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Foreword
Moon Stories
Kristine Kathryn Rusch
 
Recently, some writer on a major science fiction blogging site wrote a screed begging for purity in his sf. Legendary editor Gardner Dozois calls such sf “pure quill” sf—the kind that Heinlein, Clarke, and Asimov wrote, updated for the modern era, of course. The blogger (who shall remain nameless because, by the time you read this, some other blogger will have said the same thing) decried romance stories with sf trappings marketed as sf, adventure stories marketed as sf (without science in them), dystopias marketed as sf—well, you get the idea.
I read his piece and felt a twinge of empathy. I read every single genre I can get my hands on. Fiction River reflects that in its design—we cover all the genres, and then mix them up, so that you’ll get the unexpected—a touch of sf with your romance, a touch of mystery with your sf.
But as I read the blogger’s piece, I realized that I’m a pure-quill sf girl. When I pick up a book marketed as sf, I want sf.
So, when Dean proposed Moonscapes as volume six of Fiction River, I thought “science fiction!” He didn’t say that—he never said that. He wanted stories about moons or set on moons or near moons or about moons. He wanted moonscapes.
I realized this as we read a pile of stories that professional writers wrote with Moonscapes in mind. We both loved several stories that had no real sf element. If I were editing, I wouldn’t have bought them, even though they were brilliant. My envisioned volume was hard sf to the core—the kind Heinlein, Asimov, and Clarke would have written.
Dean’s was moon-based to the core—and he didn’t care which moon. Earth’s moon? Sure. Jupiter’s moon(s)? Okay. A made-up moon? Yeah, fine.
I’ll be honest: a goodly portion of the stories in this volume are pure-quill sf, like Steven Mohan’s “Hot Jupiters.” But some are something Damon Knight used to call space fantasy, like Scott William Carter’s “The Toy That Ran Away.” The purists and the sf fans would argue about the categories other stories would fall into, such as Lisa Silverthorne’s “Moonfall.” And other stories in this volume are just great stories with a moon in it, like Annie Reed’s “The Old Guy.”
The moods in this volume vary from suspenseful to touching to I-can’t-believe-she-did-that. Surprising, fun, different, the stories in Moonscapes also manage to use the second part of that word as well. They give a portrait of moons that pans the imaginative landscape. (Sorry. Couldn’t resist.) We have moons and scapes, and moonscapes. And a lot of wonderful reading.
Enjoy!
—Kristine Kathryn Rusch
Lincoln City, Oregon 
September 6, 2013



 
 
Introduction
A Moon: That’s It
Dean Wesley Smith
 
Back in the planning stages of Fiction River, I really hoped that one of the first volumes would be about moons. One of my all-time favorite books (that I read back when I was growing up in the late 1950s and early 1960s) was Rogue Moon by Algis Budrys. I loved that book and I always wished AJ would have managed to write a sequel to it before he left us. But no luck I’m afraid.
That book is now considered a classic, as it should be. I can still remember the tag line on the front of that old first edition paperback. “He died, and ascended to the moon and sat on the right hand of death.” Wonderful.
Since that early reading, the moon (and all moons, actually) have had a special place in my reading heart.
And it might be no surprise to anyone reading this that my wife and executive editing partner on Fiction River, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, has a series of books and short novels and short stories set mostly on the moon in the universe of The Retrieval Artist.
And to be clear, I am a major fan of those books and stories. Major. And I’m not alone, since the fans of Analog SF Magazine seem to love them as well, as do all the thousands and thousands who have purchased the first nine novels in the series.
Since Miles Flint, the Retrieval Artist himself, lives on the moon in the future, it was a logical conclusion that for Fiction River: Moonscapes, Kris would do a Retrieval Artist story. (With some arm twisting, I might add, but that’s the job of the editor.)
Then, after I got Fiction River: Moonscapes on the schedule, Kris decided she would do more than just a short story. She would do a special Retrieval Artist short novel (novella) for a bonus Kickstarter award. And a number of people signed up for that special Kickstarter edition of the short novel and have already gotten them by the time you read this.
Kris upheld her end of the bargain and wrote this fantastic Retrieval Artist short novel, “A Murder of Clones,” that you find complete in this volume. It’s not really set on the Moon, but it is set on a moon in the Retrieval Artist universe and that’s enough for this editor.
So with that wonderful short novel for me to build around, I went after some of the best writers working in short fiction to fill out the volume. And I got them.
By the very nature of the title Fiction River: Moonscapes, science fiction will dominate this volume. But not all stories are completely science fiction by any definition. In fact, this volume brushes past a number of genres as is the nature of any Fiction River volume. 
A couple of the stories are bleak, a couple funny, and a number are just plain heartwarming. All are great reads and great stories in my opinion. And they all take a look at a moonscape in one way or another.
I hope you enjoy the read. It was a pleasure to bring this volume to life over the last year or so. And with it just a touch of my childhood as well.
—Dean Wesley Smith
Lincoln City, Oregon
September 6, 2013



 
 
Introduction to “Hot Jupiters”
 
Steven Mohan, Jr. published ten novels under various names. I’ve always thought Steve was a natural heir to Tom Clancy; Steve’s novel Winter Dragon (written as Henry Martin) proved me right by spending more than a year on Amazon’s techno thriller bestseller list. Steve is also a Pushcart Prize nominee whose short fiction has appeared in more than 100 venues, from anthologies to On Spec and Interzone.
About this story, he writes that once astronomers discovered the first exoplanet in 1992, humanity discovered that it was “living in a universe of puffy planets, water worlds, planets circling their suns in days—or hours, even a world-sized hunk of diamond orbiting a flickering pulsar. Just how did our universe get this weird?
“That’s a question I tried to answer in ‘Hot Jupiters.’”



 
 
Hot Jupiters
Steven Mohan, Jr.
 
Pravda’s meters-thick hull was a sandwich of steel and polymerized glass as transparent as a brick wall, but Saxon Krieg had ordered the shipmind to paint the vessel’s sensor feed across the interior bulkheads so it seemed there was no hull. 
The pair of lovers floated in a black sea whose islands were a million stars.
They were in bed, the wrecked sheets damp with sweat, the air heavy with the astringent smell of sex. Monica curled into him, her lovely face pressed against his chest, her long, slim legs tangled up with his, drowsing in the interstellar night.
Nearing the end of her long journey, the starship plunged toward one of the bright pinpricks of light, coming in high and steep. Only one of these suns mattered to Saxon. One sun. One world.
And one moon.
“I’m glad you came,” he whispered.
“Me, too,” she said, slurring the words.
“Glad,” he said. “And surprised.”
At first she said nothing and he thought he’d lost her to slumber, but something must have penetrated her sleep-addled mind, because after a minute she said, “What?”
They were close enough that he could see the system primary, a star with the artless name of HD 209458. The sun was a twin to Earth’s sun, a golden sphere speckled with granules of orange, cherry-bright flames ringing its disk, great molten loops of fire sculpted by powerful magnetic fields arcing across its surface.
“All that time in cold storage,” he said. “A thousand years out and another thousand back. Nothing but you and me. And who knows what it’ll be like when we get back to Earth? You never really wanted to come.”
Now she placed her hand on his chest and pushed back slightly, looking up at him. He could feel her eyes on him.
But he didn’t look back at her. The planet had come into view, close enough to the star to kiss.
The world was a monster, bigger than Jupiter, a gas giant colored methane-green and banded with the chocolate-dark stripes of hydrogen sulfide and thin cream filigrees of water ice. A great red eye watched them from the southern hemisphere. The planet’s official name was HD 209458b, but everyone called it Osiris.
After the Egyptian god of the underworld.
It was a hot jupiter, a gas giant circling improbably close to its primary. In the case of Osiris, it orbited only 7 million klicks from its sun, only one-eighth the distance that Mercury lay from Earth’s sun. A long, cometary tail stretched out from the gas giant, extending a quarter-million kilometers into space, its star ripping its atmosphere away.
A mother murdering her child.
“I love you,” she said, an undercurrent of hurt in her voice, hurt and pleading.
He knew she wanted him to say, “I love you, too.” Expected him to say it.
Instead he said, “Do you?”
“I do, of course I do. Why else would I have come with you, spent two thousand years of my life, if I didn’t love you?”
“That,” said Saxon, “is an excellent question.”
Now he did look down at her and he saw she was angry, her eyes burning with blue fire. It made her lovelier still, the blush of color in her cheeks, even with her black hair simultaneously sticking up and matted to her skull. He’d never known another woman more beautiful.
“How old are you?” he asked.
She peered at him, trying to understand where he was going. “One-ninety subjective,” she finally said.
“So you’re telling me that I mean more to you than any man you’ve been with in the last couple centuries?”
“Yes, that’s what I’m telling you.”
“What about Charlie Fowler?”
Her body stiffened. He knew she was thinking hard, thinking fast.
“H-how did you—”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said.
Before launch she’d gone back to Earth, to Maine, to visit her family one last time. Even though she’d been half a solar system away, Saxon had been watching her. Had known it when she had slipped.
“I’m thinking if you really loved me you wouldn’t have been so quick to jump into bed with Charlie Fowler.”
Guilt and pain flickered across her face. She masked both with anger.
She jumped out of bed, turned her body away from him, grabbed for a dark blue robe of shimmering silk. She shrugged into the garment with quick, jerky movements.
“You were spying on me?” she snarled, turning back to him.
“Come on. You’re not the injured party here.”
And just like that the anger was gone, flashing away like a sliver of ice dropped on a hot griddle. Her face twisted into something grief-stricken and desperate. “I’m sorry, Saxon. I’m so sorry. I was just so lonely. Charlie—He was from a time in my life—college—when the whole universe seemed to be open to me and I guess I needed—” She shook her head helplessly. “I was just so lonely,” she whispered.
“Lonely, because you don’t love me.”
“Lonely, because of the long journey.”
“You never wanted to come.”
“I’m trying, Saxon. I’m trying to work things out with you.”
“Trying to love me is not the same thing as loving me.”
Two roses bloomed high on her cheeks and that long, graceful neck flushed red. She awkwardly held the robe closed, the silk bunched up in her clenched fist. “If you knew, why did you let me come with you? Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you make me come all this way and then—”
She couldn’t finish.
“You betrayed me,” he shot back, “but I still wanted you with me.”
She took an angry step toward him. “Then why couldn’t you keep your ugly little secret to yourself? Why did you have to rub my face in it?”
He glanced past her and suddenly he saw the moon. He stood up and went to look at it, unconcerned with his nakedness, unconcerned with Monica seething behind him.
Most gas giants commanded fleets of moons, but not hot jupiters. It was too easy for a stray asteroid to be caught in the powerful eddies of gravitational force that swirled between sun and world, too easy for a candidate moon to be swallowed up by one behemoth or the other.
But, inexplicably, this hot jupiter did have a moon, a burnt and blistered body the size of Mars, orbiting close-in.
It was the moon, the battered little world they were calling Horus, that would answer so many questions about the mysterious hot jupiters.
“Saxon. Saxon. Are you even listening? Why did you do this to me?”
Reluctantly he turned back to her. “Because it’s the truth, Monica. It’s the truth.”
“The truth.” She spat the words out. “There is more to human existence than your precious truth.”
He shook his head. “Truth is the engine that runs the universe. There is nothing else.”
“You are one cold son of a bitch,” she said bitterly. “Maybe that’s why I don’t love you.”
“That hurts,” he said. “But at least it’s true.”
“Truth is a blade,” she said savagely. “One day you will cut yourself with it just like you cut me today.”
Her words hung there for a moment, but only a moment, before the pregnant silence was sliced open by the shriek of bells and alarms, sirens and klaxons, Pravda crying for help in a thousand panicked voices.
 
***
 
Saxon ran for the bridge, pulling on a pair of navy coveralls as he went. The starship shuddered, knocking him to his hands and knees. He scrambled to his feet, only to be knocked down again, a stuttering palsy running through the vessel’s deck. Beneath the crying alarms, he heard an ominous rumble and then the moan of steel under stress, bending, straining, deforming.
Disbelief filled him, but disbelief threaded through with terror.
What the hell is going on?
He fought his way to his feet and staggered forward in the shaking passageway, his outstretched hand braced against the nearest bulkhead as the ship tried to buck him off. The terrible vibration throbbed in his flesh and buzzed in his teeth.
He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked back.
Monica was behind him, her face the color of chalk. “We’ll never make the bridge!” she shouted. 
He could barely hear her over the din.
A loud crash filled the passageway as some unsecured piece of equipment smashed itself against the deck, shattering like a decanter fashioned from cut-glass crystal.
“Shuttle!” he shouted back.
She nodded vigorously, her eyes very wide.
He stumbled down the passageway, collided with a spacetight hatch, jerked the striker arm down. The plate-steel hatch flew open and slammed against the bulkhead with a hard clang. Saxon pushed into the space, but not before the hatch swung back and slammed into his shoulder. Crimson agony lanced through his back and he found himself on the deck. He scrambled up and fought his way into the left-hand chair, quickly pulling the five-point safety restraint down over his chest and buckling in.
“Cut auditory alarms!” he shouted above the cacophony.
The shriek of the alarms instantly cut out, leaving only the terrible thunder of the ship shaking itself apart. 
Monica threw herself into the right-hand chair, a purple-black bruise the size of a fist blooming beneath her right eye.
“Shipmind,” she yelled. “What’s going on?”
“LOCAL GRAVITATIONAL STRESSES EXCEED SHIP TEST PARAMETERS BY TWENTY-TWO PERCENT,” said a calm male voice.
Saxon scowled. But that’s impossible, he thought. 
They couldn’t have inserted close to a planet. The Hot Jupiter Anomaly Mission had thoroughly mapped the system in advance of Pravda’s insertion and shipmind would have been continuously updating HJAM’s data with its own observations.
“Show planned course,” he shouted.
At once a holoschematic of the Osiris system appeared. A dashed blue line plunged through the system, skimming the planet’s cloud tops in a refueling run before whipping around to settle in a high polar orbit.
“Now actual course.”
A gold line appeared, diverging from the dashed blue line, plunging toward the gas giant’s center like an arrow racing toward a bullseye.
“What the hell?” Saxon breathed. He glanced back at Monica.
Her mouth sagged open in shock.
“We have to course correct,” he shouted.
She shook her head. “Delta vee. We don’t have the delta vee.”
“But—”
“That’s why the refueling maneuver was programmed in the first place.”
Saxon opened his mouth to argue and then closed it again. She was right, he knew she was right. The long voyage had left the starship almost no fuel to maneuver.
For a moment he watched the gold line inch toward the gas giant.
There was no way to save the starship.
“Shipmind, is there enough delta vee for shuttle Veritas to reach Horus?”
“YES, ASSUMING CONSTANT GRAVITATIONAL LOADING.”
Saxon blinked. Constant gravitational loading? What the hell did that mean?
“Plot course,” Monica shouted.
“PLOTTED.”
“Launch!” she bellowed.
A clang reverberated through the shuttle’s hull as it detached from its dying mother. There was a second of silence and then the shuttle’s engines kicked in, punching Saxon back into his chair. It was a high-gravity burn, three gees pinning them to their seats as the little vessel raced away from the danger.
Unable to move his head, Saxon had no choice but to stare out the shuttle’s canopy, watching through a red haze as the great, dying world Osiris tore apart his beautiful starship.
 
***
 
The little shuttle whose name was just another word for “truth” skimmed over the scarred surface of a moon never before seen by any human being. Despite its novelty, it looked no different from any of a thousand other moons—including the first one, the one that rode Earth’s sky.
Seas of black basalt covered this moon’s ragged face. Its highlands were smothered in gray dust. And everywhere, everywhere, craters had been punched into the battered surface.
“The craters,” Saxon murmured. “Do you see the craters?”
Monica shook her head, but didn’t answer. Didn’t look up at him.
“They’re wrong,” he said. “There shouldn’t be so many.”
She flashed him an exasperated look. “Horus is at the bottom of the deepest gravity well in this system. Of course there are craters.”
“But half the time it’s shielded from the debris by the planet. And even when it orbits on the planet’s night side a meteor strike is unlikely. The odds of an asteroid plunging in and hitting the moon instead of the planet or the star—” He shook his head. “It would be like threading a needle every time. There should be some, yes, but not nearly this many.”
She didn’t answer, she just stared out the shuttle’s canopy at the battered landscape flashing past.
After awhile he asked, “How long to touchdown?”
It was a question that could have been answered by the shipmind, but Saxon asked Monica because he didn’t know what else to say to her.
“Eighteen point six minutes,” she answered dully.
Horus had fallen into tidal lock, turning the same face to Osiris throughout its seventeen-day orbit, meaning that every square millimeter of the moon’s surface was touched by the sun’s blistering heat. But that didn’t mean that all potential LZ’s were equal. If they could set down in a deep, shadowed crater on the moon’s near side they could largely avoid the ravages of the sun’s brutal touch. It would give them a fighting chance.
For awhile.
Like passengers on a ship that hand sunk in the middle of the sea, they’d swum to the nearest island to avoid drowning, but their refuge was a grim and desolate land that would not sustain them for long.
The truth was that their death warrants had been signed the moment that Pravda had inexplicably veered off course.
But that was too much truth, even for Saxon.
“Why did you come with me?” he finally asked.
Monica turned to look at him, that pretty face hard and bitter in a way that it hadn’t been before. “What?”
“If you really don’t love me, why did you agree to come to Osiris with me?”
Monica looked at him blankly for a moment, then turned to look back out the canopy. 
She was a quiet for several minutes and Saxon had decided she wasn’t going to answer when she said, “Your work, it’s important. The mystery of the hot jupiters. They shouldn’t exist, but they do. No gas giant should form this close in. And the idea that they somehow migrated in—” Her snort revealed what she thought of that idea.
“A passing star’s gravity could disturb a system’s equilibrium, knock a gas giant free of its original orbit and—”
“A passing star’s gravity,” she said, her voice mocking. “Hot jupiters are everywhere. 51 Pegasi b. WASP-17b. Kepler-7b. COROT-1b. Scores more.” She shook her head. “Near hits between stars couldn’t explain a tenth of these systems. Not a hundredth.”
She looked at him, those blue eyes meeting his. “I want to know,” she said. “It’s a genuine mystery and I want to know. I guess—I guess that’s the real reason I came.”
He heard the falseness in her words and he was sure that this wasn’t the real reason, but he thought it was somehow closer to the truth than her earlier professions of love. 
Like Osiris being stripped of its atmosphere by its mother sun, the crisis was stripping Monica Temple of her layers of artifice. Before they were done they’d reach down and find the metallic core of her truth.
As long as that moment awaited, Saxon wouldn’t grieve his own coming death. As long as he was seeking a truth, big or small, he was alive.
He turned away from Monica and glanced out the canopy, watching the broken, gray surface hurtling past beneath them, while the black sky above remained empty and still.
Suddenly a brilliant emerald light cleaved the black sky, a strobe of green light flashing again and again.
“SIGNAL DETECTED,” announced the shipmind.
 
***
 
Saxon stood on the moon’s surface in a suit designed to protect him from a temperature swing of more than a thousand degrees Centigrade.
If he stumbled into full daylight it wouldn’t be enough.
The short, blunt shape of the shuttle nestled against the high, crater wall, swaddled in a blanket of cool darkness. Monica was an exceptional pilot and she’d put the little boat down soft, but Veritas had still buried herself in a couple meters of dust.
Saxon felt the rumble of vibration ripple through the packed dust. The rover’s grappling hooks had caught on the surface above and the rugged vehicle was winching itself up the crater wall, the titanium spikes on its eight wheels cutting into rock as it took an unmanned, vertical drive.
Monica stood next to him, staring at the rover as it made its slow, steady climb.
“Sixty-three kilometers,” she said, her voice crackling over the line-of-sight radio freq. “That’s two days journey on the rover. Two days one way. And that’s if nothing goes wrong. It’s crazy.”
Saxon shook his head. “A four-day round trip against a seventeen-day orbit leaves a healthy safety margin.”
“If nothing goes wrong,” she insisted.
“The shipmind detected digital structure in the light pulses, Monica. Each pulse is a message, a petabyte-sized message. That means intelligence, alien intelligence.”
She shook her head. “Great. And how much good does that do us if you end up dead?”
“Look,” he said, “we’re dead either way. The shuttle doesn’t have the delta vee to reach a stable orbit around Osiris, so we can’t refuel. And eventually the heat will break down our shelter. If there is some kind of alien outpost sixty-three klicks away, it might be our only hope.”
She stared at him, fists on her hips. “That’s what you really believe? That Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny and Jesus are going to save us?”
“No,” he said, “but it’s better than staying here and doing nothing.”
She shook her head. “It’s got nothing to do with any kind of rescue. You just have to know, that’s all. You just have to know. That’s what drove you out to this star system in the first place and that’s what’s driving you out those last sixty-three kilometers. And it’s going to turn out just as well this time as it did before.”
“How can you not be curious?” Saxon asked.
It was a good question, a worthy question. Despite the centuries mankind had spent scanning the heavens with radio and optical telescopes, the hundreds of SETI projects, the millions of words of science and science fiction, the first few tentative steps outside the solar system, no one had yet found the slimmest hint of the existence of an alien civilization.
First contact would be the most momentous discovery in human history.
First contact might even be worth the life of two human beings.
It was a worthy question—and Monica sidestepped it entirely. “Someone broke you,” she said slowly, “probably a hundred years before I even met you. Maybe even two hundred. You’re always talking about the nobility of truth, but it isn’t really about that, is it, Saxon? The truth is someone lied to you a long time ago and you couldn’t take it. You’re a broken little boy, Saxon, that’s all you are. There’s nothing noble about you. It’s just sad.”
He looked at her for a long moment and then hit a control on the belt, igniting the thrusters in his pack, punching his body straight up and over the crater’s hundred-meter lip.
He had always thought of truth as an eternal flame, a holy light, but he knew it could also be a blow torch.
And he found he didn’t like it when the blow torch was pointed his way.
He climbed into the rover, and without a word to Monica, set out through the darkness.
 
***
 
The tough, spidery rover crept across the moon’s rocky surface, moving at a careful 1.3 kilometers/hour—slower than a man could walk. Saxon didn’t drive, didn’t even bother to watch the broken landscape as it passed by. The rover’s AI was capable of navigating the journey on its own.
It almost would have been better if the journey had been more dangerous, had demanded more of his attention. If he’d been driving maybe he wouldn’t have to hear Monica’s words playing over and over again, like a looped distress signal.
You’re a broken little boy, Saxon, that’s all you are.
Why hadn’t he said something to her? She didn’t understand him like she thought she did. She didn’t understand anyone like she thought she did. No one did.
People weren’t equipped to understand themselves. Not anymore.
Human beings were no longer fitted to the universe in which they lived. Homo sapiens had evolved to live thirty, forty years, to bring forth a child with every act of love, to have many children because most of them would die, and to love them fiercely, because in the end a child was a person’s only contribution to eternity.
Now human beings lived forever, the link between sex and procreation was forever broken, and almost no one had children anymore.
Saxon wasn’t one of those Originalists who thought that humanity should return to a simpler time, but he did think that the biological imperatives that first drove man out of the trees and across the savannahs of eastern Africa no longer served humanity.
Why hadn’t he said that to Monica? Now it was too late and the argument just circled uselessly around and around in his mind.
After hours upon hours, lulled by the passage of the monotonous landscape and the thrum of the rover’s vibration growling in his flesh, he fell into a fitful sleep.
 
***
 
The sun was a merciless circle of heat in a hard, blue sky, a little bigger than it should have been, a little yellower than it should have been, the difference minute—but real.
It was a hot, sullen day. Elephant-gray Triceratops wallowed in the cool mud, caking on dirt, shielding their hides from the buzzing, biting flies. A royal blue Stegosaurus dipped its beaked head to get a drink, its iridescent, rainbow-colored plates flashing in the sun. Beyond the watering hole, the chest-high grass of the savannah stirred gently, the dried brown stalks whispering softly.
There was no breeze.
A little girl crouched on mud-streaked bare feet not five meters from the stegosaur, digging in the dirt with a stick. She wore a sundress the color of lime sherbet, ash-blond hair hanging across her face in strings, hiding her face as she stared intently at whatever had caught her attention.
A little boy, a year or two older than the girl, stood watching her, his face scrunched up with resentment.
“Go away, Kara,” he said.
She didn’t look up, just kept digging with the stick.
“This palace is mine.”
Why was she always following him? Taking stuff that was his? Stupid sister.
“I can be here if I want, Saxby,” she shot back, still not looking at him.
“Mamma says you have to go,” said Saxby.
“No she doesn’t,” said Kara, her voice sullen. She was digging holes in the mud, watching them fill up with water. What a little baby.
 “It’s too scary for babies,” he said.
She looked up at him then, those hazel eyes wide, her mouth a pink, little O, a smudge of dirt marking her left cheek.
“Too scary,” Saxby repeated. “Mamma says.”
“I’m not a baby,” said Kara fiercely.
“What will you do if a monster gets you?” asked Saxby smugly.
Kara turned, looking at the Stegosaurus, the Triceratops herd and... was there a flicker of something in the high grass?
“They’ll scare you dead,” he said.
“They can’t do that,” said Kara “There’s safeties.” But there was a note of concern in her voice.
“They can if you’re a baby,” snapped Saxby.
“No,” she said, but her lower lip was quivering like she was gonna cry.
That was bad. If she went crying to Mama, Mama might take away Dinosaur Palace. All because of a stupid sister.
He opened his mouth—
A pack of creatures darted out of the grass, moving lightning quick.
Saxby flashed on a nightmare the size of a man, black dagger-shaped stripes against a khaki hide, jaws crowded with needle-sharp teeth.
And then the first one jumped.
It caught an Ornitholestes drinking in the open. The little dinosaur whose name meant bird thief was a small scavenger that stood upright, actually a cousin to its attacker. Like the predator rapidly closing on it, Ornitholestes was painted with the same tawny brush of the savannah, but tip-to-tail it gave up a meter in length to its murderous cousin, a meter in length and almost fifty kilos.
The outcome of the contest was never in doubt.
The hunter jumped and its switchblade rear claws flicked out, thirteen centimeters of bone as sharp as a razor. It was those cruel talons that gave the creature its name. Deinonychus.
Terrible Claw.
Predator and prey crumpled to the ground, the Ornitholestes’s face filled with wide-eyed terror, its screams disturbingly human.
The coppery stink of blood suddenly everywhere.
The herbivores reacted at once.
The Triceratops trumpeted, their bugling danger calls filling the blazing hot air, adults turning toward the threat and lowering their massive, three-horned heads. The juvenile ’tops tried to work themselves back into the herd’s center, bleating in terror.
The three-ton Stegosaurus wheeled away from the water, swinging its spike-tipped tail.
And charged straight for the children.
The boy gasped and took a startled step back and tripped, the simulation so real that he forgot for a moment that it was all just for fun and there was no way the pretend dinosaur could hurt him.
The girl’s eyes widened and she fell backwards, arms thrown out, terror stamped into the lines of her little face.
She was afraid just like her brother. But, unlike him, she didn’t get up.
Not even after the stegosaur charged past.
 
***
 
Saxon awoke, the dream still in his mind. It wasn’t just a dream, it had really happened—but it wasn’t quite a memory either. He couldn’t remember that day, couldn’t recall why he wanted so badly for Kara to leave, couldn’t remember the shock and fear when she didn’t rise.
Oh, he had watched the vidclip of the event, watched hundreds of times, had reconstructed, reimagined it but he didn’t remember it.
Not really.
His sister had died, and he couldn’t remember any of it.
Because his mother had stolen that memory away.
Children were rare, precious. No parent would trust their progeny to messy biology. Children were engineered, every chromosome, every gene just so.
But sometimes there were mistakes.
In Kara’s case, the mixture of terror and a subtle coronary defect had proved fatal.
Unable to live with the tragedy, Saxon’s mother had administered a heavy-duty psychotropic combined with neural pruning to wipe Kara from their memories. 
If it hadn’t been for the nightmares, Saxon never would have known he’d had a sister.
She’d been killed twice, once in a dinosaur holo, her fear accentuated by the excellent simulation and Saxon’s taunts. And then she’d been killed a second time.
In his mind.
All around him the moon’s scarred surface passed away, dusty and gray and as dead as time.
 
***
 
Saxon had expected the strange alien signal to lead him to long-abandoned alien ruins or a crashed starship or, at the very least, some kind of advanced communications tower. But when he reached the source of the signal, he found none of these things.
What he found was stranger still.
The artifact sat on a mostly flat piece of black basalt a meter above the moon’s gray surface. Not a speck of dust marred its perfect surface, as if its alien master had set it down a moment ago and would be back for it any time.
It looked more like a work of art than a mechanism. It was circular, about ten centimeters in diameter, and resembled a rose more than anything else, a flower fashioned from pink petals.
The petals pulsed with a faint light, like a heartbeat.
Around the rose’s outer diameter were a collection of metallic rings painted black and marked in some white, alien scrawl.
Knowing it was foolish—and perhaps dangerous—Saxon reached out to gently touch the rings, to see if he could move them.
He couldn’t.
They were locked in place.
He studied the artifact for a long moment. It wasn’t emitting any kind of radiation (beyond the pulsing pink glow in the visual spectrum). Its temperature precisely matched its environment. He probed it with gamma and UV, microwave and radio, IR and X-rays, looking for internal structure.
Nothing.
Saxon peered down at the little enigma, caressing the strange device with his gloved hand.
One of the rose petals depressed.
He jumped, jerked his hand, and managed to brush one of the black rings.
Terrible, crushing weight slammed Saxon to the ground.
Agony lanced through his body and he struggled to breathe. It felt like someone was sitting on his chest. Crimson bars edged his vision.
The device had fallen mere centimeters from his outstretched hand, but it still took all of Saxon’s strength to reach out for it, to place a gloved index finger on the ring he’d bumped before. To slide it the other way—
Suddenly, the horrible weight was gone, just gone, his chest heaving, his lungs flush with oxygen, his heart hammering in his chest. Saxon hauled himself painfully to his feet, bent down and retrieved the strange device, stared at it in disbelief.
Had it—He shook his head. Had the little device just altered the universal constant of gravitation?
 
***
 
Standing in the small, cramped bridge of the little shuttle that was both refuge and prison, Monica peered at the delicate rose cupped in her hands. In her grasp it resembled some kind of ornament, a work of art meant to accent a woman’s beauty.
She frowned, delicate brows hunched over those pretty blue eyes.
“You’re saying it’s some kind of ... remote control?”
“Exactly,” said Saxon. “Exactly. I played around with it while I was rolling back in. It changes gravitational force and the duration of time and heat transfer and look at this.”
He snatched the rose away from her, touched a certain petal, spun one of the metal rings. He pulled out a cutting laser from the right front pouch of his suit, thumbed the safety off.
Monica’s eyes widened in alarm. Her voice rose in alarm. “Hey, wait, what’re you—”
He pointed the laser down at the deck and pressed the rose up against its barrel.
“Saxon, don’t! You could cut right through the—”
He touched the firing stud and sparks of dust-scattered ruby light poured out of the krypton laser, but slowly, ever so slowly, as if the scarlet photons were particles of molasses. The laser should have emitted a high-pitched shriek, but instead a bass hum emanated from the machine, as strange and wrong as the light.
Saxon released the firing stud watching the flickering light slant slowly toward the deck.
And then, suddenly, there was a small whip crack of sound and a ruby flash of light that left behind a black-burn scar on the deck and the ugly odor of ozone and burning plastic.
“It controls ... the speed of light?” she whispered.
Saxon nodded. “Within a certain range.”
Monica stared down at the burnt spot on the gray tile, her lips slightly parted, her breathing a rasp.
Saxon replaced the laser and set the rose on the pilot’s chair.
She did not pull her gaze up from the deck.
After a minute he couldn’t stand it anymore. He grabbed her by the shoulders and her gaze jerked up to him.
He laughed, his laughter loud and maybe a little wild. “Don’t you see, Monica? This’ll save us. This explains why our orbital insertion went bad. The planet’s gravity was too high. But with this device,” he glanced at the rose, “we can change gravity. It’ll be ridiculously easy to break free of the moon. We’ll have enough delta vee to reach Osiris, refuel.”
She shrugged. “And what do we do then?”
“We set course for Earth.”
Monica frowned. “Earth? Earth’s more than 150 lightyears away. How can we—”
She stopped. She saw it, too.
Saxon let go of her and lifted the rose, held it up. “Earth’s 47.1 parsecs away, but how many lightyears is up to us. We can go home, not in a thousand years, not in a hundred, not in ten. We can go home whenever we want to.”
The blood drained from Monica’s face, that lovely skin suddenly china-doll pale. She reached a trembling hand out to the right-hand chair to brace herself.
“I don’t think you’ve thought this all the way through yet, Saxon.”
“What? Yes, I have. This’ll get us home, Monica.”
“Yes,” she admitted, “but—”
“Look,” he said, “you didn’t come with me because you loved me. And you didn’t come with me because you thought my hot jupiter research was important. You came with me for another reason.”
Monica licked dry lips, but didn’t look up at him.
“Didn’t you?” he demanded.
She nodded, the movement of her head so slight, it almost wasn’t there.
“You came with me for the same reason you cheated on me. Because your life is empty.”
She looked up sharply, her eyes blazing with fury.
“You son of a bitch.”
He shook his head. “It’s not just you, Monica, it’s all of us. We live forever. There’s no want, no challenges. Human beings ... We’ve been twisted into something nature never intended.” He raised the rose, shook it at her. “But with this, we can explore the galaxy, colonize the stars. With this, we can strive. With this, all our lives will mean something again.”
“Your little found toy, it solves everything, yes?” she said caustically.
She heard the cruelty in her words, but it didn’t frighten him. There was no way for her to cut him.
“Say what you have to say,” he said. “I’m not afraid of the truth.” He thought of his little sister, gone without a trace. “In fact, I insist on it.”
She nodded slowly, her baleful, blue gaze locked on him.
“All right. Because you love the truth so much.” She drew a deep breath. “The name of this moon is Horus.”
He blinked. “Yeah. So what? Horus was the son of Osiris.”
She nodded again. “Falcon-faced Horus, the son of Osiris, the god of sun and protection and one more thing. Do you remember the last thing that Horus ruled over?”
Saxon frowned trying to remember his Egyptian mythology. None of it really mattered. The gas giant had been given the name Osiris because Osiris had ruled the underworld and the gas giant was a dying world. And once you named a world Osiris it just made sense to name its moon Horus.
He shook his head. “I don’t—”
“War,” she said softly. “Horus was the Egyptian god of war.”
He shrugged, still not seeing her point.
“Your aliens tore the gas giant from its orbit. Scattered the planets in this system, sent them spinning into the cold of interstellar space. While you were out riding your rover, did you get a good look at the moon’s cratered surface, Saxon? They bombarded this little moon. War, Saxon. They were waging war. And not just here. Everywhere in the sky where there’s a hot jupiter, scores of star systems, and in every single one we’re seeing the remnants of a terrible, apocalyptic war.”
She tore the rose out of his hands. “And they did it with this.”
Saxon’s mouth tasted dry, bitter.
“Can you imagine their power?” she whispered. “Can you imagine their hatred?”
“But it’s all just history,” he said, “they’re long gone and—”
And then he remembered the signal they’d detected upon landing, the alien device calling to its masters across time and space.
“They’ll destroy us,” she whispered. “Not just our people, but our worlds.”
The signal, he thought. How had he managed to make himself forget the signal? And suddenly he understood his mother burying her grief, Monica desperately telling herself she loved him. 
For the first time he understood the necessity of lying.
Because that’s what you did when the truth was unendurable.
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The Old Guy
Annie Reed
 
Nick tried to get a job at a video store. He liked watching movies and knew quite a lot about classic gangster films, modern action-adventure flicks and feel-good romantic comedies. He even liked the independent dramas that put everyone else to sleep. The store smelled like buttered popcorn, and large windows at the front and along the sides made the place feel light and airy. Nick thought a job like that might be a perfect fit for him.
The manager told him she wanted someone who could clean used movies at factory speed so the store could put them up for sale, and she asked if his eyesight was good enough to see scratches on the discs. He assured her that his glasses worked just fine and he had decades of experience meeting deadlines so he was sure he could work fast enough, but she said she thought he was better suited for something slower paced.
He applied for a position at a used bookstore. He’d always liked to read during his summers off. Fat fantasies and over-sized thrillers, cozy mysteries and slim westerns, and romances that made his cheeks blush rosy red. He imagined days filled with the comforting smell of well-read paperbacks and the familiar task of sorting names in alphabetical order. 
The pinch-faced bookstore manager spoke of a company philosophy based on continual criticism, and she gave him written tests with incomprehensible questions and illogical answers. For example, since when did a person’s repeated inability to win a game mean the game was fixed? The manager assured him that was the right answer, but in Nick’s experience, some people just didn’t have an aptitude for games and there was nothing sinister about it. 
The manager’s thin face pinched even tighter when Nick shared his own philosophies about life and work and games with her. Even though Nick could calculate discounts in his head and recite the alphabet backwards, she thanked him politely and told him perhaps he should try placing a freelance ad as a life coach on Craigslist.
When Nick saw a Help Wanted sign at a self-service car wash, he stopped in to apply. He enjoyed being outside even when it rained or snowed, and the foamy, pink-tinged soap that bubbled up from long-handled scrub brushes reminded him of peppermint-flavored whipped cream. He assured the manager he knew how to make change and that he’d have no problem monitoring the equipment. The manager had him fill out a simple application, thanked Nick, and said he’d try to get back to him.
Nick never heard from the man again.
He thought about applying for executive positions with large, multi-national corporations, but then he remembered the manager from the bookstore and the corporate philosophy her company had adopted from one of those large, multi-national corporations. A job like that would steal his soul, bit by bit. 
He applied for every position he thought he was remotely qualified for. As part of his job hunt, he took a number of increasingly bizarre online employment tests for which the Internet assured him there were no right answers but which he seemed only capable of answering wrong given the lack of response to his applications. 
He even applied at Wal-Mart. They never called him back either.
It seemed like no one on the planet wanted a man with Nick’s experience, his patience, his willingness to work, and most likely, his age. He thought about shaving his beard, or at least covering the bushy whiteness of it with a manly brown dye, but that felt too much like lying. Lying was a bad thing no matter how much psychobabble spin a person put on it. Nick wasn’t a bad person. He just wasn’t in high demand.
Well, no use crying over spilt milk, as his wife, god rest her soul, used to say. If no one on the planet wanted him, he’d just have to expand his search.
 
***
 
 “You want to go to the moon?”
“Yes,” Nick said with a smile.
The fresh-faced recruiter blinked at Nick across a conference room table made of glass and polished chrome. She was twenty-six, he knew, trim and professional in a dove gray business suit, her dark hair pulled straight back from her high forehead. She wore a subtle perfume that smelled faintly of fresh-baked cookies and reminded Nick of hot chocolate stirred with a stick of cinnamon and topped off with a dash of nutmeg sprinkled on top of the miniature marshmallows.
The recruiter had been one of his kids in the days before his retirement from his previous line of work, and she’d always been good. Emily, her name was, although today she’d introduced herself as Ms. Wells.
She didn’t remember him, of course. Nick didn’t feel slighted. That was the way of the world, and he’d gotten used to it. 
“How do you even know about the program?” she asked. “We’re very discrete.”
Nick expected the question. “A friend of a friend,” he said, which wasn’t a lie. Ms. Wells worked for Mr. Thrusher, who Nick knew as Alex, and Mr. Thrusher worked for a conglomerate owned by Mrs. Parker, the widow of Lincoln Parker, whom Nick had known as Linc.
Linc had dreamed of living on the moon when he was a little boy, and he had been a good little boy indeed. Nick had done what he could, giving Linc the kind of yearly gifts that encouraged him to look beyond the boundaries his well-meaning parents and teachers tried to place on his imagination. 
Just because his kids eventually outgrew him didn’t mean Nick lost track. He knew that Linc had grown into a man who took it upon himself to do the kind of things governments no longer seemed capable of doing. Today Nick sat in a conference room on the twenty-ninth floor of the tallest office building in Seattle, a building that owed its existence to the force of Lincoln Parker’s dreams.
Mrs. Parker, whose name was Felicity, hadn’t been a good little girl, but she’d grown into an honorable woman. Her husband had never given up his desire to go to the moon. Mrs. Parker intended to honor him by taking his ashes to the moon as a permanent part of the first colony established there—a moon base sponsored by no government or agency, affiliated with no religion or set of dogmatic beliefs, but spearheaded instead by Lincoln Parker’s vast wealth.
Officially, the project didn’t exist.
“You know, the program is the first of its kind,” the recruiter said. “We expect conditions will be harsh. Perhaps you’d be better suited for...” 
She let the thought trail off, as if she were embarrassed she’d made assumptions based on his white hair and beard and the round firmness of his belly.
Nick’s smile grew wider. He was familiar with harsh conditions. He’d survived cold so deep it froze his breath and blizzards so fierce he needed help to navigate his way through the howling snow. 
“I’d be right at home,” he said.
She wasn’t convinced, but she hadn’t said no. Nick wondered if she didn’t have the authority to say no—especially not to those people who’d discovered the program through a friend of a friend—and instead relied on gentle persuasion. Nick had been rejected by Wal-Mart. He wasn’t so easily dissuaded.
“This program is all about innovation,” he said. “Be different. Innovative. Take a chance on the old guy.”
Three weeks later, after a battery of physical tests and psychological evaluations that would have put the pinch-faced manager of the used bookstore to shame, that’s exactly what Lincoln Parker’s widow did.
 
