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    FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    Erin has always been a minor character that I wanted to explore further. From the first time we met her outside Ouri’s cabin in Ol’ Sam, to the meeting where she stood up to the other colony leaders at Victoria, I knew she was the kind of woman who had the right kind of moxie for an Aeon 14 story to be written about her. 
 
    Then, in November of 2017, Jenny (a fantastic SF writer who goes by J.J. Green) sat with me at a table in TGI Fridays in Vegas, and we talked about her writing an Aeon 14 series about colonization. We considered a few different characters, and when Jenny suggested Erin, I knew that our mild-mannered engineer was finally going to get her shot.  
 
    A great thing about Erin is that she’s not an ass-kicker (though she’s not afraid to draw on a person if need be) and she’s not going to seek out danger and adversity. She is, however, very, very competent.  
 
    That competency means that the colony leaders, Tanis especially, are going to give Erin the most difficult assignments. Case in point: before the Intrepid even reached Carthage, Tanis had dispatched Erin to begin building secret Gamma Bases within the moons of the outer New Canaan System. 
 
    I’m not only glad to have a story that dives deeper into the ‘building’ years of the New Canaan colonization, but I’m pleased that it is a story focused on Erin. 
 
    In addition, Jenny was the perfect partner to write this book with. She brings a new and refreshing perspective, focusing on the biology of the colonization process, and how that intertwines with the infrastructure and construction. 
 
    The plan Jenny and I have is to write three more books in the Building New Canaan series, each with a focus on one of the four terrestrial worlds. I’m certain you’re going to love the deeper look into how the colonists took the worlds the FGT gave them, and made them their home. 
 
    M. D. Cooper
Danvers, 2018 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    WHAT HAS COME BEFORE… 
 
      
 
    The books of the Building New Canaan series follow the events surrounding the construction of the colony within the New Canaan System.  
 
    All of these books take place during the timespan encompassed by the New Canaan book in the Orion War series. Despite the intermingling of events and storylines, Jenny and I strove to write this book in such a fashion that you can begin your journey in Aeon 14 right here. 
 
    However, if you would like to later read the backstory of how the Intrepid’s colony mission ended up at the New Canaan System, the books you should read are: Outsystem, A Path in the Darkness, Building Victoria, Destiny Lost, and New Canaan. 
 
    Barring that, here is a brief synopsis of how the colonists came to settle New Canaan.  
 
    The GSS Intrepid—one of the largest colony ships ever built—set out from the Sol System in 4124, destined for ‘New Eden’ (82 Eridani), where the FGT (Future Generation Terraformers) had prepared two worlds for them. 
 
    The Intrepid’s journey was not an easy one. Along the way, the ship suffered damage at the hands of both anti-colonial extremists, and a sinister individual named Myrrdan who wished to steal the ship’s most precious cargo: functional, reliable picotech.  
 
    Shifted off course, the Intrepid stopped at the uninhabited system of Kapteyn’s Star where they encountered a ship of refugees from the Sirius System. 
 
    The people of Sirius are subject to a strict caste system that is broken into two main groups. The Lumins are the upper class, and the Noctus are the lower. For all intents and purposes, the Noctus are little more than slaves, and this particular group, led by a man named Markus, fled Sirius hoping to make a new home in the Kapteyn System.  
 
    In an unexpected turn of events, the Noctus’s Lumin overlords chased after them, braving the fifty-year journey just to prove a point. 
 
    Tanis Richards, Lieutenant Governor of the Intrepid’s colony mission, wasn’t going to let the Noctus’s cry for help go unanswered, and she saved the refugees and defeated their oppressors. 
 
    Over the next seventy years, the Intrepid’s colonists helped the Noctus terraform both a world and a moon in the Kapteyn System, establishing for them a prosperous colony, while also repairing the damage done to their own colony ship by the saboteurs and Myrrdan—who they believed to have been defeated while at Kapteyn’s Star. 
 
    During this time, the two groups intermingled, and some colonists remained behind when the Intrepid finally left, while many of the Noctus joined the great ship’s colony mission. 
 
    And then things went awry. 
 
    As the colony ship journeyed across the interstellar darkness, the Intrepid was caught in a gravitational lens created by a supermassive stream of dark matter.  
 
    When the ship finally managed to re-enter normal space-time, they found themselves over five thousand years in the future. In the intervening time, FTL (faster than light travel) had been discovered, but many other advanced technologies had been lost. The Intrepid and what it carried had become even more valuable.  
 
    Through a daring series of events, Tanis Richards managed to secure a friendship with a scion of the Future Generation Terraformers (now known as the Transcend), a woman named Sera Tomlinson.  
 
    Sera aided the Intrepid’s colonists in securing a colony system in exchange for much of their advanced technology, but not their picotech. Tanis also secured for the colonists several new technologies, namely anti-gravity systems and FTL. 
 
    Upon arrival in the New Canaan System, Tanis knew that the Transcend would watch the colonists build, and wait for the right time to demand they surrender their picotech—despite her friendship with Sera. 
 
    And if not them, then one of the other empires who hungered after the treasures the Intrepid carried.  
 
    Knowing this, Tanis—now governor—reached out to one of her most trusted engineers, Erin, and tapped her to begin the construction of hidden shipyards, nestled deep within the moons of New Canaan’s outer planets.  
 
    It is here that we find Erin, hard at work carving out space within the latest moon on her list, a featureless orb named ‘Laconia’ in orbit of the gas giant, Sparta…. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    LACONIA 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.17.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Laconia (Gamma III Site) 
 
    REGION: Sparta, 9th Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
    Two and a half years after the colony’s founding… 
 
      
 
    An explosion ripped out a chunk of Laconia’s interior, sending chunks of rock and aggregate flying across the moon’s hollowed-out core.  
 
    Fragments hit the shields protecting the viewing platform, and debris obscured Erin’s view of the project’s progress, until slowly, lazily, the floating, churning rubble was cleared away, siphoned out by ships that lurked just outside the entry portal.  
 
