
[image: Red Moon by Aaron Holden, Book 1 of The Luna Odyssey]


RED MOON
Book 1 of The Luna Odyssey

CHAPTER 1 · FREE PREVIEW
Aaron Holden

[image: Endless Pursuit Publishers]
Endless Pursuit Publishers · Boise, Idaho



[image: The Black Rain over the red fields.]The Black Rain over the red fields.



Chapter 1
Things Worth Keeping

Keep what you can carry. Carry what you can’t replace.
— Carpe Diem boarding instructions, 2170


My youngest nephew asks whether a tree can miss someone.

I’m on my back under my sister’s kitchen counter when he asks, a drain valve in one hand. With the other, I find the plug of cold cooking grease somebody has poured into the waste line.

“Depends,” I say. “Who’s the someone?”

“Granddad.”

Above me, a spoon stops stirring.

Lena doesn’t answer for me. She learned years ago that I hate being rescued from certain conversations, even when I’m losing them badly.

Niko crouches at the cupboard door. He’s six, which means his questions show up without knocking and never have the decency to be small.

“The big tree has his name on it.”

“Your granddad helped plant the grove.”

“So it knows him.”

I look at the clogged valve. There are five boys in this household. Any one of them could have poured the oil. Every one of them has perfected the face of a choirboy who has never heard of oil.

“It might,” I say.

“How?”

“Roots remember where they grew. Even in the dark. Even when the tree is gone.”

Niko considers this with the gravity of a judge. Then he reaches under the counter and lays one sticky hand on my wrist.

“You should visit it.”

“I do.”

“More.”

“That sounds like an instruction.”

“It is.”

“Who authorized you?”

“Mom.”

“Of course she did.”

He grins. A strand of my hair has worked loose from its tie and fallen across my eyes, and he hooks it aside with the solemn care of a surgeon.

“You need a haircut.”

“So does everyone, apparently.”

“Yours touches your shoulders.”

“Keeps my neck warm.”

He laughs, which makes a bad joke worth having made.

I clear the valve, reseat the line, and open the tap. Water runs. Nothing weeps from the joint. It’s a small victory, but on Phobo you collect those like ration chits.

When I crawl out, Lena sets breakfast on the counter beside me.

“Thank you.”

“You can pay me by finding out who poured grease down your drain.”

All five boys become extremely busy. Dom discovers a fascinating flaw in his school slate. Derrik looks personally offended by the existence of cooking oil. Dawson studies the ceiling. Renn hides behind Dawson.

Lena folds her arms. “Gravity explains where things go,” she says. “Responsibility explains who cleans them up.”

I point my fork at her. “Better explanation.”

Niko steals a piece of my bread and thinks I don’t notice.

* * *

Outside the window, New Haven is waking up.

The eastern tram slides between the residential stacks, trailing the hum of old magnets. Growers in green coveralls cross the upper walkway with seed trays balanced on their shoulders. Below them the pressure crews file down toward the plant, carrying the continued existence of eleven thousand people in dented, unremarkable toolcases.

And at the center of everything, the Carpe Diem.

Nobody calls her a ship anymore.

She came out of a dying Earth fifty-odd years ago with nineteen thousand people asleep in her belly. My father was one of them, six years old, clutching a recording of a yellow kitchen. She settled into Stickney Crater beside the old mining town and never lifted again.

Earth went quiet two years after she landed. The long-range receivers kept listening for another decade. Then the council stopped publishing the logs.

As far as anyone knows, we’re all that’s left.

Nobody says that out loud. You hear it anyway, in the way the old ones say home and mean a kitchen the rest of us have only ever seen in recordings.

The city grew over her the way a reef grows over a wreck. Her reactor runs the plant. Her ribs hold up the market roof. Children learn to read under stenciled signs that still say DECK SEVEN. Along her flank, in letters taller than houses, someone long dead painted her name and its translation: Seize the Day.

We call her the Diem.

Either the people who named her had a sense of humor, or they had none at all. A ship called Seize the Day, asleep in a hole for half a century.

My father used to say she was only sleeping. Everyone’s father said that. It was a joke.

I’m fairly sure it was a joke.

Above the canopy, Mars hangs enormous: rust-colored continents, young seas, cloud bands that look gentle from a safe distance and are not. A century of terraforming, started by Earth and kept running by machines nobody alive has ever met, has given Mars oceans and seeded grasslands and storms that can strip a surface station to its footings. Nobody lives down there. Nobody ever has. Survey crews go down to study it and come back up, most of them. The broadcasts call it almost ready.

Almost has become a polite way of asking one more generation to wait.

Phobos on the old charts. Phobo to anyone who has to wake up on it.

Past Mars, the first stars are already out. I still check them, every morning and every night. Habit, Lena calls it, in the voice she uses for things she has decided to stop arguing about.

Our mother went out there when I was four. A physicist on a deep-survey tender called the Long Patience, sent to measure something nobody would explain to a four-year-old. The ship stopped answering two years later. The civic register lists her as lost, presumed dead.

Presumed is a word for people who have stopped looking.

I never learned how.

“Stay for dinner tonight,” Lena says.