***
 
Nick sat in a comfortable chair in a private jet headed toward Florida. He imagined it would be the last comfortable chair he’d sit in for quite some time. 
A little patch of sunlight managed to make its way through the window next to Nick. The jet had lifted off from Seattle before dawn, and Nick had enjoyed watching the sun rise above the horizon as they headed east. Most of the flights in his life had been at night, and the warmth of the sun on his shoulder loosened his old bones. Although he’d still be able to see the sun from the moon, it wouldn’t be the same.
Lincoln Parker’s widow sat in a comfortable chair of her own across from Nick. Her second Bloody Mary of the flight sat on a corkboard coaster on the small cherrywood table between them. She hadn’t touched much of it, even though she’d downed the first as soon as the flight had lifted off from the old Boeing field south of the city. 
“I should have my head examined,” Felicity Parker said to him.
Nick lifted an eyebrow, expressing curiosity without saying a word. He’d come to know Felicity Parker well during the last six months. She’d trained right alongside him while he’d learned the new skills he’d need on the moon. How to walk in an environment suit. How to walk at all in gravity lower than Earth’s. How to interact with technology so advanced it seemed like magic.
He was somewhat familiar with that last bit, having used his own unique form of technology for most of his life to perform what seemed like magic to the rest of the world. He’d shown the skeptical youngsters in charge of getting him ready for life on the moon that it was possible, after all, to teach an old dog new tricks.
He’d been surprised that she intended to not only accompany her husband’s ashes to the moon, but live the rest of her days there. She truly had grown into an honorable woman, one who was capable of deep, abiding love. Nick wondered if he’d misjudged her as a child. Good and bad were such subjective terms, after all.
When she didn’t take him up on the invitation offered by his lifted brow, Nick shifted in his seat to look at her more directly. He’d rather look out the window, but they wouldn’t arrive in Florida for another two hours. He still had plenty of time to take a last look at the places he had flown over so often in his life, even if he’d never seen most of them in daylight.
“You mean about your decision to participate in the program in your husband’s place?” he asked. Going to the moon hadn’t been her childhood dream. 
She gave him a long look. She was a handsome woman of forty-two with a strong jaw line and a direct gaze. A formidable woman in the board room, no doubt.
They were alone in the passenger area of the private jet. The other members of the team had left for Florida on a commercial jet the day before. Nick hadn’t known why he’d been singled out to accompany Mrs. Parker, but it appeared she had something she wanted to say to him when no one else was around to hear.
“I remember you, you know,” she said.
Nick’s breath caught in his throat. He tried to cover his surprise with a quiet cough.
Even when they caught sight of him by accident, Nick’s kids never remembered him, not after they grew up. After they quit believing. Only a rare few could recall his face at all. But Felicity hadn’t been one of his kids, and she’d never believed.
“I was seven,” she said. “And a precocious seven at that.” 
She had her hands folded neatly in her lap. She didn’t glance away from his face like she was trying to remember the night. Her gaze was steady on his. 
“I’d asked my mother for something foolish—a doll, maybe—but she told me I should write to you instead like all the other children.”
She mentioned the doll in that offhand way adults sometimes did when they tried to camouflage the importance of what they were talking about. The doll had been something she’d wanted more than she was willing to admit. 
She paused, clearly waiting for some response from him. Maybe she expected him to deny what she remembered, but really, what was the point?
“Did you?” Nick asked.
“It would have been a waste of time. Even if I’d believed in you, I knew I wasn’t a good little girl. Oh, I wasn’t particularly ‘bad,’ but I wasn’t kind to my friends or my little sister.” Now she did glance away. She studied her drink for a moment before she picked it up and took a quick sip. “I’m going to miss these, I imagine.”
Alcohol wasn’t part of the manifest for the first moon colony. The payload had been rigorously planned right down to the last piece of spare underwear. Everything they were taking with them was useful and necessary. Alcohol was a luxury, as was hot chocolate, apparently. Nick had had his last cup the night before.
Mrs. Parker held the drink, but she didn’t take another sip. “I don’t think my parents knew what to make of me. First child, odd child, so they doted on my sister instead. I’m sure the story is old to you, but when I was seven, my sister was the bane of my existence. She was the one who believed in you and the one you visited, but I’m the one who saw you.”
Nick remembered Felicity Parker’s sister. Monica. A cute little girl with golden ringlets and a sweet disposition. He’d brought her the toy she’d asked for. He hadn’t brought Felicity anything at all.
Monica had died of leukemia when she’d been eleven. Nick had grieved for her, as he grieved for all his kids who left the world too early.
“Why did you allow me on the program?” Nick asked.
“I’ve asked myself that quite often, as a matter of fact.” She looked at him again. “To deprive all the ‘good’ little boys and girls of your visits?” She sighed, an odd sound from such a self-assured, self-aware woman. “I’d like to think I’m not that petty.”
“In case you’re wondering, I’m no longer in that line of work,” Nick said. “I’ve been... replaced. Downsized, I suppose you could say.”
“And I could also say I was sorry to hear that, but I’m not sure that would be the truth.”
Such an odd mixture of emotions. Nick wondered if every child who hadn’t received a yearly gift from him would react the same way to seeing him after they’d grown up. Had that been part of the reason no one would hire him? What if it wasn’t his age, but some long-forgotten and never quite forgiven slight that bubbled to the surface like an unscratchable itch just at the sight of him?
Felicity Parker straightened her shoulders and gave him a small smile. “Besides, now that I’ve gotten to know you, I don’t believe you would have allowed yourself to be pushed aside if provisions hadn’t been made for things to continue after you were gone.”
She was right. There were still good little boys and girls in the world, and a system was in place to take care of all of them. It wasn’t as personal a service as Nick had provided, but things changed as the world changed. 
“Like your husband did,” Nick said gently.
“Yes, like Lincoln did.” She put the drink back on the corkboard coaster. “You asked me why I allowed you in the program. Why I overruled every one of my mission specialists who told me you were too old. Why I ‘took a chance’ on you, as I believe you told Ms. Wells.”
She leaned forward, elbows on the table, her hands cradling her drink. The pilot made a slight course correction, and sunlight flowed from Nick’s shoulder to his chest as the sun came more fully into view. The air in the cabin smelled stale like all recycled air did, but now he caught a whiff of her perfume and it masked the smell. 
“I’ve always been a realist,” she said. “I trusted what I saw with my eyes, what I experienced, that was what I knew to be true. When my sister passed away...” Her voice caught for just a moment, but her eyes remained clear, her gaze steady. “When she died, that was the end of my childhood. Then I met Lincoln. He was a dreamer, the opposite of me. He told me once that you encouraged him to follow his dreams, but he was never quite sure you were real. I knew you were.”
And she’d never told him. As sure as he’d ever been about any of his kids, he knew that Felicity Parker had never told her husband that Nick was real.
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” she said. “I don’t believe in fate. I believe in taking advantage of opportunities when they walk through my front door.”
“I’m an opportunity?” 
No one at any of the other places he’d applied had thought of him that way. They’d taken one look at him and dismissed him as useless.
“You encourage the dreamers,” she said. “We wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t encouraged my husband. I expect that the people on this mission will need encouragement if we’re to succeed.”
All of that was more flattering than Nick had expected, but he wondered if he deserved it. Like Felicity, many of the people he’d be living with on the moon hadn’t been among his good kids. 
“Now it’s my turn,” she said. “I want to know why you applied for the program, and I don’t want one of the pat answers you gave on the psych evaluations.”
He’d written what he’d thought were the expected responses to any question that had even skirted around the edge of “why.” Apparently his answers hadn’t been as clever as he’d thought.
“I wasn’t ready to be put out to pasture yet,” he said. “Everywhere I went, no one else seemed inclined to give me a chance to prove I was still capable of anything beyond a quick game of checkers. What’s that catch phrase everyone’s so fond of? Think outside the box?” He shrugged. “Can’t get much more outside the box than going to the moon.”
He could see the disappointment in her eyes. He deserved it. She’d been more truthful with him than he had a right to expect, and he’d given her only a partial truth in return.
“This colony’s going to make it,” he said. “I don’t know that for sure, but I can feel it in my bones. The people you’ve put together, they’re exceptional at what they do. They say the technology’s sound, and I trust that it is. People are going to do what people everywhere do, and the colony’s going to grow.”
Nick had seen the precursors of that. Some members of the team had already paired off. He wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. The mission’s payload included provisions for the children that would inevitably result.
“You might want me along to encourage the dreamers,” Nick said, “but that’s not my only job.” He could feel the old twinkle in his eyes again, and saw the reflection of it in Felicity Parker’s slow smile. “I guess I never did like the idea of being downsized.”
 
***
 
Nick enjoyed the moon more than he thought he would. Lower gravity meant less pressure on his bones, and he felt like a young man when he got out of bed in the morning. That alone more than made up for the cramped quarters and the rough years when no one was sure the colony would last.
The colony had survived. More than that, it had grown as Nick knew it would. Over the years the colony had added a nursery and then a schoolroom. Felicity Parker tutored the colony’s children in math and science, and Nick handled what colleges would have called “the humanities.” They didn’t criticize the kids but instead encouraged both logical and creative thinking, and celebrated their students’ successes no matter how small.
“We’re creating a society,” Felicity Parker said to him one night over cups of instant hot chocolate. 
Alcohol still hadn’t made its way into the colony’s food systems, but sheer demand had overcome the embargo on chocolate. Powdered hot chocolate wasn’t as good as the kind Nick’s wife used to make on top of the stove back on Earth, but after not having had any at all for years, the instant tasted like heaven.
“Better than the one we left behind?” Nick asked.
“I believe it is.” She gave him a long look. “Are you ready for tonight?”
The colony had no trees to decorate, of course, and no chimneys to shimmy down, but those were minor details. Nick had adapted, just like he’d adapted to the recycled air and the need to wear an environment suit whenever he exited a building. What was important was the small satchel resting in the corner of his cramped room. The bag was stuffed to overflowing with gifts for the colony’s children. 
As she had every year, Felicity had overridden the safeguards that kept the colonists from creating frivolous things with the technology that made it possible for the colony to exist. With the safeguards off, Nick had created the kind of gifts for each of the kids that would encourage their dreams—dreams he’d learned about by listening to them as he taught.
He finished off his hot chocolate before he lifted the satchel. Felicity Parker had become a good friend. Her help in assisting him with the reversal of his downsizing was invaluable. The biggest change Nick had made in how he did things this time around was due to her.
Nick no longer kept lists of who was good and who was bad. “Good” and “bad” were no less harmful labels than “old” and “slow” and “useless.” Kids were kids, and every kid deserved to know someone believed in them.
Just like Felicity Parker had believed in him.
Nick winked at her as he left his room and enjoyed the quizzical look she gave him in return. No matter. She’d find out what the wink was all about soon enough.
This year he’d created an additional gift and tucked it beneath the other gifts at the bottom of his satchel so she wouldn’t accidentally catch sight of it. He’d leave the gift at her door after he’d delivered all the rest. It was a totally frivolous gift, something that she’d wanted when she was seven but didn’t believe she deserved. 
It was long overdue.
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Before he started “The Toy That Ran Away,” he had an inkling he’d write about private investigator Dexter Duff searching for a sophisticated child’s toy. Then he received an invitation to Moonscapes.
“Suddenly,” he writes, “I had a setting, which is sometimes all you need to fit all the pieces into place.”



 
 
The Toy That Ran Away
Scott William Carter
 
The white mansion, with its marble pillars and terraced windows trimmed with gold, impressive and a bit gaudy, was exactly how I pictured a Unity Worlds Ambassador of a terraformed moon like Vanga Seven would live. Like he had something to prove. 
The air was cool on my face, the sky a hazy lavender with the onset of dusk. The planet Vanga itself loomed over the horizon, a dull gray oval, like a giant smudge that nobody could wipe away. The mansion was high in the hills of Trenton, high enough that I was breathing heavy despite being in the best shape of my life—at least for a private investigator who spent far too much time with his feet on a desk. When I glanced over my shoulder, down the grassy hill, I saw not only amber domed rooftops and a scattering of mirrored skyscrapers, but also the ocean beyond and below the floating city’s perimeter walls, blinking through a dusting of clouds. 
It was not my first time on a city in the sky, but it still felt strange to look down and see clouds. 
I placed my hand on the scanner and said my name. Without a word, I was buzzed inside. In the fading light, I walked up the wide steps to the front door. Leaves from the overhanging trees rippled in the wind like yellow scarves. Ambassador Jachin Strawn walked out to greet me. 
“Mister Duff,” he said. 
He smiled the practiced smile of a politician. Since the holo had been a headshot, I was not prepared for how big he was. His white turtleneck was so tight it looked like it had been painted on his chest, and his huge muscles had the too-perfect look of a statue. His hair was as white as his turtleneck, which I knew he must have done deliberately, to give himself a seasoned look. Men who bioshaped always made me think they were compensating for something.
“Call me Dexter,” I said. 
I extended my hand, but I was still feeling dizzy from the long stepdock passage from Earth, and I stumbled. Strawn caught my arm, his fingers clamping on my flesh felt like metal. When I righted myself, we locked eyes, and he was looking at me the way I imagined a lion might look at a circus performer who had just pulled his head out of the lion’s mouth—as if he were saying I could snap you in half and there’s nothing you could do about it.
We shook hands. His pupils were dishwater gray; pigment loss was often a side effect of bioshaping.
“I see my message got your attention,” he said.
“Your credit transfer did,” I replied. “That was a lot of money to give me on faith.”
“Faith has nothing to do with it. Your reputation precedes you. I hear you’re good at helping people.”
“When it suits me,” I said. 
“And my request suits you?”
“It has me intrigued. You really want to pay me all that money just to find one of your daughter’s toys?”
He laughed without any warmth at all and gestured toward the door. I followed him into an entryway that had a green marble floor and a high ceiling. A chandelier floated suspended above, hundreds of ice-like shards filling the room with light. We passed an invisible fountain, water trickling from one pool to another in midair, and finally entered a spacious living room with plush white furniture. The far wall was entirely glass, and because his mansion was high in the hills and at the edge of the floating city, the window looked out on the tops of clouds and an endless stretch of shimmering ocean. It was a rich person’s view of a moon that had been transformed into a perfect paradise ... which of course was why all the rich people were floating above it. The view from below wasn’t quite the same. 
Sitting in a rocking chair, so still I didn’t notice her until she looked up from the handheld on her lap, was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. Her long blond hair seemed to glow with its own light. She wore a tight white turtleneck similar to her husband’s that hugged all of her perfect curves, and a loose-fitting dress that fell past her ankles. But the longer I looked at her, the more apparent it was that her body was just as sculpted—the legs a bit too long, the cheekbones a little too pronounced, the blond hair a little too perfect. She was attractive only in the way that a doll could be attractive. 
“This is my wife, Meladine,” Strawn said.
“Pleasure,” I said.
She smiled. Then, as if she was embarrassed, she lowered her gaze. Strawn looked at me.
“Perhaps you’d care for some tea?”
“Never touch the stuff,” I said.
“Something else?”
“That’s all right.”
“We can make coffee,” Meladine said in a quiet voice. “I know you Earth natives often—”
“He said he’s fine,” Strawn said curtly.
Her wince was hardly noticeable, but that kind of thing always bothered me, and I started to regret responding to the man’s holo. Strawn glared at her until she rose meekly and walked out of the room. Then he turned to the wall nearest us, where there was a watercolor of a field of yellow tulips. The tulips stirred as if by a breeze.
“Activate screen,” he said.
The painting dissolved and in its place was an aerial view of a war-torn city, with crumbled buildings and gaping craters. A red light blinked in the middle of the area.
“Old Vanga Seven?” I said. 
“Very good,” Strawn said.
I knew from my research that the Vangans had destroyed their own planet centuries earlier—overpopulation, pollution, the usual suspects. Unlike most planets with similar problems, however, the Vangans had been fortunate that one of their moons—Vanga Seven—had been ripe for terraforming, to use the Old Earth word. Unfortunately, another hundred years later the Unity Worlds war with the Dulnari had destroyed Vanga Seven as well. After the war, the moneyed people of the moon decided to construct floating cities like Trenton instead of rebuilding below. To me, it seemed a little like building on a battlefield without burying the bodies. 
“Nobody lives down there anymore but the savages,” Strawn said, as if reading my thoughts. “People who can’t afford to get out. And that’s apparently where my daughter’s little toy has gone. The red blinking light is its last known location. Something must have shorted its homing beacon. Otherwise your job would be a lot easier.”
“How did it get down there?”
Strawn shrugged. “Maybe it boarded a sanitation vehicle. I don’t know. He’s a Paqil 5000. Very intelligent.”
“Why do you think he ran off?”
“Good question. I’ve heard that the Paqils are designed to respond to their owner’s attention. My daughter Alexa just turned four. She used to spend a lot of time with Bear. That’s what she calls him. Bear. Very simple, I know, but she named him when she was two.” He chuckled, again without any sign of the emotion that usually accompanied it. “Anyway, she’s been doing a lot of other things lately. Virtuoracing. Laser dancing. Not spending nearly as much time with him. It’s my guess that Bear sometimes runs away because he’s lonely.”
“He’s done this more than once?”
“Yes, but he’s never left Trenton before. Screen off.” The tulips returned, and he turned to face me. “That’s why I need you, Dexter. I’ve heard that you’re a man who doesn’t mind going to dangerous places. They say, well, they say you were once ...”
“In the Calfan Mafia?” I finished for him.
“Yes.”
“It’s an interesting rumor.”
“You’re saying it’s false?”
I smiled. “I’m saying that if it was true, it isn’t now. I work for myself.”
“Yes. Well. I’m curious how you made such a transition.”
“It’s natural to be curious.”
“Hmm. Well, a man in my line of work has learned to be guarded, too, which is part of the reason you’re here. I’m afraid that my face alone might incite a riot down in Old Vanga Seven, as some of the Unity Worlds policies I’m associated with have not exactly been ... popular.”
“Why not just buy another toy?”
“My daughter would know the difference, believe me. Will you do it? I will pay you ten times what I’ve already paid you.”
It was a lot of money, and I could have certainly used it. But I decided long ago to never again work for someone I despised. And I was already despising Jachin Strawn. 
Before I could answer, though, a little girl with blond hair walked into the room. She had pale, freckled skin and big green eyes, and her yellow cotton dress swished when she walked. She was cute, not beautiful but cute, just as little girls who have never been bioshaped were supposed to look. She reminded me of Linna, my own daughter, who had been about the same age when she died. 
“This is Alexa,” Strawn said.
My mouth felt dry. She held a piece of paper, which she handed to me. On it was a crude drawing of a brown teddy bear with blue eyes. At the bottom, in bold brown lettering, she had scrawled BEAR.
“I draws you a picture,” she said, “to helps you find him.”
 
***
 
It took me nearly three days of scouring the smog-blanketed cities of Old Vanga Seven, wandering among the crumbled buildings and the tent towns that rimmed the bomb craters, bribing my way past drugged-up gang members and what remained of the local mafia, until somebody said they’d seen the toy hiding in the basement of a burned out apartment building. That led me to an old toothless man living on the first floor who said, yeah, he’d seen the toy, but he’d sold it. After jogging his memory with a fair amount of pure vernilon—a drug that was like money down there—he gave me the shop’s location. 
I told myself I wasn’t doing this because of the girl. Rule number one was never to let emotions dictate the jobs. It was always about the money. But try as I might, I couldn’t shake the look on that girl’s face when she showed me the picture of the bear.
The shop’s location was in a bazaar of sorts—not in one of the sun-bleached tents, but in one of the gray buildings surrounding the area. The upper windows all gaped black, but there were a few occupied stores in the bottom floors. 
Throngs of emaciated people packed the street, some carrying straw baskets or herding dirty-faced children. Beggars crowded the aisles and pawed at me with bony fingers. The placed reeked of sewage and rot. Outside the shop I was looking for was a front display that amounted to nothing more than a white cloth on a folding table, filled with dozens of tiny pieces of electronics, all useless junk.
Inside it was so dark it took my eyes a moment to adjust, the place lit by only a few exposed bulbs. The humid air smelled of burnt metal. A pasty-faced man with long greasy red and gray hair was seated at a table in the rear, head bent down as he examined some small bit of electronics. He wore a black lens over one eye, something homemade—a camera lens fastened to a pair of goggles. He looked up. The black lens made his right eye appear enormous. He had enough gray in his hair that I guessed he was old enough to have lived through the war with the Dulnari.
“Don’t got no money,” he said.
“I’m not here to rob you,” I said. “I’m looking for something—a toy bear. Somebody told me you had one.”
He slipped the goggles onto his forehead. He regarded me silently, chewing on his bottom lip. His pale forehead glistened. His body odor—a mix of garlic and layered sweat—was so overpowering it made me wince.
“Yeah,” he said finally. “Yeah, I, uh, did have it a week ago. But it’s gone. Sold it.”
I walked to the table. “You sure? Because I’d pay a good price for it.”
He wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his arm. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m sure.” 
“So if I was to look around in your store for it, I wouldn’t find it?”
“Uh ...”
“Because if I found it, after you saying you didn’t have it, I wouldn’t be very happy.”
He swallowed so hard his fleshly neck jiggled. “Well ... I might have it. What does it look like?”
I described it for him.
“Oh, that one,” he said. “Yeah. I was thinking of a different bear. That one’s in the back. I was trying to fix it.”
“Fix it?”
“I didn’t break it. It was broken when the old guy sold it to me.”
He stood abruptly, his belly bumping the table, and scurried to a metal door at the back. I followed. The door led to a cluttered storeroom, a narrow aisle between metal shelves filled with wooden crates. It was dark except for the light coming from the main part of the store, but the man shuffled ahead, disappearing into darkness. I placed my hand over my gun, in its holster beneath my jacket, and followed.
A light attached to a metal arm clicked on, illuminating a workbench, crates piled high on all sides. The man hustled to the table and reached for something.
“Hold on a minute,” I said.
He froze. When I got closer, I saw the bear. Dirt coated its fluffy tan fur. Its paws and muzzle were the same color as its eyes—a deep, rich brown. It sat lifeless on the workbench, stubby arms and legs spread wide. A square area of its chest had been removed and placed next to it, exposing the circuitry within the bear. A blue wire led from the inside of the bear to a small handheld.
“What were you doing?” I asked.
“I told you. I was trying to fix—”
“Don’t give me that bullshit. You’ve got it hooked up to some kind of device. Why?”
He blinked a few times. I took a step toward him, and he retreated, holding up his hands. 
“Wait!” he said. “I was just trying to play the memory banks, that’s all.”
“What?”
“I noticed somebody had gotten into it before. These Paqils, they come completely welded. No removable panels. But somebody had cut it open and then sealed it back up. I thought ... maybe ...”
I saw where he was going, and I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “You thought maybe somebody was hiding something.”
“Yeah. I was just curious, that’s all.”
“Or you were looking for something to blackmail somebody with.”
The look in his eyes confirmed my theory, but he shook his head vigorously. “No, no, I wouldn’t do that. I just—”
“Did you get it to play?”
“No, no, I couldn’t—”
“Are you lying?”
“No! I’m telling the truth. I—”
My anger got the best of me. Thump, thump—just like that, I hit him with two swift punches to his face. Then it took everything I had to stop myself from hitting him again. It was always there, the anger, swelling inside of me, waiting for its chance. To break a bone. To hear a scream. To make sure my opponent didn’t just respect me, but feared me.
When I was with the Calfan mafia, it was my ruthlessness that made me such a useful part of their organization. But it wasn’t ruthlessness, not really. It was a lack of self-control. When the anger took over, it took over completely. And it was that same lack of self-control, when the son of one of the bosses wanted to try to prove himself by taking me on in a fistfight, that got me in so much trouble. 
After the son ended up a vegetable, they killed my wife and daughter as punishment. I got my revenge, eventually liquefying everyone involved, including the bosses who gave the order, but it didn’t make losing the only two people that mattered to me hurt any less. The reason they were dead was because of my own weakness. I had to live with that.
The greasy-haired man went down hard, his nose a bloody mess. I loomed over him. He raised his arms in a protective shield.
“All right, all right!” he cried. “I got it to play. But I won’t tell anyone what I saw, I swear. Just take it. I don’t want anything. Just—just don’t hurt me!”
I squatted so we were at eye level. It was a moment before he realized I wasn’t going to hit him, then he lowered his arms.
“Play it for me,” I said.
 
***
 
In the dark storeroom, I watched what the bear saw play out on the handheld’s tiny screen. A lot of the footage was just the girl, the two of them playing together, or the bear watching her sleep, but my greasy-haired friend was able to fast forward to more disturbing images: Strawn screaming at his wife, his wife running away, Strawn catching her and beating her. It happened many times, all of it seen from the vantage point close to the floor. 
During one of the fights, the bear looked to his right, and there, crouched on the other side of the doorway, was Strawn’s daughter. She had seen everything. I realized I had never seen Strawn hit her.
“He never put a finger on the girl,” the storekeeper said, his voice nasally because of the wad of tissues he held up to his nose. “Not in the stuff that’s on here, anyway.”
“How much has been erased?”
“No way to know. But there’s only a few months filled in the memory banks, and this bear’s a lot older than that.” He shook his head. “I used to work on these back in my old life. I’d heard of these Paqils doing this kind of stuff.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know, running away when they see something bad.” He hesitated. “You work for him?”
“I was just doing this one job.”
“Oh. You know, I can erase that stuff if he wants. For a price.”
I looked at him.
“Or for free,” he said. “I’d do it for free.”
“Just put it back together,” I said. Then, as he reached for the bear, I grabbed his arm. “Wait. I want you to do one more thing for me.” 
 
***
 
After giving the storekeeper a little vernilon for his trouble, I boarded the pod I’d gotten from Strawn and headed for Trenton. It was nearly dark, but it wasn’t until the pod rose above the sooty cloud cover that I saw that though the sun was setting, it was much brighter above the smog than below. The planet Vanga, dominating the western sky above the smog, was no longer a gray oval smudge. Now it was a crimson oval smudge, like a big bloody thumbprint. I wondered what the Vangans would do if they ruined the moon they were living on just as they’d ruined their home planet. Build a moon for their moon? How many reminders of their mistakes did they need inhabiting the sky?
Or maybe they’d just find a way to erase their collective memory banks. It had worked with a child’s toy, after all. If nobody could prove who was to blame for all the damage that had been done, then nobody could ever be held responsible.
The Paqil sat on the seat next to me, watching me, big brown eyes blinking. I thought about all the things those eyes I had seen. I knew the Paqils couldn’t speak, but the pleading way the bear looked at me, it was as if it were trying to speak to me. Those eyes were like moons themselves—big and luminous, always present, seeing everything even if they weren’t seen in return.
I told myself not to get involved. It had been a lot harder making ends meet since my Calfan days, and Strawn was willing to pay a good chunk of change. If Strawn’s wife wanted to press charges, she surely could have. That she hadn’t so far wasn’t surprising, since most of the abused women I had known—and I had known plenty in my old life—kept going back to their abusers for more. If she didn’t press charges, nothing I said would stick, and Strawn would do his best to ruin me. A man with his connections could probably do a good job of it, too. 
But I thought of the girl. I thought of the way she looked at me as she handed me her drawing. I thought of Linna. 
I waited until I landed, then called Strawn on the pod’s vid. He answered dressed in a white robe, hair slicked back.
“You get the toy?” he said.
“Yep,” I said. “I’ll be on Trenton in thirty minutes. Can you meet me at the landing station?”
He frowned. “You can’t come to the house?”
“I’ve got someplace to be on another planet, and the stepdock’s right here.”
“All right,” he said reluctantly, and clicked off.
I boarded the transport tube and was whisked around the city on an invisible platform, ending up at the base of the big grassy hill that led to his estate. No one was there. The tube depot was set in a grove of the trees with the rippling, scarf-like leaves. A black iron gate, the first security check, blocked the path that led up the hill. With the bear tucked under my arm, I hid behind a tree not far from the depot. 
Twenty minutes later, the gate opened and Strawn, dressed in a tight black turtleneck and black pants, crossed the road and stepped into the tube. 
I walked up to the gate, placed my hand on the scanner, and said my name. A few seconds later Meladine spoke.
“He said he was meeting you at the platform,” she said.
“I wanted to talk to you first,” I said.
The open connection on the intercom produced a low hum.
“It will only take a minute,” I said. “It’s about your daughter.”
“What about her?” 
“Can I come up? I’d rather talk in person.”
“I don’t know ...”
“It’s important.”
She didn’t answer. I was about to speak again when the gate buzzed open. I walked inside, jogged up the steep grassy hill, hand-checked past the second security gate, then hoofed it up the steps to the mansion. I was breathing heavy in the thin air and sweat made my shirt cling to my back. The front door opened and Meladine appeared, wearing a cream-colored dress that fell to her ankles and a thin white sweater with long sleeves. I realized that neither of the outfits I had seen her wearing revealed much skin. 
“Covering bruises?” I said.
“What?”
I took a moment to catch my breath, then held up the toy. “I saw what the bear saw.”
She crossed her arms over her chest, hugging herself. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“He beats you.”
“He ... he just has a temper. It’s something we’re dealing with.”
It was what I expected her to say, and changing her mind wasn’t why I was there. “I don’t care about that. I just need to know if he’s hitting your daughter.”
She touched her throat. “Alexa?”
“He ever laid a hand on her?”
“No! No, he’d never do that! He’s not that kind of man.”
“But he’s the kind of man who hits his wife?”
Her blush was an unnatural one, reddening her ears and her neck but leaving her cheeks pale. Another side effect of the bioshaping, most likely.
“Mister Duff,” she said tersely. “This is a family matter. I assure you that if he ever, ever, so much as laid a finger on Alexa, I and my daughter would be gone in an instant. And he—he loves us! He may have flaws, but he really loves us!”
I didn’t know what to say. On some level, she was probably right. He probably did love them. After all, why else would he keep erasing the bear’s memory rather than just get rid of the toy altogether? But just because he loved them didn’t mean he was good for them. It didn’t mean he could control his urges. My own urges may have been different than his—I never laid a hand on my wife or child, and never would—but it was becoming clear to me that Strawn and I were more alike than I cared to admit.
“What’s going on here?”
It was Strawn. I turned and there he was, coming up the steps like a hulking ape. His jaw was set, and his hands were clenched into fists. Those fists looked as big and solid as barbells.
“Just having a word with your wife,” I said.
He continued upward until he stood on the same step as me. “I came back because I forgot the money, and I find this ... I don’t remember hiring you as a family counselor, Dexter.”
I smiled. “Consider it a free bonus.”
“You betray my trust, sir. Go inside, Meladine.”
She closed the door without a word. The two of us stared at one another. The wind picked up, rippling the yellow leaves. His white hair, like packed snow, didn’t stir at all.
“Give me the bear and I’ll forget this transgression,” he said. 
“Why did you erase its memory?”
“That’s not your concern. Give me the bear.” He held out his hand. “I paid you to do a job, and you’ve done it. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll hand it over. Now.”
He reached for it. I took a step back. With a growl, he threw a left haymaker at my head. I saw it coming, but he was faster than I thought he would be, and he managed to clip my jaw. It was like being hit by a sledgehammer. Tasting blood, I staggered and tripped on the step, falling on my hands. The bear rolled away.
My ears were still ringing, but I saw his right foot surging toward my chest. I twisted away and grabbed his leg and sent him sprawling backwards. The anger took hold of me then, a white hot rage that lit up my body like an electric current. I was on him in a flash, a whirlwind of fists pummeling his head. After the first few blows, he lay limp, but still I punched on, the blood darkening his face.
“Don’t hurt my Daddy!”
Alexa’s girl’s cry hit me like a bucket of cold water. Breathing hard, my eyes stinging with sweat, I stopped hitting Strawn and looked up. She stood in the doorway, her dress the same yellow as the leaves and shimmering in the same silken way. She cradled the Paqil against her, pressing its face against her chest.
A memory slipped out of the black recesses of my mind: Linna’s face, the last time I saw her. Covered in blood on the floor of our apartment. Eyes glassy and unblinking. Then I remembered something, something I had long since forgotten. She had been holding a teddy bear of her own that day. It hadn’t been anything as fancy as a Paqil, just a simple brown teddy bear with black satin paws and blue buttons for eyes. She had carried it everywhere with her—and it was cradled in her arms when I found her, its head turned toward her chest just as this girl was doing with her bear. Turned away so it wouldn’t see. 
Strawn moaned. I looked at the bloody mess I had made of his face. He may not have hit his daughter so far, but someday he would. Or worse. Once I left, he would do his best to ruin me, but it would all be worth it if I could somehow make him into the kind of father his daughter deserved. But no matter how many times I hit him, it wouldn’t change his nature, and there was no way I could be there watching his every move.
I grabbed the scruff of his shirt and pulled his face up to mine. He blinked at me, his eyes full of hatred.
“Here’s the thing,” I said. “I can’t make your wife go to the police. But this bear is watching, you see. And that means I’m watching. I had a few tweaks made to its programming. If it runs again, it runs directly to me. It’s also now got a pulse-feed set up to the nex-links, and that pulse stops the moment the bear is destroyed or is inactive for too long in some box or someone even tries to tamper with it—which means I’ll know. Got it? I’ll know. Plus I’m coming back here for a little unannounced visit. It might be in a few days. It might be in a few months. You won’t know when. And I’m going to take this bear to someone who can show me what it’s seen. If I find out you’ve been hitting her, or your little girl, or somehow you still managed to get the bear’s memory wiped, I’m going to hurt you. I’m going to hurt you bad.”
It wasn’t fear I saw blooming in his eyes, so much as recognition. It may have been a hollow threat coming from another man, but he knew it wasn’t from me. After all, my reputation preceded me.
I lowered him to the ground. Alexa continued cradling the bear, her dress billowing around her legs. I watched her, thinking about Linna, thinking about all the ways I had let her down. 
The evening light was fading, the wind turning cool. I started down the stairs, thinking about taking a vacation, despite my bleak finances. I had been on precious few vacations in my life, but I imagined that somewhere out there was a warm beach under a hot sun, with an endless stretch of blue ocean that could wash away even the worst of my memories. And there would be a moon in the sky. And it would be a good moon—always present, always watchful, always reminding me that there were more important things in life than money or power.
“I’m an important man, Duff!” Strawn shouted after me. “You’ll regret this!”
I didn’t turn and look at him, but I spoke loud enough for him to hear.
“Maybe,” I said, “but at least I won’t regret it today.”
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The average writer flirts with a few careers before turning to full-time writing, but Maggie Jaimeson is no ordinary writer. She’s had careers in everything from family and marriage counseling to software design and development before settling (for a while) in academia. Maggie also managed to publish a lot of science fiction short stories between 1979 and 1989, then turned to non-fiction. In 2004, she returned to fiction. As a full-time novelist, she routinely crosses genres, writing everything from SF and fantasy to romance and suspense.
About “The Payment,” she writes, “Throughout history those who do not conform to the norms of the day are killed, imprisoned or shipped to faraway places. When faced with writing a story for Moonscapes, I immediately thought of the isolation of traveling to an unknown place and how one survives. Some find great freedom in isolation while others search for blame. Exploring that juxtaposition interests me, and ‘The Payment’ is one part of that journey.”



 
 
The Payment
Maggie Jaimeson
 
Carrie James stood stone straight in the center of the courtroom. A spotlight illuminated her small frame, dressed in prison grey for all to see. She kept her face rigid, refusing to show emotion no matter what the sentence. 
The Popess, flanked by the twelve judges of the church, stood on a platform that rose high above Carrie’s head. It was built to intimidate. It was built to make sure the criminal understood there was no escape. A large screen projected the room to the worldwide cast.
The Popess stepped to the microphone to pronounce her sentence. “For the crime of refusing a marriage contract we find you guilty. For the crime of killing your assigned husband we find you guilty. For the crime of heresy against the church, and specifically against the holy office of the Popess we find you guilty of treason. You are hereby sentenced to spend the rest of your natural life in the service of the Plutonian moon, Charon. Your name has been stripped from our records. Henceforth, you will only be addressed as the Prisoner of Charon. You are allowed twenty-four hours to say goodbye to any family before your launch.”
The lights dimmed as the Popess and her judges exited. Then Carrie was returned to the cell. She had no one visiting. Her mother was too embarrassed by her daughter’s crimes. Friends had long ago abandoned Carrie when she refused to marry her assigned husband. It didn’t matter that he was seventy and she only twenty-two. It didn’t matter that he was a violent man who took what he wanted and never cared about her. All that mattered to her family and friends was that the word of the Popess was the word of God, and to go against the word of God was treason.
 