    On the opposite wall of the great gulf that would ultimately become a secret military shipyard, a concave gash was all that remained at the site of the explosion.  
 
    Good, Erin nodded in satisfaction. The excavation is nearly complete.  
 
    <I only thought of the idea because Alice mentioned your plans. I’m just trying to be helpful,> said Walter after a moment. 
 
    <I know,> Erin replied. <But now isn’t a good time.>  
 
    Bothering her with this matter while she was concentrating on work wasn’t helpful at all, but Erin didn’t want to say what she really thought of his interruption.  
 
    She and her new AI were still in the getting-to-know-you stage of their relationship, and she didn’t want to make things uncomfortable between them. But her screen was displaying figures that required her full attention; discussing her life plans could wait. 
 
    Blasting away the core rock in order to remove it was tricky. The less mass the moon had, the more it was affected by the forces generated by the detonations—not to mention the gravity of the gas giant it orbited.  
 
    Any of the final few could alter Laconia’s orbit. 
 
    Putting the moon back on track wouldn’t be a problem if she had all the time in the universe to do it, but several spaceships were close by. In addition to the mining vessels that were collecting the explosion debris, the Resolution would arrive soon—delivering the crew who would install the shipbuilding equipment. A shift in orbit, resulting in a collision between Laconia and nearby ships, was a real danger.  
 
    If the moon came flying toward them, they might not have time to maneuver out of the way. 
 
    Not for the first time, Erin wished they could use molecular decouplers to pull the interior of the moon apart. Not only would an MDC be faster, it would be safer. But the core of Laconia was iron, and the Transcend knew it. An MDC would ruin the ore, and it was imperative that the Transcend’s observers believe this to be a legitimate mining operation. 
 
    <Fine,> said Walter. <Let’s talk about it later.> 
 
    <Yeah, sure.> Erin scanned the figures rapidly scrolling across her console. Walter sounded peeved.  
 
    She couldn’t understand why Murry, Carthage’s planetary AI, had recommended him as a replacement for Alice. She and Alice had gotten along well, and she’d been sad when the time limit for their partnership had been reached. Now she couldn’t seem to gel with Walter.  
 
    Maybe I should have taken a rest from pairing with an AI. 
 
    Behind her, in the control room, deputy engineer MacCarthy spoke up. “Detonation number forty-two counting down. Five, four, three, two, one.” 
 
    Another explosion rocked the viewing platform, and Erin’s view was obscured again. They were nearly finished. Just a few more blasts, and she could relax and leave the shipyard builders to do their job under MacCarthy’s able supervision.  
 
    The engineer was new to the team, but he’d proven reliable and smart, displaying good judgment under pressure. She would move the rest of her crew on to the next moon. The schedule set by Tanis Richards was tight, but, barring any disasters, they could meet it. In fact, they were already ahead.  
 
    Then the repercussions from the latest explosion hit. 
 
    Walter said, <Hey, have you noticed…?> 
 
    <Yep.> Erin turned and shouted aloud, “MacCarthy! She’s about to spin out. Get a-grav columns to the south-south-west. I’m sending coordinates.”  
 
    Laconia was drifting. The blast had shifted too much mass, and her orbit was out of whack.  
 
    “How many columns?” MacCarthy asked. 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    Erin had stationed the massive stabilizing structures around Laconia in case the moon decided to do a walkabout. They had plenty, more than enough to put the satellite back on course, but could they do it in time? 
 
    Pulling up the sensor data, she scanned through the moon’s remaining crust depth and density, attempting to discern why the moon had spun out. 
 
    Then she saw it. One of the ore shifters outside the surface hadn’t moved its allocated debris into the right orbit, and hadn’t reported the delay. The imbalance, combined with the latest detonation, had been enough to wobble the moon into a higher orbit. 
 
    She brought up a map that showed the position and predicted flight path of all the ships near the moon.  
 
    <Walter, who’s the captain of the Resolution?> 
 
    <Penny Blanchard. I’m already speaking to her.> 
 
    <Erin?> came the captain’s voice over the Link. <We’ve altered course, heading away from you. Walter tells me you have an emergency.> 
 
    <Yes, it’s moon-shaped and it goes by the name of Laconia. What’s your new heading?> 
 
    When Penny told her, Erin nodded in satisfaction. <Perfect. Thanks, Walter.> 
 
    <You’re welcome.> 
 
    “Now we—wait. What’s that?”  
 
    A ship was speeding toward the wayward moon. Its braking vector around Sparta had put it on a direct collision course.  
 
    “It’s the Holgate,” said MacCarthy. “Cargo.”  
 
    The ship was delivering the raw materials needed to construct the new fleet of military ships. It was a regular supply vessel—arriving at an irregular time.  
 
    “What the hell is it doing here now? Linch,” Erin barked. Another of her deputies turned toward her. “Hail the captain of the Holgate. Tell whoever it is to immediately alter course spinward. MacCarthy, what’s happening with those columns?” 
 
    “I’ve got the drones moving them as fast as they can. One’s in place, but it isn’t having much of an effect. That last detonation had a big kick. A second is nearly there, and the others are close behind, but I’m guessing it’ll be another thirty minutes before we begin to regain some control.” 
 
    Erin couldn’t physically sense the moon adopting its new orbit—the control room’s gravity compensated for external motion—but she could imagine Laconia swinging out into the black, tugging at the grip of its planet. The satellite was like a toddler broken free from its parent and racing into the woods, unaware of the bugs it squished on its way.  
 
    “I can’t raise the Holgate,” Linch said.  
 
    “What?” Erin exclaimed.  
 
    “The ship’s in a blind spot, Sparta’s magnetic bands are blocking us. We won’t be able to make contact for another four minutes.” 
 
    Four minutes.  
 
