwater tides, infinity, rolling by out there. She focused better than ever, her mind widening, connections clicking together, vast strings of them across her brainscape, lines of letters and numbers. She could barely feel her feet held to the floor by gravity. She could almost feel herself release, unhook, from her own body, loosen from Earth (that was it, she could use that), as she worked and worked and worked. The transfer of consciousness, was it possible?

         
             

         

         Several crucial breakthroughs for Rosemary during this stage. She knew she could do even more in the right conditions. She tried to isolate each sound, track it down, see if it could become yet quieter. Could this be muffled or turned off? Each watt of light from a machine: Could it be dimmed or darkened? Could she cover it with a piece of black electrical tape? In this way she made the pod less and less human, more what it could be—ocean or outer space.

         
             

         

         Sometimes while the child slept, she lay down on the tiles and felt the hum of the pod. She forgot nearly everything from above: people she’d known and their trivial, complex, difficult psychologies. Theories that were so human rooted as to be useless. She thought about things that contained the properties of acceleration: suns and other galaxy bodies. Human creations: rocket thrusters, kites. If the child woke, she was frightened. Rosemary would get to her feet, turn the nightlights back on, and sing her a song about a bus, its wheels on a circular journey.

         This was the stage in Rosemary’s life when the night work took over. Human time began to lose meaning. Numbers became artificial, names theatrical, stillness a fiction. Once she understood these as illusions, she couldn’t go back to pretending. She’d 11always been this way a little, but it grew more pronounced in the pod.

         The child, meanwhile, enjoyed time segments (birthdays, mornings, dinnertime), she wanted “friends,” found names convenient, went by one on field trips.

         And she wanted to leave the pod. It was frustrating.

         
             

         

         Outside, the sea trees broke into pieces and floated away. The sand on the shelf went by in surges. Some of the pods were being renovated, more corridors added between them. Noisy construction. Several pods emptied, residents left. A dozen pods darkened. A dozen more. Rosemary preferred it that way.

         
             

         

         The child waited at the windows day and night. She said she didn’t want to miss the fish when they came. Later—when it was clear no fish were coming—she just liked to stand there, she said. And no, she didn’t want a talking session about it.

         
             

         

         The child went on fewer and fewer field trips and then stopped altogether. (Why? Rosemary had been told, but couldn’t recall.) The child was in the pod all the time now, pacing or lying on the floor, jiggling her knee. She had developed an outrageous habit of tapping her fingers against the window, drumming.

         Possible side project: Put the child in stasis—?

         What did you just say? All right, no.

         But sometimes the two of them sat side by side on the rug, talking.

         
             

         

         Then she was no longer a floor child. One way you could see she was growing up. She sat on a chair or folded herself onto the sofa, a calf hanging over the armrest. She rested her arms on the counter. She liked raised surfaces. (And did she spend more 12time standing or was she just taller?) The floor stopped existing as a play space. Rosemary considered how the child would never see the floor in the same way again. The floor would mostly disappear to her. Rosemary integrated this into her understanding of space and matter. The world vanishes piece by piece, she thought. Either because it is too much in view or not enough.

         
             

         

         A new, ferocious variety of tantrum emerged that slayed Rosemary. Wild expressions of despair shouted across the pod. The child hated “living in a vat at the bottom of the fucking ocean!” and said, “Fish are lucky to be extinct!” Rosemary lifted her fingers from the trackpad long enough to explain that she knew very well they didn’t live at the bottom of the ocean. They were on a shelf was all. There were certainly farther depths. “I doubt it!” Screamed. But there were opportunities here—school, entertainment. This whole pod could be hers when she turned twenty-one. “I’d rather die!” It could be a solution.

         A little while later, a closing observation, delivered coolly: “Only a very fucking cruel person would keep me here.”

         The sort of conversation they had.

         
             

         

         Rosemary had a question for Dr. Das.

         He wrote back, What do I know about raising a child? 