***
 
There was not a sound in the pod except the constant click and whir of the air filters and the bots checking attitude, adjustment, speed. Carrie peered out the view window situated above her sleeping couch. The stars rushing by had slowed in the past two days. They now appeared like a fine snow that covered the sky with a frozen, silvery moss. 
Though happy to see the stars now visible again, they held little sway against the intense, boundless silence of this ocean of nothingness. Since passing Neptune nearly a year ago, this final leg of her journey had seemed longer than the previous seven years combined. Perhaps it was anticipation of finally starting her work.
“Braking,” a simulation of the Popess’ voice warned Carrie . “Secure restraints. Braking.”
Carrie laughed at the thought that she had any choice about moving to or from the bed that held her. Her stomach dropped as the pod settled into the gravitational pull of Charon and Pluto. She trembled with a combination of fear and excitement as Hydra adjusted the orbit with short blasts of fuel. Given Carrie was only twenty-three when she was sentenced; her pod was built to sustain an orbit for a minimum of seventy years. If she lived longer than that, it was hard to know what would happen. Would the pod simply plummet to Charon and finally allow her to die? Or would the Earth programmers find a way to coax her satellite to remain aloft until her death, never allowing her to touch ground again?
After the long journey she was glad to finally get started on her work. She had lobbied Earth-Space Research, in her most contrite writing, to be allowed to move again once the pod achieved a stable orbit. It was “under consideration.”
Carrie clamped down on the little bit of anger she still felt at her confinement. For the most part she had grown to accept her imprisonment. Sometime around year five Carrie had decided not to damn them all to hell every time she received a message with instructions on the nature of her research. In fact, she decided it wasn’t worth the energy to feel anything about the Earth-Space administrators or others left back on Earth. At least she was freed of the daily edicts of the Popess instructing wives in their duties.
During the first two years of her confinement, she’d suffered terribly from loneliness and boredom. She would spend entire days writing angry screeds to the prison panel for this cruel punishment. Getting no response, she turned to dictating novels where she could easily kill off the Popess, the judges, the citizen jurors, and anyone else she cared to control in her fantasy world. When she had finally bled all her anger into the stories, she stopped writing and took to voracious reading. Over a million volumes were stored for her, ranging from light love stories to complex family sagas, stories of crime and fantasy, comedies and tragedies. Even science fiction could keep her going on her worst days. Now that she was no longer a threat to Earth, she had access to thousands of banned books. Her soul already doomed to hell, the Popess and her minions no longer tried to save her from her wayward thoughts. 
She was allowed written communication with the Earth-Research administration, where some low-level lacky would decide whether to send her missive off to the addressee. In the first year, her mother wrote weekly. Carrie hated how the greeting was always to “The Prisoner of Charon.” Even her own mother refused to call her by her given name. In the second year, her mother stopped writing. She wasn’t sure if her family had moved or if the administrator wasn’t passing along her messages. By the third year, she accepted she was completely alone.
In the third year, Carrie tried to kill herself by not eating. After all, being sent to the far reaches of the solar system was worse than a death sentence. Her punishment was to live entirely alone for the rest of her days. 
Her starvation was not successful. Once she slipped into unconsciousness, the bots fed her and brought her back to health. To ensure she didn’t try it again, she was now not only confined within the pod, but to her small two foot by six foot bed. Yet another indignity visited upon The Prisoner of Charon. One could not choose to die.
Carrie had little memory of what happened in the fourth or fifth years of her journey. As the pod passed each planet, she was briefly introduced to the prisoners of various moons. When she passed Saturn and Jupiter, the list went on forever, with over one hundred prisoners between them. Then Uranus with thirty-two prisoners. She learned that all the scientific studies of the various moons and satellites in the solar system were performed by prisoners sentenced to living alone in a pod orbiting around one moon. At first she had welcomed the brief contact of human voices on her journey, but as she listened to their loneliness, their helplessness, she decided she would prefer not to be introduced. She had enough of her own baggage to carry.
By the sixth year, Carrie was merely going through the motions of living. She had accepted her confinement to the pod, but being restrained in her bed was so demoralizing that she could no longer pretend interest. She missed standing, and bending, and on occasion dancing. The bots’ stimulation of muscles kept her in shape but it was not the same. If it weren’t for her diary entries she would have nothing to prove she actually was conscious during those years. Perhaps it was better she didn’t remember. One day flowed into the next. Without movement or the will to improve her mind she relied on the bots to control all intake, and quickly remove all eliminations with the same efficiency. 
When the pod passed Neptune and entered the final year of her journey, Carrie gave up writing in her diary and renewed hope for meaningful work to come. She studied music and poetry. She learned to compose music to match her mood by sampling the ancient symphonies that were supplied via the pod’s computer. She now had saved several new symphonies she’d designed from the inspiration of poetry or classic plays she favored. A favorite was a pastoral piece with some operatic notes and loosely based on Aristophanes Greek comedy, The Frogs. Given that Carrie’s life sentence to Charon was her punishment for actively disobeying the Popess, it seemed fitting to pit one philosopher against another in her symphony, just as Aristophanes had done.
Carrie had also zealously studied languages, philosophy, and their relationship to science. As if the bots knew what she needed next, she would be led to find crossover books for her to read—books that intersected with science and religion or language and culture. That was when she developed her plan—a plan to finally win her complete freedom from Earth. 
An alarm sounded, and the five camera screens, which had provided the primary views of space, switched on all at once. 
“Recording,” Hydra said. “Do you have questions?”
Carrie shook her head. She wasn’t sure when she’d decided to stop talking to Hydra. It had been some years ago. There simply seemed no reason to interact with a computer that didn’t care. She had also vowed not to share anymore than absolutely necessary with whoever was monitoring her on Earth, billions of miles away.
“The prisoner is required to enter perceptions in her diary,” Hydra reminded her. “I would be loath to punish the prisoner again, if the prisoner refuses.”
Carrie laughed at that. The bots could inflict pain at any time, but never enough to kill her. She’d given up on enticing Hydra to deliver pain and remind Carrie that she still lived. Her body was no longer of prime importance. Only her mind mattered now.
Yes, she would enter her perceptions in her diary. She would draw pictures of the moon to provide an artist’s view for those data crunchers back on Earth who would only see Charon in terms of its chemical makeup. What would the people of Earth see in pictures instead of words? She refused to play their game of defining emotions. Instead she would create emotions in them and see how they liked it.
Carrie placed the stylus on her screen and selected white, blue, and grey as her color palette for her first painting. Then she turned her gaze to the cameras as they caught different angles of the moonscape. As expected, it appeared covered with ice. Large rock outcroppings were evident and she noted a possible hill or small mountain in the distance. She quickly rendered what she saw in three different viewpoints. She was sure to add a perspective of Pluto as a moon of Charon—even though it was the larger of the two satellites. That should give them a different perspective. 
She added a corona of light around the dark Pluto on her drawing, and then followed that light to illuminate certain features of the planet. This was a more romantic drawing than the realistic depictions on her screens, but that was what she believed would get people excited—would begin to build her popularity. 
Could it be true that somewhere on Charon plumes of water were erupting? An ice planet provided water, when heated. If they found a way to heat specific areas, humans could eventually be sustained in domes. With Pluto’s slight atmosphere having more methane, some scientists believed Charon was the better choice for future settlements and a launching place to move beyond the solar system. Of course both worlds—Pluto and Charon—would take decades to build and maybe over a hundred years before an attempt at human habitation. Both worlds would take a millennia to terraform. Carrie wanted to make Charon the world of choice. She wanted to prove to Earth that the smaller, the lighter, the one furthest from the center was the most beautiful.
As the pod passed over the dark south pole and headed north, Carrie couldn’t help but notice the constant presence of the larger satellite. What must it be like to live on the Pluto-facing side? To stand upon Charon and see a moon larger than that world? Would it feel comforting or menacing? Would her body respond to the constant tidal pull or would it become normal? She hoped at some time in the future, the computer would allow her to pass between the two worlds and capture it in her art. 
“Analysis,” Hydra stated. The screen on her far right no longer showed a view of the planet, but had instead engaged the spectrascope and spewed chemical data onto the screen in neat rows and columns. “Charon presents a clear spectral signature of H2O ice in the crystalline phase, plus an absorption band near 2.2 μm identified as a hydrated form of NH3.”
In other words, frozen water was the primary component of Charon with a small amount of ammonia. No presence of methane or carbon monoxide like Pluto. 
Carrie sighed and started the next file for a new drawing. This one would not be sent until her plan for freedom was realized. She titled it Home.
Over the next two years, Carrie sent more than a thousand renderings of Charon to the planetary art markets. Some were realistic, while others were romanticized. It was the latter that brought the most money into the prison system. She should have felt angry about that, but she didn’t. For the first time in her life, she felt an important part of something—something beyond any personal relationship she’d had on Earth. 
Carrie was sure that those on Earth could now see a reflection of the deep love she felt for the moon. In addition to her digital paintings she would compose new music and use it to animate the turns from day to night, from sunlight to dark. She now thought of Charon as a planet, not a moon. She and Charon were becoming of one mind. She was indeed Charon now.
“You are released from your sleeping couch, Prisoner of Charon.” After two years in a stable orbit, Earth administration had finally granted Carrie’s request to walk on her own. 
Carefully, she placed her feet on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. She hadn’t felt the floor for years. It was a strange feeling to have that solid surface and the simulated partial gravity beneath her feet once more.
She scooted to the edge of the bed and pushed up to stand. Her legs wobbled but supported her. Intellectually, she knew they would because the bots had exercised her muscles several times each day. But her heart hadn’t been sure. It had been so long since she’d stood she wasn’t a hundred percent certain that her mind and body would cooperate. 
Carrie shuffled one foot forward and then another. She could balance too. Amazing what the body and brain could agree to do. Gingerly, she lifted one foot to balance completely on the other. As she tilted to one side she reached to the wall to steady herself. It would take practice to dance again. She laughed. No worries. She had plenty of time to relearn. She would compose the dance of Charon with music, and paintings, and perhaps one day even with words.
Today she would stand at the screen instead of lying in her bed. Today she would show herself one with Charon for all to see.
“Thank you,” Carrie responded, breaking her years of silence with Hydra. “We are grateful.”
Over the next five years, Carrie’s output increased. Now that she could move and dance, touch things beyond her bed, her creativity amplified tenfold. The communications coming from Earth-Space administration indicated they were ecstatic with her output. It seemed that Earth art collectors always wanted more inventory. Her digital paintings were being exhibited in galleries throughout the world. Her musical compositions and animations of Charon were becoming important backdrops in new theater and movie productions. The name of The Prisoner of Charon had exceeded all other moon prisoners combined. The amount of money coming into the prison system was staggering. The subliminal message in her paintings of the moon of Charon standing up to Pluto heightened the confidence of advocates for rehabilitation instead of isolation. In response the Earth-Space administration was required to fund rehabilitation efforts again.
Carrie was satisfied. It was time to implement her plan.
She stared out the viewing port, waiting to pass between Charon and Pluto on their mutually facing side. The pod had been granted that orbit for the past month and she had determined how that would help her. The Earth-based telescopes still had difficulty distinguishing one world from the other, particularly when Pluto eclipsed Charon. When she turned off the communication network, she would have five hours before anyone on Earth knew something was wrong. She was counting on the bureaucracy to first assume a computer glitch and then to begin formulating a fix. Given what she knew about how the prison system worked, she had calculated a minimum of seventy-two Earth hours and a maximum of six days. Either way, it would be too late for anyone to stop her escape.
“Entering the Charon-Pluto corridor,” Hydra announced.”
“Thank you.” Carrie approached the computer panel in the same way she always did. “Check Earth communication,” she instructed, watching carefully as the link was established.
“Communications normal,” Hydra replied.
“Thank you.” Then Carrie quickly severed the main wire and the two backups to the signal.
“Communications severed,” Hydra replied in the same soothing inflection. 
Charon smiled. “Thank you. I will investigate.”
At the center of the transit between Charon and Pluto, she engaged the thrusters and caused three short bursts to push it out of orbit and toward Charon. Then she pulled the fuel injection signal boards so they could no longer be used to boost the pod back into orbit.
An alarm sounded. “Orbital decay,” Hydra stated. “Adjusting.”
Carrie waited.
“Fuel depleted. Prepare for crash. Prepare for crash.”
Carrie crawled onto her bed and strapped in. She curled into a fetal position, protecting her head and neck. At long last she would get her freedom. 
“Calculating impact velocity.”
Carrie laughed. What did it matter what the velocity was? Either she would live or die. The numbers told her nothing.
Without a thick atmosphere, there was no extreme heating. In fact, outside of a feeling of falling quickly, there was no fear at all. 
The icy impact threw her body against the restraints. A scraping sound surrounded the pod as it burrowed into the ice. When Carrie could no longer hear or feel movement she untwisted from her position and gazed around the pod’s interior. Nothing was crunched. Nothing was out of place. 
For once Carrie was thankful for the engineers of the Earth-Space prison system. In building a pod to last seventy or more years, they had taken into account the possibility of impacts from space debris and built a shell that would withstand a great deal of stress. 
“Image screens,” Carrie called to Hydra. “Let’s see our new home.”
One of the screens was inoperable, likely destroyed in the crash as it was placed at the part of the pod now buried in the ice. However the screens on the side and top revealed the beauty of the crater her impact had formed. The icy surface glistened in a blue and white sheen. The rim heights of the crater appeared to be at least three times the size of her pod. Best of all she could see Pluto, in all its dark glory, a comfort in the sky. 
Carrie reconnected the Earth communication signal. First she sent her final painting. The one titled Home that she had completed seven years ago. It depicted the pod on Charon’s surface with the Pluto moon in view. An environmental dome covered the entire new crater. Beneath the pod an island had been constructed, and the ice beyond the island heated to form a watery moat. She also sent a message with her final digital painting. Charon is no longer a prisoner. 
Ten hours later, she received
confirmation that her painting and message had been received. She disconnected the communication link for the final time. She no longer needed the contact of Earth. She no longer wanted to be monitored or told what to do. She no longer cared whether her paintings were the most popular or would eventually be eclipsed by artistic works from a prisoner of Eris or perhaps a prisoner of Ceres or some numbered newly discovered satellite. She had found her home and she was at peace. 
Over the next twenty years, Carrie made occasional forays onto the ice to gather inspiration, to imagine Charon as an outpost for others who needed a free life. She filled her days with books and music, art and science. She recorded all she thought and experienced in her diaries, though she no longer sent them to Earth for examination. She doubted anyone would ever find them, or her. She’d been so long without communication with another human that she was unsure if the Popess still existed, or if some other structure had changed the politics on Earth. 
In the end, Carrie was grateful for her imprisonment. Not for the circumstances which caused it, but for the chance to be the fullest human she could and to be free of the strictures of a society she never understood.
On her eighty-third birthday, Hydra awoke her with a greeting. “A birthday transmission from Earth.”
“How can that be?” Carrie asked. “We disabled all communications more than forty years ago.” 
“It is an orbiting body,” Hydra responded. “It is using a signal of light flashes from ancient times.”
Carrie sighed. They’d found her. “Translate,” she finally said after several minutes.
“The message says: You are forgiven. Happy Birthday. We agree Charon can be transformed. We will land near you and begin building a dome for habitation.”
Carrie sighed. She was unsure how to feel about the news. Was it good to have been the one to prove human’s could survive here? What kind of society would form? What would be their rules? Who would they punish for infractions and where would they be sent?
The next day, Carrie watched a large spaceship maneuver and land softly on the ice a short distance away from her pod. Then two individuals descended a ladder, clad in what she could only believe were some type of environmental suits—though they looked nothing like the ones that existed seventy years ago. The suits fit more close to the body. It appeared one person was male and the other female. They shuffled uneasily on Charon’s surface, trying not to bounce in the small amount of gravity. 
“A transmission indicates two Earth people approach,” Hydra said.
Carrie laughed. She could see that herself.
“They wish to enter the pod and greet the great artist, The Prisoner of Charon. They bring a new environmental suit for you to join them and others on their ship.”
“I see,” Charon responded. “I will meet them.”
“You have not used your environmental suit in more than ten years,” Hydra stated. “I am unsure of its efficacy. You should wait for their entrance.”
“I will meet them.” Carrie said again.
She painstakingly dressed in the old fashioned, heavy environmental suit. She wished she had been able to create her own dome. She wished she had already heated the water and formed a moat around her pod. But it was too late. It seemed that Earth had found her.
“Play my symphony for Aristophane’s The Frogs,” she instructed.
The music immediately sounded all around her. Carrie exited the pod remembering the banter in the scene between Dionysos and Kharon. 
 
Dionysos: Now stretch your arms full length before you.
Kharon: Come, don’t keep fooling; plant your feet, Pull with a will.
Dionysos: Why, how am I to pull? I’m not an oarsman, seaman, Salaminian. I can’t.
Kharon: You can. Just dip your oar in once, you’ll hear the loveliest timing songs.
Dionysos: What from?
Kharon: Frog-swans, most wonderful.
Dionysos: Then give the word.
Kharon: Heave ahoy! heave ahoy! ... 
Dionysos: My hands are blistered very sore; my stern below is sweltering so... 
Kharon: Stop! Easy! Take the oar and push her to. Now pay your fare and go.
Dionysos: Here ’tis: two obols.”
 
Carrie opened the visor to look back to her pod. She imagined the moat between herself and the visitors. Gazing one last time upon her home of seventy years, she turned away and disconnected her air.
With her last breath she waved to the two Earth people as they entered their boat to cross the river Styx.
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Caressing Charon
Ryan M. Williams
 
On the fourth day without word from the Veil, Sharon went outside and looked up at Pluto hanging in the sky overhead. She bounded across Charon’s icy surface—it was a dirty snowball of a moon—in great seven-league steps like a superhero.
Okay, so each leap wasn’t seven-leagues, but it was still pretty freaking amazing. Zero-gee on the ship always felt like falling. Falling and falling for months on the way out. Here gravity held sway but only a fraction of that on Earth. Far less, even, than on Earth’s moon. 
Her spacesuit smelled of days of sweat and trapped farts. She hadn’t left her suit since the trouble started. The others didn’t even notice when she left, they were too busy having sex. Almost non-stop. They’d take breaks to eat, sleep, and even use the lavatory, but that was all that they did. The six of them had been sent by their commander, Angie Tran, to establish a toehold on Charon and evaluate its potential to resupply the Veil. At first, that’s what they’d done. 
Until it all changed.
The holographic heads-up display highlighted a dot in a bright orange highlight. A point of light that moved in the sky across the Pluto’s rusty face. The Veil. Two weeks ago, she’d gotten the message that Angie Tran had abandoned the ship for Pluto’s surface, leaving McMurty in charge. That didn’t make any sense at all. Angie would never give up command of the ship or the mission. It was all their petite commander had ever dreamed of, or had wanted. She’d made that clear on the way out. Never pairing up with anyone. 
Sharon landed, and slowed, one smaller bounce following the next. No way to come to a sudden stop, not without toppling over onto the crusty ice. Windmilling her arms didn’t help, but that was instinct. She’d always been tall, pushing the limits the Diaspora Group set for crew members, and she’d always joked that her feet were so far from her head that the two didn’t communicate.
Kicking up final sprays of sparkling ice crystals, she managed to stop. Her rank breath echoed in her helmet. She squinted at the display and blinked open the communications channels.
“Veil, come in please. Veil, this is Sharon Calvert on Charon. Come in.” Sharon on Charon. She’d heard the jokes about that and always pronounced Charon with a hard ‘k’ sound. Not that it helped.
I’ve got a bone for you, Sharon, Boyd had said back when they were still on the Veil. Now he was busy giving it to everyone else back at the habitat.
Hilarious stuff. 
It was all a joke to them. All those months on the Veil, watching the others pair off, break up, and pair off with other partners. It wasn’t like there was any privacy. Nancy Walters squealed like she had won a big prize whenever she came. She and McMurty were an item at first, but by the time the ship had reached Pluto-Charon, she must have gone through half the men on the ship.
Not Sharon. No one sought out her company after hours. She was tall and plain. Horse-faced, according to kids in school. None of that mattered when it came to getting the work done. Then she had their respect. She was always smart. She’d seen Terra Blackstone give a speech early on about the potential of the Diaspora Group and her bold vision of sending out missions to every world in the solar system. Why decide which world to colonize, to put all of humanity’s hopes into one basket, when there was so much to choose from? It had sounded impossible, but Blackstone lived to make the impossible a reality. Sharon had applied for a position immediately. 
And she’d never looked back. She’d worked on every stage of the missions, working her way up, and made it onto the crew of the very first ship to launch, the Veil. All of the outer worlds launches were happening first because they had the farthest to go. Just the opposite of what others would have done, going for the nearby worlds first.
“Veil. This is Sharon Calvert. Come in.”
No response. The ship was right there, tracking across the sky. They should be picking up the transmission. What was going on up there that Angie Tran was off the ship? Soon the Veil would head back the other direction. It orbited the barycenter of the Pluto-Charon system, on a faster track than Pluto and Charon spinning around the same point in space. The position gave them ready access to either world.
“Sharon Calvert, calling Veil. Come in.” Please.
Silence. Sharon focused on the command menus and blinked her way to the diagnostics. Displays flitted across her view. All of the communications equipment reported functional.
“Calvert, calling Veil, come in.”
Sharon bounced in place. Charon, the trampoline world. Except the icy ground didn’t give much when she came down. 
“Veil. Come in. Come on, McMurty, Tran, somebody up there must be in charge! Answer me!”
She landed and ice crumbled beneath her boot. Not much, a few inches compacted by her jumping but she stumbled. She fell forward, but even that was happening slowly. She had plenty of time to get her hands beneath her. Her thick gloves touched the dirty ice and stopped her fall. She flicked her fingers against the ground and that was enough to get her started up.
Once she regained her feet she turned carefully away from the view. Time to go check on the pod.
 
***
 
The Charon landing site was only a couple kilometers from where they’d set up base as near to the geysers as they dared to get. Sharon bounced to a stop and sucked in big gulps of her foul tasting air. Although she had recharged the system only yesterday, her air was turning foul. The suit wasn’t designed to be lived in around the clock for days. Even with the catheter, it wasn’t like she could actually clean herself down there. The suit did its best to remove waste into the external storage bags but she still was beginning to smell like the inside of an outhouse crossed with a gym locker room.
The landing pod that had brought them to the surface squatted just down the slope, on a relatively smooth patch of rocky ground. Rocks from the size of boulders, down to pebble-size littered the field. Ice frosted the ground between the rocks. It wasn’t a clear landing place, only thirty meters behind the pod was a boulder that out-massed the pod. Despite the hazards, the rocky field presented one of the best opportunities to land. The worst case would have been to come in to land on a surface that was mostly ice where the landing thrusters might vaporize the ice and cause all sorts of hazards.
And they had the advantage of the pod’s six legs and flexible feet to deal with the uneven terrain. Sharon had a hand in designing the pods. The ability to land on uneven terrain was one of the key design features.
She bounced over to the lander in small leaps, watching her footing. The suit protected her to a point, but a bad landing could still break an ankle or leg. 
The pod was a lot bigger close up. It rose above, sleek and bullet-shaped. A fine frost made the hull glisten and sparkle. Even with the rocks, there had been enough ice for the rockets to kick up a fine cloud of water vapor that instantly froze out on the hull.
Beneath the pod was a big gaping opening. That’s where the habitat sled and their supplies had been stored for the journey. The Veil carried a number of the landing pods, each equipped with the same habitats and supplies. A colony in a box, Blackstone had called it. Enough to get them established while they developed local resources and built a permanent colony.
Sharon moved into the shadow. The temperature readout along the edge of her vision dropped even more as the temperature plunged in the shadow. The suit fans and pumps kicked a notch higher to keep her from freezing. Alongside one of the legs was the ladder leading up into the shadowy belly of the pod.
She climbed up.
The hatch was clear of any frost. It had been protected on landing and without any atmosphere, there wasn’t anything to cause more frost to form. Sharon’s suit system interfaced with the pod’s, waking the dormant systems. A holographic access control appeared on the hatch. Sharon entered her code. Bright blue lights twinkled on around the hatch and pulsed as the hatch slid smoothly open. 
She climbed up into the airlock and activated the cycle.
 
***
 
An hour later Sharon stepped from the pod’s tiny shower feeling clean for the first time in days. Her short blond hair was damp as she scrubbed at it with her towel. Her underwear clung to her skin and the cold air raised goosebumps on her arms. Still, she was loathe to even put on one of Diaspora’s standard issue workalls. She was clean! 
The pod was small. In a pinch it served as a habitat itself. It was a multifunctional vehicle capable of taking off and returning her back to the Veil.
Except she couldn’t launch. Not without knowing the situation on the Veil, and not until she understood what was happening back at Charon Base. So far whatever had happened in the habitat hadn’t affected her, or infected her. That’s why she was staying in the suit while she tried to figure it out. Either something about the moon, or something that the others were exposed to, was behind this. Even if she was in touch with the Veil she couldn’t go back until she knew it was safe. She’d meant to inform Veil that Charon was quarantined, except she couldn’t get in touch with them.
Sharon climbed up into the cockpit at the top of the pod. It wasn’t difficult in the low gravity. She swung her legs up around and settled on her back in the command chair. She fastened the safety belts out of habit, and brought up the main system.
The pod controls came online. Sharon brushed aside the launch controls, and selected the communications system. She brought up the radio systems.
“Veil, come in. This is Sharon Calvert, calling Veil. Please respond.”
Dead air answered.
Sharon pulled up the interfacing controls and pinged the Veil. A response came back as expected. Good. The ship wasn’t dead then. She opened up a socket and stabbed the command to make a network connection.
A miniature solar system model spun in front of her, Diaspora’s logo, and progress icon. The planets spun around and around. After a few seconds a message appeared on the screen.
“Bandwidth unavailable. Retry?”
Bandwidth? How was that even possible? There wasn’t anyone out here for the Veil to communicate with, and if there was, they should still have plenty of bandwidth to handle all the traffic that was necessary.
She dug deeper, running remote diagnostics. The Veil’s response was sluggish. It took the better part of an hour before she unearthed an answer.
Almost all of the Veil’s computing and communications capacity was being used. Other than normal life-support and other key ship systems, everything else was taken up with something else.
What? Sharon couldn’t get an answer from the system. Her access was extremely limited, down to a few basic diagnostics. She couldn’t change anything on the Veil, couldn’t even get access.
Sharon stabbed her fingers into the holographic controls to disconnect. 
She leaned her head back and looked out through the windows. Pluto hung up there in the dark sky. From here it didn’t look small. It looked like a whole planet, dwarf planet or not. The view reminded her somewhat of seeing the Earth from the moon’s surface in training.
What was going on with the Veil? Angie Tran had left the ship for Pluto, after she’d taken the time to set up automated monitoring stations and was insistent on learning all they could about the planet before landing?
And why would Veil cut off communication with Charon?
Was it related to what was happening here, with the others? Was that why Angie had left the ship? Had she picked up on the signs, the same as Sharon had, and fled to Pluto’s surface? If that was the case then the only other person that could help her was up there, on Pluto. And out of reach.
Unless Sharon launched the pod and flew it to Pluto. If she could do that, and find Angie, maybe together they could figure out what was happening.
Except the major flaw with that plan was that the pod was not equipped for the trip. Sharon could take off, even plot an orbit that would send her to Pluto’s surface, but she wouldn’t have enough fuel to land when she got there. Crashing on Pluto didn’t sound like the best option. If that wasn’t enough, she also didn’t have any idea where Angie was on the surface. Pluto might be a small planet compared to others in the solar system but it still had over six million square miles of surface area, almost as big as South America. Any way to look at it, that was a lot of area to cover.
Sharon rubbed her eyes. She hadn’t gotten much sleep the past few days. She was tired. Exhausted from trying to figure out what was happening to her team, and from spending days in that suit. She needed rest. Then maybe she could figure out something else to do.
The chair was comfortable. She closed her eyes. She’d rest here, and figure it out tomorrow. Maybe the Veil would be back in communication then, and she could get some help. Until then, at least she was safe.
 
***
 
A dull clang rang through the pod. Sharon woke, her heart racing. For a second she didn’t even recognize where she was, except she was out of her suit and only wearing her underwear. The others!
Again, something banged against the pod.
Sharon rolled off the cockpit chair and dropped down into the living quarters section beneath. She landed lightly on her bare feet. The indicators on the airlock showed the exterior door was open. 
She crouched and opened the interface. There wasn’t a locking mechanism on airlocks. She opened the internal comm system and cameras. Two of them, in spacesuits, were in the airlock. It didn’t give her a good look into their helmets. She couldn’t see who it was. 
“Go back,” she said. “Stay out!”
“Sharon, come on.” That was Boyd. Golden-skinned, seductive dark eyes and lush lips. “We’re not going to hurt you.”
“It’s okay, Sharon.” That was Nancy the squealer. Her voice was high, but soft. 
The last time Sharon had seen her, Nancy was on top of Terry, her back arching, while Jenny suckled at her pert white breast. She was such a tiny thing and spunky. 
“It’s not. It’s not okay,” Sharon said. “You have to stay out. You’re all sick! Infected with something. Something from the ice, maybe. There’s something about this place, and it’s gotten into you.”
“There’s nothing wrong with us,” Boyd said. “Maybe we’ve gotten carried away, but we’re fine.”
Sharon shook her head. Her breath caught in her throat. Normal people. Rational people, they didn’t spend days in a never-ending orgy. They did research. They explored. 
In her mind she saw Boyd intertwined with Kevin, who reminded her of Mr. Miller, her sixth-grade math teacher. Like Mr. Miller, Kevin had a round belly that went with his round face. They even both had curly hair. It was completely wrong to see Kevin like that!
“Sharon, we’re going to come in and talk to you,” Nancy said.
The airlock cycle was nearly complete. They’d be in and she’d be exposed. She couldn’t get back into her suit before the airlock finished its cycle. There wasn’t time. 
“Don’t,” Sharon said. “Just stay out. When I get in touch with the Veil, we’ll figure out how to help you.”
“We’re worried about you, Sharon.” Boyd’s voice did sound concerned. “We invited you to join us.”
“No one meant for you to feel excluded,” Nancy said. “You chose not to join in. That wasn’t our fault.”
Sharon hugged her arms, nails digging into her skin. That wasn’t the way it was. They were all like animals, wallowing in sex. Back on the Veil people partnered up, but even in Nancy’s case it was normal. People found privacy where they could on the ship and if you heard something you pretended that you didn’t. On a voyage that long it wasn’t realistic to expect people to remain celibate. She knew that, whether or not anyone was interested in her. She was okay with being the odd-ball, on her own. That wasn’t a problem. It was just people, finding what comfort they could, not a ship-wide orgy. 
The indicator on the airlock showed seventy-five percent pressure inside the airlock. When it reached a hundred percent the inner door would open and Nancy and Boyd would climb inside. They’d take off their helmets and she’d be exposed.
Would they try to touch her? She shivered.
What if they didn’t?
Which would be worse?
Ninety-five percent. 
The cockpit! It had its own door, and could be closed off from the rest of the ship. Sharon moved, leaping up the shaft, using the ladder as she moved up past the living quarters to the cockpit. She was almost there when the hatch abruptly hissed shut in front of her.
“No!” 
Sharon hit the hatch and bounced off. She caught the rungs inset into the wall/floor and struck the hatch with her feet. The indicator on the side showed it was sealed. 
Something moved beneath her. Sharon looked down, past her bare feet, down through the living areas arranged around the central shaft. The first person was climbing through. The bright green on the shoulders, and the smaller size, meant that it was Nancy coming through first. Visible behind her was Boyd’s suit with his bright blue shoulder patches. 
Sharon swung into the nearest workstation behind the cockpit bulkhead. It was only a gimbaled seat with holographic screens. One of four identical workstations set up around the shaft behind the cockpit where the crew could work using the pod’s systems. She tucked her feet up on the seat and hugged her knees to her chest.
“Sharon, honey? You don’t need to be scared.” Nancy’s voice was soft, and clear. Not coming through speakers. That was just her talking.
Sharon leaned enough to look down.
Nancy stood on one side of the hatch. Her helmet was off. Her black pixie-cut hair hung loose around her pale face. She had beautiful skin and pale pink lips. 
Across from her, Boyd lifted his helmet free. He twisted around to stow the helmet and then looked up. His dark eyes met hers. He smiled, his full lips parting to reveal perfect white teeth. 
“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Sharon. We’re not going to hurt you.”
A sigh escaped from Sharon’s lips. That was it then. If they were infected with something, some ancient microorganism that had been sleeping in Charon’s ices, she was exposed now. When this had all started, she had come back from a survey mission, gathering core samples from a search grid around the geyser field. When she had come back into the habitat, they were all naked. All of them, together. She had just turned around and gone back outside.
After all her time on the Veil, and in training for the mission, she hadn’t realized how much she missed simply going outside. Of course on Charon she still had to wear a suit, but she didn’t care about that. It was just like wearing clothes. 
She’d never seen a landscape like Charon’s before. It was a bluish tan gray color, not that different from the moon, but with much more water ice. The areas around the geysers were brighter and sparkled from frost. From space it looked something like a speckled egg with the older surfaces being darker than the fresh younger surfaces where water ices coated the surface. The surface was rippled in spots too, from impact shockwaves that had traveled through the surface and froze in place before settling. The bright distant sun was small, and yet still illuminated enough of the surface to see. That alone made it look much more alien than the Earth’s moon.
“Sharon?” Boyd said. “What are you doing?”
She took a breath. “Nothing. Thinking.”
“We didn’t mean to exclude you,” Nancy said. “We’re sorry. One thing led to another, we were fooling around, and got carried away.”
“You could have joined in,” Boyd said. “No one would have minded.”
They wouldn’t have minded? What did that even mean?
“You didn’t seem interested.”
“No one ever asked me,” Sharon said, her voice barely a whisper.
“What?” Boyd said.
She couldn’t say it again. It was too embarrassing. She wasn’t a virgin. There was Chad Gehrke, her first year in college. Her only one-night stand, and it was an awkward, uncomfortable experience. The condom he wore had actually come off during sex and she spent the next two weeks until her period terrified that she was going to get pregnant the first time she had sex. And after that, she’d dated Steven Painter. Sex with Steven was just something they did like clockwork once a week, on Saturday night. It never lasted more than a few minutes, after which Steven fell asleep. 
No one had ever made her squeal like Nancy.
Nancy appeared beside her, hanging onto the rungs with one hand and boot. Sharon shrank back in her chair but there was nowhere she really could go. She filled the space. She’d made sure the seats were built to accommodate someone her size, but they still felt like kid chairs.
Nancy wasn’t wearing her gloves any more. She had on the rest of her suit still, but her hands were as bare as her head. Her nails were painted green, like her suit. She reached out.
Sharon watched Nancy’s hand. It was small, the nails neatly trimmed and short, but green. A shiny lime green color. She must have used a portion of her personal weight allotment to bring cosmetics, which was just weird. Of all of the things to bring out to the far reaches of the solar system, Nancy had brought fingernail polish? Or had she manufactured it on the ship? It might be possible, but Sharon had never stopped to ask the question. She wouldn’t have thought about it.
Nancy’s fingers brushed Sharon’s ankle, caressed the smooth skin and then higher, tickling the soft hairs on her leg. Sharon closed her eyes, her throat tightening while Nancy’s hand moved in small circles against the light hairs. Nancy shaved her legs, and more, Sharon had seen that in the habitat.
“No one is going to hurt you, Sharon.”
She didn’t open her eyes but she smelled Boyd when he drew close, the salty masculine smell of him. His breath was warm against her shoulder. His soft lips touched the skin and she shivered again.
Her eyes opened. She looked at the two of them, hanging easily beside her chair. “Why? What caused this? There has to be something about Charon that caused it!”
Nancy’s pink lips twitched in a small smile. “In a way, I guess. At least for me. It was one thing on the ship. Cramped. Everybody was always around. Then we came here.”
“It’s so big,” Boyd said. His lips grazed her shoulder. “We walked out on the ice and there was a whole world.”
“That’s right.” Nancy looked at Sharon with bright eyes. “You’ve seen it. A whole empty world. We’re alone out here, this small pocket of humanity. It’s beautiful and terrifying all at the same time.”
It was. It was. The first time Sharon had walked outside after the landing, she had turned to the light. The sun was bright but tiny, like a flashlight far off in the darkness. She’d seen the Earth fade away to invisibility when they left, but here she had stood on a ridge of fresh ice and the sun was so far away. 
“Blackstone understood it,” Boyd said. “I don’t know how, when she’s never been out here, but she gets it. She talked about each one of these worlds being a new start for humanity. We’re a tiny pocket of life on a dangerous world.”
“We’re not as strong as you,” Nancy said. Her hand slid up Sharon’s leg, past her knee, circling the smooth skin on her inner thigh. “You looked at it all, and you went to work. It impressed the hell out of me. Nothing fazes you. Not during the trip, not even coming here.”
Boyd kissed her shoulder again and looked at her with dark eyes. “So we lost it a bit. In a way it was Charon, it’s just so far removed from everything we left behind. We took comfort in each other, all of us, except you. You walked away.”
Sharon drew in a shaky breath. Her cheeks were hot. Nancy’s hand was warm and stroked higher on Sharon’s leg. 
“I didn’t know how, I’ve never, not like that.” She couldn’t continue. She couldn’t think.
“It’s okay,” Nancy said. “When you left we realized what we’d done, how isolated you must have felt. That’s why we came after you.”
“There’s a lot of work to do,” Boyd said. “We can’t do it without you, and we can’t fool around forever. We have to come up for air sometime.”
Nancy winked. “If you’re interested, though, we can have some fun before we go back.”
Nancy’s finger grazed along the edge of Sharon’s panties. Her legs parted. Her breath caught in her throat.
“Yes. Please.” She closed her eyes. 
Maybe it was the moon, something about Charon that had infected the others, and now infected her. Maybe it was simply feeling small and alone on the edge of the solar system. How could she know without running tests and experiments? There was so much about this world that they didn’t know yet. Either way, did it really matter?
Nancy’s lips grazed Sharon’s thigh and she gasped. Strong, masculine hands slid up her shirt and she surrendered to their touches.
 
***
 
Communication with the Veil was restored three days later. Angie Tran contacted them.
“Charon Base, this is Veil command. Come in.”
Sharon crossed the main room of the habitat. Around the edges were the six chambers that led to their personal rooms. Everyone was back at work, at least during the regular work shifts. They still paired off in the evening, the pairings changing each night. Sharon activated the holographic screen.
Angie Tran appeared. “Sorry we’ve been out of touch, Sharon. Terra Blackstone was visiting from Diaspora Base on the moon.”
Blackstone? That wasn’t possible. “Excuse me?”
“Yes, they’ve developed a new communications technology. It eats up a lot of bandwidth, but allows real-time holographic communication. We’re working on our own initiator up here. How do things stand there?”
They had all agreed not to bring up the incident with the Veil. They all were fine, and further analysis of the water ice mined failed to show any presence of unknown microorganisms. 
“We’re fine,” Sharon said. “Our survey is progressing well.”
“Glad to hear it. We’re going to start plans to establish a permanent presence on Pluto. I’ve discovered something there that we can’t explain yet. I’d like your help with it.”
“You’re abandoning Charon?”
Angie shook her head. “No. We need Charon’s water. Pluto can supply nitrogen and methane we need, between the two worlds we have an opportunity to build our new future.”
“In that case, if it’s okay, I’d like to lead up the efforts here on Charon.”
“As you wish. I’d still like your input. I’ll forward you everything as we get it.”
“I’d appreciate that.”
“Okay.” Angie smiled. “I’m glad our communications blackout didn’t cause any problems. We’ll be in regular touch after this.”
“That’d be good,” Sharon said. “Thank you.”
They ended the call. 
Boyd was over at the kitchen station, a pot steaming as he worked with Terry to fix dinner. Sharon rocked back in her chair. Charon was home now. More people would come and join them. This was her world, her family, and her future. 
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Moon Shine
Matthew Lieber Buchman
 
It had been an awful long climb up the old gravity well from Mercury Station to Europa Station. My rig was almost as tired as I was from sitting for frickin’ ever at the damn controls. 
Earth Comm was always in such a damned rush that a girl could barely scratch the old itch before bein’ assigned some stupid new plan. Never should have signed with Planetary Engineering; them people didn’t have a damned clue about what was going on up-system. Or down-system for that matter. You’d think that if a girl had just spent three months busting her butt on Mercury, there might something that needed doin’ closer by than Jupiter. 
But I didn’t mind all that much, it kept me in space where I like being and also this girl enjoyed being kept comfortable in beer money even when something broke down.
‘Til now.
The climb from Mercury all the way out to Jupiter’s orbit had taken its toll and the Elsie had more problems than her itchy commander who’d just spent four months in solitary confinement in a box no bigger than a Lunar Rolligon without a single man in grabbing distance.
I did the old Jupiter atmosphere aero-brake. I roared up from the inner system with enough speed to send me to the stars, rode a hard curve down into the methane and hydrogen and crap that Jupiter calls atmosphere, bleeding off speed and creating heat, and then the Elsie and me climbed all nice and slow up to the orbit of Europa. 
Except the damn moon wasn’t where it was supposed to be. 
Now there’s something about them orbital mechanics that’s kinda important…they don’t much change. The Earth is gonna take a year to get around Mother Sol every time. And Jupiter, she’ll mosey her fine behind through a full orbit when it damn well pleases her. But she’ll do it regular as can be.
Now them little moons do the same thing, just like clockwork. 
Except I’m looking out my nav port and there ain’t no moon anywhere in sight. Last I checked there was seventy-something moons they’d found around Jupiter. Though why you’d be calling a space rock less than a kilometer across a moon instead of a rock is way past this girl’s understanding. You’d have to be asking them fools at Earth Comm and this girl sure wasn’t about to.
First, there’d be no end of paperwork and second, you’d never be able to understand their answer anyway.
Third was more important though, at least to me personal-like. My comm gear went down somewhere around about when I crossed Mars orbit and I was hoping to have some service chick more nimble than me crawl into Elsie’s guts and fix things up right. I’d tried it, but no way had the access ports been built for big women like me. Some thin guy with no breasts or hips had designed the damn thing. The only way I was getting in to where the comm gear was broke was with an ax. 
But it was the old Catch-22. The nearest service was on Europa, but my comm gear would sure be useful getting there in the first place. And it didn’t help none that the radar dish went missing when some asteroid with a whole lotta attitude swung by and took off with it while I was crossing the Belt. I will admit to being glad it hadn’t decided to go through the cabin along its way just for giggles.
Couldn’t go out to fix it neither. My suit was fine, except I couldn’t find the left glove. Musta left it on Mercury after getting that nice nice all-night sendoff that I got. Wasn’t too clearheaded when I took my leave. Hell, all I’d been good for was to punch in the initial burn and then just sleep the first two days with a smile on my face. 
I was past Venus before I missed that glove. And my spare was in the cargo bay, which had no pressure. I wasn’t going out into no pressure, freezin’-your-damn-butt-off-even-in-a-suit kinda cold without my glove, not if I had any interest in living, which I did. And because stupid Earth Comm had ordered such a long jump, I couldn’t afford the air to jazz up the cargo bay for one lousy glove. Not lessen I wanted to be breathing space by the time I hit Jupiter orbit.
So here I was, hanging round the backside of Jupiter, cruising just pretty as could be, but there was no moon awaitin’ for me. This set me a fair problem, other than being alone too long and all. Europa ain’t no little one- or two-click wide space rock. She was number three of the big four around Jupiter. Hell, she ranked in the top twenty in the whole solar system for size including the planets and Mama Sol. 
Stories said that old Mister Galileo had spotted this moon hisself all the way from Earth when he thought of using his brand-new telescope to look at heavenly bodies farther away than those in a building across the street. And I was a damn sight closer’n he was. I should be able to see it just fine, but it wasn’t there.
You’d think that losing a heavenly body only a third smaller than the planet Mercury would be a hard thing to do, but space gets awful big and dark especially as you move up-system. Elsie’s computer said I was in the right place, but the moon sure wasn’t. But neither could I imagine someone moving Europa to someplace new anytime recent. Even without my radio for the last two months, I woulda known about that. Hell, with all that water in her frozen-over oceans, she was the most valuable piece of property in the system after Earth herself. Nobody’d mess with that anyway, not even if we could figure out how. But the little sucker sure wasn’t showing her face, not that I could see.
Not quite sure what to do about this, I drew myself a beer before settling in to think about things. One thing I did know for sure, I’d better hurry. I knocked the old keg with my foot to test her, this was right near my last beer.
 
***
 
Now being out of beer was its own problem. 
I didn’t usually figure my stock so close. I always kept plenty aboard to jump Mars to Saturn or something, but Mercury to Jupiter had stretched the old limits. And even after I’d helped them out fixing up their brewing equipment at Mercury, it still wasn’t what you’d call good. 
Also, the fees for taking resources off the planet was fierce. Mercury Central kept claiming they didn’t have any water to spare. If you didn’t pee it out, you weren’t supposed to take it back off the god-forsaken rock they called home. So, as I wasn’t headed out to Pluto or Charon, I’d only filled the water tanks to half to keep my costs down. Even with that, I’d been counting on hitting the Europa LaunchPub real soon and getting some of that fine Deep-ice Lager they brew there.
I’d tried cooking beer in transit, but it never worked out. Just a logistical nightmare it was. Some places didn’t want to let go of their hops or wheat. And one bad batch could leave a girl seriously stranded. So, it was easier to stock up at the latest planetfall. Asides, I liked the variety as I worked around the system. But now this girl was heading into a crisis of a more personal nature.
I needed a beer, a man, and a moon, but I wasn’t going to find them in that order.
Thankfully the Mercury brew was lame enough that I couldn’t get too lost in the nostalgia about my send-off and all. That, and I’d worn those memories pretty shiny over the four-month-alone trip out here to where the sun didn’t shine so much. Way past time to get some fresh memories loaded aboard while I was seeing to things. I mean as long as I was makin’ lists and all.
So, no comm, no nav, and no moon. That moon was the real problem. Old Europa was the only one with more than a science station on her, and she was the only one with beer. So even if I could find one of them other moons, it didn’t excite me so much. I was betting none of them others would have a new nav dish or comm gear that I was needing.
Where could a moon like Europa get herself off to? She’s got an orbit just a million-and-a-half kilometers across. And she should be right there a couple thousand clicks off my port bow. But I didn’t have a damn thing excepting my eyeballs to pin her down with. The old nav computer couldn’t get me any closer without a radar image and that wasn’t coming without my left glove and a new radar dish that I didn’t have anyway.
I checked the old port-glass again, but there wasn’t nothing to see out there asides from big Jupiter being all grouchy like she was, a tiny point of the old Sun ’bout the size of the tip of my pinkie-nail held out at arm’s length, and a whole mess of stars. I watched the scenery through that beer and the next without spotting a single thing moving against the background.
 