    <Erin,> said Walter, <if the Holgate doesn’t alter course within the next two minutes and twenty-two seconds—> 
 
    <I know,> said Erin, who had just finished the mental calculation. <She’s going to be a messy stain on our nice new moon. OK. I’ve thought of something. Captain Penny, can you hail the Holgate? We can’t reach them. Tell them to get the hell out of our way.> 
 
    <Sure.> 
 
    Erin gripped the rail in front of her. All she could see under the dim glow of the excavation lighting were the remnants of Laconia’s interior, floating gently toward the exit portal, and the rough walls of the moon’s inner shell. Outside, the mining vessels were safe; Laconia was drifting away from them. The Resolution and its passengers and crew were also free from danger in Captain Penny’s capable hands, as she moved them out of the moon’s path. But the Holgate…. 
 
    The dumpy cargo ship was one of several brought ready-built aboard the Intrepid, all the way from Sol. Its current captain was a Victorian, Erin recalled, one of the roughly hundred thousand who had elected to join the journey to the colonists’ final home, New Canaan.  
 
    A former miner, the man would have been retrained in order to become a ship’s captain, though she couldn’t remember his name. 
 
    What she did know was he had less than a minute and a half to alter his ship’s course if he wanted to avoid a short, brief meeting with a large, hard rock. But a minute and half was plenty of time, providing the Holgate answered the Resolution’s hail right away. 
 
    <There’s no response from the Holgate.> Penny said. <We’ve scanned the ship, and we’re not picking up any problems or anomalies. Can’t see any reason for them to not hear us or respond, but we’re receiving nothing.> 
 
    The Holgate’s trajectory remained unchanged. If the ship had picked up the Resolution’s transmission, it wasn’t acting on it. 
 
    Erin said, <Keep trying, OK?>  
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    <Any ideas, Walter?> 
 
    <Another ship might succeed in making contact. It’s unlikely, but perhaps there’s a problem with the Resolution’s comms.> 
 
    “Linch,” Erin said, “tell every ship in the vicinity to try to contact the Holgate. You know the message.” 
 
    Seconds ticked by while Erin struggled to find a way to avoid the impending disaster. The a-grav columns were out of the equation; they would never be in place in time to prevent the moon from gliding into the cargo ship’s path.  
 
    <If no one can reach the Holgate,> Erin said to Walter, <could another ship nudge it off course? I know it’s risky, but… > 
 
    <No, sorry, that isn’t going to work. None of the nearby ships would reach it in time—they’d have to spend too much time matching vector.> 
 
    <Dammit!> 
 
    Another solution crossed off the list. There was an answer, though, Erin was sure of it. She just needed to reframe the problem.  
 
    Walter said, <I’m afraid the window for the Holgate to move out of harm’s way has closed. At their current velocity, and with stated fuel reserves, either they hit us, or they lose altitude and fall into Sparta.> 
 
    Erin groaned. She couldn’t allow this to happen. There had to be twenty to thirty people aboard the Holgate, all blissfully unaware that an entire moon was bearing down on them.  
 
    Why aren’t they picking up our orbital drift on scan? We’re a freaking moon! 
 
    The Holgate wouldn’t stand a chance in a collision. On her screen, the dot that represented the cargo ship edged closer and closer to the sphere that was Laconia. 
 
    Gah, they just keep moving toward us…  
 
    Suddenly, the solution sprang into Erin’s mind.  
 
    At the same time, Walter said, <I was thinking, if the ship won’t move—> 
 
    <Yes!> said Erin. <We have to move Laconia.> “Linch, we need some more detonations. Fire up the drones, and get ready to send them to new coordinates. We’re going to blast this moon out of the path of the Holgate. MacCarthy, you’re gonna need to reposition the a-grav columns.” 
 
    “On it,” the deputy engineer replied. 
 
    Altering the trajectory of an entire moon to avoid a spaceship was no simple task, but they’d shifted the moon into the Holgate’s vector, so they could just shift it further and get out of the way. 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Linch, “we have a problem. The coordinates are in, but it requires a detonation at a location that’s already completely excavated—there’s a fault running through it that we were planning to repair. If we fire off explosions where they’re needed to push us out of the Holgate’s path, we risk breaking through the crust.” 
 
    “Worst-case?” Erin asked. 
 
    “We set off a chain reaction, and Laconia shatters.” 
 
    “Shit!” swore Erin. “OK. Let me see.”  
 
    She studied an image of the moon’s topography, mentally running projections of the planned explosion’s force and the vector shifts. They needed to brace the exterior surface.  
 
    “MacCarthy, put those columns back right where they were. With a little luck, they’ll keep us in one piece.”  
 
    Just. 
 
    <I’m sorry, we still can’t raise the Holgate,> came Penny’s voice over the Link. Her tone was anguished. <Is there something else we can do?> She paused. <Or do we need to prepare to pick up survivors?> 
 
    <I think everything’s going to be OK,> Erin replied. <We’re going to…. No, wait.>  
 
    She could hardly believe it. Laconia’s new path after the revised detonations would shift the moon into the Resolution’s inbound vector.  
 
    In all the space surrounding them, either one spaceship or another would be in their way. <Penny, return to your former heading, or we might get more up close and personal than you’d like.> 
 
    <You’re sure?> 
 
    <As anything. Trust me.> 
 
    <Got it. Changing course now.> 
 
    “Drones have secured the devices, ma’am,” Linch said.  
 
    Walter said, <Unless the detonations occur immediately—>  
 
    <I know,> Erin replied. “Set them off, Linch.” 
 
    The engineer replied, “But the drones aren’t—” 
 
    “Now!”  
 
    Losing a few drones was insignificant compared to the greater dangers.  
 
    Seconds later, a blast at the eightieth latitude tore rock free from the interior of the moon. The explosion was only ten kilometers away, and the force of it shook the control room’s deck.  
 
    Out in the hollowed core, debris spun out into the void, chunks of rock smashing into the viewing platform’s shields.  
 
    Erin gritted her teeth. The shields were designed to hold atmosphere and handle light impacts; if a large enough chunk hit them, it could disrupt the field. 
 