“Ichiban’s cooking.”

She looks at me. I look at her. Neither of us feels any need to explain the concern.

“He’s improved,” I say.

“Has he.”

“Some people have survived it twice.”

She puts another piece of bread on my plate. “Take that with you. For afterward.”

* * *

My father taught me to listen to machines before he taught me to fix them.

“People tell you they’re fine,” he used to say. “Machines give you more warning.”

Relay Nine is giving me warning.

Scrape. A pause. Scrape.

Its diagnostic screen insists everything is within acceptable limits. I switch the screen off.

“You’re ignoring the readings,” Davi says.

“The readings are ignoring the noise.”

He hands me a replacement bearing before I ask for it. We’ve worked together long enough that he brings the part I forget to request, and I’ve worked with him long enough to notice that he stops using his left hand when the cold gets into it. Neither of us mentions either arrangement.

Our platform stands beyond the city canopy, under the regional shield, in the long red valleys where the food grows. The shield holds the air; buried field plates give us enough weight to work. Both depend on relays like this one. We wear sealed suits when we open a housing. Below us, red grass bends along the irrigation trenches. Purple-leaved trees stand in disciplined rows, their pale trunks fitted with root collars like bracelets. The first settlers carried this soil up from Mars in cargo tanks and lived in the old mining galleries while emitters held a manufactured sky against the moon. Then came the fields, the schools, the children, and eventually people with enough free time to complain about the tram schedule.

Under my pressure layer, the Phobo skin tightens as its thermal channels adjust. Thermaskin on the supply forms. Fearskin to everyone who works outside. The dark fabric keeps sweat from pooling and takes the small cuts that would otherwise find skin. It does not make air. For that I need the sealed helmet, the pack, and a pressure layer without holes.

My father said complaints were the sign a settlement had become a civilization.

New Haven complains magnificently.

“Adolin,” Oracle Seven says in my helmet, in the warm, faintly disappointed voice of the civic system. “Your assigned maintenance interval has elapsed.”

I loosen the housing. “Tell the interval to finish the job itself.”

“That is not a function intervals possess.”

“Shame.”

Davi laughs. Seven doesn’t. The Oracle can track pressure changes across a hemisphere and still fail to appreciate a well-delivered insult.

Down on the service road, a maintenance cart slows. Its roof hatch pops, and a black-and-yellow mohawk rises through it like a warning flag, followed by the rest of Ichiban Sato.

“Still here?” he calls.

“Working.”

“Beautiful. I’ve heard about that.”

“Try it sometime.”

“Conflicts with my personal values.”

Davi folds his arms. “Your personal values include stealing my coolant?”

“Redistributing your coolant.”

“It was mine.”

“And now it’s somewhere useful.” Ichiban hoists a sealed food tin. “Dinner. My place. I made something.”

“What did you make?”

“Food.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It becomes one if you eat it.”

He drops back into the cart and drives off laughing. The yellow stripe through his black hair catches the light like a hazard marker, which, with Ichiban, is less a fashion choice than a public service.

I pull the worn bearing. A hairline crack runs straight through its race.

Davi whistles. “Fine. You win.”

“It wasn’t a competition.”

“That’s what people say when they win.”

I seat the new bearing and restart the motor. The scraping stops. I keep my glove on the housing a moment longer, feeling it run true. A fixed thing. A problem that stays fixed when I walk away. On Phobo, that’s as close to prayer as I get.

Then something taps my visor.

Tick.

“Scheduled rain?” I ask.

Davi checks his wrist slate. “No.”

Another drop lands. It’s dark and slow, and it doesn’t run down the glass so much as crawl. I look down at the runoff channel. A black bead sits beside my boot like a drop of ink that’s thinking about something.

“Seven. Identify precipitation.”

“Analysis in progress.”

Along the platform, the three apprentices stop packing their tools. One of them, a girl with a borrowed helmet a size too big, holds out her glove. A drop settles in her palm and stays there, clinging.

Davi straightens. “Inside. Now.”

She shakes her hand. The water won’t let go.

“Keep your helmet sealed,” I tell her.

Then the sky opens.

Black rain sheets across the red fields. It beads on the purple leaves and slides down the pale trunks toward the soil in slow, deliberate threads, as if it knows where it’s going. Every storm lesson from childhood comes back in a single breath: Seek shelter. Stay together. Do not follow familiar voices. Do not trust a pleasant smell.

The Black Rain hasn’t fallen on New Haven since I was a child. I mistook that for an ending.

“Leave the tools,” I say, and unclip my tether.

That’s when the cinnamon reaches me.

I stop. My seals are green. No filter fault. No explanation. Just cinnamon, and butter, and warm bread, and a thread of woodsmoke underneath, the smell of my father’s kitchen.

Not the narrow galley we had here. The other one. Yellow tiles. A window over the sink. A coffee machine that hissed before it agreed to work. I know that kitchen only through recordings. My father knew it through grief. One birthday, he traded a month of repair credits for real flour and real cinnamon and burned the first batch and argued with the smoke alarm like it was a person. The second batch made him laugh until he had to sit down.

I’m smelling the second batch.