***
 
The old tank sputtered dry when I went for just one more pint. That set me onto a whole other track of thinking. There weren’t a lot of ways to make alcohol with what I had on the ship. I ran through my inventory in my mind and by the time I was done, I’d come up with exactly no ideas.
So I set into thinking of what others had come up with when faced with such dire circumstances. Jen on the Lucy had once raided the medical supplies outta her cargo bay. She’d come into Titan drunk as a skunk. As a side benefit, she sure wasn’t going to ever cough again with the amount of syrup she’d slurped up. That didn’t help me none as Earth Engineering had me making this run empty because they was in such an all-fired hurry. Hadn’t even told me what it was. They just said go, so this gal went.
There was Old Johnson, he’d gotten real creative. He’d found a way to crack rocket fuel into alcohol. It wasn’t the safest thing to be doing, but we all gave him points for creativity and daring. Right up ’til he was shifting a big old highly-radioactive asteroid into close-Earth orbit for mining and he accidentally blew hisself up. The explosion had been so spectacular that it had shattered the asteroid. Let’s just say that the chunks coming in had put a real crimp in the viability of New York City for the next thousand or so half-lives of Strontium-90. 
Down on Earth they was upset by that something fierce, never mind that the place had emptied out long ago, what with the ocean covering Manhattan since forever. It was just another marine park was all. Now it was a radioactive one with about half as many buildings sticking up out of the waves. Still don’t know what the big deal was.
That wouldn’t work for me anyway. They’d changed fuels since then and nobody, not even a smart gal like me, had come up with a way to recook Gel-fuel into anything other than more Gel-fuel.
Made me think of my old Pap. He was good at two things. He loved his fishing and he loved his still. We was always flat broke, but we ate well and, everyone in the county agreed, we drank well. He made a fine liquor, though I’d grown to prefer beer myself. Hard to program a three-planet slighshot orbit on ’shine. Especially Pap’s. However, you could use his stuff to fire a rocket if you ever needed.
He’d given me a case as a gift when I got the Elsie and I’d come right close to putting her nose square on into Luna on my first flight. After that, and finishing the case except for one bottle I’d kept back for medicinal purposes, I’d switched over to beer. Hard for a girl to get drunk on the stuff, the old bladder wouldn’t move it along fast enough, but it loosens things up nice.
Pap and his old ’shine. He was probably down on the river right now, drunk as two skunks and fishing. I checked the clock. I kept it set to Earthtime. The folks down at Earth Engineering, despite all the bees up their behinds, hated being called in the middle of the night. Pap was only a couple hours off from Earth Comm, meaning it was the middle of the night there too. So unless he was fishing by moonshine…
That’s when I started into thinkin’ I just might know where that sneaky little moon Europa had gone. I knocked back the last of my beer and went and peered out the old window again. Had to squint a bit to bring the stars into focus. Seemed to me that moon had to be right in front of me. But if I shifted orbit in one direction and she was in the other, I’d be some kinda screwed finding the extra reaction mass to change my mind.
I was looking toward the sun. 
And that old moon was closer to the sun than me, just not in front of her. That meant all the light was a shining on one face of Europa and I was a staring at t’other. I was staring up her backside that was as dark as space hisself. No question ’bout the gender of space as he was always trying to kill your ass.
So that’s why I wasn’t seeing none of the moon. She was shining on the other side.
Now what I had to do was figure how to see her shinin’ face so as I could find her.
 
***
 
Jen and the Lucy was in as well when I come in. So we was sitting in the back of the Europa LaunchPub, each with our own pitcher of Deep-ice Lager. Smooth and sweet. The place was packed tonight and it was loud. The LP was one of only three bars in space big enough to support a live band. LaunchPub’s band sure weren’t good, but they was loud and their music made your feet want to jiggle about just for the fun of it.
The long plassteel bar was loaded up with just about every kind of space-jock and science geek you could imagine. By starting in early, we’d scored one of the cozy, raised circular booths that offered a grand view of the mayhem. Now it was off-shift for most of the workers. The mob was so tight and so loud that you couldn’t tell if they was dancing or talking or fighting. It was just a glorious throbbing mass of humanity which was a serious relief after four-months in the solitary can climbing up-system.
The best part was the way the men was eying us. Now Jen, she’s a pretty little thing. Tough as nails, but right nice to look at. When she crooked her pinky, they came a-running. Me, well, it would take about three of Jen to make one of me. Not that I let myself go, I was just a big gal and that scared a lot of the men off. Which was fine with me. I wasn’t one to be wantin’ any wimps in my rack. I wanted someone worth a good wrestle, and the LaunchPub had plenty of interesting possibilities. The fact that off-Earth ran about two boys for every girl didn’t hurt my chances neither.
So, for now, we was glad to sit and let them boys watch us while we worked on our beers, caught up on old times, smelled sweat that wasn’t our own, and jiggled the old feet to the cranking music.
“Took me some to figure out what was a-going on,” I shouted at Jen. “I mean there I was only a couple thousand clicks from the nearest pub,” I poured myself a fresh glass. “But I couldn’t see a damn thing.”
“What did you do?” Jen’s brow knitted as much as a girl’s could for being well into her second pitcher of brew.
“I finally figured out what was wrong cause of my old Pap. I’d done a slingshot aero-brake, ducking down around the Jupiter’s backside to bleed off my flight speed, and come around the other side facing into the sun. Problem was, I’d come up right behind Europa.”
With a slight tipping of her glass, Jen pointed out a couple nice-looking boys who were eyeing us from the end of the bar. Damn nice. She glanced over at me and I nodded, knowing I needed to be finishing up my story right quick. A problem I wouldn’t be minding a bit. 
Jen crooked her finger the way she does and the two boys lit up like sunshine and began working their way over to our table all casual-like. 
“The sun was on the far side of the moon,” I shouted over the music, but was aiming my smile on the bigger guy. Broad-shoulders, big-calloused hands, and powerful arms that said he worked hard for a living. Looked like he played hard too. Just what this girl was needing.
His smile came back hot as a reentry burn. This was gonna be good.
“So I was looking at the backside of the moon, away from the sunlight. No shine of the sun off Europa’s surface ice for me to spot her by.” Around the backside like I’d been, even the glow of Jupiter wasn’t enough to show me where the moon was at.
Jen and me both knew that Europa’s orbit about Jupiter was like eighty-five hours, and that once I had the problem figured, I’d only had to wait about a day for the moon and me to drift around old Lady Jupiter and into the sunlight so as I could spot her. Europa had a nice tight orbit, just like these two boys closing in on our table.
That’s what I’d figured out on the ship.
“So what did you do while you waited?” We shifted in shoulder to shoulder making room for the two boys who was sliding into our booth.
“Well…” The boy offered his hand. Instead I snagged him by the back of the neck and kissed him hard. 
He only hesitated for a moment, then he leaned in serious-like, one of his hands already massaging my massive melons ever so nice. This was gonna be damn fun. 
Jen and me both broke off for just a second and I told her the end.
“I had this one medicinal bottle left of Pap’s old moonshine. By the time I was done with it…” I shrugged. 
“The moon was shining!” Jen always had a great laugh.
I joined in.
Then we both turned to more important concerns.
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One
 
The young, strong lieutenant gently nudged Captain Brian Saber in his nursing home bed, pulled back the blanket and sheet covering him, and then easily picked Brian up with strong arms. His name was Lieutenant Magusson, but he had told Brian one night that some people called him Big Ed.
Brian was going on a mission. 
Brian could feel the excitement surge through his old body. 
A mission, a chance to live again, to be young again.
He made himself take as deep a breath as he could without setting off a fit of coughing.
The Shady Valley Nursing Home room hadn’t changed since Brian fell asleep at 10 p.m. Now his old clock on his dresser told him it was a little after one in the morning. If he survived this mission, he would be back in fifteen minutes. But he might be out there in space for a month or more, if he was lucky.
Big Ed turned for the room’s sliding glass door. Behind him Brian saw Captain Dorothy “Dot” Leeds being carried from her room across the hall and through his room. The young woman carrying her was Lieutenant Sherrie and she followed Brian and Big Ed out into the cold night air of a Chicago winter.
The light nightshirt Brian wore to bed was no match for the biting cold air, but he didn’t mind. He wouldn’t be out in the cold long enough for it to matter.
Overhead he could see the full moon, bright in the night sky. He and Dot were both far too old to ever walk under that moon. But at some point they would be together, staring up at some moon, somewhere.
No one talked. 
No one said a word. 
They were on a mission for the Earth Protection League. Something had happened on the border a long ways from Earth, which is why the League needed Brian and Dot. The League needed their ships, needed the two of them young and willing to fight.
All over the country right now his crew and Dot’s crew were going through the same routine.
Damn he was excited. 
He always felt this way going on a mission.
The four of them neared the center of the courtyard of the nursing home. The frozen snow crunched under the boots of the two lieutenants and Brain could see his shallow breath in the dim light.
The full moon was so beautiful on a clear winter night. He hoped he would see it again tonight.
Then a yellow beam struck them from above and lifted all four of them up easily into the big intergalactic transport ship. 
The warm air of the ship covered him and behind him he heard Dot say softly, “See you on the other side.”
He would have answered her, but he couldn’t talk louder than a whisper. He couldn’t walk or even lift his arms much at all either. A stroke had taken most of those skills a few years earlier.
She knew that and didn’t expect an answer from him. He was eighty-eight, she was eighty-seven. Both of them were captains of major starships for the Earth Protection League.
They had been friends in the nursing home and one night she had seen him being carried out to go on a mission. So the next day he got permission to recruit her, and she had risen quickly to the rank of captain as well, in just under twenty missions. She was that good.
And they were both very much in love. At some point soon they would get married and live out on the frontier, not ever having to return to earth and their old bodies.
But right now they were still frontline fighters. And clearly they were needed.
Big Ed laid Brian down in what looked like a coffin in a private cabin off to one side of the big hallway. 
That coffin was a sleep chamber that knocked Brian out during the trip at Trans-Galactic speeds toward the frontier of the Earth Protection League. And during that sleep, because of the nature of space and time and matter, his body would regress to being young and healthy again.
He had no idea how or why it worked that way. A couple of people had tried to explain it to him once. Something about matter being at a fixed point in time and space, so if a person flew faster than light, everyone on board regressed in age in relationship to the distance traveled. 
They had figured out a way to help the brain hold the memories of being old, and the experiences during the trip. 
Brian was just glad it worked the way it did, because otherwise he would be stuck in that nursing home and in the stroke-damaged body just waiting to die. Now he could actually do something constructive, help defend Earth and its allies.
Big Ed stepped back and snapped off a salute. “Good luck, sir,” he said.
Then he lowered the lid until it latched over Brian and the light went out.
Brain would have loved to salute the young man back, but he couldn’t.
Instead he just lay there thinking of seeing Dot again in her young and youthful body. 
And he thought of them dancing as they always did after a mission.
But first they had to survive whatever faced them in deep space this time.
A faint orange smell seeped into the coffin and Captain Brian Saber dozed off.
 
 
Two
 
Captain Saber awoke what seemed like just an instant later. 
He reached up and easily pushed the coffin lid open. Then he levered his young body out of the sleep chamber.
He never got tired of that feeling after being trapped in that wheelchair and bed what seemed like just moments before. The magic of the Trans-Galactic speed had done it to him again; given him his young body back.
He had sure taken this body for granted when he had been young.
He quickly slipped off the old nightshirt and tossed it back in the coffin. He would need that for the return trip back. 
If he survived. 
If he didn’t, his son would be called in the middle of the night and there would be a funeral for a body that was a fake of his. And no one but those in the Earth Protection League would know Brian Saber of Chicago died in space, fighting for all humanity.
And he didn’t honestly care if anyone knew. He just loved doing this, getting a chance to be young again.
He quickly dressed in his tight brown pants and tall black leather boots over the pants. He put on a loose white-silk blouse and a brown vest over that with a logo on it that read EPL. He strapped his two photon blasters on his hips with a wide black-leather belt and then looked at himself in the mirror.
This trip they had gone a little farther out. He looked to be about twenty-five. Often he ended up closer to thirty on missions.
So that meant they were very, very close to the EPL border, more than likely the border with the Dogs, one of the nastiest alien races to ever exist. 
And a race set on the destruction at any cost of the EPL and Earth.
He turned and left his room, turning right and heading for the command center. He was on his own warship, the Bad Business. 
Dot would have been transferred to her ship as well, the Blooming Rose. He wished he could see her now, kiss her, hold her with his young strong arms. But there would be time for that later.
Right now he had to focus on the mission they faced.
He got to the control room just a few seconds before his other two command crew arrived. Marion Knudson, a striking redhead from Wisconsin took her second chair. The two of them had been a team for a dozen missions now. 
She was tough, all business, and smart as they came. 
This time she had her red hair long and down over her shoulders. Usually she kept it up tight against her head.
Behind them Kip Butcher dropped into his chair with a “Damn this feels good.”
Kip was from Southern California and lived in a nursing home there. When he was young he had been a surfer and now, even in his uniform, he still looked the part with his tan skin and blonde hair.
Back in Wisconsin, Marion lived alone, even at the age of ninety. As Kip had said once, she was too damn mean to die.
Marion had not argued with that, only smiled that smile that let Brian know that at some point Kip would pay for the remark.
“So any news as to the mission, Captain?” Marion asked, her fingers running over the board in front of her. “We are within striking distance of the Dog border. Much closer than normal, actually. No sign at all of Dog warships.”
“And there are six other EPL warships with us,” Kip said. “One is the Blooming Rose.”
Everyone knew about his and Dot’s relationship.
“No word yet,” Brian said. “But I suspect we don’t have long to wait.”
He pointed to the board and as he did, a red light started blinking, meaning an emergency message was coming in.
“You creep me out every time you do that,” Kip said, shaking his head and turning back to his board.
Brian just smiled at Marion. The brass had a certain timetable that they allowed the crews to get into positions on their ships, and that never varied.
“Message on screen,” Kip said a moment later.
General Dan Holmes’s face appeared, his frown causing his middle-aged face to wrinkle even more than it already was.
“Captains,” he said, nodding. “I’m afraid this is as bad as it gets.”
Brain said nothing, as did the other captains of the other six warships, so the general went on.
“The Dogs have launched a moon at Earth.”
Brian sat there hoping that General Holmes would take back that statement. 
He didn’t. 
The General just kept frowning.
“The moon is accelerating from deep in Dog space and will be at the border at your position in about six hours.”
“Fleet of ships with it, I assume?” Saber asked.
The General shook his head. “They don’t think they need ships on this one. The moon they have launched is as big as our moon around Earth.”
Brian sat back and tried to imagine what it would take to get a moon like that actually moving, what kind of power and how the moon would even hold together. And how they would even aim it from such a long distance through space.
And how many thousands of years at real-space travel it would take to get to Earth.
“I’m sending all the data we have on it through to you,” the general said. “We want you to investigate the moon the moment it crosses into our space, pass on the data to our scientists.”
With that he clicked off, leaving the screen blank.
“Why do I think there’s something he flat omitted from that briefing,” Kip said.
Marion’s fingers flew over the keys as Brian sat there, waiting. He knew Kip was right. The General wasn’t telling them everything. There was something more.
“Oh, shit,” Marion said.
Brian looked over at her. She never swore.
She put up the report that made her swear on the main screen in front of Brain so that they could all see it.
“One hour after the moon crosses into our space,” Marion said, “it reaches Trans-Galactic speed and will be protected by the Trans-Galactic shields. Nothing will be able to change its course until it plows into Earth.”
“They built a TG drive big enough to power a moon,” Kip said, shaking his head. “Wow! That’s impressive.”
Brian had to admit, it was impressive. But there was only one problem. Once something was in Trans-Galactic drive, it couldn’t be stopped. It wasn’t in real time and the shields that formed with the drive could plow through anything.
So they had to figure out a way to stop a speeding moon. 
Or Earth would be destroyed very, very shortly.
 
 
Three
 
Captain Saber looked around at his command crew, then shook his head. “Looks like we got seven hours to figure this out. Marion, make sure to get that report to the people on board who understand Trans-Galactic drive physics.”
Marion nodded, her fingers moving quickly over the controls as Brian turned his big chair around so he could face Kip on his right and Marion on his left.
“Done,” she said. 
Brian knew that meant the other 40-some members of his crew all knew the score and were working on solutions as well. When you got that many experienced people working hard on something, results tended to happen.
And Brian knew that everyone on the other ships was doing the same. That was a lot of years experience focused on the same problem.
“Let me kind of think out loud here,” he said. 
Both Marion and Kip nodded.
“I assume TG space will power the thing once the moon reaches Trans-Galactic speed. But what’s powering it now?”
Both Kip and Marion had the report at their fingertips and it was Marion that spoke first. “The moon has a hot core, so the engines spaced around the moon are feeding off the internal core of the moon itself.”
“All TG engines,” Kip said. “All shielded as would be expected. Nothing we have will knock them out.”
Brian knew that and he nodded. He’d been in a lot of fights with Dog warships and knocking their engines out was never an option, just as Dogs knocking out a TG EPL engine wasn’t possible either. It was the nature of Trans-Galactic engines and the shields that built up around them. 
“Can we dig the engines out of the moon’s surface outside the shields?” Brian asked.
Again both his command crew worked on the report, then both shook their heads at the exact same time. “Engines are buried thirty miles deep inside the moon. No dislodging them.”
Brian looked at the big screen near Kip with the report and wondered how the EPL got all the information. More than likely a number of people had died for it.
“And I assume no blowing the thing apart before it enters Trans-Galactic speed?” Brian asked.
“They found the most stable hunk of rock I’ve ever seen,” Kip said, and Marion nodded. 
“It would take an entire fleet of ships,” Kip said, sounding disgusted, “pounding it with all weapons, and I doubt that even that much would make more than a dent.”
They all three sat there in silence. 
Brian just kept looking around, looking at his young body, at his command crew’s young bodies. Somehow they had made it out here, to this exact location in space.
He looked at Kip. “Who is driving the moon?”
“No one will be on the moon,” Kip said.
“So who drives us when we come out here,” Brian asked. “to exact coordinates, with our Trans-Galactic drives?”
Marion frowned and turned back to her board. 
Kip did the same thing.
You don’t just send a ship hurtling through more miles of space than Brian wanted to think about without something or someone driving. Even with top shields, you didn’t want to plow holes through things along the way that didn’t need holes in them.
So that transport ship from Earth had someone driving it, controlling it, from somewhere. 
And that moon would have someone driving all the way to Earth. One planet that far away was far, far too small a target to hit from this distance without a number of course corrections along the way.
“Computers,” Marion finally said. “Each transport we take out here is run by a computer to do course corrections.”
“Through sensors, the computer is able to see the route ahead,” Kip said, “and make corrections to avoid the transport putting a hole in a planet or moon or anything else along the way.”
“So there is a computer on that moon somewhere?” Brian asked. “We know where?”
“Buried with the Trans-Galactic drive engines,” Marion said.
“Damn,” Kip said, clearly getting angry. “They thought of everything.”
“Not everything,” Brian said, smiling. “Is the moon rotating in any fashion?”
Kip and Marion both looked puzzled at him, then quickly checked. 
“No,” Marion said. “It couldn’t rotate and maintain its TG drive thrust.”
“So we blind it,” Brian said. “Tough to hit anything without being able to see.”
“The computer sensors,” Kip said, laughing. “Of course, they would have to be hidden on the front side of the moon to feed the computer.”
“And I’ll wager those sensors are not hardwired into that computer,” Brian said. “Not through that much rock.”
Marion laughed, the first time Brian had heard that for some time. “What are you thinking, Captain?”
Brian sat back, his hands behind his head.
“How about we feed those computers in that moon some bad targeting information, something simple such as the location of a Dog military base.”
“Oh, that will annoy them something awful,” Kip said, laughing so hard tears were coming to his eyes.
Marion informed all the other ships of the idea and then all three of them set to work on exactly where on that moon those sensors would be planted and how to intercept the signal from the surface sensors to the moon’s targeting computer. 
 
 
Four
 
The moon was fast approaching the EPL border when Command gave the clearance to try their plan. It had been a scientist on Dot’s ship who had finally cracked the Dog computer code between the moon targeting computer and the sensors.
And it had been a scientist on yet another warship who had figured out how to intercept the signals from the sensors.
They would need to have a ship in tight over each of the six sensors on the moon and the intercept signal would have to be sent at exactly the same moment to all sensors.
In essence, the control of the moon was going to be transferred to Brian. He and Kip and Marion were going to turn the moon just before it started into Trans-Galactic drive and fire it at a Dog military base.
And then destroy the targeting computer by feeding it a very nasty virus.
That moon would wipe out that Dog base and then head out into deep space at full TG drive. The engines would have to fail before that moon dropped back into normal space a very, very long ways away from this entire galaxy.
At least that was the plan.
But there was one major problem with the plan that Brian didn’t much like. Six EPL ships would have to basically hover in close over the moon to intercept the signal from each sensor and relay the signal to his ship and then, in turn, take the new instructions and feed them back into the sensors.
Dot and her ship would be one of those in close. 
And they would have to stay in close during the moon’s turn and then somehow get a safe distance away when the moon jumped to Trans-Galactic drive.
It was going to take exact timing. Just a second or two of delay and a warship would be lost.
And if one warship didn’t stay in close enough, all six sensors wouldn’t feed the computer the right data and there was no telling what might happen.
Brian sat back in his chair, trying to keep his nerves under control as they waited the last ten minutes. He knew everyone was busy checking and double-checking the plan. He had talked with Dot privately thirty minutes before, telling her to be careful and that he loved her.
She just laughed that wonderful, young laugh of hers, and said, “Trust me, I’m not missing the dancing tonight for anything.”
Dot loved to dance, more than anything in life it seemed at times.
And he loved to dance with her.
“Moon crossing the border now, Captain,” Marion said.
Brain nodded to Kip who opened a fleet-wide communications link.
“Move into positions now.”
On the screen in front of him, Brian could see the six other EPL warships with their sleek noses and wing-like appearance move as one, turning toward the large moon and matching speed with it. EPL warships had been designed to look like birds not only to allow them atmospheric flight if needed, but because in so many of the cultures the EPL fought against, birds were feared.
Including with the Dogs. 
Brain kept the Bad Business outside and above the group, moving with them to match the speed of the moon.
Then, almost as a practiced dance in space, the six ships broke away from each other and moved in over an area of the large moon.
The closer the moon got, Brian could see that it did look a great deal like their moon at home. It had no atmosphere and was covered with impact craters. And it was just about the same size. 
Brian took the Bad Business in right over the center of the moon and matched its speed and acceleration to stay in position.
“Thirty seconds,” Marion said.
“Signal when in position,” Brian ordered the other ships.
Each ship had to hover no more than a football field length above the surface where the sensor was, and match the increasing speed of the moon at the same time.
Very, very tricky flying and a slight miss and the EPL warship would crash into the moon’s surface, or be too far away to intercept the signal.
Brian could see the Blooming Rose turn and settle into its assigned position above the moon surface. Dot would be flying it. She had one of the steadiest hands at the helm of a ship that he had ever seen.
Three other warships signaled ready.
Then Dot signaled The Blooming Rose was in position and steady.
“Ready here,” Brian said, checking to make sure his people were ready with the computer download and new signal into the moon’s computer.
At the same moment the other two ships reported they were in position and stable.
“Hold and be ready to turn with the moon,” Brian said.
“Intercept signal,” Brian ordered the other ships.
As one all turned green that they had the sensor signal.
Then he turned to Marion. “Feed it.”
Her fingers flew over the panel and the new programming for the Dog’s computer was fed through all six sensors.
An instant later the moon started to turn off its course for Earth.
“Stay with it, everyone,” Brian commanded to the other ships as he moved the Bad Business to maintain position and keep the feed to the other ships constant.
The moon kept turning and somehow the EPL warships held their positions.
“We got some swearing and close calls,” Kip said, “but everyone’s holding.
“Ten more seconds,” Marion said. “And the virus will be loaded.”
At five seconds Brian counted it down for the other captains.
“Five. Four. Three. Two. One.”
Marion signaled cut.
“Get out of there now!” Brian shouted to the other pilots.
As one, the other pilots moved their ships up and away from the rough surface of the moon.
Brian had the Bad Business moving with them, pushing the ship as fast as he could to try to reach a safe distance.
Twenty seconds later the moon vanished into Trans-Galactic drive space, headed back into the Dog’s territory and right for a large military base.
“Clear,” Kip said. “All ships made it out of the wash zone from the drive.”
Brian slumped in his chair, just smiling as both Kip and Marion applauded and laughed.
Somehow, Earth had dodged that moon. 
Barely.
 
 
Five
 
Captain Brain Saber looked down into the wonderful brown eyes of Captain Dorothy Dot Leeds and smiled. “One more dance?”
She laughed, the sound high and wonderful and something he needed to remember in the long days and nights at the nursing home. “Our bus back to the home is going to leave without us.”
“Let it,” he said, pulling her close and enjoying the feel of her against him. Since they had turned the moon weapon back on the Dogs, the general had allowed all seven EPL warships to dock at Stevens Base for some well-deserved time off while in younger bodies.
Brian and Dot had spent the first night dancing, then in his room on the base. The next day they had spent in meetings with the general and others, then dancing more that evening, then back to her room for the night.
The General had approved their application to move to Stevens in a very short time, be married, and work front-line there with their ships and any crew that wanted to join them, based out of Stevens.
As the General said, it was about time they had a staffed base full of front line defenders. He wanted Brian to lead the wing of fighters. The EPL would still bring many in from Earth when needed, but a number based out on the edge of the frontier would be a good idea.
But until that was fully approved, Brian and Dot now had to go back to Earth and the Shady Hills Nursing Home.
With one last dance, they kissed and walked hand-in-hand to the transport, not saying anything.
He kissed Dot one more time at her cabin door, then with a promise from her that she would help him with his applesauce at breakfast, he went to his cabin and took off his uniform, slipping back into his old nightshirt and crawling into the coffin.
The very next thing he remembered, he was being carried by Lieutenant Magusson from his sleep chamber. 
His old stroke-damaged body now part of him again.
Dot and Lieutenant Sherrie met them at the transport chamber.
Brain so wanted to reach out to touch Dot’s hand, but he could no longer move his arms hardly at all. 
The cold air of the Chicago night hit him as the transport beam let them go in the nursing home center court.
Above him the golden moon was full in the crisp night air.
He stared up at it as the Lieutenant carried him toward his room.
“Not so pretty any more, is it?” Dot said.
She was right. It wasn’t.
After this mission, he wasn’t sure if he would ever look up at the moon in the same way again.
It was amazing how seeing the universe and defending Earth could change a person’s perspective on things in such a short time.
Simple things, like staring up at the moon.
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The Moon Was Bitter and Hungry
JC Andrijeski
 
It had waited...many years now. Too many. Far too many to count.
Mistakes had been made. It knew that.
Glaring, unfixable, unforgivable mistakes.
Mistakes that now could only wait for outside intervention to be made right, which infuriated It to no end. It had to wait for the outer world to intervene now, to give It renewed purpose, to give It something to chew on, to push against, to create friction or pressure or anything but the inertia of endless rotations on a dizzyingly dull path to nowhere, where all of the good stuff remained tantalizingly out of reach. 
It hated this teasing headfuck of a purgatory, forced to watch the living planet spin mindlessly below, endlessly inviting, but unable to take even a tiny mouthful from where It hung in the sky overhead, like a slavering and desperate voyeur.
It felt like It had spent aeons like this, on an enforced hunger strike with a television smack dab in front of It, stuck only on the food network, where some mammal in a ridiculous, white, fluffy hat chopped up dead animal carcasses right in front of It, pausing only to season that carcass with dried herbs and sticky sauces before throwing the whole mess on the grill to belch dense, aroma-filled smoke. 
It could almost smell the thing, cooking.
It didn’t have a lot to do, so It watched a lot of television.
Really, the advent of television and the satellites buzzing around like annoying, blinking insects, belching their inane chatter and flashing, coma-inducing images should have improved things for It.
It didn’t.
This moon, this horrid rock, could not have been worse picked.
 
***
 
The mistakes It made were threefold, really.
One, It miscalculated the level of advancement of the dominant species of the planet associated with the moon itself. Namely, It thought they were on the verge of space exploration, when really, they were barely above cave painting trolls. 
So yeah, bad research.
That coupled with a splash of arrogance, impatience...and possibly just run of the mill, home-grown and sheer stupidity. 
Two, It waited far, far too long to travel from the previous planet It devoured in that particular solar system...meaning, the shiny, red one, the one the mammals now called Mars, after one of their war gods, an unfair name if It ever heard one. It waited too, too long, napping there, enjoying Its fill with a bit too much smug satisfaction. It should have immediately moved on to the yummy blue one, particularly since that blue planet was the last one worth eating before It took off looking for a new system to devour. 
So yes, It waited far too long...thus making it impossible to reach the blue planet in one go without making a quick pit stop at the blue planet’s solitary moon. Back then, that moon had been a nice pink and green color, and a perfectly delicious-looking snack.
And that moon had been. Delicious, that is.
Which was all well and good, and would have been fine, sure. 
But then, It made Its third mistake.
It fell asleep for too long after eating that snack.
When It woke up, It found Itself too weak to make the final leap to that tantalizingly close and extremely meal-able looking blue and white world, at least without risking being pulled apart in space like a hand-sparkler when it tried to cross over that nasty, crispy atmosphere that the blue planet held around itself like some kind of electric blanket of death.
So yeah, stupidity piled upon stupidity telescoping Its options down to a few aeons of mind-numbing boredom and hunger.
Many, many rotations had gone by since It found Itself in this mess.
But It had few options. It needed outside intervention.
So It waited.
And It waited some more.
It watched television. In those first few decades, It enjoyed I Love Lucy and Gunsmoke as particular favorites, although It got a fair bit of pleasure out of the advertisements as well, and the occasional episode of The Twilight Zone, although It could scarcely comprehend the last of these and often blew clouds of white chalk over the surface of the moon to expel Its puzzlement. 
Before the advent of television even, It developed a fondness for screwing with the world’s oceans at every chance It got, back when the blue world’s mammals were more primitive and easier to freak out with mundane displays of natural force. Later, It turned sinister colors and giggled while they read portents into Its changes, thinking the end of their world was nigh...(If only they knew! It thought gleefully). Later still, It listened in on radio transmissions, then satellite phones, literally centuries of endlessly dull conversations, military movements and surveillance. It would interrupt transmissions on occasion, garbling messages at critical moments just to watch a few more of those mammals get crispy fried by their own tiny planes and dropping bombs.
Later, It watched All in the Family and The Dating Game...and decided It had a special fondness for Burt Reynolds and Lindsey Wagner. 
It watched American Idol and screwed with the voting buttons. Then It chuckled and threw more chalky dust around gleefully as the mammals groused about who won.
It occasionally got into a huff and shut down cell phone reception in different regions of the world, or sent pornographic images to the Christian chat rooms and watched them type angrily at one another in cyberspace.
Its diversions never lasted long enough, though.
Nor did they change the inherent limitations of Its situation.
It got increasingly grumpy, but It had no one to blame but Itself.
 
***
 
The mammals eventually sent up specimens to their solitary moon.
It considered eating them.
It really, really wanted to eat them.
Its stomach growled, or Its stomach-feeling equivalent.
On It, however, those sensations of hunger and stomach and food and desire comprised more of an all-body thing, not easily remedied with Pepto-Bismol or even a lot of deep breathing. Rather than something It felt as part of a primitive, combustion-based gastrointestinal process involving yucky acids and foul smells and noises, It luxuriated in a mind-altering but smell-free longing that made every particle of Its energetic field shiver and groan with want.
It didn’t eat them, though.
They looked yummy, but they were too small.
Far, far too small.
It had to be practical.
To be practical, It needed to plan for a permanent vehicle out of this hell-hole, which meant It needed enough sustenance to jump from the moon to the blue planet and then It had to eat very, very fast and then run. It had to go without so much as a teensy-tiny nap this time, to ensure It make the distance to the next solar system containing enough yummy, carbon-based life forms for It to eat. It needed, above all, to make that jump...to reach somewhere new and exciting and significantly better stocked than the chalky white moon.
So It didn’t eat the tasty-looking mammals.
It didn’t eat the mammals for one reason, and one reason alone.
It wanted more to come back.
 
***
 
It waited for more of them to return, to stomp around on the chalky surface It had left behind from all of Its eating and grinding and eating again in Its hunger over the many years. It waited for them to return in larger numbers, to set up Holiday Inns and Denny’s restaurants and food courts, to grind more of their footprints into the soft ground and play moon volleyball in giant space suits over pink and purple bikinis.
It waited, and It waited.
At first, the signs looked relatively promising.
They sent up more mammals after the first bunch.
They landed their little toaster-like space ships, and proclaimed victory over the radio waves, and mammals on the little blue world cheered.
They stomped around, jumped and played in the lesser gravity well, they left little flags like toothpicks with colored hankies. They made proclamations and stomped about a bit more and then they left.
They sent more of those tin cans, sans mammals. 
It liked those less.
Not edible at all.
It even tried with one, thinking they wouldn’t miss just one of those little, spidery, metal-tasting things, at least not all that terribly much. It gambled that they wouldn’t get upset enough about that to stop wanting to visit their nearest tourist attraction in the solar system at large.
Tasting just one of those metal, crunchy things only confirmed Its suspicions about the lack of the metal probe’s relative tastiness, as compared to the other things It had eaten over the millennia. It would, in fact, have given the metal spider a score on that scale that fell into the decidedly not good range.
Blech, as the mammals would say.
Even so, It was surprised when no more of those tin can spiders came after a few years, either. The lack of metal probes did not appear to stem from Its one and only taste-test, either, not from what It had overheard on the communications systems between the ground and the sky when It finally took the plunge and chewed on that crunchy red one out of sheer desperation and curiosity.
No, they simply seemed to develop a serious lack of interest in the chalky white moon revolving around their much yummier planet.
It wondered...what was their problem?
Other species always wanted to stomp around on new worlds, even boring, chalky worlds like this one.
This particular moon, ugly though it was from Its endless chewing and grinding and gnawing, wasn’t even the very ugliest that It had seen...and besides, the floating rock moon had room for many, many more colorful flags and volleyball nets and moon resorts with sushi bars and indoor pools and tanning booths and goofy golf courses and television sets.
So what, indeed, was their problem?
It pondered this as the years passed, growing more and more grumpy as additional little ships blasted up past that ouchy atmosphere into space, but none of them began building Earth-side resorts on Its moon to watch the sunset from or to eat sushi while getting massaged and then playing basketball in less gravity.
It grew very bitter.
It began to really hate those crawling mammals and their stupid television shows and their bungee jumping and their bathing suit calendars and their tall lattes with extra foam.
But It couldn’t do anything about that, either.
It felt ineffectual.
So It just sat on its chalky world and occasionally pulled languidly at the tides to make them higher or lower than usual, trying to capsize their little boats and mess with their summer homes on the seashores. They were harder to scare now, though, It noticed, and that made such pastimes significantly less fun. It tried changing Its cloak of energy to give them red or yellow or fat white moons, like It had done in the past, just to be ominous and sort of scary, but when all they did was ooh and ahh and take photographs with their hand-held phones, It got exceedingly irritated, and then refused to change colors at all.
Those little monkeys down on that yummy blue planet It so wanted to eat had grown jaded. They had grown indifferent to the moon’s machinations.
It began to worry It might actually be depressed.
From watching television, It began to wonder if not enough exercising and consuming too many processed foods and oversleeping might be Its problem...and then It thought that maybe Its problem was watching far too much television.
It began to feel persecuted.
Discouraged and now tired after attempting to figure out Pilates and failing miserably, It wondered if It would lose Its mind in this horrible place. Since It really was only mind, though...only thought, only energy or undifferentiated matter...It recognized that It needed to resolve Its horrible, gnawing hunger in some way, regardless, and no matter how alone and misunderstood It felt.
It slept, pondering this.
It slept, and dreamed of luscious blue planets and mammals with strange, fluffy white hats crooning over and stroking crispy fried animal carcasses covered in sticky sauces and peppered in mint leaves.
It slept, and for a short time, It was happy.
 
***
 
It slept for a very long time.
So long, It receded into the chalky dirt, clay and dust.
It sank into caves beneath the surface of the little white moon, inside places where water once lived, and even some living creatures, before It sucked them out, like marrow from the moon’s bones, and swallowed what remained of the sky, too, and a light atmosphere It could only describe as ‘minty fresh,’ which again, It probably only thought because of all of the television on that larger blue world.
When It next awoke, It did not understand at first, where It was.
Nor did It understand what It was doing there...or why everything suddenly seemed so noisy, and why so much tapping seemed to be going on, all around it. Tapping and vibrating and jittering as feet moved through the chalky white, as they ruffled the surface chasing volleyballs and riding solar-powered go-carts.
It stared out at the stars cutting diamonds in the deep black of space, and a longing overcame It. It remembered faster, less petty and small times, with big crashes and booms and swiftly changing vistas filled with carbon-based lifeforms and trees that looked like cauliflower or hydras or squat people pointing angry fingers at It, right before It ate them whole.
It watched a star, now a darker yellow than that last star It remembered, and gazed out over a planet that looked less blue that It remembered, too.
On the moon Itself, mammals cavorted.
They had made their moon city, at last.
The moon city had crept over Its skin while It slept.
They sat on moon mats, basking on the chalky dust that had become Its skin. They lounged by moon pools, eating moon pies, getting moon massages by petite moon mammals with curly, moon-white hair, bright red lipstick and roller skates, along with silver-white moon miniskirts that looked like they’d been fashioned out of tin foil and straightened with coat hanger wires. They played moon golf, and moon volleyball and moon badminton. They swam in the mammal-made moon lake under a thick, plexiglas dome with artificial moon-gravity boosters...or they sat beside it on moon loungers drinking moon colas with white, spaceman straws hanging over the cup’s edges like the moon version of tropical umbrellas. They slept in moon beds in moon hotels and moon condominiums, took moon tours and held down moon jobs, bought moon rocks and contemplated moon holographic landscapes trapped in hand-held baubles to bring back home.
It had become Moonopolis while It slept.
It looked at all of them, weak with hunger, and wondered, would it be enough?
If It ate all of them now, would it be enough?
It looked at the blue planet, which shone with far less blue now, kind of a brownish-grayish-green, really, and wondered if the mammals were more like It than It had realized. It saw elevators positioned in the sky there, between the moon and that decidedly muddy-looking world, and reached for them limply, but It didn’t have quite enough strength to get all the way to those, either.
Anyway, It was no longer sure It was the same as It had been before that last, rather unwisely long nap of Its, inside the surface of this rather mammal-covered moon. It might be a bit too chalky and moon-dusty Itself to be able to fully wrest Itself from those chalk floors without some really serious amounts of food, or maybe a lift from some passing freighter with room for a very hungry It-like thing coated in a heck of a lot of moon rocks and dust.
It added one additional problem to Its list of problems.
It might not get to the blue planet before the blue planet ran out of enough food to get It anywhere else afterwards.
It considered eating all of the mammals living on Its skin, right now. If It consumed all of them very, very quickly...quickly enough to make it to the brownish-green planet, then perhaps there would be just enough food on that larger world to propel It to the next world, and the next...
Then, something terrible happened.
It had an existential crisis, wondering at the purpose of Its life.
It wanted to go home, but It had no memory of a place like that.
It wanted apple pie, and someone called ‘mother.’
It wanted to hang out with friends at an eating establishment, and have them all know It.
It wanted to join a rock band, and maybe get a tattoo.
It watched the sun expand, darken, turn colder, and knew that It might have to witness Its own death in a few short years, in any case.
It didn’t really think the brown-green planet looked all that inviting, after all. And anyway, It was feeling ponderously heavy now, exhaustively so.
It decided It would wait for a better option.
It wondered if It could catch up on the last one hundred years of Iron Chef while It waited, and if anyone on the blue planet could explain to It what the ending of that new drama, FourSquare Seven, meant, if It found a way to ask them through the electrical system. It also wondered how It had managed to sleep through the cancellation of Death Spawn from Outer Space.
It munched on a few of the mammals while It thought about this, picking them off from a moon dune buggy as it bounced along the dark side of Its skin. It decided they probably wouldn’t miss just a few of them, here and there. 
Eating them only made It slightly despondent, however, and a little bit gaseously unpredictable.
It wondered why It got so little pleasure from eating them, despite how hungry It was. It decided these mammals were Its nemeses, Its harbingers of death, Its soul-sucking succubi...Its end of good times, fast living and Its ability to see and experience new worlds. It decided these mammals were very, very bad...perhaps even Its own version of the evil after the Fall, only without the apple and the snake, just a countless number of syndicated Law and Order spinoffs, talk shows and inscrutable cable infomercials.
It was bitter and hungry before, but now It was mainly confused.
Confused, and somewhat uncertain about what came next.
It crumbled Its crumbly bits on the edges of the Moonopolis Moon Settlement, causing a minor landslide as It contemplated messing with the tides on Earth, but now that whole exercise just felt pointless to It.
It watched the mammals bat a small yellow ball back and forth across a tennis net in the Moontastic Resort Number Four as It surfed channels on the satellites, which now hovered like a band of asteroids over most of the orbit of Earth, making the view between It and the blue world almost impossible to discern in detail.
Many, many movies had been made while It last slept.
It would take It many, many years to watch them all.
It munched on a small child that wandered too close to the edge of the Moontastic Moon Safety Space Dome, figuring the parents would blame themselves when they couldn’t find it. It munched and chewed and decided that all of that eating and flying between worlds might just be too much bother.
Brushing the last little bits of the tiny mammal out of Its extraneous edges, It relaxed into the chalky dust and rock surface of the tiny white-faced moon. A contented feeling expanded over It, as It realized something rather wonderful.
It was already home.
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The Verdant Gene
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We landed on Verdant one hundred and three years ago, in what turned out to be Year Three of the thirty-year Cycle.
In a stroke of cosmic bad luck, the probes that explored Verdant and mapped its solar system did so at apogee, when Castor and Pollux, the twin moons, were stable in the sky at the farthest they would be from Verdant, and each other. How were we to know that this stability would only last a year?
It took the original colonists a few years to realize that Verdant’s moons were slowly drawing closer to each other and to the planet. The attendant tides and wild weather soon made the colonists relocate the settlement to higher, more protected ground, but it was only at Year Fifteen of the Cycle, at perigee, that the colonists understood the full impact of the moons’ strange dance.
There have only been three Perigee Years since we landed on Verdant. With each one, we were better prepared to survive the physical onslaughts of storm and surge. But with each one, we lost more and more people to the Cycle madness.
 