    They should have enough warning to get to EV suits.  
 
    A ninety-meter slab of granite flew by, just a few meters from the platform, and Erin sucked in a breath while keeping an eye on the structural readouts, begging the stars to do her a favor and keep the rock together. 
 
    Behind her, no one else spoke, either—though she heard MacCarthy or Linch gasp a few times as well.  Erin’s gaze was glued to the real-time image of the moon and the nearby ships.  
 
    The moon had picked up a wobble from the blast, just as she’d hoped. It wasn’t much, and the timing had to be just right, but so long as the Holgate held her course, the cargo freighter would slip a few hundred meters past the moon’s northern hemisphere. 
 
    So long as Laconia held together. 
 
    Erin held her breath, waiting for the crack of the moon’s fault line to spread wider.  
 
    <Things would be so much easier if Tanis would let us use the picotech for this kind of thing,> Erin groused to Walter, trying to ease the tension that gripped her. 
 
    <Picotech would make lots of things easier,> he replied. <But it would also make us even more interesting to anyone who’s watching.> 
 
    As they spoke, the models on the vidscreens showed that the time for the explosions’ forces to dissipate had elapsed. The fault still held. 
 
    “We did it!” yelled Linch. “We’ve changed course. We’re going to miss the Holgate, and the Resolution’s moving out of our way.” 
 
    The updating scan readout echoed Linch’s words. They were no longer on a collision course. The massive sphere of Laconia was going to pass between the two tiny ships. 
 
    “Oohwee,” Erin exclaimed. “That was like a game of billiards.” 
 
    “A game that we won,” MacCarthy said. “I’ll move the a-gravs to ease us back into the right orbit.” 
 
    “Wait until after we repair the fault,” said Erin. “Those columns could be the only things keeping us in one piece.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Linch. “The Holgate is hailing us.” 
 
    “She is? Better late than never.” Erin drew in a calming breath as the captain’s image appeared in her mind. She finally recalled his name: Dunworthy. 
 
    <Hi there, Laconia Control. Sorry we were incommunicado, we had a Link outage. You have no idea how glad we are to be calling you and not jammed half inside your moon.> 
 
    <You and me both!> Erin couldn’t hide the elation over the narrow escape from her mental tone. <Link outage or no, you didn’t notice the large round object heading in your direction?> 
 
    <Well, we’d re-initialized our base networking systems to get the Link back up, but then we had an auth failure for our pilot. We’ve no AI for backup, since they’re in such high demand. Let me tell you, things were getting frickin’ tense here. Looks like you made a mole-hill out of a mountain, though. No idea how much we appreciate it.> 
 
    <You’re welcome. Are all your systems working now?> 
 
    <Yes, we’re—>  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “We’ve lost the Holgate, ma’am,” said Linch.  
 
    “I thought so.” <Penny, do you have anyone aboard who can help fix some technical failures on the Holgate? Something weird’s going on with their Link and nav systems, and probably more besides.> 
 
    <Hmmm…yeah. About half my passengers fit that description. I’ll find four or five volunteers and send them over.> 
 
    <Thanks. I’ll let you know when our billiard ball stops rolling.> 
 
    <What? Oh, I get it.> Penny’s mental laugh came reverberating over the Link. <We’ll match up with the Holgate and pull them into a higher orbit around Sparta ‘til you get Laconia back in her track. See you soon.> 
 
    Erin pulled up a stool and sat down, resting her elbows on the railing. Laconia’s vast interior was nearly cleared of detritus once more. It hung, shadowy and empty in front of her. They would need to go very easy on the last few detonations. She made a mental note to quarter their size; it would take longer to finish the excavation, but they had time to spare. 
 
    Maybe I can convince Tanis to let me use an MDC for the final finesse work. Better that than cracking this thing in half. 
 
    “Are you hungry, ma’am?” Linch asked. “I thought I’d make us all some sandwiches. It’s going to take a while to repair that fault.” 
 
    “No, I’m OK. But could you bring me a cream soda?” 
 
    “Cream soda. OK.” 
 
    <So,> said Walter, <now that we have a moment, what do you think of my suggestion?> 
 
    Erin supressed a groan and played dumb for her AI, hoping he’d see that her mind was too occupied with nearly dying and showing their hand to the Transcend. <Your suggestion…?> 
 
    <Don’t try to play games with me.> Walter’s tone brooked no argument.  
 
    <You mean what you were talking about earlier? I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. I need to think about it.> 
 
    <OK, but I’m not clear on what there is to think about. You could just try it for a while. If nothing comes of it, what have you lost?> 
 
    <Well, there’s…> Erin wracked her brains. Walter’s reasoning was too sound for her to argue against, but that didn’t make her like his idea any better. She struggled to articulate her objection. <I’m just so busy right now. Fraternizing with my team is out, and when do I ever have the opportunity to go planetside? Maybe when I’ve excavated the remaining moons around Sparta, I’ll have more free time. Then perhaps I can look into it.>  
 
    As she rambled, Linch appeared at her side and handed her a cream soda.  
 
    <Hmm…> Walter’s tone made it clear that he didn’t believe her.  
 
    His suspicious response wormed its way under her skin. Erin knew she should leave the conversation there, but his ‘hmm’ was too irritating to ignore. <You think there’s something wrong with that?> 
 
    <Alice told me that you’ve been thinking about settling down with someone since leaving Sol, and that was an awfully long time ago. All I’m saying is that it’s important to have a life outside of work—not to mention that a new colony needs to grow its population. Like I said before, I’m just trying to be helpful. If you don’t have the time or opportunity to meet someone, it makes sense to use other methods. Murry has a great track record for this kind of thing; why not ask him to find a few good matches for you? You never know what’ll happen unless you try.> 
 
    Walter’s mention of Murry’s skills in matching personalities did not engender much trust. He’d paired her with Walter, after all.  
 
    “Commencing fault repair,” MacCarthy announced while Erin sipped her drink, trying to think of a response. 
 