         You raised me, more or less.

         Incorrect. I supervised your internship. 

         She repeated the question. Waited.

         Bring her back and raise her yourself.

         She repeated the question. Waited. Earth days and Earth days.

         I’ll consider it.

         One more note from him the next day. She’d need her inoculations.

         
             

         

         The child could no longer properly be called a child, Rosemary conceded. She was a “teen.” In this stage, Rosemary recognized 13the utility of names. She knew names could be useful, of course, but she now experienced their convenience with such force that it felt like a revolutionary discovery. One word could encircle a jumble of ever-changing cells, could label it, even as it resisted definition. If the jumble had a name, you didn’t need a definition. You didn’t have to admit that you couldn’t fully know or understand it. She must have given the child a name at birth, or at least a reference number, for the documents. (Rosemary herself had a name, after all.) What was it? She couldn’t remember. What did they call her on the field trips? They’d needed a distinguishing marker for each child. (Had Rosemary gotten a little strange in the pod? The idea flickered and blinked out.) She considered, recalled. When the child was born she’d wanted a marker that expressed many points on an axis, many variables to be solved for. She had named the child XY.

         “What kind of bonkers name is that?” the child demanded.

         Well, who was she, then?

         “Dylan, you idiot. People call me Dylan.”

         So the child had named herself. It was a terrible name. Might Rosemary call her XY?

         “No!”

         The child became Dylan.

         
             

         

         Briefly, a betterment between them. Then a new, mysterious silence descended. It happened so gradually that at first Rosemary didn’t notice.

         Dylan staring through eight inches of acrylic, the exterior lamps blazing.

         Rosemary sitting at her desk, consumed by the question of two minuscule pairings, how to shift their position so they’d be closer together in space and therefore time, how precisely she could read the effect. Day work: the reconstitution of life from twin helixes.14

         It was the most ordinary day of the decade for them. Twenty feet of purified air between them. Hundreds of miles of water rushing by.

         There went that tapping. Dylan thrumming her fingers along the wall.

         Rosemary sighing, saying it was morbid of her daughter to stand there like that. Why couldn’t she stare at her screen like a normal person, instead of at nothing at all?

         Dylan, not answering.

         Could she at least turn off the exterior lamps? The lights were intolerable. They gave Rosemary a headache.

         Dylan, not answering.

         So, no, Rosemary didn’t have the slightest inkling that anything was amiss, until the moment Dylan cried out, “Oh!” in a way that made Rosemary lift her head. There came a heavy sonic thud. The sand on the shelf rose in a tall wall, charged forward, and broke over the pod. Rosemary pushed back her chair and got up.

         Outside was something that looked like a spaceship. A triangle of silver had landed on the sand. In her years underwater, she’d seen nothing like it. It must be an emergency. The emergency, she thought. A new wave of depopulation. Depop: the old way of thinking. The moment turned white. The sounds she no longer heard, the ones that had thinned away with time, though she thought she’d hung on to them, she heard them, they came roaring in.
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         Dylan Stein, lanky, slouched. In another life, she might have been a skateboarder. In another time she might have had bird tattoos, beaded barrettes, a handful of joints, been nodding along to a tune. Instead she had sat, stood, slumped, waited by those pod windows so long, her brain felt as if it had been buffeted by the force of the water, like the dead sea trees that had washed away over the years, or as if her brain had softened into a blob and dissolved, leaving behind an empty glow under a lamp, her mind.

         
             

         

         In the early years, Dylan believed her mission was the fish. (Why else would she be there?) She was to sit quietly (which, honestly, humans had never been good at—that should have been a hint) and watch it all come back, roe by roe, not on screens from land, but from your own private underwater cabin, one thin layer separating you from the miracle. Because humans were ready for solutions (again)! She was learning all about it: extraction of nuclear waste one sea gallon at a time, deacidification by robot, flakes of iron sprinkled over the water like a giant aquarium, minerals shot into the sky, carbon plunged into the ground or piled up in blocks and strewn through the desert. Forget fishing forever. If the fish came back, people would love them fiercely this time—peacefully. The company had constructed the pods in the place 16most likely to see a recovery, where a faint ecosystem was hanging in there. Machinery lowered, trenches dug under water. Busy building for a decade. Deep-sea safari, shelf life. She would be there to witness the return, the revival, the arrival. Ocean, the original source of life and all that.