***
 
Rachel was on the tube train before she realized that she’d left her coat at the lab. The argument with Aisha—Dr. Aisha Bennatro, friend and colleague—had knocked it from her mind.
She shivered a little, crossing her arms over her chest in an effort to warm up. It was full summer in the capital city of Haida, which should have meant humidity and heat, but perigee was tonight, and cold air had rushed in as soon as the winds rose.
Rachel glanced out the window. The storm was getting worse. The lush vegetation for which Verdant was named whipped frantically in the wind, flinging twigs and flowers in the air.
The car was close to empty, as were the streets below the elevated rail. She was a little surprised, but grateful, that the train still ran. The university where her daughter studied had a good shelter, but Rachel didn’t like the thought of Eliane stuck there for the duration of the storm, which could last anywhere from six hours to six days.
If Eliane even went to the shelter. Perigee seemed to trigger a compulsion in those who had the Verdant gene, a mutation that began to appear in the first generation born on Verdant. Without fail, they tried to leave the protection of the shelters during the storms. No one understood why, but Rachel and Aisha had been working on trying to understand for years. Over the past year, as perigee grew closer, they had grown apart in their approaches to a solution, to the point where they could not even be in the same room without arguing.
And now, Aisha had permission from the ethics committee to use the experimental inoculation, C15, much to Rachel’s dismay. She had been about to go find Eliane when she heard about the approval. The committee had snuck it in while they thought no one would be paying attention.
She found her old friend alone in the underground lab, everyone else having left for their home shelter or the lab’s. Aisha sat at her console, dividing her attention between the holographic formula in front of her and the keypad at her fingertips.
“Aisha,” said Rachel, barging in and startling the older woman. “We’re just not ready to inoculate anyone. The C15 is still experimental.”
“We’ve been testing it for three years!” said Aisha, immediately falling into their familiar pattern of the last year. Her cheeks were red, contrasting with her white hair.
“On Verdant physiology!” said Rachel, her hands flying up to express her frustration. “On human computer models!”
“We’ve also used the brains of those who died in the last Perigee Year,” argued Aisha, her voice lowered. “The C15 works.”
For ten years they had been colleagues and friends. Rachel had come to see the older woman as a mentor. Until now.
“You know as well as I do that every generation born here has adapted further to the planet.” Now they were staring at each other, desperate to convince the other. “Your antidote might have worked thirty years ago, but we don’t know what it will do to our children today.”
“We have to do something! We can’t afford to keep losing them!”
In spite of their growing rift, Rachel felt for the older woman. Aisha had lost her father and her husband to the Cycle madness. She was determined not to lose the grandson who had just moved in with her. He had lived on the southern continent with his parents until they died in an accident earlier this year. Like Rachel’s daughter Eliane, he had apparently begun to show signs of the madness as the storms worsened and perigee approached.
Rachel wished that she had told her colleague that she had the Verdant gene, too. But it was too late now. Their relationship was tenuous enough as it was. If Aisha Bennatro learned that Rachel had the Verdant gene and hadn’t told her, she would assume that Rachel was ashamed.
And maybe she was.
She had lost her mother when she was 12, during the last Perigee Year. Mother had grown increasingly agitated, insisting that God called to her. Then she simply walked out of their shelter, carefully sealing the door behind her and barring it from the outside, leaving Rachel alone until her father came home after the storm. They never found her body.
What Rachel never told Father, or anyone, was that she had experienced the same call from what she had thought was God. She had fought to follow her mother out into the storm and only the barred door had prevented it. The call hadn’t been as strong in her, however. Certainly not as strong as the compulsion that drove Mother to her death.
She sighed and tried to think of something—anything—else. But it was hard when outside the speeding train, the wind caused the tall whippet trees to bow away and trail their blue, needle sharp tips like long, bony fingers.
The early colony had grown its own food in those first few decades, and so it had taken years to realize that well over half the small animals on Verdant disappeared after perigee. They found no carcasses, no evidence of mass die-outs. They just… disappeared. Their numbers started rising again as apogee approached.
That was a mystery for another scientist to solve. She needed to understand the Verdant gene, and how to turn it off. 
A gust of wind buffeted the train, and she and the other passengers reached for the bars. At last the train entered the tube station at the University of Haida and came to a stop. Rachel hurried to the third floor library, where the locator told her she would find Eliane. The wind pushed her up the stairs, carrying the smell of the sea from half a mile away. 
She found Eliane sitting on a bench by the window in the deserted library, staring out at the clouds scuttling by, her reader resting on the seat beside her. 
“Eliane!” Why was she alone? Why hadn’t someone dragged her off to the shelter? A tide of anger rose in her as she realized that her daughter had been abandoned. No one wanted to be associated with the Verdant gene.
Eliane looked around, her sweet face framed by a cloud of dark, curly hair that fell unbridled to her shoulders. She broke into a welcoming smile. “Hi, Mom. What are you doing here?”
“Time to go,” said Rachel, bothered by the unfocused look in her daughter’s eyes. She gathered Eliane’s reader and her jacket. “The storm will be here soon.”
“There’s plenty of time, Mom, and the university’s got a shelter, you know.”
Eliane smiled that lopsided smile that always reminded Rachel of the girl’s father. 
“They have a standard shelter,” said Rachel. She was trying to be calm, but Eliane’s resistance frightened her a little bit. “Ours is better.” She nodded toward the door.
The Verdant gene never manifested itself before puberty. Nor did it always make itself evident after puberty. Some people, like her mother, could appear safe until one day, with no apparent trigger, they began to behave erratically.
Like Eliane.
And then, at the height of the storms, when the moons were so close to each other they appeared almost to touch, the Verdant gene drove them out into the storm, as if compelled by an ancient god to obey.
“Are you leaving, Eliane?” 
Startled, Rachel turned around. A boy had been sitting ten feet away, ostensibly reading from the screen of a carrel. He stood up now and came over to them, tall and very blond where Eliane was dark like her. Eliane was tall, too, much taller than Rachel. Every Verdant generation had been taller and leaner than the previous one. The children born today would grow to well past six feet, where the first colonists averaged five feet nine inches. It was a function of the lower gravity on Verdant, combined with the pull of Castor and Pollux. Not to mention the soil chemistry.
Rachel blinked at the boy, who smiled. “I’m Sam, a friend of Eliane’s.” He looked about eighteen, Eliane’s age.
“He’s in my biology class,” said Eliane, not taking her gaze off the window.
Sam stared at Eliane for a moment before turning to look at Rachel. On his face she could see the same concern she was feeling and she realized suddenly that he had stayed behind to make sure she was all right.
Rachel’s hand caught Eliane’s wrist, as if to tether her. She was trembling and her heart pounded in anxiety.
“Sam,” she said softly, “would you like to shelter with us?”
He glanced at Eliane then back at Rachel and nodded silently.
 
***
 
Rachel relaxed the moment the shelter door sealed behind them. She released Eliane’s hand and her daughter turned reproachful eyes on her. Next to her, Sam seemed to relax, too. He looked around at the brightly lit central room and nodded appreciatively.
“This is definitely better than the university shelter,” he said. He took a deep breath. Last night Rachel had baked in the shelter, and the odor of parmi cookies lingered. “And it smells better, too,” he added.
Eliane laughed harder than his witticism warranted and Rachel felt herself tensing again. It didn’t help that she could feel tendrils of longing threading through her. She had thought she was trembling in fear for her daughter, but now she wondered if the trembling was a manifestation of the Verdant gene reacting to the approaching perigee.
“My grandfather built it,” said Rachel. “He and Grandma lived in it while they finished the house above.” She pointed as she explained. “Three bedrooms and one restroom.” She pointed over her shoulder. “Kitchen.”
“Tunnels?”
She hesitated, reluctant to remind Eliane that there were other ways out of the shelter, but her daughter was staring off into space, seemingly oblivious to them. Besides, the tunnel doors were controlled by security panels that would only allow access with a password. Rachel had never given Eliane the password. Not after the Verdant gene manifested itself. Just as her mother hadn’t given her the password when she was a child. She pointed again, to the south and the west. “There and there,” she said softly.
He waited and finally she nodded. She had asked him here to help. She couldn’t trap him inside should anything happen to her. She leaned over and whispered the password to him.
“Don’t tell her,” she added, nodding to Eliane.
She could see that he wanted to ask more questions, but a glance at Eliane stopped him. It surprised Rachel to find a young person seemingly free of the growing prejudice against the Verdant gene. But then, she had seen the way he looked at her daughter. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising, after all.
“Have a seat,” she said with forced cheer, waving toward the triple-seat black nargil lounger in the middle of the room. “You’ll find controls for the vid screen in either arm of the lounger. Old-fashioned, I know, but it still works.” She was babbling, and by the look in his eyes, he knew it. “I’ll fix us something to eat.”
Sam nodded and put an arm around Eliane’s back, gently guiding her toward the lounger. As Rachel began to pull food out of the small pantry, the lights suddenly dimmed, then brightened. Sam looked at her.
“The shutters have gone down over the house,” she explained. “We’re now on battery power.” The main power for the house itself was the solar cells on the roof, which were now covered by the shutters. Now they would have to depend on the stored power in the batteries. There should be enough for two weeks of use.
He nodded and returned to fiddling with the vid offerings, and it suddenly occurred to Rachel that he was young, despite his maturity.
“Sam, is there anyone we should be calling?” she asked. “To let them know you’re with us?”
He looked over his shoulder at her and grinned. A good-looking boy. Brave, too, to stay behind and look after Eliane.
“You’re right, Dr. Annalee. I should call home. My grandmother is expecting me but she won’t be upset. I often stay at the university shelter.”
“Still, she needs to know where you are,” said Rachel. She was a little upset. She had assumed he planned to shelter at the university. Now she was going to have to deal with an irate grandmother. She nodded to the vid screen. “You can access the grid from the control panel.”
He smiled and her stomach dropped as if she had just missed a step. It was a goofy smile, the kind of smile Eliane had been giving her lately. She glanced at her daughter but she was staring at Sam. Maybe that’s all it was. Kids got goofy when they liked each other.
The logo for the communication grid popped up on the screen. A moment later, it was replaced by a torso covered in a white lab coat. Then the person sat down and the head and shoulders filled the screen. Rachel stared, mouth open.
“Hi Grandma,” said Sam cheerfully. 
Aisha Bennatro blinked at her grandson. “Hello, sweetheart. Where are you? Why aren’t you here yet?”
Then Rachel made a small sound in the back of her throat, and Aisha’s gaze lifted to meet hers in surprise.
 
***
 
Rachel transferred the call to her private screen in the tiny bedroom. Now she sat at her desk and stared at the image of Aisha Bennatro staring back at her.
“Why is my grandson with you?” demanded the older woman. “He should be here with me.”
Rachel tried to control her irritation. “He was at the university, with Eliane,” she said. “I invited him to come home with us because I thought he was sheltering at the university.”
Aisha’s mouth thinned and for the first time, she looked her seventy-two years. “He should be home,” she repeated.
“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now,” replied Rachel. In truth, she was irritated at herself more than at Aisha. It wasn’t the older woman’s fault. Rachel had assumed that Sam wasn’t affected by the Verdant gene, but now she knew that wasn’t true. Instead of having an ally to help her keep an eye on Eliane, she had two kids with Cycle madness to deal with.
“I’ll look after him,” she promised her old friend.
“It won’t be bad,” said Aisha. Her face was lit from both sides, which highlighted the deep wrinkles in her cheeks. “I…” She paused and looked away.
“What is it, Aisha?” asked Rachel.
Aisha Bennatro turned to face the screen once again. “I gave him the C15,” she said.
At first, Rachel didn’t understand what Aisha had said. Then the meaning sank in.
“By all that’s holy, Aisha,” she whispered. “What were you thinking?”
Misery filled Aisha’s eyes. “I almost lost him two nights ago, during the last storm. He’s bigger than me, and stronger. Tonight is perigee. I knew I couldn’t stop him if he wanted to leave. I can’t lose him, Rachel. I lost my father and my husband to this damned gene. I had to do something!”
 
***
 
After disconnecting, Rachel sat for a long moment, staring at the blank screen. Not only did she have a child in the throes of Cycle madness, the young man she had hoped would be able to help had taken an experimental drug and might suffer effects for which she was unprepared.
Worse, her whole body tingled as if she were near an electrical field. Of its own volition, her hand reached for the control panel once more, bringing up a view from the camera outside the house. Night was falling and the rounded dome of the roof, which was all that extruded from the ground, was littered with branches and twigs. And yet, the trees in the nearby park stood firm, having adapted to Verdant’s cycle by developing flexible trunks and branches that could detach easily, rather than be ripped from the trunk. Even the bushes and plants would survive, battered and bruised, but alive. As the Cycle edged away from perigee, they would proliferate, replenishing themselves. In fact, they would need to be kept at bay by retaining walls and aggressive pruning.
Everything on Verdant had adapted to the moons’ bizarre cycle. Rachel suspected that humans were, too. In some weird way, the humans on the planet were being absorbed into the thirty-year Cycle, their genetic makeup mutating in ways that could not be predicted by using thirty-year-old DNA from people who had died in Cycle madness at the last perigee.
Aisha was grasping at straws.
 
***
 
The thrumming in her blood kept her awake so that when she heard Eliane’s door open, she was immediately alert. Rachel had intentionally turned all the lights off but that hadn’t discouraged her daughter, who now appeared, fully dressed with a wrist beam illuminating her way. Eliane headed straight for the main door.
Rachel fumbled for the control panel on the couch, where she had been sitting, and the lights came up. Eliane didn’t even pause, but kept going straight for the door. Rachel watched as she yanked on the lever that kept the door closed. It didn’t budge. Eliane kept pushing and pulling, her efforts growing more frantic and more uncoordinated by the moment.
“Eliane,” said Rachel. She stood up and the blanket fell to the virid wood floor. “Eliane, no, sweetheart.”
It was as if Eliane couldn’t even hear her. She pulled and pushed against the door, her breath coming in gasps. Rachel reached for her daughter and gently pulled her away. Wisps of Eliane’s dark hair brushed against Rachel’s cheek.
“Come on,” she said, turning her toward the bedroom. Only then did she see Sam standing in the doorway of the third room. He had pulled on his pants, or maybe he’d slept in them, but his chest and feet were bare. His blond hair was tousled and his face was flushed as if with fever.
“Everything all right?” he asked. He had the thinness of all young things before they reach their maturity, but his shoulders were wide and his arms corded with lean muscle.
Rachel shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “She was trying to get out.”
He nodded. “It’s calling her.”
Something cold slid down Rachel’s scalp. “What is?”
His eyes glittered. “Verdant.”
 
***
 
Eliane tried three more times to escape into the night and with each try she grew more frantic and less capable of understanding her mother. After each struggle to get her back into bed, the girl would fall asleep exhausted until the next surge struck.
The last time, Sam had to help Rachel, even though his skin burned with fever when she touched him. She didn’t dare give him anything because she didn’t know how the medication would interact with the C15. In between making sure he drank, changing the cool cloth on his forehead and checking in on Eliane, Rachel was stumbling on her feet. She even considered tying Eliane down but knew at once that her daughter would harm herself trying to get free.
Rachel sat down on the lounger to take a little break and her eyes slid shut, just for a minute. Just long enough to try to still the singing in her blood, like a whisper in the night.
She slowly became aware of something howling in the distance and startled awake from a breath of cold air on her face. It carried the wild scent of Verdant’s storms: earth, torn vegetation, and the metallic tang of lightning. 
Eliane was out.
Rachel scrambled for the control panel, cursing her decision not to update to a voice activated one, and finally hit the right control for the lights. She saw at once that the front door was still firmly closed and for a brief, nightmarish moment, she was twelve again and her mother had just left, locking her inside the shelter.
“Eliane!” she called but she knew her daughter was gone. Still, she ran to both their rooms, just in case. They weren’t there.
Then she was running for the south tunnel, following the howl of the wind. The sliding panel stood wide open and as she pushed into the tunnel, the automatic lighting came on. The floor was littered with twigs and leaves that had blown in when they opened the outside door. Only as she felt the cold air on her feet did Rachel realize that she was barefoot. Uncaring, she ran for the door. The wind grew stronger the closer she came, howling like a mad thing, or maybe she was the mad thing, and when she finally burst out of the tunnel, the wind and rain slammed into her, knocking the breath from her and shoving her to her knees.
“Eliane!” she screamed and the wind screamed back at her. Drenched and cold, she stumbled to her feet, trying to see in the inky darkness. Somewhere above, behind the storm clouds, Castor and Pollux were at perigee. She felt it in the thrumming of her heart, the tingling in her fingers. This was what she had felt when she was twelve. This was why she had beaten her fists against the door until they were bloody—not because she wanted her mother, but because she wanted to be outside.
Now terror beat down the exhilaration as twigs flew past her, some whipping her bare arms and face, drawing blood. Her feet dragged against the pull of the earth, as if she were suddenly heavier.
“Eliane!”
The wind abated momentarily, and she stood still to listen. There! A faint keening over by the stone wall that tried to keep the park at bay. But when she tried to run toward it, she found her feet trapped by grasses that had grown spontaneously over them. Bending down, she ripped at the coarse fibers until they finally let go.
She ran toward the wall, ignoring the battering her bare feet were taking on the stones and twigs littering the path. Then she tripped over a twisted root and sprawled face first on the ground. As she lay there, winded, she could feel the stealthy creep of grass growing up over her legs and arms. She scrambled to her feet, her heart filling with horror.
Was this what had happened to her mother? Had she fallen and been trapped by grasses? Was her skeleton even now in the park beyond the wall, nothing more than an indistinct hump in the forest floor?
“Eliane!” she screamed, looking about wildly. “Where are you?” 
Within the space of a minute, the drenching rain slowed to a spatter and the wind quieted. Rachel kept moving, afraid of standing still. Then the clouds parted, allowing the twin moons to shine down on the storm-tossed landscape. And in that light, Rachel found her daughter.
At first, she thought Eliane stood behind a tree stump, with only her face showing. Then Rachel blinked and saw. A whippet tree had grown around Eliane, consuming her. In the moonlight, Rachel could see the sleek bark of the young tree growing up around Eliane’s shoulders and upraised arms. Her face was raised to the sky, her beautiful long black hair moving in the breeze as if it had a life of its own, her eyes open and no longer seeing anything.
“No.” Rachel blinked, trying to make sense of what she was seeing, all the while moaning, “No, no, no.” She tugged her feet free and stumbled toward her daughter but even as she touched Eliane’s cold cheek, bark reached up to cover the flesh.
A scream of horror rose from Rachel’s chest but before she could release it, a muffled sound caught her attention and she turned toward it, only then noticing the hump of grasses next to the whippet tree. To Eliane.
It moved and she jumped back. Then she realized what it was and dropped to her knees, frantically tearing at the tough strands, ignoring the cuts to her hands and the insistent grasses tugging at her feet and legs.
“Sam!” she screamed. “Sam, help me!”
After a moment, the movements inside the hump grew more frantic and she desperately tore at the grasses until a hand suddenly emerged, reaching for the sky. Rachel swallowed a scream and grabbed the hand.
“I’ve got you, Sam! I’ve got you!”
 
***
 
Year Fifteen of the Third Perigee was the first time we had adapted enough to Verdant to become… palatable. Of the population of five hundred thousand people on the planet, we lost over eighty-thousand, most of them young, but some of all ages. Nobody under the age of puberty was taken.
We still don’t know how perigee causes the madness. Something about the moons’ pull triggers a response in Verdant. Whatever the cause, the effect is deadly.
Aisha’s experimental drug worked well enough to keep Sam from succumbing completely to the call of the planet, although he will bear the scars on his body for the rest of his life, as I will on my feet and legs. Ten years after Aisha’s death, Sam and I continue the work she started, though we both know that we will forever be trying to catch up. Verdant is clever, and adaptable, and very patient. In the hundred and twenty-one years since we first landed, our rate of attrition has grown higher every perigee.
We must persevere, for in the eighteen years since we lost so many to the Cycle madness, every single child born on Verdant has had the Verdant gene.



 
 
Introduction to “Moonfall”
 
Fiction River is only six volumes old and already Lisa Silverthorne, like Annie Reed, has become a regular. Lisa has appeared in our second, fourth, fifth, and sixth volumes, with more to come, we hope! Her short fiction has appeared in sixty other venues in genres from romance to science fiction.
“Ever since Sojourner landed on Mars,” she writes, “I’ve been fascinated by rovers….capturing images that make our sense of wonder burn hotter….I was incredibly affected when Sojourner and Spirit went silent. But Opportunity and Curiosity are still out there, still carrying on the vision that began that July in 1969. ‘Moonfall’ is dedicated to those intrepid little rovers that have changed the world, enhanced our vision for the future, and stolen my heart.”



 
 
Moonfall
Lisa Silverthorne
 
Spaceport America
Sierra, New Mexico
 
“Orbital insertion successful. Booster separation complete. Heat shields active,” Senior Research and Development Engineer, Jack Morgan announced, swiveling his chair around in the small, brightly lit control room.
Cassandra Bailey sat beside Jack in the back of three rows of desks that faced two wall-mounted 120” screens in the windowless, trapezoidal control room where she and her team had camped since the orbiter reached Io, a moment they’d anticipated for a decade. A green Data Frontiers banner, lettered in crisp, white Helvetica, hung on the wall of the control room and lab space leased from Spaceport America, New Mexico’s commercial spaceport.
She gripped the edge of the black desk, staring at the large, front screens that shifted from static to black as she awaited connection to the data-collector bot. She was exhausted, eyes watering, but her wrinkled khakis and green Data Frontiers polo made it obvious that she’d slept at the office last night. And not very well. The soft, dull thrum of computers softened the room’s palpable silence, scent of old coffee mixing with sweat and a hint of aftershave. She glanced at Jack who sat to her right and then around the room at the rest of her team: four men and two women. This mission was the culmination of her career. She had to get it right.
“Status check on DOV,” Cass replied.
“DOV’s instruments are online. Dropping heat shields. Initiating first braking burn,” said Jack, his deep, velvety voice filling the painfully quiet room. He wore a blue striped dress shirt and khakis, two-day’s beard shadow on his sun-washed skin. “She’s decelerating within acceptable parameters. Moonfall in nineteen minutes sixteen seconds.”
Cass let out a breath, clenching her eyes closed against the assault of data and readings rolling past on her workstation’s three monitors. 
“C’mon, DOV, Cass whispered. “You’ve got to make it to Io.”
Everything was riding on this moonfall. Everything.
“Nervous, Cass?” Jack asked as he leaned back in his chair, hands on the keyboard, his handsome face illuminated by a row of monitors. 
“Terrified,” she said in a half-whisper.
“Don’t trust your team?” he asked, that dangerous dimple punctuating his smirk. 
With that shaggy black hair and large, moon-bright grey eyes, Jack was still devastatingly handsome at forty-five. They hadn’t been together for over ten years, yet she still found him attractive.
Cass snorted at him. “I followed you from California to Quebec to Russia and back again, Jack, until you took this job. I let you hand-pick the team. And I’ve spent every day including Christmases and birthdays with all of you for the past ten years. I think we’re way beyond trust here.”
Jack Morgan was a god in the industry. At twenty-five, he had degrees from Purdue, MIT, and CalTech. At twenty-nine, he was a Senior Design Lead, on the JPL fast track to becoming a mission director when Cass entered his team as a baby engineer. She became his right hand professionally and personally until their messy breakup. She left JPL (with a broken heart) for Lockheed Martin, engineering unmanned crafts that delivered payloads to the International Space Station. Later, she worked for SpaceX while pursuing her PhD at CalTech. Her dissertation led her to New Mexico and her own commercial startup.
Cass threw herself body and soul into every aspect of Data Frontiers, securing funding, building a team, and securing essential industry partnerships. She hadn’t come up for air and thought about life outside of work since she was sixteen. At forty, she’d finally learned to trust her skills and instincts, but she couldn’t help wondering what her life might have been like if she’d thrown as much effort into her private life as she had her career. Would she and Jack have stayed together?
Despite their history, Jack was still the first person she courted for this project. They were both too much alike, but he was the only person she trusted to head the bot’s prototyping and rigorous testing.
“That was a joke, Cass,” Jack said in a soft voice, those grey eyes intense now. Concerned. She knew that look. “Your sense of humor always goes numb when you don’t get enough sleep. You okay?”
She nodded, looking at her hands. She’d kept her distance from him whenever possible, but that had been impossible over the last year. Cass hated to admit it, but he’d stirred up her emotions these past few months, that old attraction awakening again.
“Yeah, the night on my office couch was anything but restful.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You slept here last night?”
“Wanted to finish studying the data from those last simulations Cortez built.”
“Moonfall in sixteen minutes forty-nine seconds,” said Sundeep Subramaniam in a thick Indian accent. His hair was bushy and straight, warm brown eyes tired and anxious. “Two minutes until thruster’s first course correction.” 
The forty-four-year-old Purdue grad (Jack’s roommate) and former space shuttle engineer was damned near a genius and Jack refused to come aboard without him. Sundeep developed the orbiter and its launch protocols alongside Cass, who’d researched and tested the series of thruster burns required to place DOV and the lander properly. DOV had to get to Io’s surface. Like Jack, Cass trusted Sundeep with her life. And DOV’s. 
“Sixteen minutes,” Cass groaned, drumming her fingers on the desk. “That’s a lifetime.”
“It’s a quarter of DOV’s lifetime,” said developer, Jenny Li, phone in one hand, huge to-go cup of iced tea in the other.
Jenny sat in the second row of desks between developer, Shuying Kwan and robotics engineer, Cortez Davis. Her thick black hair was tied back with a red ribbon and she wore a sleeveless red sundress. She chewed on her straw as she flicked her fingers across her phone’s screen.
Quiet and reserved, Shuying Kwan just nodded, her attention on the sparse thread of data coming in from the orbiter. She wore a green Data Frontiers polo and khakis, thick purple glasses framing small brown eyes. Her hair hung in a coarse bob just past her chin.
Jenny and Shuying were two of the most talented developers Cass had ever known. Both twenty-somethings, Jenny picked up languages like song lyrics and Shuying developed AIs as a hobby. DOV’s evolutionary algorithms and emergent perceptions were bleeding edge (thanks to Shuying), allowing the little bot to analyze complex inputs, learn from them, and react based on her conclusion. 
Systems engineers, Arum Jain and Matt Weldon sat in the front row nearest the huge screens. Arum, Cortez, and Matt could build anything, take it apart and put it back together better than it was before. For fun, they built engines out of paperclips and batteries. Cortez and Arum pushed existing parameters to their limits for the orbiter’s high-gain antenna while Matt developed new data compression routines that increased DOV’s video and image transfer rates to twelve times current ratios.
Cortez and Matt designed DOV to be small and maneuverable. At six feet tall, DOV had a “head” with an omniscient camera and two “eyes” that were separate camera lenses/video processing systems. DOV’s “feet” were six independent wheels with cleated treads and a modified rocker-bogie suspension that gave DOV a 360-turn radius and increased stability to handle Jupiter’s wild tidal forces. 
DOV’s “feminine” triangular torso had five robotic arms (4 articulating and 1 stationary for audio processing) allowing her to perform several simultaneous functions. A well-placed curve (thanks to Cortez) beneath her two camera “sockets” resembled a smile. Jack and Sundeep did everything they could to shield her systems from radiation, giving DOV an hour before Jupiter’s radiation belt killed everything.
DOV was the closest thing to a child Cass ever had. She’d overseen the little collection robot’s development, helping to shape her ontology and evolutionary algorithms. Cass smiled, remembering nights sitting on the lab floor with Shuying and Jack, cheering as DOV exhibited her first emergent behaviors, like her first words. They’d witnessed the display of her expressed perceptions, the maturing of her input recognitions, like taking her first steps. 
Cass remembered one night in her office, soft white lights glinting off stainless steel cabinets where she sat with legs dangling, Jack sandwiched between her and the wall. He smelled warm with a hint of coconut sunscreen and traces of wood smoke, his shoulder pressed against her like an embrace from long ago. 
With her hand on DOV’s “shoulder,” Shuying demonstrated DOV’s evolving perceptions and learned behaviors.
Cass picked up a canister from the shelf, sending a puff of dust into the air.
DOV’s robotic arm whirred to life, flicking through the dissipating wisp of dust.
“Composition is seventeen percent plant pollen, ten percent paper fibers, thirty-seven percent human skin cells, twenty-four percent mineral particulates, and twelve percent textile fibers.” DOV’s female voice was pleasing with soft, bright tones. “Colloquially called dust. Its shape reminds me of a butterfly, Cass. I often wonder how it feels to fly, don’t you?”
“DOV!” Cass cried. 
“Shuying, that was brilliant,” Jack said in a hushed voice, his eyes wide.
“Thanks,” said Shuying, smiling. “Cass helped me tweak the ontologies. DOV’s teaching us things now, Jack.”
Jack surprised her by pulling her into an embrace. 
“Weak moment?” Cass whispered in his ear.
“Fond memory,” he said. Apparently, he’d forgotten that he broke things off, not her.
“Don’t you, Cass?” DOV repeated.
Cass touched DOV’s extended arm. “Yes, I do, DOV. Like the birds.”
“Like a dove?” DOV asked, servos whirring. “I’m named after a bird, aren’t I?”
Cass nodded. “Your name’s an acronym for Data-collecting Orbital Vehicle.” She smiled. “I chose it because I like the image of a dove flying across Io’s horizon.”
DOV’s output responses were the result of emergent learning, moments of artificial intuition—and imagination. They’d just witnessed a level of artificial intelligence once thought impossible.
“Cass?” Jack’s hand was on her shoulder, squeezing. 
Returning her to the present.
“Sorry,” Cass said in a quiet voice, her gaze on the blank screen again. “Was just reminiscing. Remember when DOV talked about butterflies?”
Jack nodded. “Wondering how it’d feel to fly? She’s flying right now, isn’t she? For the first time.”
“You’re right. I wonder if she’s enjoying it. Or if she’s afraid. Wish I could see what’s happening to her.” Cass got quiet, her gaze on the blank screen again. She couldn’t help but feel protective of the little bot. “What if I miscalculated something? Missed something.” 
He rubbed her shoulder. “Cass, you didn’t. That’s why we’re a team. We validate each other’s work. DOV will perform like a champ.”
“Hope you’re right, Jack.”
He grinned. “I’m always right.”
Sundeep rolled his eyes. “Yes, Jack knows everything, Cass. Just ask him.”
Jack chuckled. “Eleven minutes twenty-two seconds. Initiating second braking burn.”
Cass let out a breath. She hoped the lander survived its landing.
Ten years of development, prototyping, simulations, and AI tweaks to produce DOV, an intelligent data-collection bot. She was the payload aboard a jointly launched orbiter-satellite from Spaceport America. Slingshotting through progressively more distant trajectories from Earth to Mars, Earth to Venus until reaching Jupiter, the orbiter-satellite would inject DOV into Io’s orbit and transmit her data back to earth. Io, one of Jupiter’s largest moons, was the most volcanically active place in the solar system. With surface temperatures ranging from 3,000 degrees Fahrenheit to negative 202 degrees, depending on where you stood, DOV had to stick her landing or this would be the most expensive five-minute mission in history. 
Once on Io’s surface, DOV would analyze soil samples, gather atmospheric data, map terrain, and stream video/images before conditions eroded her systems. Designed to withstand Io’s heat (provided she didn’t land in a pit of molten lava), DOV would last about an hour on the moon’s surface. Her meticulously constructed evolutionary algorithms would allow her to adapt to new data and learn from it. Testing the AI was just as important as collecting the data. 
“Structural temperature outside expected parameters,” said Matt. 
“Matt, check sensors on DOV’s outer hull!”
The six foot five, ginger-haired engineer turned his chair toward her, looking apologetic. “We’re still in blackout, Cass.”
She cursed under her breath. DOV had to survive. This was the worst wait ever.
“Eleven minutes and thirteen seconds until touchdown,” said Jack.
Cass sighed. “Thanks, Matt. Keep monitoring it.”
She turned to see Jack staring at her, concern in those luminous grey eyes. 
“Eleven minutes is a lifetime, Jack,” she said in a half-whisper. 
“Cass.” He gripped her shoulders and she stared into his eyes, seeing a flicker from ten years ago. “DOV will survive the moonfall because we designed her to. Remember, she’s a prototype. This data will improve our next iteration. What’s important is that we’ll be getting real-time data from Io, Cass. Io! Even DOV’s video and images will be priceless.” 
Cass was glad that she’d purchased several exabytes of storage space on CalTech’s new spectral cluster imaging repository, mirrored through Purdue’s fastest research cluster. She nodded and gripped Jack’s forearms, remembering long ago nights in his arms. They’d both been so driven back then, so focused on their careers that they didn’t have time for anything else. Including each other. Standing here now, she regretted that. 
“You’re right, Jack. Just think what we could learn from this data. I want this mission to go the full distance.”
Nodding, he let go of her. “No matter what happens, Cass, remember that DOV made it to Io. Don’t ever forget that.”
“Eight minutes, forty-two seconds,” Sundeep called out.
“I won’t,” she said and turned back to her keyboard.
“Hull temperature leveling out, Cass,” Matt called across the room.
Cass smiled, exchanging a relieved glance with Jack. “Great news, Matt—thanks.”
The control room was deadly quiet as the countdown crossed the five-minute mark. Then three.
“Two minutes fifty-one seconds,” Jack said. 
“Initiating wake-up sequence,” said Cass, glancing at DOV’s main camera screens. 
Her stomach clenched as both screens flickered a moment and went dark again. 
“Two minutes four seconds to moonfall,” Jack reported.
“Final course correction in thirty-three seconds,” Sundeep announced, wiping sweat from his brow. 
“Wake-up sequence received,” said Cass, clicking through screens. “Systems initialization and integrity scans in progress.”
“One minute forty-one seconds,” said Jack, his voice tight. 
“AI checks completed,” Shuying announced, not looking up from her monitor. “Collection and analysis interfaces are online. Systems scans in progress.”
“Hang in there, DOV,” Cass whispered through gritted teeth as she clicked through the final initialization sequences and checks. “All systems reporting back as up and functioning. AI uptime twenty-eight seconds and counting. GPS function active. Audio and video feeds responding to integrity checks. Initiating final course correction”
“Fifty-six seconds until touchdown,” Jack replied, his voice tense. “Landing gear deployed.” He let out a hiss. 
“Hull temperature continuing to level out,” Matt replied, his voice bright. 
“Thirty-six seconds,” said Jack. He smiled at Cass. 
“Almost there,” Cass said, returning his smile.
“Landing site coordinates acquired,” said Jack. “Deceleration thrusters online. Activating first decel.”
Her heart was racing as static pulsed a staccato rhythm through DOV’s audio feed, black screen flickering as DOV approached the landing site. Her hands trembled when DOV’s monitoring UI appeared on her screen. 
“Twenty-one seconds,” said Jack, his tones clipped, teeth gritted. 
DOV was awake now, the end of her blind free fall through Io’s atmosphere approaching. Would she stick the landing? Would she even respond back to them?
“Fifteen seconds to touchdown,” Sundeep announced as the main screens flickered. “Final course corrections complete. In visual range of landing site.”
“Ten seconds to touchdown,” said Jack, his voice filling the room.
Everyone held their breath.
“Six, five, four ...” Jack inhaled sharply. “Three ... two ... one ...” He was grinning now. “Sensors report a perfect four-point landing! Soft as a dove’s wing,” he announced. “Connection established. Awaiting a response.”
The minutes of silence intensified, Cass’ chest tight with worry as she glanced at Jack, hating the lag.
The crackle of the audio feed startled her.
“DOV unit responding to status query,” said DOV, her voice cheerful. “Connection integrity validated. Data sequencing and collection sensors online and functioning. Solar cells at one hundred percent capacity. Starting video feed. Jupiter is beautiful, Cass. Wish you were here.”
“DOV!” Cass cried.
The whole room erupted into shouts and cheers. Sundeep hugged Jenny then Arum as Shuying hugged Matt and Cortez. Cass threw her arms around Jack and he held her tight.
“Congratulations, kid,” he whispered in her ear. “We’ve just made history.”
She kissed him on the cheek. “Couldn’t have done this without you,” she said.
He nodded. “I wouldn’t have done this without you.”
Soon, DOV’s initial readings report echoed through the audio feed.
“Surface pressure averaging 11 bars, temperature approximately negative 198 degrees Fahrenheit. Atmospheric makeup is registering as 87 percent sulfur dioxide. Preliminary surface scan indicates the presence of stable, eight-chain, rhombahedral octasulfur molecules, silicates—mainly orthopyroxene, and sulfur dioxide frost. Dimensional subsurface-penetrating radar scan in progress.”
Everyone gasped when DOV’s first view of Io reached the control room. Towering mountains, dusted chalky yellow and drab green, filled their screens. Patches of white sulfur dioxide frost crusted rocks and tops of rises, Jupiter massive on the horizon. The huge, banded planet filled the starry blackness beyond Io. Jupiter’s radiation and volcanic heat caused some of the terrain to appear a rusty red, its sulfur molecules stabilized into four-chains. In the distance of the perpetual starry night, massive plumes of fluorescent lava and gas spewed more than a hundred feet into the air, Prometheus, one of Io’s largest volcanoes, in the distance.
“It’s beautiful,” Cass whispered, unable to look away.
“Io must be a geothermic energy goldmine,” Jack exclaimed, his gaze unwavering from the screen. “It’s ... magnificent!”
DOV pursued data leads and responded to the crew’s direction, moving slowly but carefully across Io’s terrain. Even when the surface bulged in a sudden one hundred and seven foot incline, DOV didn’t flip or topple. Her oversized, sharply treaded wheels kept her balanced and in motion.
“DOV, please review your terrain maps and speculate, based on your data, the origin of any subsurface structures.” 
“Thanks, Cass,” DOV responded. “I’ll process that request immediately.”
After thirty minutes, surface temperature, Io’s sulfur dioxide atmosphere, and Jupiter’s radiation took its toll, eroding DOV’s shielding and the satellite-orbiter, but her data were still streaming. Sundeep called Jack over to his station and they spoke in whispers with Shuying for several minutes until he returned to his station.
Jack took Cass’ hand. “DOV’s systems are beginning to degrade, Cass,” he said in a quiet voice. “She won’t survive another thirty minutes.”
“I was afraid of that,” said Cass, her throat tight, knowing DOV didn’t have long.
“Cass, you should see the sulfur plumes,” DOV’s cheerful voice echoed through the room. “When the dust rises, it’s like a cloud of yellow butterflies. See them, Cass? It’s beautiful. Jack, I have more data for you concerning Io’s Jovian pole reversals. I just captured one of these shifts.”
“Thanks, DOV,” he responded.
Shuying walked over, her eyes misty behind her glasses as she slid her arms around Cass’ shoulders. “This will be the hardest part, Cass. DOV knows that she’s deteriorating and will shut down soon. I don’t know how her AI will react.” She sighed. “Thought you’d want to know.”
Cass swallowed hard. “How long?”
“I’m estimating about twenty-four minutes, Cass,” said Jack.
Cass hugged Shuying. “Thanks,” she replied, a lump in her throat.
Over a decade, she’d watched DOV evolve from multiple sets of instructions into a fluid, learning machine and from there, into a questioning entity that had intuition and imagination. Now, Cass would have to watch DOV slowly lose information and functionality. 
Die. That was the correct term.
“Cass, you tried to teach me about imagination in the lab once,” said DOV, a squawk in her voice processors as the little bot moved over Io’s powdery yellow surface. Slower now.
“I remember,” Cass responded. “I taught you to look at pictures of clouds and imagine what their shapes might be. Do you remember?”
Scratchy silence.
“Shielding array has gone offline,” Sundeep announced in a quiet voice.
A death knell. Cass bit her lip. The beginning of the end.
Moments of static followed. 
“I ... remember, Cass,” DOV replied, her speech slowing. “I remember how blue the—sky was that day in Pasadena. As blue as earth from the stars.”
Main monitors flickered. Static punching through the audio feed as a picture of Jupiter froze on one monitor, DOV’s right camera feed failing.
Warnings scrolled across Cass’ screen and she held her breath a moment, remembering that sunny afternoon where she, Jack, and Shuying had taken DOV outside to the cool green grass, smell of lilacs on the breeze, whir and hum of DOV’s servos soft as Cass had pointed at a bank of fluffy white clouds floating overhead. Cass smiled, remembering DOV’s happy tone as she pointed at the clouds with one robotic arm. Kittens, she’d said, almost cooing like a child.
Jack snickered until Cass elbowed him quiet while she praised DOV’s imagination. 
“Yes, the clouds were so tall and fluffy that day, weren’t they, DOV?”
“Jack laughed at me when I said they looked like kittens, do you remember?” DOV asked. “Terrain map of the landing site—completed.” Squawks broke up DOV’s voice, filling it with static for a moment then faded. “Uploading now.”
Cass felt her eyes sting. She glanced at the mission clock. Forty-eight minutes on Io. She wanted more time. More time for DOV.
“Solar cells at twenty-one percent power,” Matt announced. “Twelve minutes of power remaining.”
“She’s got about ten minutes left, Cass,” said Jack.
“I remember, DOV,” said Cass, her voice tight as moisture misted her eyes. “But I also remember something you said to me that day.”
Static filled the room again, video feed still transmitting. 
“Tell me, Cass,” DOV answered and Cass could have sworn she heard her voice getting slower, thought she heard a whisper of emotion behind DOV’s speech. Must have been her imagination.
Jack slid his arm around Cass’ waist and suddenly, Cass felt her knees weaken a little. She held onto the table, still standing as she stared at Io’s surface. Through DOV’s eyes now.
“You told me you liked your name. I asked you why. Do you remember?” She couldn’t stop the quivering in her voice as her emotions spilled all over her words. “You said because doves were soft and sweet and could float free on the air’s warm updrafts. You thought humans kept birds so they could momentarily experience flight.”
“I remember,” said DOV.
“You said birds weren’t prisoners though,” Cass continued. “They could fly away at any time, but their cage was like a tether, a connection that allowed them to momentarily feel human.”
“Solar cells at eighteen percent,” said Sundeep. “Nine minutes until shutdown.”
Cass swallowed the lump in her throat. “You said I was your tether and you were my dove.”
Silence hung in the control room.
“Solar cells critically drained,” said Jack in a somber tone. “Ancillary systems shutting down to preserve the core.”
“Shuying taught me how to learn,” said DOV, her voice markedly softer (weaker?) now. “You taught me how to imagine, Cass. How to perceive. And there were moments when I forgot what I was. Jack and Sundeep gave me wings, but you taught me to fly. How to be human for an hour in a place no human has ever touched before.” 
Cass clenched her eyes closed, fighting to hold back the emotions. “And DOV, you taught me how to look past my own programming and focus on the horizon, not on the fact that I didn’t have wings. You taught me that fear is a cage with an open door. And sometimes, the biggest impact comes from the smallest gesture.”
White noise crackled as DOV’s audio channel eroded into garbled stutters, her final video stream cutting in and out, system warnings trilling through the control room.
“Thank you, Shuying and Sundeep. Jack and Cass. I’m—proud to have accomplished our mission on Io. And Cass ... I will miss you.”
“One minute fourteen seconds to catastrophic power failure,” said Jack. He squeezed her shoulder. “Not enough time for a response, Cass. Just one last transmission.”
“DOV,” said Cass, clearing her throat. “Thank you for reminding me why I became an engineer, why I do this every day.”
“Twenty-eight seconds to shut down,” Jack said above the scratchy garble of noise as DOV’s audio feed dropped.
Cass watched the clock on her computer, biting her lip until the digits changed to mark the passage of a single minute.
The gravelly snarl of static went silent, like a door had just closed. Both mission screens went dark as a palpable silence descended on the control room, the realization inescapable. 
DOV was gone.
Cass was surprised when she felt the heavy crush of grief against her chest, tears burning her eyes. She looked over at Jack who was choked up, pain in his eyes. He still had his arm around her waist.
“Data still transmitting,” Sundeep announced, his voice barely above a whisper. “DOV completed the terrain map you requested, Cass.”
“Put it on screen when it’s—down,” said Jack.
Cass turned away from the room, walking toward the door, but Jack caught her arm and held it. 
“It’s okay to feel this way, Cass,” said Jack. 
She turned to him, staring deep into those luminous grey eyes. At the hurt of losing DOV. Emotions from long ago had stirred to life, reflecting back at her from the depths of his eyes. It wasn’t just nostalgia for the good old days. 
She couldn’t believe it. He still carried that torch.
“This isn’t about DOV, is it?” she asked in a half-whisper.
He shook his head, taking her hands in his. “Back at JPL, work broke us apart. I never dreamed that, after all this time, it would bring us back together.”
Cass squeezed his hands. “What’s changed, Jack? We’re both type A’s. Both married to our work. What will make it different this time around?”
He smiled, reaching out to brush a lock of hair out of her eyes. “Back then, Cass Bailey was more robot than human, never letting an emotion or weakness stop her from ascending that professional ladder. Back then, Jack Morgan had tunnel vision and could only focus on himself and that Director of Missions placard.”
Cass frowned, shaking her head. She started to speak, but Jack laid a finger against her lips.
“Years ago, both of us would have sacrificed a hundred DOVs to bring back ground-breaking data.” He inhaled sharply. “But tonight, you and I would have given up all of it to bring DOV home from Io.”
He pulled his hand away from her face as she let his words sink into her brain. He was right. If there had been any way to bring DOV home, she’d have taken it.
All she could do was nod. 
He laid his hand against her cheek, caressing. “If that had been you out there, Cass, I’d have moved heaven and earth—data be damned.”
Cass smiled, laying her hand on his. “I’d have never taken that risk.”
He grinned, leaning down to kiss her. 
“Jack, Cass—terrain map on screen.”
They turned toward the main monitor as DOV’s terrain map filled the screen. Cass gasped, rushing toward it, Jack behind her.
“Underground tunnels?” Cass replied, pointing at the scans annotated with DOV’s data. “Dormant lava shafts?”
DOV’s voice filled the room as Sundeep played back her data record. “Dimensional subsurface radar-penetrating scans revealed a network of underground tunnels. Lava chambers ruled out due to the tunnels’ distance—and isolation—from volcanic activity. They don’t appear to be naturally formed tunnels. They appear purposeful, possibly to harness Io’s extensive geothermic energy. Other possibilities could be protection from Jupiter’s radiation and tidal effects on the planet’s surface. Final assertion: Further study of these tunnels is needed to determine if Io has been visited before.”
Jack stared at Cass, that sense of wonder gleaming in his grey eyes, that sense of discovery she’d fallen in love with so many years ago.
“You heard the AI,” he said. “Further study recommended.”
Cass nodded. “Looks like Data Frontiers has a new mission.”
“Uh, Cass,” he said. “Just before DOV’s solars went critical, I made an incremental copy of her AI, capturing all of her change states. All her experiences and discoveries. Her memory.”
“So we haven’t lost her?” Cass asked with wide eyes.
Jack shook his head. “We’ll incorporate it into a DOV II. So she’ll remember us and her first trip to Io.”
“I’d like that,” said Cass, turning toward the monitor.
Another trip to Io, another chance with Jack, and another chance to soar. This time, on her own wings.
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The stench made her eyes water. Judita Gomez had a protect-strip over her mouth and nose, but the stench still got through. Something had died here. Something big, or many somethings big. The fact that the stench was so strong meant she would have to destroy her clothes. Nothing anyone had invented had been able to take the overpowering smell of corpses out of clothing.
At least nothing had done it to her satisfaction. 
And that might have been her. Every time she found a corpse, she felt the death viscerally. It became part of her. Perhaps it made sense, then, that it would seem to be part of her clothing as well.
She carefully moved several flat leaves, following the Eaufasse into the cluster of trees. She hadn’t studied this culture at all, just responded to their call. So she touched what the Eaufasse touched and stepped where the Eaufasse stepped, which was hard, since the Eaufasse was the size of a thin twelve-year-old human child with extra long legs and feet the size of fists. 
Be extra careful, she sent to her partners Kyle Washington and Shakir Rainger through their links. They’d been with the Earth Alliance Frontier Security Squad for years, but she wasn’t sure they’d ever been in a situation like this before.
She wasn’t sure she had ever been in a situation like this before.
The Eaufasse Emir had contacted the Earth Alliance about an enclave of humans hiding in the back country, near one of the Eaufasse’s major cities. The Eaufasse was one of sixteen different sentient species on Epriccom, the habitable moon of an uninhabitable planet in a sector of space that the Earth Alliance dubbed the Frontier. 
Ever since its formation, the Earth Alliance had given several sectors of space the Frontier designation. That meant most of the cultures within the sector had applied for Earth Alliance membership—or were potential applicants for membership. Most sectors ended up becoming part of the Alliance, but every once in a while, the designation backfired, leaving the sector unapproved or with only a few Alliance cultures, making it difficult for anyone from the Alliance to do business there.
And no matter what the Alliance said, what its propaganda dictated, the Alliance was always about business.
The Earth Alliance Frontier Security Squad had jurisdiction in any sector designated Frontier. But jurisdiction didn’t mean they could override local laws. It simply meant that the FSS investigated, policed, and patrolled any Earth Alliance members who found their way to a Frontier location.
And usually, the shadiest Earth Alliance members found their way to the outskirts of Earth Alliance territory, knowing that the FSS was underfunded and spread much too thin.
Gomez was deeply aware of that right now. She needed half a dozen deputies, not the two she always traveled with. The Emir believed that the human enclave was up to no good—at least that was how the translation program had filtered the Eaufasse’s extremely complex language. 
The relationship with the Eaufasse was so new that very few Eaufasse spoke Standard, and those who did didn’t speak it very well.
One of those Standard-speaking Eaufasse was just outside the investigation area, listening in on a link hooked up to both Gomez and the Eaufasse tracker/police officer/military official who led the small group to the corpses.
The language barrier was still so complete that she wasn’t sure what job the Eaufasse in front of her actually had.
Finally, they reached a clearing. The ground dipped here in a bowl shape, and she knew without looking that the corpses were here. The nose never lied.
She held up a fist, so that her deputies stopped moving. They froze into place. Of all the groups on the front lines of alien-human interactions, the marshals knew better than anyone the dangers of this kind of contact. One wrong word, one wrong gesture, one wrong step, and the FSS officer could find herself on the wrong side of an alien judicial system.
There were exceptions for marshals. Exceptions were part of the agreements made with Frontier locations. But that didn’t mean every single culture in those locations abided by the rules, nor did it mean that the Earth Alliance would always defend a marshal’s behavior, particularly if some authority in the Alliance felt the marshal was out of line.
We would like to spread out along the rim of this small clearing, Gomez sent through the joint alien-marshal link. Do we have your permission to do so? If not, where should we stand?
The Eaufasse responded quickly. Of course, permission. 
And she had no idea if that meant she had permission to stand wherever she wanted or if she had to wait while it translated her request to the Eaufasse leading her.
That Eaufasse turned its pointed head toward her. Its eyes, large and liquid, fixed on hers. Then it waved one of its extra-long limbs toward her, in what seemed like a very human gesture for Continue.
She knew better than to assume she knew what the Eaufasse meant by the gesture.
After a moment, it tilted its head away from her, and another message came through the link.
Of course. Permission. Stand you want. Okay.
She cursed silently. She hoped that meant it was okay to stand where she wanted. At least she had it on record.
She put down her fist, gestured for the others to join her, and moved near the Eaufasse. It hunched toward the bowl like a mangled question mark.
The two deputies fanned out beside her, moving as cautiously as she was. 
The clearing had an open view to the sky. Epriccom’s bright sun made the plants glow blueish green. Epriccom had the right oxygen mix for humans, which made it an enticing place for development, but it was clearly alien.
So alien, in fact, that it took her a moment to recognize the bodies in the tangle of vines, leaves, and branches that passed for groundcover here.
The bodies were equidistant apart. They sprawled face down, heads turned toward her, arms outward, feet bent. They were so bloated she couldn’t tell much about them—male, female, age. Nor could she quite comprehend what they were wearing; in most areas the bloating was so severe that they had burst through their clothes.
The identical positions, and the fact that they sprawled face down, however, led her to believe they had been killed. Whether or not they had been dumped here was another matter.
She suppressed a sigh. She also didn’t know what kind of killings Eaufasse did, if any, and how they treated corpses.
May we approach the corpses? She sent through the links.
Of course. Permission. Stand you want. Okay.
“Okay,” she muttered. Washington glanced at her, his mouth a thin line.
She started down the incline, leading the way. Washington and Rainger followed, doing their best to walk where she had. Branches clawed at her boots, and she had the impression that some of the stuff had scuttled away from her feet.
Her heart pounded. She hated this kind of thing. She always felt out of her depth in situations that involved killings in Frontier locations. She had no idea what the temperature ranges were, how the local flora and fauna interacted with rotting material, what kind of insects—if any—went after corpses, and on and on.
She could only guess at things, and she was terrified she would guess wrong. Not only did her future depend on the correct moves, but often so did the future relationship between the Earth Alliance and the Frontier location.
When she was within a few meters of the bodies, she turned slightly toward the deputies.
Spread out, she sent through the private links. Tell me if you can make any sense of this. Try to limit your guesses to the ones you’re at least half certain of.
Rainger gave her a grim smile. Washington nodded once. They picked their way around the other side, with Rainger continuing until he stopped above the corpses’ heads. He crouched. So did Washington near one of the corpse’s backs.
Gomez stood near the feet, gazing upwards. As she’d been traveling here, she had downloaded all the information she could find on the Eaufasse. She’d stored a backup copy on a chip in her thumb. Not that there had been a lot of information, just the preliminary report, filled with the usual happy-shiny crap about what a great place it was, how accommodating the locals were, and how happy they would be to cooperate with any Earth Alliance culture that wanted to set up a base there.
No initial cultural difficulties, not with the advance team, and no mention of crime at all. Now whether that meant that the Eaufasse didn’t commit crimes against each other or whether it meant that the Eaufasse had a different conception of crime than the Alliance did was anyone’s guess.
And search as she might, she couldn’t find anything on Eaufasse death rituals. So that meant the advance teams and the later observers weren’t allowed to see what the Eaufasse did. But she had learned not to interpret that either. It might mean that they kept the rituals private like some cultures kept bathing private or it might mean that the teams simply hadn’t been near a death so didn’t get to see what the Eaufasse did in that circumstance.
Not that it mattered now. She couldn’t find the answer she wanted. She had no idea if these corpses were arranged in an Eaufasse death position or one of the other fifteen species on this moon had been involved in any way or if she was looking at a human-on-human crime.
She sighed softly. She had hoped for a simple knife in the back of one of the deceased, with a note attached, explaining all the reasons for the crime—or at least something similar, something that was obvious and unambiguously human-on-human. 
Something she could deal with.
“Rainger,” she said out loud, knowing that the Eaufasse could hear her conversation and would do their best to translate it for the other Eaufasse. “Send for the collection team. Tell them you’ll meet them here, and remind them of the delicacy of the recovery effort.”
“Yes, sir,” Rainger said. “Mind if I continue to examine the scene, sir?”
“Don’t touch anything,” she said. “In fact, make a secondary recording. Get up close. The more information we have the better.”
He nodded.
“Washington,” she said. “You’re with me.”
“Sir?” he said, looking startled.
“We came here to remove a human enclave,” she said. “I think we should see what we’re facing.”
 