    <OK, maybe. But not until I take some leave or go planetside.>  
 
    Which wouldn’t be for a long time.  
 
    She knew her AI meant well, but she had more important tasks on hand than finding a romantic partner.  
 
    <Good, I’m glad you agree. I’ll speak to Murry and ask him to begin looking.> 
 
    <What? Isn’t that a bit premature?> 
 
    <I don’t think so. You might be heading to Carthage sooner than you think. We just received a packet from Governor Richards.> 
 
    <A packet from Tanis?>  
 
    “A data packet arrived for you a short while ago, ma’am,” Linch said. “Sorry, the emergency put it out of my mind.” 
 
    Linch’s timing made Erin wonder if her AI had just prompted the man to pass the packet along. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll check it out.” She opened the packet and listened to the audio message. 
 
      
 
    Hi Erin. I got your latest report. Thanks for that. You’re doing a great job. Please pass on my commendations to your team.  
 
    Looks like you’re currently ahead of schedule, so I have a favor to ask. Tony’s having some trouble with the engineers here on Carthage… He’s gotten too mixed up in the local politics and personalities, and has lost sight of the fact that we don’t have long to get this colony built. I’ve shifted him to Athens, which is still important, but less critical.  
 
    What I need from you is to get essential transportation and public facilities in place on Carthage. You were instrumental in navigating that sort of thing back on Victoria and Tara. Folks have established some fiefdoms here already, so you’re going to have to navigate those while getting things back on-target.  
 
    I don’t want to put a hold on bringing the remainder of the Intrepid’s colonists out of stasis, but unless something is done, we’re going to have a real bottleneck on our hands. I’d get it in hand myself, but I’m running ragged, and have a tour of Gammas I and II coming up.  
 
    I need to leave the problem in the hands of someone I know I can trust. With Gamma III nearly complete, I believe you can have MacCarthy finish things up while you redirect your attentions. Please arrange for transport to Carthage within the week. 
 
      
 
    A chuckle came from Walter as the message ended. <Well, isn’t that interesting? It looks like you’ll be going to Carthage much sooner than you thought.> 
 
    Erin had a very strong suspicion she’d just been set up.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CARTHAGE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.22.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa Chen took a deep breath before pressing her hand against the security panel outside her client’s door. As she waited for him to answer, three children burst out of a room down the corridor and raced past her, shrieking excitedly.  
 
    A man stuck his head out after them and called, “Anathea, Charlie, Keren. Come back here now.” 
 
    The two little boys and girl squealed and ran faster. Within a few seconds, they had disappeared around a corner and were gone. The man rolled his eyes and came out into the corridor.  
 
    As he reached Isa, he said, “A few thousand years in stasis gives you a lot of energy to burn off, apparently.”  
 
    She smiled in sympathy as he went after his mischievous children, then she pressed her client’s door panel again, growing somewhat irritated. Visiting clients for face-to-face consults was one of her least favorite parts of the job. It was rarely necessary—usually, the colonists were fine with searching the options on their own and finding themselves a niche in the fledgling Carthaginian economy. Most of the adults had experience and were very skilled in their chosen professions—they wouldn’t have been accepted onto the Intrepid project if they weren’t—and most knew exactly what they wanted to do. As soon as they were out of stasis, they quickly slotted into new jobs or started up businesses.  
 
    But there were always those few from each new batch of colonists who needed extra help. Many of them were ship’s crew who did not expect to find themselves joining the colony mission. The ones Isa had been assigned also all seemed to have personality traits that made them difficult to place in a role—they were indecisive or capricious, or they had the type of worldview that made them find fault with everything. Isa called them ‘the complainers’. More than half of her clients who requested personal consults were complainers. The worst of them always seemed to be Victorians, like her. 
 
    It made sense. Hard-to-please people would have been screened out from the original applicants on Sol. They tended to make life difficult for everyone else, and that wasn’t desirable on a new colony. But the Victorians who decided they wanted to join the Intrepid as the ship continued her journey hadn’t been so strictly vetted. This allowed some whiners to slip through, and it was her job to deal with them.  
 
    Isa sighed. She was so tired of their bellyaching. Maybe I need a new job.  
 
    As she lifted her hand to the security panel for a third time, the door opened. A tall, young man with messy hair and a few days’ worth of stubble said, “Sorry. I was asleep.” 
 
    “Mr. Hart? I’m from Placement Services. Isa Chen.” 
 
    “Yes. Thanks for coming. Come in.” 
 
    Isa followed him into the small apartment. The temporary accommodations for people newly out of stasis were all the same: simple and functional. They differed only in the number of rooms, according to the size of the family. Hart’s apartment was a studio, which meant he was single.  
 
    He turned the windows from opaque to transparent, allowing sunlight to flood in and reveal an untidy living room. Isa’s client pushed aside clothes and cushions on the sofa and invited her to sit down.  
 
    “These apartments are so cramped, don’t you think?” Hart said. “Nowhere to put anything.” 
 
    So she had a complainer on her hands. Great. “They’re all right,” Isa replied. “They’re only supposed to be a stopgap until you move into your new place, which you’ll do once you decide what you want to do. OK if I use your holo?” 
 
    “Sure. Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “I’m OK, thanks.” Isa planned on making the visit as short as possible. 
 
    Hart started up the holo embedded in his living room table and began to make himself some coffee. Isa accessed her files, and brought up an image of Carthage, which slowly rotated above the tabletop.  
 
    The archipelago of large and small islands that ran in a wide belt around the middle of the globe was lush and green. Isa had already visited many of its islands. The landscapes were packed with interesting topographical features like gullies, cliffs, plains, and wetlands. The holo displayed oceans and seas that were cobalt at their deepest points, and turquoise and aquamarine where the water was shallower at the coasts.  
 
    Carthage was a beautiful world, and Isa was glad she’d chosen it as her home. The FGT had done an amazing job transforming the planet into a place anyone would be happy to inhabit—everyone except those few clients of hers who sometimes seemed impossible to satisfy. 
 