         
             

         

         No, she understood by age eight that she was the subject of this experiment. The pod was not a viewing station but a vial of liquid nitrogen, a Nalgene tube. She was cryopreserved, vitrified, animated to imitate life. She was fed leaves that grew without soil, that smelled like poison. She was kept “alive” on protein that tasted like plastic, looked solid but had a slushy give to it when prodded.

         She often imagined some new civilization generations from now, coming along to sightsee by the pods. They’d glide over on their nuclear membrane bus or whatnot and peer in at the Sea Garden residents, who’d be dead, frozen into their chairs, mouths hanging open. Or they’d still be alive, Dylan’s descendants, doing something dumb like playing video games or fighting, holding war tournaments where they tore each other to pieces and regenerated. Perhaps they’d sell tickets.

         
             

         

         For a few innocent years, she’d had the field trips. The children of Sea Garden were rounded up each month, herded onto a sub, and taken to see ancient shipwrecks, undetonated warheads, defunct fishing infrastructure, artificial reefs—the contents and contours of the shelf. She slept in a bunk, ate power snacks, told sea ghost stories. She was an explorer of the dead deep and the shallows. “Our mission is to find life,” said Will, their trusty education guide. “Delicate, transient life.” He wore an undersea outfit that had a bow tie printed onto it, part clown, part docent. “We wait and we search, not knowing how long it will take. I don’t know 17about you, but I plan to be here to see it. Who’s with me?” At which point thirty little hands shot up. Dylan’s too. “Me, me, me!”

         She had a shock of insight on a trip to see a graveyard. A thousand creatures the size of elephants, sea animals previously unknown, skeletons under spotlights that Will flicked on by remote. They’d congregated and all died together. This place was one of the last to be contaminated, Will said. They’d become sick and loped along as best they could until they arrived here, a holy site or birthplace, perhaps. One day scientists would study it, Will said. Build their careers on it. She stared out and understood. Nobody was waiting for any fucking fish. A new beginning was not on the way. The end had come and gone. She was part of the rubble.

         The sub wheeled around and headed back to the pods. She sat, hands folded, the weight of leagues of water pressing down on her.

         On the next trip, she led a class mutiny, demanded to go to shore. Turf expedition: amusement park, bonfire, camping, stars. She got the whole class to campaign for it, chanting and banging their lunch trays on the steel walls of the submarine like inmates. Their faces took on a frenzied, possessed gleam.

         
             

         

         Gradually Sea Garden residents gave up on Sea Garden. No one wanted to be locked in a small transparent dome—except her mother. One by one, families packed and left to take their chances on the surface. Her comrades held goodbye parties she couldn’t attend, and then they were lifting off the shelf. Pod after pod, going dark across the water, leaving her there. Her two best friends left, which was a blow. Sea Garden was transforming into something else: underwater desert island. Beachless, waterful, swimless. Meditation retreats, ecological seminars, avant-garde adventures. Ecotourists and researchers came and went. Stayed 18two weeks, three (because really it was claustrophobic down there), not years.

         
             

         

         Dylan. Trapped under a glass bowl with her mother like a couple of aberrant insects. Saved but left to suffer.

         
             

         

         Her mother. A woman so creepy she liked to turn off all the lights and lie on the floor as if they were in a coffin. Dylan got hysterical when she did that.

         
             

         

         She could smell her mother anywhere in the pod. Her clothes, her hair, her food, which she picked leaf by leaf from the grower.