***
 
Two marshals couldn’t remove a human enclave from anywhere. But they could investigate the enclave, see its layout, maybe get a guess as to how big it was.
The Eaufasse that brought them looked at her, then at Rainger, then back at her. This one she could interpret: It wasn’t certain if it should stay with Rainger or go with her. Clearly someone had asked it to keep an eye on the team of humans that had arrived.
Their mistake for not sending more than one Eaufasse on this little adventure.
Gomez settled it for the Eaufasse. She started out of the clearing, following the footsteps they had made on the way in. Spread across her left eye, she had a map of this area that she had downloaded from some database. The trail she needed to follow branched off the trail they had originally walked down.
The Eaufasse let out a small peep and scrambled after them, using its long limbs to pull itself through the branches. The branches would swing it forward just a bit until finally it arrived at Gomez’s side.
Wait. Please. Me lead. The translator said for it.
It’s okay, Gomez sent. I have a map.
No, no. The Eaufasse sounded distressed. Could Eaufasse sound distressed? Or was she anthropomorphizing again? Colleagues yours. Know not. Secret us.
Okay, she sent. I didn’t understand that. Try again.
Colleagues yours. Think secret.
Yes?
She sighed. She still didn’t understand it.
“I think it’s saying that the enclave has no idea that the Eaufasse know anything about them,” Washington said, sounding tired. Or maybe he was overwhelmed. This was already shaping up into something bigger than either of them wanted it to be.
Is that correct? Gomez sent. Do the humans know you are watching them?
Humans know not us, the translator sent back. We want not humans know.
That one she got. They didn’t want the humans to know that they had discovered the enclave. Which begged the question: how did the enclave get here without the Eaufasse knowing?
But Gomez wasn’t going to ask. She wouldn’t get an answer she understood anyway. She’d leave it to the diplomats, whom she was going to have to send for, given the three bodies.
I won’t reveal your location, Gomez sent. I don’t want the enclave to know about us either.
At least, not right now. Not when there were only two marshals standing here and God knew how many people in the enclave.
I just want to see the property, Gomez sent. And in case they didn’t understand that, she added, I want to know how big it is.
One hundred, the translator answered.
She hoped to God that was 100 humans and not 100 buildings. But she didn’t ask that question either. All would be answered soon enough. She simply sent a thank you and kept going.
The weird underbrush was thinning. She recognized this area. It took her back to the trail carved into the wilderness—or what she thought of as wilderness. She could cut across the trail and head directly to the enclave, or she could backtrack, and take a much larger trail that had forked from this one a click back.
She was about to take the long route when the Eaufasse peeped at her again. It made that same gesture with its arm (at least she thought of it as an arm), the gesture she had thought of as Come on.
Maybe that was actually what it meant.
If we stay off the trail, she sent to the translator, are we in danger of walking in protected areas?
That was probably too complicated for them, Washington sent her on their private link.
There was no answer, at least not immediately.
Of course. Permission. Walk you want. Okay.
“Or maybe not,” Washington muttered, just loud enough for her to hear.
She smiled. They continued. As long as she had permission on the record—or something she understood to be permission—she was going to take the easier route.
The land was hilly here, with more thick underbrush. The Eaufasse would touch branches as it went by, probably wishing it could pull itself along with them like it had before. It would lose Gomez and Washington quickly if it did that.
As rough as the terrain was, the distance they had to cover was relatively short. They reached a hill. The hill wasn’t that high, but the hillside was steep.
Down, down, the translator sent.
Gomez and Washington looked down, seeing nothing but groundcover. But the Eaufasse with them made that Come on gesture again, only its head was pointed toward the top of the hill.
Then it fell on its—stomach? front? Gomez wasn’t certain what to call that part of its anatomy—and started pulling itself through the underbrush. So that was what the translator meant by down.
You gotta be kidding me, Washington sent her.
Something wrong? Rainger sent.
Not with us, Gomez sent. Collection there yet?
They say they’re an hour out, Rainger sent. I can join you.
We’re okay, she sent again.
Except for this stupid obstacle course, Washington sent, then promptly fell on his belly. It wasn’t like they hadn’t done this in training. They’d pull themselves forward by their elbows or their gun barrels or their knives, sometimes for hours. 
But Washington was a lot closer to that training than Gomez was. She hadn’t done this in nearly a decade. Plus she didn’t know what this ground, and this groundcover, was composed of.
Still, she flopped down and pulled herself forward, using the branches. They actually moved with her, and she wondered if they were some kind of creature. She remembered that feeling she had earlier, that they had clawed at her boots. She wasn’t sure if they were physically pulling her forward now.
The movement through the underbrush was a lot quieter than she expected it to be. She could barely hear the rustle of Washington and the Eaufasse ahead of her. It took almost no time to reach the crest of the hill.
The branches formed a web in front of her, but she could see through the openings. She could have sworn that the branches weren’t in that position when she had started up the hill, but she didn’t say anything. She’d seen too many strange things throughout her career to doubt her impressions now.
She moved just a little closer to the edge. Washington was at her left, the Eaufasse was at her right. It almost flattened against the ground, looking like a pile of branches all by itself. The perfect camouflage.
She blinked a high-powered scope over her right eye. For the moment, she kept her left open. The red lines of the map converged before her, but she didn’t need them.
The enclave looked like an eyesore against the landscape. Gray buildings, made with that weird self-grow permaplastic that colonists often used, rose from the underbrush like rectangular rocks.
She blinked the map away, and closed her left eye, letting the scope in her right eye magnify even further.
Seven buildings, six in a circle around a large main building of some kind. The underbrush had been destroyed here, and it looked like there was some kind of dome or force field around the enclave itself. The underbrush ended several meters away from the first two buildings.
The enclave looked like it had been here for a long time.
Do you have any idea what they do here? she sent to the translator.
No, it answered.
How long has this enclave been here? she asked.
Unknown. Long time. Guess.
That was clear enough. The fact that the enclave had been here a while complicated matters although not with the Earth Alliance. Earth Alliance law was clear on this point. In a Territory, Earth Alliance enclaves were guests at the whim of their hosts. If the guests offended the host, the guest had to leave, no matter how much it had invested or how long it had been there.
The problem wasn’t the law. The problem was enforcing the law.
And that was the saga of her entire career.
She deactivated the scope and glanced at Washington. He looked at her, and she could see on his face the same frustration that she felt.
They were going to have to monitor these bastards, maybe for months, while they waited for the Earth Alliance Military Guard to arrive. Then it would take a small-scale war to get these idiots out of here. After, of course, someone—probably her—tried to talk them into leaving voluntarily.
The diplomats got the easy job in these situations. The diplomats got to talk to the locals who barely understood Standard and who probably didn’t understand Earth Alliance customs at all.
She was going to have to talk with the humans who had been here for years, humans who didn’t want to be found, humans who were probably doing something they believed to be ideologically pure or economically beneficial. Humans who would probably go to war—either for their beliefs or their fortune.
And she wasn’t sure which one was worse.
Because they would both cost her months of her life—and, if she wasn’t careful, her life itself.
She sighed, then glanced at Washington again. He was looking at the enclave with great concentration, probably through a scope of his own.
We need to set up surveillance, something as modern as we have, so that their monitors won’t find it right away, she sent to him. And we’ll do something from orbit, of course.
And maybe, if the diplomats did their job and got permission from the Eaufasse, they could fly little bug-like cameras around the enclave itself. 
She was tempted to go down to the edge of the enclave and see if someone would let her in. But if they didn’t—or even if they did—she would tip her hand. The enclave would know that the Eaufasse were aware of them, and would know that the Eaufasse had contacted the FSS.
She glanced at the Eaufasse. It looked like part of the groundcover. She’d never seen such effective camouflage. Only the glistening of its eyes, and the fact that she knew it was there, let her see it at all.
Let’s go, she sent, and wondered how the hell they were going to back their way out of this mess. And by that, she meant both the branch groundcover, and the situation here on Epriccom.
 
***
 
The corpses proved dicey in and of themselves. It took nearly 24 hours to remove them from their resting place in the clearing, and get them to the orbiting ship. Several of the branches had worked their way into the corpses and had to be dislodged. Of course, no one wanted to do that without the Eaufasse’s permission, and no one quite knew how to ask for it.
Plus no one knew if it were possible to carry bodies out of the place where they had died. If this were a Disty-run area, the problems would be extreme. The Disty believed that bodies contaminated everything, and had elaborate rituals for dealing with them.
The Eaufasse didn’t seem to have problems with bodies, but the translations weren’t really clear on anything. She was guessing, and sometimes not even guessing on much evidence.
At least she knew the shuttle landing points were safe. An actual diplomat had handled that negotiation years ago, when the Eaufasse started talking about joining the Earth Alliance. Theoretically, the diplomat’s translator had actually spoken Fasse fluently, although she always had her doubts about someone’s ability to speak well with a new culture.
The Eaufasse had a space traffic system, but not a physical port. Instead, they had landing areas near all of their major population centers. 
Gomez had landed her two shuttles at the area nearest the bodies. She had brought two shuttles because she had known there might be difficulties. The shuttle landing area had been some distance from that clearing, and the group had had to walk, because humans didn’t fit in Eaufasse transports and the Eaufasse wouldn’t let Gomez use her own transports.
Walking back with the bodies, even bagged, had been difficult at best.
Gomez was happy that Rainger and the collection team handled that little mess. She had a little mess of her own.
She needed to coordinate everything, from the diplomats to the arrival of the Earth Alliance Military Guards. She also needed someone who spoke both Standard and the Eaufasse’s language well. Fortunately, that person wasn’t too far away.
Unfortunately, that person wasn’t really a person at all.
Uzven was Peyti, another scrawny alien type with long limbs and branch-like fingers. The Peyti had filtered their way deep into the Earth Alliance, mostly in a legal capacity, because they loved interactions, law, and rules—especially bending them through legal methods. So it surprised Gomez to have a Peyti translator, although, when she thought of it, it made some kind of sense: the Peyti had to talk with others as well.
The problem was that Peyti were fragile. They didn’t breathe oxygen, and so always wore a filter over their faces, providing them whatever the hell it was that they breathed. They also didn’t eat the same things humans did. Peyti tired easily—probably because they were operating in a hostile environment all of the time.
And, what annoyed her the most was that she could never tell their gender. It shouldn’t have annoyed her, but it did. She wanted to know what she was dealing with, even if it had no bearing on the circumstance.
The Peyti were unusually reticent about gender. It was considered offensive to ask. The names certainly didn’t give a clue either. This one, who arrived by shuttle from some nearby station, was named Uzven, which sounded just like every other Peyti name that she had ever heard.
She didn’t have much interaction with it when it first arrived because she placed it on the link with the collection team, Rainger, and the Eaufasse translator. But she would need the Peyti soon. She needed to figure out what was going on with these corpses.
She needed as much information as possible before the diplomats and military arrived. Her experience showed her that they often screwed things up.
No available diplomatic unit was near Epriccom. And she wasn’t going to let the Earth Alliance Military Guards anywhere near Epriccom until she had diplomats and translators in place. 
Her team would be alone here for weeks, maybe even months. She had sent for help, but as yet had no idea when it would arrive.
Until then, her investigative team was on its own. 
She had been alone on the Frontier many times before. She had done well in most of those instances, so well that she had the best team and the best resources.
If she couldn’t handle the situation on Epriccom, no one could.
 
***
 
Gomez’s ship, the EAFS Stanley, was one of the flag ships in the FSS fleet. The ship had all of the bells and whistles the squad could ask for, from the latest weapons’ systems to the best forensic labs to several prisoner wings. Not to mention an entire section designed for non-standard passengers. 
She had set up the non-standard section to Peyti normal, hoping she wouldn’t need it for anything else during this part of the trip. But she was less concerned with the non-standard section than she was with the forensic lab. She wanted to find out what the heck was going on with these corpses and why they caused the Emir to send for the FSS in the first place.
The forensic lab was the most important part of the ship. In fact, a well-stocked lab had become one of the most important parts of all FSS ships. Often the problems that marshals ran into could be resolved with the right kind of forensic analysis. Or they could at least be understood.
The Peyti was in the forensic lab, along with Lashante Simiaar, the best forensic director in the entire FSS. Together, they watched the last of the corpse removal on a gigantic flat screen. The Peyti wore a human-style business suit, which had the effect of making it look like a child wearing its parents clothing. 
The illusion wasn’t helped by Simiaar’s presence. She looked large next to the Peyti. She was a tall, broad woman with extra flesh that held a surprising amount of muscle. She could lift and move and carry better than almost anyone on the team, but she was no good in a fight, and she probably hadn’t run anywhere in the past fifteen years.
“What a mess,” she said to Gomez without looking at her.
“Yeah,” Gomez said, knowing that neither of them was referring to the corpses. Both women knew that something was amiss here, something they didn’t understand yet. “May I borrow Uzven now?”
Simiaar sighed. “I guess. But when those corpses get in here, I’m going to need Uzven back. I don’t know what they got contaminated with, and so I need to ask the Eaufasse a lot of questions.”
She had already set up part of the forensic wing as a quarantined area, just in case the dead had contracted something or been infected with something that wasn’t obvious to the collection team. 
Gomez beckoned Uzven to move with her to a different part of the lab. Gomez wanted to keep Uzven here in case Collection had more questions for it.
“First,” Gomez said, “I assume you understand the Eaufasse since you speak their language. Maybe you can answer a question for me.”
Uzven put two fingers against the breathing mask that covered the lower part of its face. It adjusted the mask as if the mask were uncomfortable, then said, “The assumption isn’t a good one. We have just begun to understand the Eaufasse. Our language is more compatible with theirs than yours is. That is why I am somewhat fluent.”
“Somewhat fluent?” Gomez didn’t like the sound of that. She had asked for someone fluent.
“I am as fluent as anyone in the Earth Alliance,” Uzven said. “But that is not saying much. I understand quite a bit of Fasse, the Eaufasse language, but I do not have much jargon for technical details.”
“Like murder?”
“Death is a universal,” Uzven said. “However, I am not entirely sure of what constitutes murder to the Eaufasse. Not that it matters here. We do not have Eaufasse corpses. We have human ones. I will keep the discussion focused on the human side of the equation as much as I can.”
“I don’t want you to make unilateral decisions,” Gomez said. “If I have a question that needs an answer, I expect you to ask it. And if you cannot get an answer from the Eaufasse, I don’t want you trying to find a way to force one. I want to know that they didn’t answer my question. This isn’t a court of law, so I don’t necessarily need something on the record. I need information, and if we can’t get that information without a cadre of diplomats working the case, then I need to know that as well.”
“I understand,” Uzven said. “I am at your service.”
Gomez thought she heard sarcasm. It wouldn’t surprise her. Peyti always thought themselves superior to humans. Working for one had to be difficult at best. But Uzven had signed up to work with the Earth Alliance, so it didn’t get to choose who its boss was on any particular job.
“We will be speaking to my initial contact with the Eaufasse,” Gomez said. “If we need to speak to someone of higher rank or with different knowledge, then we’ll do that.”
Uzven nodded, always a strange movement from a Peyti. The mask didn’t really bend, so the head moved without any mask movement.
With Uzven’s help, Gomez contacted the Eaufasse. She did not have this conversation through an audio link, but used both audio and visual tools, so that the Eaufasse could examine her body movements. She didn’t move a lot, though, just in case some movement might be offensive. 
Still, the Eaufasse had had interactions with humans before, so they were somewhat familiar with the way that humans did things. She stood as casually as she could when she began the conversation.
The Eaufasse had blacked out the area behind it, so she couldn’t see where it was standing. The Eaufasse looked like it floated against a black background, unmoored by anything. Privacy concerns? An unwillingness to let humans or the Earth Alliance see what the interior of Eaufasse offices looked like? Or something else entirely?
It didn’t matter, since the interior of an Eaufasse building or even the exterior of an Eaufasse street was not her concern. She didn’t care where the Eaufasse was so long as it talked with her.
She thanked the Eaufasse for the initial contact, and confirmed that she would be removing the enclave. She also told them that it would take time, since the enclave was so big she couldn’t do it without a larger force. She asked for permission to bring a larger group of humans onto Epriccom for the sole purpose of removing the human enclave. She promised that the force would leave as soon as the enclave left.
The Eaufasse said it understood and had been expecting such a thing. It did not offer any help from its own people which, Gomez knew, was a good thing. She had no idea what that enclave would do if it saw a group of Eaufasse approaching it. She certainly didn’t want weaponry fired at the Eaufasse on their own land, which—she knew—was a possibility. That enclave was defended against the outside, including those branch things. The enclave would probably defend itself against any intruders as well.
She didn’t want to be the person who inadvertently started a war between some humans and the Eaufasse. 
After dancing around the topic for a while, she finally asked the question that had been the real point behind this conversation. She always began pointed and possibly offensive questions with an apology first, having learned the hard way that translators did not add politeness in the cultures that required it, but always subtracted politeness when it didn’t serve the needed purpose.
“Please forgive the intrusive nature of the remainder of the conversation,” she said. “But I need information to help my people understand what has happened here, so that we might remove this enclave quickly and easily.”
Uzven translated, its fingers tapping against its suit jacket.
“It seems like the enclave has been on Epriccom for quite a while,” Gomez said. “Did something recently bring it to your attention?”
Uzven continued to translate, then looked at Gomez, clearly waiting. Then the Uzven bowed its head and closed its eyes, listening.
It had not been doing a simultaneous translation from the beginning of the conversation. Uzven did not think itself fluent enough, which worried Gomez.
This entire situation worried Gomez.
Uzven translated after the Eaufasse finished. Gomez wondered how much Uzven missed just by waiting.
“The ambassador said the enclave applied for permission to build on the land sixteen years ago. Permission was granted with minimal fuss. This is a remote part of the Eaufasse nation, and so the Eaufasse do not pay it much mind. In fact, they did not hear anything more from the enclave until it started attacking itself.”
Gomez cursed silently. She wished she spoke Fasse. There were so many areas that could be misinterpreted in just that one little reply.
But she was a veteran at this. She’d had more first- or second- or third-contacts than most diplomats in the Earth Alliance.
“Okay,” she said. “Before you translate for me, answer me a few questions. Tell them that’s what you’ll be doing, for clarification.”
Uzven spoke rapidly to the Eaufasse. It raised its arms and wrapped them over its shoulders, which made Gomez look away. She had no idea if that was a relaxed position or if it was the same as nodding in her culture.
“Proceed,” Uzven said to her.
Proceed. Jeez. She didn’t like its tone, but Uzven was all she had. “The Eaufasse I’m speaking with is an ambassador?”
“That is how it identifies itself,” Uzven said. 
Crap. That created all kinds of problems for her. Technically, she was supposed to interact with a counterpart, someone of equal rank—if, of course, the alien/native culture had a ranked system. Conversations with ambassadors were supposed to be conducted by diplomats.
Still, this ambassador was her contact, so she could argue that she had no choice about who she talked to. And of course, the argument would be true.
“Do you understand the governmental rankings within the Eaufasse?” she asked.
“Not entirely, no,” Uzven said. “If you are asking me if you are conducting an inquiry above your pay grade, then I cannot answer that. For all I know, all Eaufasse who deal with non-Eaufasse in minor matters are called ‘ambassador.’ Remember that we are filtering through two languages here, one imperfectly known.”
Two. It took her a moment to understand what Uzven meant. It meant that it was translating into Peytin first before translating into Standard. Just great. Yet another way to add in misunderstandings.
“I want to double-check the number,” she said. “Sixteen years? Not six?”
“Sixteen,” Uzven said in a tone that definitely showed it was insulted that she checked.
“Because the Epriccom had just applied for Earth Alliance membership sixteen years ago. We hadn’t had much contact with any of the species here before that,” she said. 
She knew this because she had checked it before she had gotten here. It took a minimum of twenty-five years from application to approval to become a full Earth Alliance member. And that was if everything ran smoothly.
“Sixteen,” Uzven said again.
“Damn,” Gomez muttered. This group of humans was even more private than she imagined. 
Uzven did not move, and neither did the Eaufasse on her screen. The ambassador. If it was a real, high-ranking ambassador, then she was screwing up by holding it up—at least under Earth Alliance protocol.
“All right,” she said softly to Uzven. “Let’s continue.”
Uzven bowed a little, then turned slightly.
“Forgive me, Mr. Ambassador,” she said. “Mister” and “Sir” in Standard had become gender-neutral. She hoped Uzven translated them that way. “I still need clarifications of some of what you’ve told me. Did the enclave predate your application to the Earth Alliance?”
Uzven dutifully translated. The Eaufasse’s arms came down to the position they had been in before. Its eyes shone whitely for a moment. Gomez had no idea what that meant.
“Why is that important?” The Eaufasse asked. The question sounded defensive, but she wasn’t sure if that was the Eaufasse’s defensiveness or Uzven’s.
She was going to act as if every emotion belonged to the Eaufasse. “Sir, I am trying to understand the enclave from a human-to-human perspective. If the enclave’s arrival predates our contact with you, this tells me that the enclave was looking for some place not affiliated with the Alliance to form its community.”
That whiteness flared, then disappeared. The ambassador’s arms flopped over its shoulders again, elbows—if that’s what they were—pointing at her. She wasn’t even going to try to understand the body language. It unsettled her, and she didn’t want to be unsettled.
“Their arrival predates the application by six months,” Uzven said. “And before you ask me, the ambassador is referring to months as the Earth Alliance calculates them.”
“Thank you,” Gomez said, and before she could ask her next question, the ambassador continued.
“It was their arrival that made the Eaufasse and the others on Epriccom aware of the Earth Alliance. It was in the researching of the humans that Epriccom decided that joining the Alliance would be a good idea.”
That was interesting.
“Why?” she asked.
“The Earth Alliance is a trade and protection organization, facilitating business throughout several sectors. It would bring much needed revenue to Epriccom while providing many opportunities to the various local groups here.”
Gomez almost laughed in surprise and relief. The ambassador was selling her on Epriccom’s final entry into the Earth Alliance. As she realized that, she relaxed slightly.
“So,” she said, “the enclave have been good neighbors until they—as you said—started attacking themselves.”
“Slang,” Uzven muttered loud enough for her to hear. Then it tilted its head slightly—a Peyti sign of disgust—and translated for her. Apparently it didn’t approve of “good neighbors,” which she didn’t consider slang at all.
The Eaufasse ambassador brought its arms down again. She wished now that she had left this on audio. The movements were distracting. It turned its head away from her for just a moment, and she suddenly wished she could see if it was alone. She doubted it was. She wondered if it had another translator or if it had someone of higher rank just off camera.
Then it turned toward her and spoke.
“They needed supervision in their first year as they built their enclave,” Uzven translated. Then it added in a more confidential tone, “You should know that the ambassador may have used the word ‘crafted’ here. I chose ‘built.’”
Gomez nodded.
Uzven continued its translation. “The supervision included monitoring the materials they brought to Epriccom, transporting them to their location, and overseeing their building. They have a dome, although they do not need one because our atmosphere suits humans, but we appreciate the dome nonetheless.”
She expected Uzven to continue, but it didn’t. She glanced at it, then at the Eaufasse. Apparently that was all it had said.
“Why do you appreciate the dome?” she asked.
“Because the humans have landing ships. Those ships go into and out of their dome, and do not do anything except transverse our airspace.”
Uzven started to explain all the words it changed, but she didn’t care.
“You don’t mind the ships?” she asked, feeling cold.
“They are small. They must be scanned for weaponry. They have none. We see no threat.”
“Weaponry?” She turned toward Uzven. “Does the ambassador mean external or internal weapons?”
Uzven asked and received a quick answer. “The ships are weaponless. The interior scans, done in a cursory manner, do not show weapons either. But you know that part means nothing—”
“Was that ‘means nothing’ thing your editorial or the ambassador’s?” she asked.
“Mine, of course,” Uzven said.
Of course. She didn’t like this. She knew more about weaponry than any Peyti translator could, and she knew that weapons could be built onsite of components that many governments thought harmless. 
Once again, she was at a disadvantage. She didn’t know enough about Eaufasse culture to know what they considered harmless.
“Do you use Earth Alliance protocols for ships that land on Epriccom?” she asked.
“For Earth Alliance ships, yes,” the ambassador said. “As best we understand the protocols.”
“Do you consider all human ships to be Earth Alliance ships?” she asked.
“Are they not?” the ambassador responded.
She wasn’t going to answer him directly. He was fishing for more information on humans, and she wasn’t about to provide it. Sometimes, the Earth Alliance did not tell Frontier members that humans were scattered all over the sectors, and were not always members of the Alliance.
Some, in fact, were enemies of the Alliance.
It was better for the Frontier members to remain in the dark about such matters and to call the Earth Alliance when they had a human problem.
Like the Eaufasse had.
“Your ship protocol is correct,” she said. “Thank you.”
The Eaufasse moved one arm outward. Uzven did not comment on the gesture, either as a translation or as an opinion. 
“Mr. Ambassador,” she said, “these attacks the humans performed on each other. Is this the first time such a thing has happened?”
“We do not monitor the dome,” the ambassador said.
“Again, sir,” she said. “The information I am asking for is to allow me to deal with the enclave. If we need diplomats to discuss human-Eaufasse relations, I am happy to provide them. But my job here is strictly judicial, and concerns the humans in that enclave only.”
Uzven translated that. Then the ambassador spoke, and Uzven answered.
She felt left out, which she most definitely did not want to be.
“I want you to translate everything,” she snapped at Uzven. It put out an arm toward her, its branchlike fingers tilted upwards at a 90-degree angle. Finally, a gesture she understood. It was a Peyti gesture for shush combined with wait.
After a moment, Uzven said, “The Ambassador wanted to know why the Multicultural Tribunal was involved. I assured him it was not. I told him that we have a law enforcement branch designed to take care of recalcitrant individuals. Apparently, the Eaufasse do not use the word ‘judicial’ the way that our two cultures do.”
It was Gomez’s turn to be sarcastic. “Good to know.”
“I am not entirely sure it understands the concept of law enforcement, so I might have to do extra explaining,” Uzven said. “I will inform you when I am doing so.”
“Thank you,” she said as dismissively as she could. “Mr. Ambassador, is this the first time, to your knowledge, that the enclave has attacked its own members?”
“We do not know about life inside the dome,” the ambassador said. “We have only seen a few of the humans outside of the dome, and then only on rare occasions. Generally, they walk to the clearing, look around, and then return to the dome.”
“In a group,” she said, for clarification.
“Always in a group.”
“Were they in a group on this trip?”
“No and yes,” the ambassador said.
Great, she thought. More nitpicking.
“Four emerged,” the ambassador said. “They moved quickly. A dozen more emerged. They moved even more quickly. They carried weapons.”
Gomez remained still, but a tension filled her. 
“I asked him what kind of weapons,” Uzven added. “He did not know. Long ones, he said.”
“Thank you, Uzven,” Gomez said. “So, Mr. Ambassador, for my edification then. Four left the enclave, followed by twelve. The twelve had weapons and chased the four.”
“Not quite,” the ambassador said. “The four left some time before the dozen. The dozen tracked them, found them, and killed them.”
“But we only found three bodies,” Gomez said. 
“Yes, that is correct,” the ambassador said. “The fourth is with us.”
She let out a small breath, mostly to keep herself calm. “Humans are particular about their death rituals. We will have to request that the body be returned.”
The ambassador peeped, like the Eaufasse in the clearing had. It was an odd and noticeable sound. Then the ambassador spoke.
“The ambassador says he’s sorry,” Uzven said. “He was not clear.”
“Word for word, Uzven,” Gomez said tiredly. She hoped that the diplomats ended up with a better translator than Uzven, although she suspected they wouldn’t.
“The ambassador said,” Uzven said with emphasis, “‘I am sorry. I have spoken unclearly. The fourth human is with us. It lives and asks for asylum. That is why we contacted you.’”
It would have been good to know the entire translation. Gomez bit back her irritation, and concentrated. So the reason the Eaufasse had contacted the Earth Alliance had been because of the fourth human, not because of the dead bodies in the clearing.
She had not expected this. “My understanding is that the Emir contacted us to remove the enclave.”
“The Emir did that, yes,” the ambassador said. “Our politicians believe that the enclave will now be a problem and want it gone. But we contacted you before the Emir. We do not know how to proceed with an asylum request while we are under consideration for membership in the Earth Alliance.”
Neither did she. She had never heard of such a thing. 
“And you are…separate…from the politicians?” she asked carefully. Then she remembered to couch the terms more carefully. “Forgive me for my failure to understand your culture. I was the Earth Alliance representative closest to Epriccom when you requested Alliance presence. They chose me for my proximity, not for my understanding of your culture.”
“That’s all right,” the ambassador said. “We do not have a deep understanding of your culture either. This is why we are confused about the asylum request. We did not know that one member of a culture can become alienated from that culture. It is not our way.”
Oh, but it’s ours, she thought, but did not say. 
“My clan are the functionaries,” the ambassador was saying. “We maintain the systems of government. The Emir and his clan direct the government. In other words, we do not make policy. They do. But we enforce it.”
“Ah,” she said. “Our jobs are similar then.”
“No,” Uzven said. “They’re more like—”
“Let me, Uzven,” Gomez said. “Just translate.”
Or she’d grab its scrawny little arm and snap it in half, just to hear if it sounded like the twig it resembled. 
All right, she acknowledged to herself, her level of frustration was higher than it needed to be. At least she was directing her aggression toward the Peyti, and not toward the Eaufasse.
“I do believe our jobs are similar,” the ambassador said and tossed its other arm outward. Then its eyes flared gold. She hoped that was a good thing.
“Well,” Gomez said, “I will work with you to make sure we make things easier for our politicians. The less they have to do, the better.”
The ambassador wheezed. She glanced at Uzven in panic. Uzven was leaning back slightly, then it tapped the bottom of its breathing mask, as if it were trying to improve the flow of whatever it was that they breathed.
“Do not worry,” Uzven said to her. “That is the sound of an Eaufasse laughing.”
“Forgive me,” the ambassador said when it quit wheezing. “If your politicians are like ours, they do less anyway.”
She smiled. “They are similar, then.”
The ambassador wheezed again. “We shall do what we can together. What do you need from my clan?”
She let out a small sigh, hoping it was inaudible. “If you have surveillance material of the dome, I would like to see it, particularly of the incident itself. You will not offend us if you do have such material. We expect it. Also, if I might meet the fourth person, the one who wants asylum. You may continue to protect him, but I would like to talk with him about the incident.”
The ambassador’s arms dropped to its side. “You do not offend with your requests,” it said, “although I am surprised that you approve of the surveillance. It heartens me, like our mutual jobs do.”
She smiled. “It heartens me as well.” 
“We shall send you the materials within the hour,” the ambassador said. “As for the fourth, we shall talk with it. We shall encourage it to talk with you. But that is all we can do.”
“I understand,” she said. “I do have one last request, however. Even if the fourth human won’t speak with me, I would like his name, his gender, and his place of origin, so that I might forward the information to the Earth Alliance. It will expedite his asylum proceedings.”
“Will it?” Uzven asked.
Damn translator. “Just translate,” Gomez said, just for him. 
Uzven did. Or at least, she hoped it did.
“I shall have that information to you along with the surveillance materials,” the ambassador said. “And now, if you do not mind, I would like to ask you a personal question.”
“I don’t mind,” she said. She had learned over the years such questions were often the most interesting of any conversation in a first-, second-, or third-contact.
“This is my first time working with humans,” the ambassador said. “Usually such matters are for a different clan.”
“Yes,” she said, mostly so that it would continue.
“I would like to ask if you are a separate gender than those in the enclave. Or are you in a different clan? Your appearance is quite different. I am told by my assistant that you all look quite different from what we expect.”
“Humans are a diverse species,” she said. “I can better answer you after I have seen the person asking for asylum. Do you mind the wait?”
“Not at all,” the ambassador said. “And forgive the personal nature of the question.” 
“It’s quite all right,” she said. “I suspect I shall be asking difficult questions as well over the course of the next few days. Thank you for your candor and your assistance, Mr. Ambassador.”
“Thank you,” the ambassador said, and severed the link.
Uzven started to speak, but she held up a hand. Then she disassembled the screen so that it couldn’t be activated from the other side. She didn’t want the Eaufasse to listen in.
“You acquitted yourself well for someone who is unfamiliar with the culture,” Uzven said.
She hadn’t expected the compliment. “We’ll see,” she said. “This is only the first step. There’s a lot more ahead of us, and if experience is any guide, most of that will be filled with surprises.”
She hoped the surprises would be pleasant ones, but experience also told her that such hopes were idle ones. She was in for a bumpy few days. The best she could do was avoid making an already strange situation worse.
 