    Isa eyed Hart as he sat down opposite her on the other side of Carthage’s spinning globe. The moving continents and waters semi-obscured his features.  
 
    “I saw in your file that you have a background in security,” she said. “There are plenty of opportunities available in that area right now. Did you read the listings? Nearly every active government project must have a security element.” 
 
    Hart leaned back in his seat. “I did read the listings, but nothing appealed. In fact, I’m thinking of moving away from security. I feel like doing something more…organic. I worked ore processing at Sirius, then after we escaped, I helped with the terraforming of Victoria. But it was all indoor work. I’ve been either underground or inside manufacturing plants for most of my life. It seems like coming to Carthage is a chance to change track, make a new start. Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that.”  
 
    Isa had worked on the SK-87 mining platform too, a long time ago, in the bad old days of enslavement to the Lumins. She’d made big career changes over the years on Victoria, and now here, at what would probably be her final home.  
 
    “Did you have anything particular in mind?” she asked. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m still undecided. That’s why I asked to speak to someone.” 
 
    “OK. You mentioned doing something organic. Do you mean farming? If that’s the case, I’d suggest looking at Tyre. It’s perfect for farming, and there are billions of hectares of land still available. You’d have your pick.” 
 
    “Hmm… I’d rather remain on Carthage. This is where all the action is, right?” 
 
    “I guess so. Well, there are opportunities for farming here, too.”  
 
    “Maybe not farming. But I’d like to do something outdoors.” 
 
    “Have you considered recreational services?” 
 
    “You mean like leading groups of hikers?” 
 
    “Sure, that kind of thing. It’s a wide area. Marine, land, and air leisure activities are popular, and they’ll become more so as more colonists leave stasis. Everyone needs something to do on their days off.”  
 
    “I don’t know. The idea doesn’t appeal.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    Isa sensed the conversation taking a predictable turn. She would suggest a long list of possible occupations one by one, and then Hart would think up an objection to each of them. Finally, when she had nothing left to offer, he would say he’d think about it, and his case would remain frustratingly open. 
 
    She decided to try something different. “Have you been out to have a look around yet?” 
 
    “I’ve looked around Landfall, if that’s what you mean. When I first came out of stasis.” 
 
    “You haven’t been any farther? What do you say to a little excursion? We could take a shuttle to Naxos. They leave every half hour.” 
 
    “What, right now?” 
 
    “Sure. A holo can only show you so much. Maybe if you take a look at another part of Carthage, something will pique your interest. It would be a start.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. But are you sure about this? You don’t have other people to see today?” 
 
    “I have a feeling this will save us both time.” In truth, Isa didn’t know if her idea really would help Hart figure out what he wanted to do with his new life, but it would make a change from the long-winded, circular conversations. 
 
    “I’ll get ready, then.” Hart got up and went into his bathroom. 
 
    Isa also stood. She walked to the window and looked down into the courtyard at the center of the apartment block. Crowds of children were playing on the equipment, and adults hung around the edges, watching them and chatting. Next week, probably all but a few of the people below would be replaced by others who were fresh from stasis. And another group the next week, and so on, until the Intrepid was finally empty of its millions, and New Canaan was active with human life. 
 
    Isa too wanted something new. She was always starting her clients on new adventures, but never embarking on one herself. Her days were spent talking about exciting possibilities in life, but never taking advantage of them. It was high time for her to practice what she preached.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Hart said as he emerged from the other room.  
 
    He’d removed his stubble and tamed his hair, and he’d changed from leisure wear for slopping about at home into a fitted suit in a fashion that was beginning to sweep the new colony. He was handsome.  
 
    Too bad Isa’s tastes rarely leaned toward men.  
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
    Outside, the air had turned sultry, though every so often, a cooler breeze would sweep through the boulevard that the two were following to reach Landfall’s shuttle station. An autocar would have been faster, and a call through the Link would have brought one to the apartment block within minutes, but Isa preferred to walk when she could.  
 
    In the far distance, to their right, hung the gaseous clouds that rose into space, cooling the planet’s core. They were catching the slanting rays of Canaan Prime, and glowing magnificently. 
 
    “Of course,” Isa said, “you don’t need to do anything for a while if you don’t want to. The colony will support your basic needs for as long as you like. You could take a few months to make a decision if you need the time. Though I was assigned to you, Placement Services is just that—a service. It’s not a requirement that you do anything productive immediately.” 
 
    “I understand,” Hart replied. “But if I want anything more than the basics, I have to contribute to the system. I don’t want to live in a tiny studio all my life. I want a nicer place. And I’d like to travel and visit the other planets. I can’t do that unless I earn extra credits, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. So it would suit you to come to a decision eventually. I’m just saying there’s no hurry.” The shuttle station was coming into view. A wedge-shaped craft was lifting to the skies. It looked like a surface-to-starship vessel rather than one of the domestic shuttles. “When we get to Naxos, we can take a maglev across to the second largest city, Laynesville, and you can get a good look at the landscape. Naxos is more topographically varied than Landfall. Maybe it’ll spark some ideas of what you might do outdoors.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Isa was glad she’d had the idea of getting Hart out of his apartment. The afternoon was turning out better than she’d hoped.  
 
    Though her client had been correct that traveling off-planet cost extra credits, domestic flights were free, and at that time of day, none of the routes were busy. They walked straight through the barriers and onto the Naxos shuttle, strapping themselves in for take-off.  
 
    Isa had taken the flight several times before. After she came out of stasis, she’d spent some time exploring Carthage before settling on Landfall as her home. There was already something historic about the place, where the first people from the Intrepid had set foot. Living there gave her a sense of having roots, of belonging, which was something she’d never experienced on Victoria. That had always felt like a temporary refuge, and the memories of Sirius had stayed strong. 
 