“Adolin.” Davi is at the airlock, holding it.

I should go to him. Instead I look toward the exterior gate.

A man is standing beyond it, in the rain.

Old blue work shirt. Bare hands. A scar under his left eye. He favors his right leg, because the left knee never healed properly after the ladder fall. I know every part of him. I saw those same features in the clinic after the District Four collapse: dust in his gray hair, eyes closed, his hand cold when they finally let me touch it.

“Dad?”

He smiles. “Adolin. You took your time getting home.”

My wrench slips out of my glove. It hits the platform with a hard, ordinary clang.

He doesn’t vanish.

Nine years. I’ve spent nine years trying not to forget how his voice sounded when he was tired. It sounds exactly like this.

He holds out his hand. “Come on.”

I take a step.

Davi catches my shoulder. “Look at me.”

“He’s here.”

“Your father is dead.”

I hit him. The punch lands against his helmet, and pain cracks through my knuckles, and for one bright instant I want to hit him again. That frightens me more than the impossible man in the rain. Davi is trying to save my life, and I want to hurt him for it.

He catches my wrist in his good hand. “Be angry later.”

Behind him the apprentices are crowding the lock.

“Access delayed,” the hatch announces pleasantly.

“Seven, open the inner door.”

“Pressure regulation is in progress.”

“Hurry.”

Beyond the gate, my father lowers his hand. Disappointment moves across his face, so precisely his that my chest hurts.

The inner hatch opens. The apprentices stumble through. I count them, because counting is what you do when you can’t do anything else. One. Two. Three. All inside.

Davi lets go of my wrist. Then he goes very still.

His cutter slides out of its holster.

“She can’t get in,” he says.

Nobody stands where he’s looking. Nobody I can see. His sister died two winters ago. For months afterward he kept buying the little sesame bars she used to steal from his ration pack. Habit, he said.

“She’s cold,” Davi says.

The cutter’s edge brightens. I grab his arm, and he shoves me, hard. My back hits the rail. One boot skates on the wet plating, and suddenly I’m hanging over the edge by both hands, black water moving in the trench below me like something breathing.

Davi turns toward the sound of my boots scraping metal. His eyes find mine. Something in them clears, like a window wiped with a sleeve.

He drops the cutter and hauls me up by the harness. “Run.”

We reach the lock together. I slam the emergency closure, and the exterior hatch starts to slide. Davi stops in its path, staring out at nothing, at his sister. I drag him backward by his straps. He fights me until the narrowing gap cuts off his view, and then his legs simply give out.

“Seal exterior access,” I say.

“Unable to comply,” Seven answers.

“Why?”

“Exterior access has been granted.”

The hatch reverses. Beyond the platform, my father waits. Patient now. As if this delay is familiar to him. As if he has done this many times before.

I throw my weight on the manual lever. Davi gets up and grips it beside me, and we pull together until the mechanism gives with a grinding shriek. Steel meets steel. The bolts drive home.

Outside, my father says my name.

Then the public emergency channel opens in my helmet, and I hear it happening all over New Haven. Locks withdrawing. Doors sighing open on their own. A man asking a child where he’s going. A woman calling the same name twice, then again, louder.

On the other side of the hatch, my father knocks.

Three gentle taps.

Below the platform, the tram bell starts ringing. Once. Then without stopping.

Somewhere in that city, my nephews are walking home from school.

I reach for the emergency channel to warn them.

Before I can speak, the screaming starts.


PHOBOS DEATH DIRECTORY

Case No. 0047 · Dock Three, Phobos

Tomas Reyka, 19, dock rigger. To celebrate his first paid shift, he jumped from the Dock Three crane beyond the weighted work deck, his harness unclipped. In the moon’s natural gravity, he sailed out of reach of the recovery lines and struck an unmapped ledge across Stickney Crater. His partner kept paying out cable long after the reel was empty.
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NOTES FROM PHOBO
New Haven. The settlers’ city on Phobo, home to about eleven thousand people, built around the landed ship.

Carpe Diem. The colony ship that left a dying Earth fifty-odd years ago with nineteen thousand sleepers aboard. She settled in Stickney Crater and never lifted again.

Mars. The planet Phobo circles. A century of machine-run terraforming has given it oceans, grasslands and storms. Nobody lives down there.

Phobo skin. The dark thermal undersuit field crews wear beneath their pressure layer. “Thermaskin” on the forms. “Fearskin” to everyone who works outside.

Seven. The voice of New Haven’s systems: the old city stairwells and the hull hatches answer to it.

Black Rain. Rain that no schedule calls for. Dark, slow, crawling. It hasn’t fallen on New Haven since Adolin was a child.

Phobos Death Directory. New Haven’s public record of the dead. Every case gets a number. Some of them are stranger than others.


END OF THE CHAPTER 1 PREVIEW

Keep the light on.
Somebody is watching for it.
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Hear this chapter the way it was meant to be heard: narrated, scored and animated, with the Black Rain short film. Get the free Enhanced Chapter 1 for Apple Books.

Red Moon releases Tuesday, February 9, 2027. Pre-orders open Monday, November 30, 2026, at thelunaodyssey.com.
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