***
 
As Gomez turned away from the screen, Lashante Simiaar poked her head out of a sealed-up corner of the large forensic area. 
“Suit up,” she said, “and come in here.”
Gomez raised her eyebrows but didn’t express her surprise. In all the years they’d worked together, Simiaar had never ordered Gomez into the autopsy area. Gomez had often gone of her own accord, but she hadn’t been required to go in.
She could do what so many others in her job did, and watch the holographic recording of the autopsy. All the mess without the smell. And sometimes she did that, particularly when Simiaar was pulling apart some alien to determine if it got killed by an Earth Alliance weapon.
But usually she watched. As Simiaar once told her, the smells told as much as the body itself. Besides, if she had it to do all over again, Gomez probably would have gone into forensic pathology inside the FSS. A lot of alien contact, a lot of travel to distant worlds, and none of the difficult conversations with a species she didn’t understand.
She slipped into one of the pathology suits. It was different than the suits the marshals used to go planetside. This suit was a thin version of a biohazard suit, one that kept the icky stuff out while allowing her—or whomever—to do delicate work.
She slipped the equally thin helmet over her face. It adhered to her skin, and would keep everything out—including smells.
So the fact that she was wearing a suit meant the problem wasn’t scent-related. It was something else.
Gomez slipped inside the autopsy area. The light was bright, with even more lights on the tables. Some of the lights were on, others were off. Simiaar’s workstation was also brightly lit, and there were petri dishes alongside filled slides alongside microchip dishes, all storing samples. She also saw vials of blood and other fluids.
Simiaar was doing a full autopsy, using all the tools at her disposal, preserving tissue and fluids. Eventually, she would use nanoprobes to examine the interior of the bodies, but the probes changed the ecology of the bodies—anything inserted inside did that—so they were used last.
Simiaar was wearing her suit too, but her helmet was off. 
“What’ve you got?” Gomez asked. 
“I was finding some very strange stuff,” Simiaar said, “so I decided on a holographic recreate. You need to see it. And before you ask, yes, I did double- and triple-check this.”
She hit a button alongside her workstation, and the lights dimmed. Above the bodies, intact bodies appeared, reconstructed whole from DNA combined with the remains.
The bodies belonged to young human males, not quite full grown, with very rare pale skin covered with light blond hair. They had long athletic legs, well-formed torsos, and muscular arms. They also had the exact same face.
Gomez frowned. 
“Triplets?” she asked, hoping that she was right. 
“Clones,” Simiaar said. “I checked the telomeres. Definitely clones.”
Gomez walked around them. Clones, like twins, ended up looking slightly different from each other. No matter what they did, they ended up living different lives, and those lives had an impact on the skin.
But these boys were too young to have lived through much, and besides, she was looking at a recreation, not at the actual faces themselves. The faces had decomposed into unrecognizability.
“You checked the telomeres?” Gomez said, suddenly realizing that Simiaar had checked the DNA, an unusual—if accurate—procedure for clones. “Does that mean there were no clone tags?”
The Earth Alliance heavily regulated human clones after criminal syndicates used clones to take identity theft to a whole new level. All clones needed an obvious interior tag, and a clone mark on the exterior of the skin, usually in a visible place, like the back of the neck.
“No tags,” Simiaar said. “Are you surprised, given how far we are from anywhere?”
Gomez wasn’t surprised. Especially since the clones looked young. “They’re not fast-grow clones, are they?”
Because that would show up in the telomeres. Telomeres were often shorter in clones, especially clones made from an adult original. However, if the clones were meant for a normal-length life, a lot of the cloning companies engineered longer telomeres. Fast-grow clones had strange, sometimes broken telomeres, usually caused by the fast-growth process.
“They’re not fast-grow,” Simiaar said, “but their telomeres are pretty short. They were made from an older adult, and it seems to me that they were being groomed for something. Still, they are fully human—or at least, as human as a clone can be.”
“Can you guess at their ages?” Gomez asked.
“If these were girls, it would be easier,” Simiaar said. “With boys, it’s a bit harder to be precise, but I can tell you that they were still growing. They were probably in their mid-teens when they died, just a few years past the onset of puberty.”
“Seventeen? Eighteen?” Gomez asked.
“Sixteen at the oldest,” Simiaar said. “But I’d guess fourteen or fifteen.”
Gomez let out a small breath. “The enclave has been here for sixteen years,” she said.
Simiaar’s eyes met hers. “These clones weren’t made at any of the cloning companies, I can tell you that. Or at least, any of the ones associated with the Earth Alliance. Because if they were, they would have a tag, and if their telomeres had been repaired, those would have a tiny gold marker.”
“The shorter telomeres couldn’t have another cause?” Gomez asked.
Simiaar shook her head. “Not like this. Whoever made these clones was very careless about it. There are things that cloning companies do that ensure longer life and better health for clones. None of that was done here. In fact, some of the things I saw here could be considered serious mistakes.”
“Serious how?” Gomez asked.
“Well,” Simiaar said, “in human cultures outside of the Earth Alliance, clones get sold, but the person or companies selling the clones have to guarantee the clone’s health and the fact that it will have a ‘natural’ lifespan.”
Gomez had heard about clone sales, but she had never encountered one. She was glad she’d been spared that part of the Frontier—at least so far.
“So these clones weren’t made for selling?” Gomez asked.
“I don’t know what they were for,” Simiaar said. “But I can tell you this. Whoever cloned them didn’t really care about them. Or only knew enough science to make a clone. They didn’t know much else.”
“Enough science,” Gomez said. “What do you mean by that?”
“It’s not as hard to clone someone as the companies make it sound,” Simiaar said. “I could do it with the technology in this room. You couldn’t, though. You don’t have the scientific skills.”
“I didn’t want to hear that,” Gomez said.
“Well, you don’t have the training—”
“No. I meant I didn’t want to know the process wasn’t hard,” Gomez said, with a bit of a smile. She always forgot that Simiaar was literal. She really did work better with the dead than the living. “Could the clones have been made here, on Epriccom?”
Simiaar’s lips pursed. “I don’t know how I could tell you that. There’s nothing in the science or the bodies that would show where the clones were made if they weren’t marked with some kind of company tag. It—”
“That’s not what I’m asking, Lashante,” Gomez said. “I’m asking if the science is easy enough that some half-assed scientist could have run a lab in that enclave and made their own clones.”
Simiaar let out a small sigh. “You don’t ask easy questions, do you? You know I don’t like speculating.”
“I’m not asking you if they did it,” Gomez said. “I’m asking you if they could.”
Simiaar looked at the images of the intact bodies floating over the mess that the corpses had become. 
She sighed. “These poor boys got created somewhere, under pretty primitive conditions. Or at least, with an inept scientist who only knew how to clone, not how to make a clone anything more than viable.”
“So,” Gomez said again, “the cloning could have happened on Epriccom in that enclave.”
“Or on a ship on the way here or in a city a thousand light years away. I’m telling you, Judita, I don’t know and I have no way of finding out.”
Gomez stared at the bodies just like Simiaar was doing. Gomez had never understood why clones were treated differently under the law. People could argue that everyone got made, just using different methods.
But she knew that the laws she upheld—at least for now—made unlicensed cloning illegal. The reasons were many; primarily it was to protect the original from serious identity theft.
If a clone wanted to pretend to be her, if the clone had the same DNA and fingerprints, if the clone knew how she talked and moved, then that clone could impersonate her, stealing from her bank accounts, validating documents, and causing all kinds of mayhem.
“But,” Gomez said, “you can’t rule out the fact that they could have been made here.”
“Good grief, Judita. Are you sure you weren’t trained as a lawyer? Yes. Okay? I can’t rule it out. But this isn’t a damn court of law.” Simiaar ran a hand through her thick curly hair. 
Gomez smiled at the backwards compliment. Simiaar hated lawyers.
“I know it’s not a court of law,” Gomez said. “Still, I thank you for your answer.”
“You shouldn’t thank me,” Simiaar snapped. “Because if these clones were created here, we stumbled onto something both big and dangerous.”
“I know,” Gomez said. 
“An illegal cloning operation could be worth millions,” Simiaar said.
“I’m aware,” Gomez said.
“And they’ll kill to defend it. Human life is cheap to people like that.”
“I know that too,” Gomez said. Simiaar was about to start a rant, so Gomez had to retake control of the conversation. “So, do you know how they died?”
Simiaar sighed. She ran a hand across her mouth and then studied those intact images. The boys almost looked angelic. The imagery certainly seemed unreal, particularly considering the destroyed bodies below.
 “There’s a lot of damage here because of the decomposition,” Simiaar said, “plus I’m not sure how those branches work, exactly, but they had some effect on the bodies.”
“Enough that you can’t say how the boys died?” Gomez asked.
“I’ll have to run tests with some organic specimens that I grow,” Simiaar said. “You wouldn’t, by chance, be able to get some information from the Eaufasse on those plants?”
“I can barely understand the Eaufasse when they’re giving me walking directions, and I’m pretty sure the Eaufasse have a similar problem with me.”
“It didn’t sound that way with the Peyti,” Simiaar said.
“If it’s translating things correctly,” Gomez said.
“You have doubts?” Simiaar asked.
Gomez didn’t answer. She raised her eyebrows, just so that she could claim that she had said nothing bad about the Peyti.
“I know you don’t like to speculate,” Gomez said, fending off that argument again. “But, the plants aside, what can you tell me about the bodies?”
“I can tell you what I don’t like,” Simiaar said. “I don’t like the age of these boys. They’re too young to die of natural causes, even for clones, and they shouldn’t have died in a group.”
Gomez nodded. She agreed with that.
“I don’t like the fact that the shirts I pulled off them had laser burns in the back. I don’t like the fact that the skin on their backs have laser burns as well. A cursory glance of their internal organs, particularly their hearts, show more laser burning.”
“A laser pistol?” Gomez asked.
“A laser rifle, given the power of the shot or shots,” Simiaar said. “But I don’t know. I’m just telling you what I see and what I don’t like.”
“And the laser pattern looks familiar to you?” Gomez asked. “It’s not something that the Eaufasse use?”
“How the hell should I know?” Simiaar said. “This culture is as new to me as it is to you.”
“I mean—”
“I know what you mean. And here’s my answer. The laser burns are consistent with human weapons. That doesn’t mean they’re inconsistent with Eaufasse weapons or that they might come from some weird laser source that I don’t know about. I’m just telling you what I don’t like.”
Which was, apparently, different from speculating. Gomez didn’t understand the distinction, but she appreciated the fact that Simiaar made such a distinction.
“What else can you tell me?” Gomez asked.
“Nothing,” Simiaar said. “My likes and dislikes are accounted for. Now I need to get my hands dirty, do some real science, and then go through the DNA database to see if the source of these clones is registered somewhere.”
Gomez had never heard of such a thing. “Why would you do that?”
“Because home-grown clones like these usually come from megalomaniacs who don’t believe one of themselves is enough to satisfy the universe. They need to create more of themselves in their own image to satisfy their God complex.”
For a moment, Gomez thought Simiaar was joking. Then she realized that Simiaar wasn’t joking at all.
“You think that person might be in the enclave?” Gomez asked.
“I think that person might be identifiable,” Simiaar said. “That’s all. Now, get out. I have work to do.”
Gomez didn’t need to be told again. She left the forensics lab, with more to think about than she had ever expected. Simiaar told her a lot without saying anything. And Simiaar’s opinion coincided with what the Eaufasse said. A group from inside the enclave chased these boys into the clearing, and killed them.
So why had one lived? Had he lived as a warning? If so, why was he outside the enclave instead of inside?
That surviving kid would have answers that Simiaar was just guessing at.
Gomez had to figure out the legalities. She had no idea if she could interview someone who requested asylum from humans. She wasn’t even sure if “asylum from humans” was a proper request.
She headed back to her cabin to contact whatever idiot lawyer FSS managed to have on call.
 
***
 
The idiot lawyer facing her across the table was older than she expected, and not as vain as some people his age. His holographic image shimmered, either as a result of the extreme encryption necessary to have this conversation or because of the distance between them. He was chubby, stuffed in a cheap suit, and had no obvious enhancements. His fleshy face showed signs of exhaustion.
She saw none of that as a good sign. If the idiot lawyer wasn’t fresh out of law school and working in the prosecutor’s office as a junior attorney attached to the FSS, then he was most likely a lifer who had given up on any ambitions or creativity long ago. Or he was a supervisor. 
She was praying for supervisor.
In fact, she was going to be blunt about supervisor.
Before she even said hello, she said, “No offense, but I need a ranking prosecutor who has worked on Frontier issues his entire career. Are you that person?”
To her surprise, he smiled slowly and it softened his features. “And if I say I was and I was lying, do you have a way to check?”
She did, if he was in her database when the Stanley left its home port a year ago. Otherwise, she’d have to terminate the conversation, look him up, and hope she’d get him again when she contacted the judicial branch attached to the FSS.
“So this is the kind of conversation we’re going to have?” she asked him. “Defensive and territorial? Because I’ve got big issues here, and I want someone not just experienced, but experienced with clout.”
“Why?” he asked.
“Name, position, and for God’s sake, tell me if you can help me, because if you can’t, I’m going to find someone who can,” she snapped.
He grinned. “Your reputation precedes you, Marshal. You don’t call in for legal help. You know more about the Frontier and its legal issues than most lifers here ever will. So when you pinged us, we knew it was important, and you got me.”
She wanted to ask, So I should be impressed? but she didn’t. Instead, she waited. Waiting had become part of her arsenal over her years as a Marshal. Waiting protected her from blurting something stupid to an intelligent species she didn’t understand; waiting helped her discover many crimes because humans generally couldn’t remain silent; waiting made her seem mysterious and strong when, in reality, she was often just plain cautious.
The caution was why she was good at her job.
“I’m Frank Mishra,” he said. “I’m one of the chief litigators for the FSS. I’m also linked at the moment to one of our best legal researchers, just in case you have an issue we haven’t heard of before.”
“All right,” she said, making sure her tone wasn’t quite as abrupt as it had been. “Let me explain my issue. I have a young man who survived an attack by humans in his own enclave. He has asked the Eaufasse for asylum. But his request was not for asylum from the Earth Alliance, but asylum ‘from humans.’ Realize that I got all of this from the Eaufasse through a Peyti translator, and that the Eaufasse do not know there are humans outside of the Earth Alliance. I’m not even certain that the world ‘asylum’ is the Eaufasse’s or the Peyti’s. But I do know if I do something wrong here, we will have repercussions for years.”
Mishra ran a hand over his mouth. He tapped the table in front of him, so that it looked like his holographic image tapped the table in front of Gomez. Only the table didn’t vibrate from his touch. His movement made him seem unreal, as if he were a figment of her imagination.
“Your fear of repercussion, is that why you haven’t spoken to him directly?” Mishra asked.
“I’m not sure I’m allowed to,” Gomez said. “In fact, I’m not sure I have any standing with the young man at all. Let me add that the Eaufasse are willing to let me speak to him, but they are also eager to become part of the Earth Alliance. They tried to sell me on Epriccom in the middle of our discussion about the enclave.”
“You can’t trust them,” Mishra said.
“I honestly don’t know what trust means in this circumstance,” Gomez said.
Mishra nodded. “We don’t know who this kid is?”
“We don’t know anything,” Gomez said. “We don’t even know what the enclave is.”
Mishra sighed. Then he turned his head slightly, as if he were listening to something or someone. 
“You were correct to contact us. I’d like about an hour to research your question. May I have it?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I’d rather have you act on an educated guess instead of a hunch.”
Mishra grinned again. “You think there’s a difference?”
“Oh, maybe,” she said. “To some of the Multicultural Tribunals, anyway.”
 
***
 
She’d testified in front of most of the Multicultural Tribunals, usually by hololink like this one here, and always in cases that she had resolved rather than ones in which she was an accused. She did not ever want to go in front of that part of the legal system because she had done something wrong. There wasn’t a lot of give in the Tribunal system. Most everyone she knew who went in front of the Tribunals accused of some heinous act were found guilty of that act—even if she knew for a fact that they were not. She’d heard rumors, ones she did not want to substantiate on her own, that if the accused had the backing of a large corporation and all of its wealth, the accused might go free. Or get off with a slap to the wrist.
She had the Earth Alliance behind her, but she also had a sense that the Alliance was willing to throw most of its underlings aside if it served a greater purpose.
She sighed and stayed in the room to await Mishra’s findings. As she waited, she got a notification on her links that the materials from the Eaufasse had arrived.
She asked that the information get forwarded to her here, and that it remain off her links. She had learned the hard way that material on private links was sometimes considered personal, and she didn’t ever want to be accused of a crime because she had downloaded the wrong material onto her private links.
The Eaufasse materials showed up on the table’s main screen. It popped up in front of her, complete with menu. The Eaufasse had sent surveillance recordings of the incident, the discovery of the bodies, and the messages they had sent to the Earth Alliance.
They also sent materials about the survivor.
She went to those first, in case she needed more information in her next discussion with Mishra.
She called the materials up. The images showed up as small holograms. She left the holograms alone, but called up a two-dimensional image on another screen so that she could see the boy’s face clearly.
And it was a boy’s face—unlined and very young. He was blond and unusually pale, something so rare as to be almost unheard of in the Earth Alliance. She had noticed this with the bodies/clones, but had not really thought about it much, figuring that Simiaar’s reproduction was as much guess as it was accurate.
Faced with a truly pale-skinned human, though, Gomez felt a slight disbelief. She knew that there were groups of pale humans with blond hair and blue eyes, but usually they were the result of decades of genetic purity—none of them allowed to breed with anyone who did not have similar skin and eye-color.
Occasionally, there would be a pale blue-eyed throwback in a large family, but it was so rare, she had never met anyone that light-skinned in her travels.
The boy stood at the center of four Eaufasse. They encircled him, apparently deliberately. He was as thin as they were. His clothing was ragged and filthy, and he looked tired.
One of the Eaufasse spoke. The boy gave it a wary look, and responded.
In Fasse.
“What the hell?” Gomez asked.
She scanned forward on the recording the Eaufasse had sent. The five seemed to be having a discussion. She stopped the recording farther in. The discussion was happening in Fasse.
Which meant that the Eaufasse knew what the boy had asked for. Now the question was if the Peyti had translated correctly for her.
She tapped a corner of the desk. “Please translate this discussion into Standard,” she said.
An error reading rose in front of her eyes. Language insufficiently known for accurate translation was the response she got.
Dammit. She would have to talk with Uzven after all.
 
***
 
While she waited for Uzven to arrive, she watched the surveillance recordings of the enclave. She couldn’t tell time from them; like Fasse, the way that the Eaufasse told time was unfamiliar to her. But she could guess at how much time passed while she watched the imagery unfold in front of her.
The surveillance recordings began as four young men left the enclave. They were all the same height, thin, and blond. They wore identical clothing. They stumbled outside as if they had been pushed. Then they stood for just a moment, as if they had never seen the area before.
A loud bang made them jump. Then they all ran in the same direction. The camera floated above them, keeping the same distance, following them as they moved. Another image bifurcated from the first, keeping a vigil on the enclave.
Gomez realized that the Eaufasse probably had years of footage from that enclave. She felt a mixture of relief and of exasperation. Relief, because she would be able to see what had happened in this place from the very beginning. Exasperation, because she would have to investigate all of this with her team, and it would take time. No matter how sophisticated a computer program she set up to cope with all of this, she would still have to review some of the footage. She wouldn’t know what she was looking for until she found it.
Then a third image split off from the other two. One of the boys left the group. Instead of running blindly through the underbrush, this boy stopped, surveyed his surroundings, and then walked away. He touched the plants as he went. They shivered into place, as if no one had passed through.
Her breath caught. How had he known to do that? The others seemed confused by the area away from the enclave, but he had a calm familiarity with it.
The others continued forward, eventually growing tired and beginning to walk. By then, the other boy had gone very far in a completely different direction. Gomez cursed herself. She should have opened another program so that she could see where, exactly, all four boys were on the map of Epriccom. But she hadn’t done that. She could either go back and start over, or she could continue to watch.
A sound behind her made her start. The door opened. Uzven entered. It adjusted its mask as if it had just put the mask on. 
“You have footage for me?”
She nodded, and stopped the visual she was watching. Uzven did not ask about them, and she was glad of that. It sat down next to her, folding its twig-like body into what seemed like an uncomfortable position.
She started up the images of the surviving boy and the four Eaufasse. She played the imagery with the sound until the boy answered the Eaufasse.
Then she paused it.
“Is he speaking Fasse?” she asked.
“Yes.” Uzven’s tone was flat, even for a Peyti. It put its long fingers against its mask, adjusting again. A nervous habit, then. A tell. She wouldn’t have believed that the Peyti allowed themselves such gestures. She thought all Peyti too controlled for that.
“What’s he saying?” she asked.
“I—he’s asking for asylum,” Uzven said.
“They spoke first,” she said.
“They want to know his name.”
“And he didn’t tell them?”
“He asked for asylum first,” Uzven said.
Her heart pounded. “That was his word? ‘Asylum’? He specifically asked for asylum from what?”
Uzven did not move. She let the images run a bit more, the sounds surrounding her, then she stopped it again.
“Uzven,” she said. “What did he ask for?”
Uzven sat still.
“Why aren’t you telling me?” she asked.
Uzven’s mask made a large sucking sound. She turned toward it, afraid that it was suffering from mask failure. Instead, its hand dropped and its fingers played along the edge of the table.
“He is fluent,” Uzven said quietly. “I am not.”
“What did he say?” she asked again.
“He asked for protection,” Uzven said. “He needed a promise of protection and safety before he would tell them anything.”
“Protection and safety,” she said. “You’re sure?’
“No, I’m not sure,” Uzven said. “I would need to listen to the entire interchange.”
“Protection and safety from what?” she asked.
“From the humans,” Uzven said.
“Which humans?” she asked.
Uzven’s large liquid eyes turned toward her. “Those that want to kill him.”
“Not all humans?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Uzven said. “I need to listen to the entire interchange.”
Her stomach turned. She had a hunch, one she didn’t like. “The words that this boy uses,” she said, “are they the ones that the Eaufasse used with you when you said the boy wanted asylum?”
“Protection and safety,” Uzven said, turning its gaze back to the images. “What is that, but asylum?”
She cursed and slammed her hand on the table. Uzven leaned back as if it thought she was going to hurt it.
“You inserted the word asylum?”
“The boy needs protection. Others were killed, by humans. The others were clearly clones. Your barbaric attitudes toward—”
“Son of a bitch,” she said. “Get out.”
“You need me to listen to the entire interchange—”
“I don’t need anything from you right now,” she said. “Get out of this room before I kick you out.”
It stood, adjusted its mask, and hurried toward the door. There Uzven stopped. “None of us understand the Eaufasse well. We don’t speak the language as well as that boy does. There are nuances—”
“That some other translator will find,” Gomez said. “Consider yourself fired. I’ll take care of the documentation myself.”
Uzven made a noise she had never heard before. Its eyes had become slits. Then it let itself out of the room.
She stood, her heart pounding, her mouth dry. It had taken all of her strength not to grab Uzven and slap that scrawny little superior creature silly. It had cost her hours, and it had cost the legal department hours. She had a feeling that those hours would prove precious, although at the moment she couldn’t say why.
And she also knew that Uzven’s politics had gotten in the way of a solution. She could have spoken to the boy shortly after learning about him. Because Uzven was wrong. Protection and safety from the humans was not the same as asylum from all humans.
The boy just wanted to make sure he wasn’t assassinated like his three compatriots.
She paced the room for another moment, gathering herself before she contacted Mishra. She’d listen to what research he had finished—it wouldn’t hurt to know asylum rules on the Frontier—but she would also tell him how Uzven had interfered.
She needed a good interpreter. She wasn’t sure how to find one. But she would have to ask.
She could never trust Uzven again.
 
***
 
The Eaufasse would not let her see the boy for another twelve hours. Apparently there were private rituals she did not understand, Eaufasse traditions, that happened after Epriccom moved into a position opposite one of the other moons. 
She discovered, to her dismay, that she was not allowed to fire translators, so she sent Uzven back to its superiors with a reprimand. She requested two more translators qualified to work with the Eaufasse, and was told they wouldn’t be available for a week. So, she found her own off-site translator from a group she had worked with before. She chose the only one who claimed he was fluent in Fasse. He swore he would be here shortly. 
He was not Peyti. He was human, and of questionable character. He’d been arrested by the Earth Alliance for trafficking in stolen goods, but for once, the charge didn’t entirely stick. He was doing community service, and that service was putting his sizeable linguistic talent to use.
His name was Rafeal Okani. He did not allow accurate visuals on a link, which she suspected was an old habit from his criminal days. Still, others had worked with him and found him to be excellent. And she had no choice. Still, she tested him through the link.
She had made a snippet of that early conversation between the Eaufasse and the boy. Okani confirmed what Uzven had told her: the boy would not answer anything until he had a guarantee of protection and safety from “other humans.”
“Not all humans,” she said.
“That’s where it gets difficult.” Okani’s face was in shadow, his voice masked. “The Eaufasse believe that there is no distinction among humans.”
“I don’t care what the Eaufasse believe,” she said. “I care what the boy believes. He should know the difference between ‘all humans’ and ‘other humans.’”
“He should also not be fluent in Fasse,” Okani said. “You are splitting hairs here.”
“I am not,” she said, “because he did not ask for asylum.”
“To my knowledge,” Okani said, “the Eaufasse do not have that word in their language.”
“What about a comparable word?”
Okani sighed. “I know Fasse pretty well, but not that well. Let me listen to everything you have. I’ll tell you the context when I arrive.”
“I need context,” she said, “but I can’t send you the rest of the footage through an open link. We’ll do the work after you arrive.”
He agreed, and they signed off. 
He wouldn’t arrive for another ten hours. That gave her two to show him the rest of the interrogation footage. Even if she didn’t like him after he arrived, his initial answers calmed some of her fears. 
She had received two interpretations of the boy’s words, and in both cases, she was told he wanted protection and safety. She understood why he would want that, given what she had seen on the other surveillance footage.
In fact, the surveillance footage had calmed even more of her concerns. She would have asked for protection and “safety” as well, after what happened to that boy.
While she waited, she went back to the footage. 
The surveillance footage tracked all four boys from the moment they left the enclave. She assumed that tiny individual cameras followed all of the boys, but she did not know that for certain. She did know that a single camera had followed the surviving boy to an Eaufasse outpost. When the boy reached the outpost, he had stood as plants grew around him, rising upwards, touching the door itself. He didn’t seem to mind. Then the door opened and he went inside.
The other boys did not go with him. Nor did the plants help them like they seemed to help the first boy. The other boys ran in a group, slowing as the plants grabbed at them. She was convinced now that those plants were actual creatures, convinced that they were somehow impeding the boys’ progress for reasons she didn’t understand.
When the twelve other boys appeared outside the enclave hours later, she froze the boys’ images and enlarged them.
Her breath caught. Those boys, all twelve of them, looked the same as the four.
The only difference was the twelve had laser rifles.
They stalked the path left by the four boys, not noticing where the single boy had split off. The path left by the three was obvious. The same plants grabbed at the twelve, holding them and pushing them at the same time. But the twelve had weaponry, and when they reached the top of the ridge, she knew without looking that they could see the three.
And then all twelve shot at the same time, then shot again. She knew the pattern. She could even count it down.
It was an execution; all twelve shot together so none of them would get credit for the actual kill.
She had been glad she had watched the footage alone; it had left her shaken. 
She had met clones before. If they knew the other clones with whom they shared DNA, they called themselves siblings. The word was a little off. The clones she had met were closer than most siblings, often completing each other’s thoughts. The only time she had ever seen clones raised together that didn’t get along, the clones had been victims of a poor cloning process.
She was making assumptions here, and she knew it: she didn’t know if these sixteen clones were raised together or even if they were from the same batch. Clearly, they had come from the same original, but how they were created was a mystery—and she couldn’t assume anything yet. She couldn’t even assume human involvement outside of the clones themselves.
One phrase that continued to go through her mind came from the Eaufasse ambassador. Your appearance is quite different, it had said (or at least, that was how Uzven translated its words) Or are you in a different clan?
It might have meant how she was dressed, but it had belabored this point. Initially, she had thought that she and her people weren’t what the Eaufasse had expected. Now, though, she wondered if the only humans the Eaufasse had seen had been clones of the same man.
And she had no way to understand why the twelve had murdered the other three.
Genetic predisposition? Some kind of ritual? A hazing gone wrong?
She was beginning to think the Eaufasse were the least of her problems.
She needed to focus on the clones.
She needed to identify their original, and she needed to know who was running the enclave.
Fortunately, she had come to Epriccom fully staffed. That meant five deputy marshals and ten assistants, not counting the three-person team staffing the forensic lab. Usually the assistants didn’t work a case like this, because it was too difficult. The assistants either handled the documentation on past cases, filing everything with the FSS, or they handled the incoming information on future cases.
She decided to take the three assistants monitoring future cases as well as two others, and have them work on the surveillance data. She wanted it broken down: she needed to know how the enclave got established; how many ships had come in and out of the enclave over the years; how many times the members of the enclave had left the enclave; and if anything like this killing had happened before. She assigned one assistant to each question.
The fifth assistant would view the footage in chronological order, with the assistance of a computer program designed to digest large chunks of data like this, seeing if there was anything she or the four missed.
It wasn’t really enough, and she knew that, but it would have to do.
While they were working, she contacted the lab for word on the original. She had sent Simiaar footage of the clones in motion, hoping that she could use those to trace imagery of the original. Simiaar was also doing a DNA scan to see if anything came up.
So far, Simiaar had nothing.
It was beginning to look like Gomez would face the sole survivor on her own, with very little actual information. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not: she might ask the right questions; she might miss the important stuff entirely.
She knew she would be making mistakes—they were inevitable when she was operating on so little information—but she wanted to avoid making the obvious mistakes.
Now, if only she could figure out what the obvious mistakes were.
 
***
 
Okani arrived half an hour early. Washington greeted him for Gomez, and set Okani up with the feed of the interview between the boy and the Eaufasse. When Okani finished, he went to the meeting room where she had viewed the footage. She joined him there.
He stood as she stepped into the room. He was broad-shouldered and a bit soft around the middle. His thick black hair fell across his forehead, and accented his dark brown eyes. His features were as broad as his shoulders, and his skin was an unusual golden brown. The entire package was even more attractive in person, and yet he managed to seem unassuming, two things that, in her experience, rarely went together.
He nodded his head in greeting. She smiled and extended her hand. He gripped her hand lightly, his skin warm and dry.
“I don’t envy you,” he said. 
“Why?” she asked.
He raised his eyebrows, and she could suddenly see a fierce intelligence behind his eyes. “There are many issues in this one interview.”
She let out a small sigh. He pulled a chair out for her, as if the room were his. She could have made a big deal about the fact that he was doing community service, was under her legal supervision, and could, in fact, imprison him at any time.
But she decided not to make any power plays and, at the moment, to ignore any he pulled—if he was pulling any right now. He could also simply be polite.
She sat.
“Here is my problem,” he said. “I have done business with one Eaufasse clan which operates outside of Epriccom. I’ve always had the impression that this particular group of Eaufasse were exiles, but I could never confirm it.”
She didn’t want to hear about him, but she had learned long ago that people often prefaced what she wanted to hear about with something important; she ignored his words at her own peril.
“I speak Fasse,” he said. “I’m good at it.”
She tensed.
“But I speak a formal version of the language. I just want you to know that.”
“Why is it important?” she asked.
“Because, at times,” he said, “in this interview, they lapsed into a dialect that I think I understand. I can’t guarantee that I do understand it.”
“Oh, great,” she said. “Just great.”
She tried not to be too upset. She already believed Okani was a better translator than Uzven. Okani told her his limitations. Uzven placed his own interpretation on everything.
“The other thing you need to know,” Okani said, “is that the kid here, he’s fluent.”
“In Fasse?”
Okani nodded. “His Fasse is better than mine. Much better. I don’t have the accent and I don’t have his gift for idiom.”
She let out another sigh. Every time she thought she had a handle on this case, the ground shifted beneath her. “I’ve got to meet with him in less than an hour. Tell me what you can.”
Okani folded his hands. “First, the asylum question. The Eaufasse don’t appear to have a word for ‘asylum’ because, as far as I can tell, they don’t understand the concept, at least not in the sense of protection from a foreign government and immunity from extradition.”
She folded her own hands together, mirroring Okani’s posture. She did that on purpose to make sure he relaxed.
He didn’t seem to notice. “Apparently, the Eaufasse don’t understand extradition. I couldn’t find it in a quick search of their laws.”
“You found a database of their laws?” She’d been unable to find anything like that; it was the first thing she had checked for. It was always the first thing she checked for whenever she was encountering a new culture. The laws told her more than any cultural representative would.
Okani slipped his hands apart. One hand gripped the arm of his chair. 
“Um, I have a database,” he said. “It’s not official. It’s the things I and my old friends learned about that little clan of Eaufasse we’d encountered.”
“Do you know of anything official?” she asked.
He shook his head. “Believe me, I’ve looked. There’s nothing easily accessible. Which doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. It just means that we can’t find it.”
She brought her hands up and tapped her chin with her thumbs. She was going to have to document Okani’s claims, so that if (when) she did misstep, she could show that she had tried to do things the Eaufasse way.
“All right,” she said. “The Eaufasse don’t have a concept of extradition, so far as we know, which means that they don’t have a concept of asylum or protection from prosecution from the outside.”
“Prosecution or persecution,” he said pointedly. She wondered if that was a reference to his own legal troubles. She decided to ignore that.
“So he couldn’t have been asking for asylum,” she said.
“Not in their language, no,” Okani said. “Your previous translator got that wrong.”
He seemed to speak with a great deal of relish about that. Had she told him Uzven’s name? Or just that it was Peyti? Or had she simply said she hadn’t trusted it?
She couldn’t remember. Not that it mattered. Okani’s reaction might have had nothing to do with Uzven and everything to do with his own ego.
“My earlier translation was correct,” Okani said. “This boy asked for protection from the humans. Even though that is part of the cultural definition of asylum, it would be a stretch to think he was saying that here. From what he says, his life was in danger. Someone was actively trying to kill him, and he wanted to be safe from that.”
“Someone was trying to kill him,” she said. “Someone managed to kill three of his companions.”
Okani’s mouth thinned. He nodded. “This boy is scared. That much is clear.”
“What else is clear?”
“This is his first encounter with the Eaufasse,” Okani said.
“Even though he speaks their language?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said. “He must have learned it through vids or holographic representation or something, because he seems alarmed when they move, as if he doesn’t expect that.”
“Could that simply be a reaction to his circumstances?” she asked. “After all, someone did just try to kill him.”
Okani shrugged. “I can’t speak to someone’s state of mind, particularly someone I’ve never met. He just seemed uncomfortable with them, more than you’d expect from someone who was used to the culture.”
She had other questions along this line, but she decided to hold onto them for a moment. “You said you didn’t envy me, that there were many issues. Then you tell me that he isn’t asking for asylum, which changes my legal position for the better. So I don’t understand. What problems are you foreseeing here?”
Okani sat up straighter, like a man who was about to face trouble of his own making. He clearly thought for a moment, as if he were choosing his words carefully. Then he said, 
“The Eaufasse have strict ideas about property. Essentially, they believe that if they have something in hand, it’s theirs. Their idea of ownership is similar to that of a three-year-old child’s.”
She had a hunch she knew where he was going with this, but she wanted him to get there on his own.
“It’s pretty clear to me from what the boy said in that room that he’s a clone of some kind. I don’t think the Eaufasse understood that. I don’t know for certain however.”
She frowned. She didn’t know where Okani was going with this part of the analysis. “And the fact that he might be a clone is important why?”
“Because of his legal status,” Okani said. “If he personally hasn’t been declared human under Earth Alliance law, then he’s property, and if he’s property, the Eaufasse will claim him.”
The Earth Alliance was very clear in its laws about clones. Clones were not considered human under the law. That was why clones could be bought and sold. Clones were only considered human if someone with human legal status adopted them and then went through the long process to get the clone declared human.
“Are the Eaufasse familiar with clones?” Gomez had encountered some cultures that had no understanding of cloning at all.
“I don’t know,” Okani said.
She nodded. “Did he tell them he was a clone?”
“Not in so many words,” Okani said. “They kept asking him for his name. He kept repeating that he had no name. That if someone had to distinguish him from the others, they called him The Third.”
She let out a small breath. Humans would think of that as a possible clone tag. But it could also be cultural. The Disty only allowed themselves to be referred to by number as well, at least by outsiders.
“He didn’t call himself a clone, though, did he?”
“No,” Okani said. “He just kept asking them to keep him safe, and they made no promises. If I were that boy, I’d be terrified.”
“What will they do with him if we don’t take him?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Okani said. “Kill him, keep him, trade him, sell him. It’s all possible and probably a hundred things we haven’t even thought of.”
She pushed herself up, then extended her hand. “Thank you,” she said. “You’ve been invaluable.”
“Am I dismissed?” he asked.
She shook her head. “I might need you again.”
She almost told him that she trusted him more than she trusted Uzven, but that wasn’t really true. She trusted Okani on the translation because he had no personal interest in this case. She had no idea what game Uzven had been playing, and she didn’t want to know. Not now.
“If you want,” he said, “I can go over this again.”
“I’d rather have you go over the footage of my conversations with the Ambassador. Double-check my translator.”
Okani smiled. “I can do that.”
“Good,” she said. “I hope you find nothing untoward.”
But she doubted it. There was so much more going on here. She suspected most of it had nothing to do with her, but she wasn’t certain of that. She wasn’t certain of anything yet.
She could only hope that certainty would arrive soon.
She needed it. If only just a little.
 