    During the flight, as was usual with former Victorians, neither she nor Hart mentioned their mutual background. It was an unspoken agreement not to go over the past, but to focus on the present and the future, which were much brighter topics of conversation. 
 
    After landing at Naxos, they had to traverse the shuttle station to reach the maglev. Isa was surprised to see that the automated walkway wasn’t yet operating. The structure was in place, but its insides were visible, wiring spilling out behind the safety tape.  
 
    “Looks like we’ll have to hoof it,” she said to Hart. “The platform isn’t far.”  
 
    When they arrived at the maglev, she consulted the board that displayed the routes across the island. The operational routes were lit, but they made up only half the options on the board—roughly the same number she’d seen two months earlier, on her last visit.  
 
    “Look at this,” she remarked to Hart. “Things are moving slowly around here. It’s lucky we don’t want to go anywhere more remote than the next city.” 
 
    Hart’s eyebrows lifted. “I would have expected the maglev system to be up and running by now. Maybe I should re-train as an engineer; it looks like they’re short-handed.” 
 
    “Maybe you should.” 
 
    They boarded the maglev that would take them to Laynesville. The journey time would be twenty-three minutes. Not long, but long enough for Hart to take a good look at some of what the continent had to offer. Isa recalled a wide lake for boating, jet-skiing, wind-surfing, diving, and other water sports. A deep canyon was also along the way, where speed-freaks frequently raced, and a-grav gliders flew. 
 
    “Hey,” she said to Hart as they took their seats, “I have an idea. Maybe you could go into forestry. Laynesville’s encircled by rainforest. They’ll need people to oversee it. You’d be outdoors in a beautiful environment most days, and the accommodation that goes with those kinds of jobs is fabulous, I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Hmm… maybe.” 
 
    Isa turned to the window and rolled her eyes. There really is no pleasing some people. 
 
    The maglev pulled away, acceleration pushing them back into their soft, cushioned seats. As they left the station, brilliant sunlight made Isa squint momentarily before the windows quickly cut the glare. The countryside of Naxos opened around them.  
 
    Even if I don’t find Mr. Difficult something to do on Carthage, I will have had a nice excursion. 
 
    Just as she was about to suggest getting something from the buffet bar, the lights went out. Then the maglev rapidly decelerated, and Isa was thrown forward into the edge of the table in front of her. Cries and exclamations of surprise erupted in the carriage, and a hissing sound came from below, as the maglev drew to a controlled but abrupt stop.  
 
    A moment later, the lights flickered on. Conversation became noisy as the passengers reacted to the unexpected delay.  
 
    “What was that?” Hart asked. “Did we hit something?” 
 
    “No idea.” Isa peered out the window, angling her head down, but it was impossible for her to see anything more than the side of the carriage. She tried looking ahead, with the same result. 
 
    “I apologize for the interruption to this service,” the maglev NSAI said through a speaker. “A failure in the track ahead has triggered an emergency stop. As soon as the problem is fixed, we will resume our journey. Please address your inquiries through the Link or via the interfaces in your seat arms. I apologize again and assure you that we’re doing everything within our power to return to our normal service as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Isa said, “This is unbelievable.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” Hart replied. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this. I didn’t mean to take you on a trip back to the days of colonizing Victoria.” 
 
    “Ha. Don’t worry about it. It isn’t your fault.”  
 
    “I have a further announcement,” said the maglev’s NSAI. “I’ve received an update on the state of the track: the repair is going to take longer than anticipated. Your only option is to return to the station, where you may board a second service to take you to Laynesville via a different route, or you may book a shuttle flight.” 
 
    The maglev started to move backward, accompanied by loud comments of incredulity and frustration from the passengers. 
 
    “Stars,” said Isa with a laugh, “maybe we should both go back into stasis for a year or two. Maybe then Carthage will be operational.”

  

 
   
    UPDATE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.22.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, Nathan Hart took a seat at a bar in downtown Landfall. The name of the place had been sent to his apartment while he’d been out with the woman from Placement Services. The message contained only the bar’s name and a time, but that was all he needed to know. He wasn’t in any doubt about why he’d been summoned, or who he would meet there, though he didn’t know what his contact looked like. 
 
    He ordered a craft beer, one of the many that were flooding the market as new colonists started up small-scale breweries. As a servitor brought him his drink, Hart smiled to himself. He’d had fun frustrating the woman—Isa—with his vacillations about what he wanted to do on Carthage. He’d been deliberately difficult and annoying, as instructed. He estimated that he’d done a pretty good job. 
 
    An air of excitement pervaded the drinking lounge, stronger than the usual atmosphere in places where people socialized and flirted. It was an air that permeated the new colony, a heady spirit that sprang from the hope and anticipation of the populace. Finally, they had reached their home. It was the start of the rest of their lives. 
 
    Hart took a sip of the yeasty brew, and scanned the room. Though the evening was young, the bar was already half full. A group of men barely old enough to be drinking took up one corner, from where they watched the socializers and tried to catch the gaze of potential mates. The men were nervous and animated, downing their drinks too fast. In another corner, a couple canoodled. The largest table, which was squeezed against a wall to make room for a small dancing area, was taken by five older men and women; the group looked like co-workers, judging by their formal clothes and friendly-but-not-flirtatious behavior. Finally, a handful of men and women sat on barstools at the bar, where they were striking up shy conversations. Servitors glided between the patrons, the mild hum of their progress drowned out by music. 
 
    None of those present was Hart’s contact. He was sure of it. These were just ordinary Carthaginians. The person he was about to meet had to be someone significant in the government or military to override the security to his apartment, and leave an untraceable note. Though the person might disguise themselves to look like an average member of society, there was always something in the attitude and bearing of people high up in the hierarchy that set them apart.  
 
    Hart drank his beer, ordered another, and waited. 
 
    In the end, it was the way the figure met his gaze as soon as they entered the bar that told Hart this was the person he was there to meet. Myrrdan’s agent.  
 