         
             

         

         She could hear the groaning of machinery outside. She could hear the sea bumping against the pod, a rustling in the silence. Sometimes a nearby pod would light up and she knew there were tourists visiting but she had no way to reach them. A few weeks later, the pod would go dark.

         
             

         

         She ran her fingers along the seams of the pod, tapped the walls and windows. They were made of an acrylic mix, four shades of one color. The furniture—was it made of the same material? Yes, but it had a sheen to it, neither transparent nor obscure. Indestructible, unlike the corridors between the other pods. She could see them out the window, corridors like flimsy tubes. They looked like tin, assembled on the cheap. They broke under the force of the water, detached, or just hung there. But the pods themselves were solid, would last until the end of time. Then you could shake them out and start again.

         The only feral thing was the water.

         
             

         

         Sometimes she could feel the pod swaying. She suspected its foundation had loosened and the sand on the shelf was working 19 like tiny rollers, moving the pod, sliding it slowly toward the edge of the shelf, where it would slip off and fall to the depths with her inside.

         
             

         

         Nothing to do but wait at the window. Each segment of water lit up as it twirled by. The sand mixed in made the water visible, full of tiny planes, fractions of illumination. She worked to see as far as she could—into the next stretch of water, and the next. Water raveling away, dragging its sediment with it. Motion all around her and inside her, too, as fluid swept through her body, as her cells died and were replaced, while she herself remained rooted.

         
             

         

         Sometimes she was so bored, she’d panic, feel like she was choking. A few feet away, her mother would pick up her headphones, put them on. Dylan must have made a noise.

         
             

         

         Come on, was it really that bad? Usually. But sometimes her mother did talk to her. Lecture. The great project. Life, artificial and otherwise. Her so-called preservation project: selecting animals, or rather subanimals, or their molecular representatives (DNA), and inserting them into cages, where they’d remain for all time. She hated her mother’s voice, but since she spoke so little, Dylan listened. Sometimes her mother asked questions and Dylan answered. Sometimes it was almost like having a conversation, or at least witnessing one, or being witnessed imitating one.

         
             

         

         She waited to die. While she waited, she grew. She played with her device, methodically completed her assignments (her screened-in AI classes limping along), filled out the additional homework from her mother (molecular models, devising and revising). She broke into her mother’s computer from across the room, and found it shockingly dull. She got good at intercepting messages pinging around Earth. For a long time, she didn’t interrupt or 20chime in. She listened and watched people around the world, living or describing living, or trading photos and videos of living. For a long time, she just looked at life surging—not dying. She began to make a plan.

         
             

         

         So you’re on a mission from Mars.

         Yep.

         Nice. You here to take over the planet? 

         You can keep your microwave.

         I was hoping you’d break me out. 

         Nope.

         
             

         

         That was an early exchange.

         The message she’d chosen to respond to hadn’t been secure, or that secure. It had been a question, a call. She’d listened. Not intended for her, but she’d answered and he’d answered and she’d answered. Behind his bravado, she detected a hint of curiosity, interest. She scouted out their ship with radar. It seemed to be more or less above them in the sky.

         
             

         

         That’s an absurd outfit. 

         Better than yours.

         They were exchanging photos. His name was Zee. She didn’t want to seem too excited.

         You look human. 

         I am. I told you.

         He had. He was a descendant of the original Mars settlements.

         Why does your friend look like that? There was a person behind him. She zoomed in.

         Who?

         The face guy.

         Oh. Genetic modification.21

         Mad science experiment gone wrong. 

         He’s all right.

         When are you coming to visit?

         
             

         

         Her mother, racked to her desk, a glob of light in the dark on the other side of the room.

         
             

         

         Where you been, stranger? Dylan rounded into a noodle over the keyboard, trying to keep the desperation out of her words, failing. She hadn’t heard from him in a day. They were sending messages every few hours at that point.

         Space walk around the ship. Hung upside down in the thermosphere. Replaced a spark plug.