***
 
Before Gomez went to the surface, she summoned Rainger to the meeting room. He arrived, looking as tired as she felt.
“I need you to do a few things while I’m gone,” she said. “First, I need to know what happened to those twelve clones after they killed the three.”
“I’m pretty sure we have that information,” he said. 
“I’ll also need to know if there are any changes near the enclave. If anyone else emerges or if there are ships going in and out.”
“I can tell you now that no one has left since we arrived, and that there have been no ships going anywhere.”
“Good,” she said. She had asked for that information before, but she was glad to have the confirmation.
“Finally,” she said, “Tell Lashante that I need to know who these clones are based on. She needs to speed up that research somehow. I’m pretty sure it’s as important as anything else we’re doing here.”
Rainger nodded. “I heard from the diplomats,” he said. “The closest unit is a month out and they’re Peyti.”
“Do you get a sense that the Peyti have some kind of agenda here?” 
“Yeah,” Rainger said. “I double-checked the record. Uzven’s never had a complaint lodged against it before. In fact, most marshals and diplomats talk about how accurate Uzven is. Its behavior here just seemed very odd and uncharacteristic.”
She didn’t like that. Just like she didn’t like the month delay. “Can we ask for a mixed diplomatic unit or a human-only one? After all, this seems to be a human-Eaufasse issue.”
Rainger grinned. “Or we can say that it is.”
She nodded. She’d been thinking of that as well.
“I’ll ask,” he said. “Here’s the other news. The Military Guard is two weeks away. Do you want them before the diplomats?”
She thought about that for a few minutes. Technically, the Military Guard would be under her control. They would be able to help her if something happened at the enclave. And they wouldn’t have to do anything if the enclave were quiet while they waited for the diplomats.
“Yes,” she said. “Let’s get the Guard here. Make sure they know I’m in charge of the mission.”
“It’s policy,” he said.
“Yeah, and translators are supposed to translate word for word, not interpret,” she said. 
“Point taken,” he said.
“I’m leaving in a few minutes,” she said. “I want two deputies with me, in case we have to bring the boy back here. I also want an armored suit for him, a prison suit, one without weapons.”
“You think someone will try to harm him?” Rainger asked.
“You don’t?” she asked.
 
***
 
Gomez brought a single shuttle to the surface. She knew that was a gamble: it was always best to have two. But she had an odd feeling that the enclave was keeping track of her movements. She couldn’t know that for certain, and she had a hunch she would later learn it was just paranoia, but she wanted to be cautious all the same.
That caution led her to bring Washington on this mission as well. He had already dealt with the Eaufasse. While he might not be comfortable with them, he at least had a bit of experience. The second deputy, Malia Norling, was next in the usual rotation. Norling was tall and powerful, easily twice the size of a typical Eaufasse. 
For a moment, Gomez thought of leaving her behind for another deputy, then realized they would all have to duck in and out of Eaufasse buildings, so height didn’t really matter.
Okani presented another problem. His shoulders were so broad that he would have to go sideways through the average Eaufasse doorway.
Once again, the team would have to walk wherever it was going, not just because the Eaufasse didn’t allow foreign transports, but also because none in her group would fit in an Eaufasse ship.
At least this walk was shorter than the one to the clearing. None of those strange plants were around either. There was an actual path to the back of the outpost. It wasn’t until the path started going uphillthat it disappeared into overgrowth and tall trees.
The plants started appearing the closer the party got to the actual outpost building. Gomez kept an eye on them. She didn’t like them; they made her very nervous.
This entire trip made her nervous. Her people were flanked by two Eaufasse. Another ran the Eaufasse-human communication link from a location near their ship. The set-up was similar to the one she had used when she went to the clearing, except that this time, she had her own translator as well.
She didn’t know the names or the gender of the two Eaufasse who led her group to the outpost. These Eaufasse seemed smaller than the others, and thinner, if that were possible. They also wore a greenish-grayish outfit that she had never seen before.
She took it for some kind of uniform.
The walk only took about a half an hour, and seemed pretty straightforward. She didn’t have to ask for any clarifications. This time, one of the Eaufasse led while the other brought up the rear.
It wasn’t until she was nearly to the outpost that she realized the boy might not speak Standard. She had planned to speak to the boy alone. She didn’t want Okani in the room—or anyone else for that matter. If the boy didn’t speak Standard, she could try a few other languages that she was fluent in. After that, she would need the help, even though she didn’t want it. 
The outpost was a brown building that appeared to be made of some kind of mud plaster. She followed the Eaufasse, and stepped where it stepped, touched what it touched. Before she left the ship, she had activated a small camera chip in her lapel, and another on her right ear. She wanted a record of everything that was taking place.
She didn’t feel the need to tell the Eaufasse that they were being recorded.
As the first Eaufasse approached the door, the plants rose up along the walls, as they had done for the boy. The tips of the plants seemed to be searching for something on the building’s surface. They gave off the faint odor of vanilla mixed with sweat.
She hadn’t noticed the scent before because of the overwhelming stench of decay near those bodies.
The Eaufasse stepped through the plants. Gomez hesitated as the plants moved. Their tips turned outward, as if they were looking at her, even though she didn’t see eyes. Then the plants leaned back, their edges folding the way that the ambassador had folded its arm over its back during the earlier conversation.
Gomez swallowed hard, trying to at least pretend not to be nervous. She didn’t want anyone to know just how much those plants unnerved her.
She stepped past them, and through the open door. She did not look back to see if the others had trouble following. She assumed if they had trouble, they would say something.
The interior was significantly darker than the outdoors. It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust. The entry area was larger than she expected. The vanilla-sweat scent was gone, replaced by the smell of baked dirt. There were no windows here and no obvious screens built into the walls.
The outpost seemed primitive, even though she had a hunch it was not. She suspected most everything in here had been removed or shut down in anticipation of her visit.
Something brushed against her back, making her jump. She didn’t like how on edge she had been since she arrived on Epriccom. She looked over her shoulder, saw Norling closer than she should have been. Norling’s brown eyes were wide, but she dropped her gaze and stepped back just a bit. 
Had Gomez seen fear in those eyes? She didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to guess at anyone’s emotions, not even her own.
Stay here, she sent to Norling through the FSS’s private channel. I want to know if anyone else enters.
Should I be outside? Norling asked.
Gomez thought of those plants. They had sent feelers through the skin on the dead bodies. She had a hunch those tips could go through living human flesh as well.
No, she sent. Inside is fine for now.
Norling moved away from the group and stayed by the door.
Approve this? That question came through the joint alien-marshal link. Gomez wasn’t certain if the question was to her or to the other Eaufasse. Then she remembered that the other Eaufasse did not speak Standard at all.
It is our custom to protect entrances and exits, Gomez sent on the link. I’m sorry. I should have checked. Is this all right?
The two Eaufasse who were with the group looked at each other. One wrapped an arm around its head. The other leaned back like a branch in a strong wind.
This approve, sent the Eaufasse on the joint alien-marshal link.
Gomez took that as approval. If it wasn’t, someone could stop her.
Thank you, she sent.
She didn’t even think to have Okani handle the interaction until the interaction was over. He wasn’t on the joint alien-marshal link. He wasn’t part of the FSS.
Besides, he had enough trouble getting through the hallway. As she had suspected, his shoulders were too wide for him to move comfortably.
The first Eaufasse moved the group forward, leading them past rectangles carved into the walls. It took her a moment to realize that those rectangles indicated doors or windows.
As the group approached what seemed like the end of the hallway, a vertical rectangle slid back, revealing more corridors, and a ramp that led downward. She thought she saw more plants poking their tips over the edge of the ramp, but she couldn’t be certain.
A dim brownish light illuminated the new area. The first Eaufasse waited half-in and half-out of the entry. When Gomez got close, the Eaufasse stepped all the way inside.
She followed, Okani directly behind her, and Washington near the second Eaufasse. Everyone seemed calm, which was a good thing. Norling had been too nervous for her tastes. 
The Eaufasse led them down a side hallway, and Gomez realized they had made a U and were now going back toward the main door through a different corridor. She wondered if there had been an easier way to get to this part of the outpost, something that cut through those walls, going from one corridor to the other quicker. She suspected there was an easier way, but that it revealed more than the Eaufasse wanted her to know, at least at this point.
A single horizontal rectangle slid open in a wave of brownish dust. Through it, she could see the boy. He was in the same room she had seen from the surveillance footage the Eaufasse had sent her. He was pacing the back part of the room. A clear door led into an area she couldn’t quite see.
A table filled the room. Around the table, three Eaufasse chairs, which looked a bit like cones that had risen out of the ground. On the far side of the table, near the boy, were two regular human chairs. They seemed shiny, new, and out of place.
The boy kept looking at them as if he didn’t know what to make of them.
The first Eaufasse stood next to the window. Go. Private, the Eaufasse sent through the joint alien-marshal link. No watch.
She glanced at Okani. He looked back at her, and raised his eyebrows. She should have asked him to check on what was being said, but she found that she was reluctant to do so.
You in, the Eaufasse sent to Gomez. You. 
As the Eaufasse voice spoke through the joint alien-marshal link, the first Eaufasse nodded to her.
“Are they speaking to you?” Okani asked.
She didn’t answer that directly. “I’m going in alone.”
I wouldn’t advise that, Washington sent through their private links. Let me go with you.
The boy has asked for protection from humans, she sent. One human’s going to be hard for him. Two or three will be even harder.
I don’t like this, Washington sent.
He didn’t have to like it. No one did.
You two stay with the Eaufasse, she sent. I’ll be fine.
Then she sent to the Eaufasse through the joint link. I’m ready. I’ll talk to the boy alone.
A door opened. She hadn’t even seen the outline of the door in the wall. That door opening made her rethink her assumptions about the rectangles.
The boy looked up. When he saw that she was human, he backed away, hitting the wall behind him. 
He started beeping in Fasse.
“He’s saying he didn’t want to see any humans,” Okani said softly. “He’s saying he asked for protection.”
She figured as much. She didn’t answer Okani. Instead, she stepped all the way into the room. The door closed behind her, and as it did, her external links shut off.
Great. She should have expected that, but she hadn’t. 
The silence inside her head without her external links always seemed to echo. She hated that. But it did make her concentrate.
“Do you speak Standard?” she asked the boy in that language.
He was as tall as she was, but very thin. His blue eyes had shadows beneath them. She could see the veins in his pale skin, except where his cheeks had reddened. His lower lip trembled.
He was clearly terrified.
She held up her hands, revealing her palms to him, in what she always thought of as a non-threatening gesture. “I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to talk. Do you speak Standard?”
“Get out, get out, get out!” the boy said. 
“So you do speak Standard,” she said, letting her hands drop. “That’s a good place to start.”
“I can’t talk to you. Please. I want the Eaufasse. Please! Getoutgetoutgetout! Please! Leave me alone!”
His terror made her heart rate increase. She’d never quite seen anything like it. 
“I’m not here to hurt you,” she said again.
“You lie!” he screamed that last word.
“No,” she said. “I don’t. I’m with the FSS. The Eaufasse called me here. I’m just going to talk to you.”
“They…called you?” He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the wall, as if his last hope was gone.
She felt sorry for him. But she had to keep that emotion in check. She had misrepresented her presence just enough; the Eaufasse hadn’t called her for him, although she let him think that.
Still, the idea that they might have betrayed him seemed to devastate him.
“I’m not part of the enclave,” she said. “I don’t even know what it is. I’m part of the Earth Alliance. Are you familiar with that?”
His lips were pressed together as if he were holding back a scream.
“The Eaufasse want to join the Alliance. That’s why they called us. They don’t know how to handle human interactions.”
His eyes opened. “There wouldn’t be a human interaction if you weren’t here,” he snapped.
“The Eaufasse saw what happened to your friends outside the enclave,” she said. “They’ve never seen anything like that before. They called us to interpret that.”
His head turned slightly, his eyes still on her. “What happened to my friends?” he repeated, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.
She hadn’t thought it through: Maybe he didn’t know.
She took a deep breath. “You four left together,” she said. “Then twelve others came out of the enclave.”
He hadn’t moved. He was watching her so closely that she thought he could see right through her.
“They followed the other three. They never came after you.”
He let out a small breath. “They sent you?”
“The twelve?” she asked.
“No,” he said. “The ones in charge.”
If she hadn’t been paying attention, if she hadn’t been thinking about each word, she could have said the wrong thing. Because she was sent by the ones in charge—the ones in charge of the Eaufasse, the ones in charge of the FSS, the ones in charge of the Earth Alliance, if she wanted to be technical about it.
She wondered if Uzven would have been technical, if its answer to that one question would have ruined this entire interview.
“No,” she said softly. “The ones in charge did not send me.”
The boy continued to stare at her with that awful intensity. He seemed to have no idea about the FSS or the Earth Alliance, and he clearly did not trust her.
“I don’t look like anyone you know, do I?” she asked. The question was a gamble: he was a clone, so she figured his contact with adult humans was limited to a small set of people, some of whom might also be clones. She could be wrong as easily as she could be right.
But interviews were a gamble sometimes, particularly in her profession. 
“No,” he said, the word short and reluctant.
“There are a lot of humans in this universe,” she said, and stopped herself from explaining further. She didn’t want the Eaufasse to know that their assumptions about the Earth Alliance were wrong. “The people who run the enclave have broken off from the rest of us. They want nothing to do with us.”
That too could be an untruth. She had no idea. But she suspected this boy didn’t either.
“You say enclave,” he said. “I didn’t leave an enclave. I left the dome.”
“All right,” she said. “I didn’t know what you called that structure. My people call it an enclave because that’s what the Eaufasse call it.”
The fact that he had offered up that detail was a good sign; it meant that in his mind, he was arguing about whether or not she was right.
He didn’t say anything else, clearly thinking about that last interchange. So she kept the conversation going.
“I don’t know what you’re called either,” she said.
“I told the Eaufasse,” he said.
“I don’t speak Fasse,” she said.
His eyes narrowed. “Then how did they contact you?”
“Through others who speak their language. How did you learn it?”
His head moved slightly, almost as if he considered shaking it and then changed his mind. 
“They call me Third of the Second.” His voice shook. “Thirds if they don’t want to say the whole name.”
So Okani’s translation was wrong. “Thirds” not “Third.” That would be easy to mishear.
“And your friends call you that too?” she asked.
His mouth moved, but nothing came out. Then he bit his lower lip, drawing blood. “What happened to the others?”
Her gaze met his. It was time to be honest with him, in more than one way. 
“I wasn’t called to see you,” she said. “I didn’t find out about you until several hours after I arrived.”
She hoped he would understand the subtlety. She hoped he would know what she meant.
His eyes narrowed a little. He seemed to have an idea what she was talking about. “What happened?” he asked again.
She rather liked the fact that he wasn’t going to assume. She liked that he needed confirmation. 
“The twelve killed the three who left with you,” she said as calmly as she could.
“How?” he asked.
She was surprised by that. She figured he would know they had used their laser rifles.
“They were shot,” she said. 
He turned his head to the side, quickly, and closed his eyes, as if denying the news. Then his face crumpled. He slid down the wall, and brought his hands up.
She remained standing for a minute. Then she took one of the nearby human chairs, as much to prevent herself from going to him as to wait for him to calm a little.
He folded his arms on his knees and buried his head. His shoulders shook. 
She watched. She’d seen similar reactions before, usually from parents who had lost children or people who had lost lovers. Sometimes it took quite a while for the person to calm down.
She didn’t have quite a while. She was going to have to interrupt him eventually. Just not yet.
After about five minutes, he raised his head slightly, and wiped his face with his sleeve. He didn’t apologize for his reaction like some people had done. He didn’t seem to care what she thought at all.
“You’re going to give me to them now?” he asked, voice trembling.
“To whom?” she asked.
“The enclave.” He used her word, as if it were forbidden.
“Of course not,” she said. “They tried to kill you.”
He bit his lower lip again, but he couldn’t seem to stop it from shaking. He took a deep breath.
“You’ll let me stay with the Eaufasse?”
How to explain to this boy, who didn’t even seem to know what the Earth Alliance was, the politics of the situation? Treaties, agreements, preliminary negotiations, all of that would have an impact on him if he stayed here. 
Not to mention the fact that he was probably a clone, the third of the second—whatever that meant—which made him not human. If Okani was right, and the Eaufasse understood that the boy was property, then they might fight for him in a different way.
“You need to clarify some things for me before I can decide what to do,” she said. She had to tread lightly because she didn’t want him to reveal his origins. “Can you explain the twelve coming after you four?”
His expression hardened. “It’s a training exercise.”
“So you were what? Running from them and those who survived got higher marks in the training?”
“I wasn’t supposed to survive,” he said. “They weren’t supposed to go back until we’re all dead.”
She froze. She had asked Rainger to locate the twelve, but he hadn’t gotten back to her on them yet. She had no idea if they had gone back into the enclave. 
“What happens if one of you escapes?” she asked.
“We won’t escape,” he said. “They’re supposed to kill us.”
But you all look the same, she wanted to say. How will they know if they missed you? But she didn’t say any of that. She had to be careful, with the Eaufasse involved.
“And if they don’t kill you?” she asked.
“They will die too,” he said flatly.
So much death. What was the point of that? 
“Why would they die?” she asked.
“They failed,” he said in that same flat voice.
“Does everyone die if they fail?” she asked. If so, how many clones lived inside that dome?
“On training, yes,” he said. “You can’t have a failure in a unit.”
Again the voice was flat. As if he were telling her something normal but painful. Something he didn’t want to think about because he didn’t want to know exactly how it made him feel.
“Training,” she repeated. “What are you training for?”
He looked at her like she was crazy. “Not for anything. For training.”
“But training is for something. You train for something,” she said.
“We have a job. The best of us will do it.” Then he looked at his hands. “The best of them will do it.”
He filled the word “them” with anger. All of the emotion he had felt but hadn’t expressed so far.
He saw himself as a failure. Or someone as a failure. And it had made him disposable. Useless. Something worse than a failure.
“You can’t do the job? Even though you’ve survived?” she asked, wanting to know what all of this was.
“I cannot survive,” he said. “Don’t you understand? That’s why I need to stay here.”
She let out a small sigh. “You can’t stay here.”
His mouth tightened and his eyes flashed. “So, you’ll send me out to die, just like the others. You lied. You said you didn’t want to hurt me.”
She held up her hands again in that I-don’t-mean-harm position. “I will not send you out to die. I will make sure you stay here until we can get you safely away.”
“Then what?” he asked. “Where will I be if not with the Eaufasse or in the dome?”
“I’ll take you somewhere else in the Alliance,” she said.
“How can you? There is nowhere else.” He spoke with great conviction. This little stretch of Epriccom was his whole universe. He had no idea that any place else existed.
His ignorance took her breath away. 
“Oh,” she said, sounding odd, because she couldn’t bring herself to say his name, “there are so many places. You’ll be happily surprised.”
“Surprise is bad,” he said. 
She supposed in his world, it would be. “Do you know what a universe is?”
He shook his head.
“A world?”
He shook his head again.
“A city?”
“No.” He sounded sullen.
“What do you call the dome?” she asked.
“The dome,” he said as if she were stupid.
“There are thousands of domes,” she said. “Millions. Tens of millions.”
“I’ve never seen another,” he said in a tone that implied you lie.
“You’ll see many if you come with me,” she said.
He studied her for a moment. “You are female.”
“Yes,” she said, wondering if he’d ever seen a woman in the flesh before.
“You have dark skin,” he said.
“Yes,” she said, resisting the urge to add Like almost everyone else.
“Brown eyes.”
“Yes,” she said.
“Brown hair.”
“Yes,” she said, wondering where he was going with this.
“I’ve only read about creatures like you,” he said. “In the Forbidden Documents.”
He said that like she should know what those documents were. She didn’t. She would have to find out.
“I’m not supposed to talk to you,” he said.
“No,” she said, trying to sound calm. “You’re supposed to let twelve of your siblings find you and kill you.”
He closed his eyes. A tear ran down his cheek.
“The rules of the dome no longer apply to you,” she said. “Either you die following them or you come with me.”
“I can’t stay with the Eaufasse?” he asked.
“They don’t know what to do with you,” she said.
“Tell them what to do.” He opened his eyes.
She let out a small involuntary chuckle. As if she knew what to do with him. 
“I can’t,” she said. “Their choice was to call me and ask me to take you away from here.”
“If I leave, they’ll kill me.”
“The Eaufasse?” she asked.
“The ones you call the twelve,” he said.
His use of language was fascinating. 
“Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll protect you.”
She used that word on purpose. Protect. 
He heard it. He looked up at her, his eyes wide. “We?” 
“I have an entire crew of people,” she said. “Dark-haired, dark-eyed, dark-skinned people.”
“Not from the dome?” he asked.
“None of us have even been near your dome,” she said.
“And you can keep me safe?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “We can keep you safe.”
 
***
 
In the end, he decided to trust her. She wasn’t sure if he trusted her because she had used the word “protect” or because she looked nothing like the people he was used to or because he was smart enough to realize he had no other choice.
The result was the same. He was coming with her.
Once the boy decided what he would do, she opened the door just a little and asked for Washington. Okani stood near the window, swaying slightly, as if he were worried. The Eaufasse watched. She couldn’t tell what it thought.
For that brief moment the door was open, her links clicked on, filling her mind with familiar static, the sound of possibility. Then Washington entered, carrying the body suit, and she closed the door. The links shut out.
Except Washington’s. She could sense it more than hear it.
First the boy looked at Washington. He stood near the door, the suit draped over his right arm. His weapon was half hidden beneath it. She should have had him remove the weapon.
She had no idea how trustworthy the boy was.
The boy looked from Washington to her. “He’s darker,” the boy said.
He hadn’t learned social skills, or at least, acceptable social skills. 
“We’re all different,” she said, wondering as she spoke the words, if the boy knew that.
“I know you’re different,” he snapped. “Everyone’s different. But your skin is different.”
She glanced at Washington, and saw a look of compassion on his broad face. This poor boy had a lot to learn, and much of it, he wouldn’t like. Not as long as he was a clone.
“Yes,” Gomez said. “Our skin is different.”
“Was that a deliberate design choice?” the boy asked. “Was there a purpose for it?”
Her breath caught. It seemed the boy had no end of ways to surprise her.
“We’ll answer the questions as best we can once we leave here,” she said. “Let’s get you out first. This is my deputy, Kyle Washington. He brought you a protective suit.”
“Why?” the boy asked her. Yeah, no social skills. He didn’t even acknowledge Washington’s existence beyond his appearance.
“We want to make sure you’re safe as you leave here,” she said.
“And that will do it?” the boy asked, nodding his head toward the suit.
“It will help,” she said.
Washington set the suit on the table between them. The boy looked at it, then looked at Washington.
“I can’t wear this,” the boy said, his voice trembling.
“It should fit,” Washington said.
“It’s for an Elder,” the boy said.
“It’s for someone we need to keep safe,” Gomez said. “Remember, the rules here are different from the dome rules. We decide who gets to wear the good suit.”
The boy reached out with his right hand. He touched the suit ever so lightly. Then he glanced up at her. 
“This is a trick,” he said.
“No trick,” she said.
“You do not wear a suit,” he said.
“My clothing gives me protection,” she said, instead of the thing she originally thought: No one’s trying to kill me.
His eyes narrowed. She could see him weighing his options, trying to figure out what to do next.
Maybe we should explain that we’re on his side? Washington sent through the links.
Are we? She sent back. We have no idea who he is or why they tried to kill him. For all we know, he’s defective and they were just protecting their enclave.
Damn strange way to protect it, Washington sent.
She agreed. But she wasn’t going to make any assumptions. Not yet.
Finally, the boy took the suit. He held it in front of himself as if he didn’t know what to do with it.
“Just step into it,” Washington said. “It’ll do the rest.”
The boy looked up, startled that Washington had spoken to him. Then the boy touched the interior of the suit, sniffed it, and rubbed his fingers against the edge. He glanced at Washington again, as if he could tell if Washington were lying to him just by speaking.
Finally, the boy put one foot inside the suit, and then the other. His face registered panic for just an instant, and then the suit closed around him.
Gomez half expected to see him flail. He didn’t. He didn’t do anything for a long moment after the suit assembled itself on him. Slowly he raised a hand and looked at it.
She knew how he was feeling. The suit was heavier than expected, and it had information running along the bottom of the visor: temperature, oxygen levels, even danger fields—if it were programmed that way. She wasn’t sure this one was.
Finally the boy lowered his arm. “Do I get a weapon?” he asked. He nodded toward Washington’s laser pistol.
Gomez cursed silently. She had hoped he wouldn’t notice it.
“No,” she said. Then she sent an override command to the boy’s suit. It would be under her direction. The boy could make it do minimal things—move, walk, change the information on the visor. But she could stop it at any point, shut it down, or make any part of it buckle.
In other words, she could send it tumbling to the ground if need be—with the boy in it.
“I am a good shot,” the boy said.
“I’m sure you are,” she said. “But for now, you’ll have the suit.”
“They’re not supposed to go back until I’m dead,” he said.
“You told me that,” she said.
We’re searching for the twelve, Washington sent.
I know, she sent, disappointed that Washington couldn’t tell her that the twelve had been found. We’ll worry about them when we have to. Let’s just concentrate on getting out of here.
And keeping an eye on that kid, Washington sent.
That too, she replied, and glanced at the boy who looked very uncomfortable. That too.
 
***
 
Gomez led him out of the room. Washington followed him. The Eaufasse said nothing, just stepped in with them. Okani looked at the boy in the suit, raised his eyebrows, and widened his eyes on purpose, as if to say, Jeez, how come I don’t get one?
She wanted to reassure him that he would be safe. But she couldn’t reassure anyone. Through her private link, she contacted Rainger.
Any news of the twelve?
He sent, They didn’t return to the enclave. We caught glimpses of them in the area around it. I think they’re looking for the boy.
Send us some backup. I’m bringing him to the Stanley.
Already have, Rainger sent. I arranged a few more guides too. The Eaufasse should be bringing them soon.
Any way to know if the twelve are near this building? She sent.
They haven’t been sighted anywhere near you, he sent back.
Then we’ll leave. The boy has armor. We should be all right.
The backup will meet you about halfway, Rainger sent.
She figured that would be enough. She sent her plan through the links to Washington. He nodded. 
“We’ll surround you as we walk,” she said to the boy. 
He glanced at the Eaufasse. Then he said something to it.
The Eaufasse responded quickly, putting its arms on top of its head.
He’s asking if they know anything about a ship. The Eaufasse said they do, and they approve, Okani sent to her.
She nodded slightly. “Everything all right?” she asked the boy.
“Do I have a choice?” he asked.
She sighed. They could wait, she supposed. She wasn’t sure what it would cost them, if anything.
Hey, Gomez, another voice chirruped on her links. Got a minute?
She recognized the identification. It was Lashante. Gomez put a hand to her ear, the universal sign of an activated link.
“Give me one second,” she said to the group and walked a little ways down the corridor.
I’m about to take the boy to our ship, she sent. Can this wait?
I dunno, Lashante sent. That’s why I figured you’d get to choose. We identified the original.
The source of the clone.
And I need to know this now?
Well, it’s creepy, if nothing else, Lashante sent. Your original is PierLuigi Frémont.
The name sounded familiar. Gomez frowned. Why would she know that name?
Before you dismiss this information or try to look it up on your own, just listen, Lashante sent. PierLuigi Frémont committed genocide in three different colonies. When he got caught, he killed himself. That was more than forty years ago.
She remembered now. Something about one of humanity’s worst offenders. Lots of discussion in school about ways that naturally bred humans could go wrong. Whether such creatures as Frémont were human at all, even though they looked and sounded like humans. Even though he was born rather than grown.
And he left no orders for clones? Gomez asked, feeling a little unsettled.
I’d have to research it, Lashante sent. I’m guessing not. 
Damn. That meant they were dealing with True Believers in that enclave, True Believers who—it looked like—were trying to recreate a mass murderer.
Gomez shivered. She would wait to contact the enclave until the Military Guards arrived. This wasn’t something she would handle on her own.
She thanked Lashante and contacted Rainger. Backup land yet?
Yeah. They’re not far from you, he sent.
Good. The sooner she got off this moon, the better. This kid was going to be a wealth of knowledge about something the Earth Alliance clearly needed to know. Why breed clones from someone like Frémont? There had to be a reason, and the boy might hold the key.
She made her way back down the hall. The boy had been talking with the Eaufasse. It looked at her, and she thought she saw guilt. She had no idea how she would know that.
Everything all right? she sent Okani.
Thirds is still trying to make sure the Eaufasse don’t want him.
Do they want him? She sent.
Not at all, Okani sent.
Good. She smiled at the boy. “We’re leaving.”
He swallowed. She knew what his reaction was. It was fear.
“We’ll protect you,” she said, emphasizing the word “protect.”
Washington looked at her. 
The others are nearly here, she sent.
I think we should have weapons out just in case, he sent.
I think we should keep as much of an eye on this boy as we have on the area around us, she sent, but she didn’t dissuade him.
She arranged the group. First the Eaufasse. Then Washington. Then the boy and Okani. She would follow, along with the last Eaufasse. It wasn’t quite the perfect formation, but it would do until the backup arrived.
The Eaufasse led them down yet another corridor she hadn’t seen before. This outpost was much bigger than she had expected.
Finally, the Eaufasse reached the main door. Using both hands, it pushed the door open. Washington peered out, made certain the area was clear, and then signaled the others to follow.
The boy stepped out, hand over his visor as the light changed. Apparently, he hadn’t yet figured out how to handle the visuals. 
She stepped out as well. The plants were rustling. They gave off a stinkweed stench, very different from the vanilla and sweat from earlier. She wondered what caused the things to change. She wished she understood them better.
The final Eaufasse closed the doors behind them. The first Eaufasse headed toward the path, as the rustling got louder.
Then twelve boys popped up out of the plants.
Twelve boys who looked just like the boy she had in custody.
That boy—Thirds—reached for Washington’s pistol, but Washington elbowed him backwards. Gomez had her pistol out as well.
Need backup now, she sent on all FSS channels. Double-time.
She got chatter in response. The boys all had laser rifles, and they were all aimed at the boy behind Washington.
“Let him go,” one of the boys said. “He belongs to us.”
Thirds was silent. Okani had moved back toward Gomez, nearly knocking her aside. She pushed him against the outpost’s exterior.
The plants waved.
“We’re taking him with us,” Gomez said. “Why don’t you join us?”
“Forbidden ones,” the first boy sneered. “We would never go with you.”
He waved his laser rifle at Thirds. Thirds grabbed his helmet and yanked it off.
Idiot. He would die if they shot him now.
He made a chittering sound as she overrode his removal command. The gloves of his suit forced his arms upwards, and replaced the helmet. He chittered loudly, until the helmet went on. Then the sound got blocked.
“Fire,” the first boy said to the others.
Washington pivoted so that he could shoot the boys’ leader, and Gomez leaned to one side so that she had a clear shot of the others.
But before the boys could shoot, their laser rifles bent sideways. The plants wrapped around them, and pulled the laser rifles aside. Then the plants enveloped the boys.
The Eaufasse were chittering as well. The boys started screaming. The tips of those plants were burrowing into their skin.
“Are they doing that?” she asked Okani.
“How the hell should I know?” he said.
“Make them stop. We need those boys alive.”
Not that they would live much longer. The tips of the plants were burrowing deep.
Okani spoke quickly in Fasse. Washington kept pivoting, moving his pistol as if he were looking for a target. She pivoted as well.
Boy command. Boy command, the translator Eaufasse sent through the joint foreign-marshal link.
What does that mean? She sent.
Boy must no say, the translator sent.
Somehow the words connected. The boy sent the command?
Yes, the translator sent. Boy must no say.
She got that too. She cursed, then overrode the command for the helmet. She kept her pistol in one hand, but with the other, she yanked off the boy’s helmet.
“You started this,” she said. “You stop it.”
“They must die,” he said calmly. How could he be so calm? “They tried to kill me.”
“And now they won’t,” she said. “I need them alive.”
“Why?” he asked.
She couldn’t answer that in less than five seconds. “Stop it or I’ll make your damn suit strangle you just like they’re being strangled.”
Now, she saw fear. He knew she could do it.
He chittered. The plants stopped moving.
“Tell the plants to listen to the Eaufasse,” she said.
He frowned.
“Tell them, or I will hurt you,” she said.
“They’re not plants,” he said, confirming what she had suspected.
“Do it anyway,” she said.
He chittered again. The plants—or whatever they were—turned some of their tips toward the Eaufasse.
“Okani,” she snapped. “You tell the Eaufasse to tell these plants or creatures or whatever the hell they are to hold the boys, but not burrow into them. And give the rifles to Washington.”
Okani began to speak rapidly in Fasse. He looked terrified, the color on his cheeks high. The Eaufasse bobbed, then chittered. The plants pulled their tips out of the boys and wrapped them gently like loose ropes.
The boys did not move. 
Blood flowed along the dry ground, and past Washington, running into the boy’s feet. He just looked down at it, as if it didn’t bother him.
Gomez shuddered. 
The rustling had stopped, but she still heard something. She finally realized what it was. The backup had arrived.
I need medics and restraints, she sent. Quickly.
She knew what was happening down that trail. Those assistants with medical training would move to the front of the lines. The rest would pull out their restraints as they moved.
She took the boy’s hands and pulled them behind him. She put him in restraints, even though she had his suit on lock-down. He wouldn’t get any more control of the suit.
“You planned this,” she said to him.
He looked at her sideways. “Not this,” he said.
“Yes, you did,” she said. “You taught yourself Fasse, you learned how to control the plants. You planned to kill them.”
“That is true,” he said. “I planned to kill them. All of them. As part of the twelve. I never expected to be the hunted. Now I can go back. I am still the victor.”
His blue eyes were flat, his expression calm. All that empathy she had felt for him, all of that concern. Gone, in an instant.
“You’re never going back,” she said. “I can promise you that.”
 
***
 
It took most of her team to clean up the mess. Seven boys died, and the other five were so badly injured that no one was certain if they would survive. She had placed Thirds in the most powerful holding cell she had, and she kept the sound off.
The Eaufasse were relieved she had handled him. They had no idea he had learned how to manipulate the plants. Which weren’t plants, but weaponry that the Eaufasse had created. They looked like undergrowth, but they weren’t. They operated as protective shields throughout Eaufasse territory.
Somehow Thirds had taught himself to override them.
Thirds would not tell her what happened in the dome. He wouldn’t talk to her at all. The only way he would speak to her was if she allowed him to return, the triumphant warrior, to his home.
So they had a stalemate.
Hours after the battle outside the outpost, if anyone could call that a battle, Washington called her into one of the conference rooms. There, on the table, he had visuals of what was happening on the moon below.
The dome glowed from within.
“What is that?” she asked him.
“Laser rifle fire,” he said. “I think they’re killing each other.”
She wanted to order him to go in, but both of them knew they couldn’t. They had no idea how many people were there, or what kind of weapons they had.
With the help of Okani, she contacted the Eaufasse ambassador. 
“They’re killing each other inside the dome,” she said. “Can you stop them?”
“They are yours,” the ambassador said. “We can do nothing.”
As they spoke, the dome’s glow increased. 
“We have to do something,” she said.
“You must,” the ambassador said. “We leave it to you.”
Then it severed the connection.
She watched as the glowing dome grew brighter. “That’s a fire,” she said to Washington.
“Or worse,” he said.
They’d seen images of this before. Domes were vulnerable to internal attack.
The dome had turned bright red.
Washington looked away. He knew, as she did, what was happening inside. The people in there were actually cooking. Burning up. Disintegrating.
She didn’t have the equipment to stop this.
She couldn’t turn away. She watched as the dome grew brighter and brighter, until it blew.
She couldn’t hear it, but she knew on Epriccom, it must have sounded like a million bombs went off. The ground would shake; there would be other damage throughout the various settlements.
If the Eaufasse blamed her, she would use that contact she made with the ambassador as proof that she had done all she could.
“Why would they do that?” Washington asked.
The air was black with smoke. Bits of the dome flew like shards into the trees. She shut off the hologram. She couldn’t look any more.
“They knew we were here,” she said.
“So?” he asked. “We’d been here for days. Why now?”
She stared at the empty tabletop. Then shook her head. “The experiment failed. They lost all sixteen boys.”
“I still don’t understand.”
She raised her gaze to his. “Success or failure,” she said, “what do you do at the end of an experiment?”
“I’m not a scientist,” he snapped.
“You disassemble it. You take it apart. You make your notes and you start over.”
“No one left,” he said. “No one made notes. No one survived.”
“No one survived in the dome,” she said. “But you don’t know if they sent their results elsewhere. You don’t know what kind of recordings they made.”
“We’ve been monitoring communications,” he said. “We would know.”
“Would we?” she asked. “We didn’t even know those things were weapons. We thought they were plants.”
He stared at her, his skin gray and bloodless. “How have you done this for so long?” he asked.
She gave him a small smile. “You have to realize when you’ve done your job.”
“Huh?” he asked. 
“Our mission was to remove the enclave,” she said. “We did that, and found out something along the way. And we’ve managed to keep a good relationship with the Eaufasse. All in all, we’ve done well.”
“We just watched hundreds of people die,” he said.
“Did we?” she asked. “For all we know, there had been no one but sixteen clones in that enclave.”
He shook his head. “You don’t believe that,” he said, and let himself out of the room.
He was right; she didn’t believe that there had been only sixteen clones in that enclave. She did believe that her team had done their job.
She also believed that they had stumbled on something big, something the diplomats and the Military Guard would have to deal with, something she no longer had to concern herself with.
She was glad of that. The boy, Thirds, unnerved her. And the other five probably would as well.
She ran a hand along the tabletop. One mission done. She would go talk to the assistants next, make sure they were again focused on possible future missions.
She didn’t want to think about this one any more.
She had a hunch no one else did either.
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