         We have robots to do that. Hoped she sounded too proud for manual labor. In fact the robots trundling around out there broke as much as they fixed.

         You don’t want to go out for a look around?

         Oh, she did, she did.

         She’d never left the pod on foot. Once, Will had suited them up in emergency oxygen harnesses, pressurized and weighted so they wouldn’t bob to the top like floaties. He and the captain did a demonstration of walking on the ocean floor, moonwalking through the cabin making sea sounds. The whole class held hands and repeated aloud the steps in unison. Together they took a few hesitant paces across the floor, legs scissoring through imaginary water. “We look like astronauts!” Will called out. “Who wants to go to Mars?” The class tried to raise their hands in their heavy suits.

         
             

         

         Another family left, including the kid who had once been the class bully. She watched the pod go dark. If it kept going like this, she and her mother would be the only ones left.22

         
             

         

         What’s it like up there?

         Not as good as you think. Cold. Dark. Everyone lives underground. 

         Not Mars. Earth.

         I haven’t seen it.

         Why are you stuck in that spaceship? 

         Waiting my turn. Soon. Next, I hope. 

         Come get me. We’ll go together.

         Laughing sounds. Why do you have to stay in that container? Are you a criminal? 

         I’m a hostage. 

         Laughing sounds.

         Save me.

         Laughing sounds. Quit complaining. All Martians live that way.

         
             

         

         She was terrified of losing his attention. Chat about trash, sky trash, ocean trash, how they were all trash, universe debris, everything is debris, recyclables, renewables. Chat about gaming, sex, Mars sex (he referred her to a learning module). Chat about food, protein, dust, the birth of microbes, animals becoming animals from a strand so small …, strand error, machine error … The more she wrote, the more he wrote. Sometimes they programmed dots to flow to each other at night while they slept.

         
             

         

         Tell me more about your mission, Martian.

         We’re a salvage crew. 

         What do you salve? 

         Traces.

         She didn’t know what those were.

         Traces of what? 

         Earth.

         She thought of sand moving through water, fragments, evidences of Earth, elements glinting by.23

         Find anything interesting? 

         Not much left.

         
             

         

         “I can’t just live here forever,” she told her mother. “I can’t never see Earth again.”

         “That is so dull.” Her mother waved her fork. “There’s so much that humans never saw again. Everything.” She took a bite of protein. “Anyway, this is Earth.”

         
             

         

         He told stories too. They scrolled up the screen and into Dylan’s headphones, flying by. His own adventures, his lost moments, the search. They’d hovered in the dark for months, he said, coasting in the exosphere. At last the ship had dropped down through Earth’s tight band of layers, slid straight into lower orbit. A blue shimmer.

         What was it like?

         Light, he said. Mars doesn’t have this. 

         It’s dark down here too.

         Light, they rhapsodized. How all life grew from it. How all beings turned toward it.

         Earth, they said. Home. Where their biomes belonged. Boots on Earth, they said. When?

         He spent his days organizing traces others had collected. The traces were headed to Mars on cargo ships. He had to impress his superiors to get to the surface. He was working on it.

         She had an idea.

         
             

         

         I can get you Earth traces I know you don’t have.

         Of what?

         She broke into her mother’s computer with such practiced stealth and ease, she didn’t even bother to wait for her to be busy with her bizarre leaf meditations over by the grower. Trickier was 24stealing a file. Dylan was bold, didn’t care. She riffled through the files, searching for the one she wanted. Her mother didn’t even look up. She found it. A list of DNA in her mother’s preservation project, thousands of species long. Earth, humanless, abundant. She told him about it. What we’re missing out on. The traces your superiors will love. Let’s climb out of these storage containers—traces rejoining traces—and return to where we belong.

         She sent it.

         You have these?

         Yes. (Okay, well, she almost had them.) Are you coming?

         He didn’t answer.

         Not that day, or the next.
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