    He put down his glass as the figure approached. His heart began to race. The afternoon’s events had been a frippery, a distraction compared to what was to come. Now he would learn the true purpose of his presence on Carthage. 
 
    As the person sat down, the conversation and noise of the bar became dulled and muffled, as if heard through thick wads of cloth. Hart’s view of his surroundings also became blurred and distorted.  
 
    As Hart looked about, confused, the person said, “No one will be able to hear us or read our lips.” Myrrdan’s agent had activated a privacy barrier around them. 
 
    “Won’t they notice that we look strange?” 
 
    “No. They see us as we appear. Please, listen carefully. You have been brought to New Canaan to steal the picotech technology. You are aware of it?” 
 
    “Of course. I know about it, but I don’t know much, only the same as everyone else—that it helped us win the Battle of Victoria. I should have guessed that’s what I have to do, but if that’s the case, why was I told to leave the field of security? It would have been easier for me to access the technology if I was working within my usual profession.” 
 
    “No. You’re mistaken. The cover we have for you is better. You have the perfect excuse to be in odd places at odd times, as you wander Carthage to find your role in life.” 
 
    “I understand, but wouldn’t it have been better for me to keep a low profile? Why attract attention by asking for a private consultation?” 
 
    “It’s simple. No one would expect a spy to draw attention to themselves. You will be hiding in plain sight. Listen. The picotech is somewhere on this planet, but that’s all I’ve been able to discover, despite my high security clearance. They are keeping it under extremely tight wraps. The technology could be stored anywhere. However, I don’t believe it is currently in use. Too many interested parties are watching the system; it’s safer not to flaunt it. But my guess is that, at some point, the temptation to use picotech will become too great. I will be waiting and watching for the signs. As soon as I have a lead, I’ll be in contact again to tell you where to go and what to do. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes. Until then…?” 
 
    “Until then, you are to continue to be a thorn in the side of Placement Services, and be ready to go wherever I tell you at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent began to stand. 
 
    “Wait—” 
 
    “What?” Irritation suffused the figure’s tone. 
 
    “After I steal the picotech? What’s next? What can I expect?” 
 
    “What do you mean exactly?” 
 
    “Am I to remain in New Canaan forever? I was wondering…” Hart swallowed. The features of the agent were creasing into distaste. “Will I ever meet him? I have many ideas to put forward. I want to do everything I can to…to…” He lapsed into silence.  
 
    Ambition burned within him. He wanted to be in the agent’s position. He wanted to be important to Myrrdan, valued, not just a tool to be used. Yet he feared that if he spoke his thoughts aloud, they would sound like the pipings of an ignorant child to a warrior. 
 
    The agent’s lip lifted in a sneer. “Perhaps the time may come when Myrrdan will want to know you better, if you are successful in this task.” The figure stood and strode from the bar.  
 
    As the door closed behind the agent, the barrier separating Hart from the rest of bar lifted. Sound surged in, and people became distinct to him once more.  
 
    Hart realized that he couldn’t remember the agent’s face or appearance. He didn’t even know if he’d met a man or a woman. Like the faces of the bar’s patrons while the barrier had been active, the visage of the agent in his memory was blurred.  
 
    He lifted his beer, but his hand trembled violently, and the liquid slopped out of the half-full glass. He set it down. Suddenly, the noise in the bar seemed to increase. It blared in his eardrums. The colors were too bright, the smell of his beer too strong. He fought the urge to vomit.  
 
    Somewhere in the deepest recesses of his mind, the personality that had been Nathan Hart fought to free itself from Myrrdan’s control. 

  

 
   
    BLUEPRINTS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.24.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plans that detailed the building of the infrastructure of Carthage were complex, yet they were also common sense. Originally crafted to be used in New Eden, they had been altered to account for the different topography and climate of Carthage, but the principle was the same. For the colonists to be able to live, work, and play on their new planet, they needed residences, public buildings, shops, roads, maglevs, bridges, air and spaceports, seaports, space stations, and every other construction that supported a functioning society. They also needed, at a bare minimum, clean water and power.  
 
    While Erin was on her way to Carthage, she’d surveyed the infrastructure plans, as well as the progress reports from the engineering teams that she’d requested, and had set up a meeting.  
 
    As she was waiting for the heads of the major engineering projects to arrive, she looked over the reports again.  
 
    Nearly everything and everyone seemed to be a little bit behind, but that wasn’t the only problem. Due to the time pressure, people had been cutting corners. They hadn’t been doing things properly, as was clear from the faults that were coming to light.  
 
    Only the other day, a maglev on Naxos had been forced to make an emergency stop due to a problem with the track. Time spent repairing shoddy workmanship delayed the current project even further. If someone didn’t do something soon, Carthage’s infrastructure would turn into a hot mess. 
 
    “Thanks, Tanis,” Erin murmured to herself.  
 
    She was in a meeting room at Government House on Landfall. She could have held the meeting via Link, but she preferred seeing her colleagues in the flesh. It gave her a better understanding of their personalities. 
 
    “Did you say something?” asked Sasha Deavy.  
 
    Erin looked up at the young engineer, who was seated beside her. “No. Just thinking aloud. It’s Sasha, right?” She scanned the woman’s details for her area of responsibility. “You’re working on air and spaceports?” 
 
    The woman gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m supposed to be constructing air and spaceports. But we’re constantly behind because the roads and maglevs aren’t in place to bring in the construction materials in time.” 
 
    “Can’t you—” Erin paused.  
 
    She’d been about to ask why they didn’t fly the material in, but of course they couldn’t, if there was nowhere for the shuttles to land. Transport shuttles needed proper landing pads, or they’d sink into the ground and light the surrounding terrain on fire during lift-off.  
 
    “I see,” she amended. “Yes, now that I think about it, I remember your report. It was very well-written. Clear and to the point. I hope we can solve some of the problems you’ve experienced today. I want to prioritize certain projects, like yours.”  
 
    It wasn’t going to be easy. All the difficulties stemmed from the fact that they had a shortage of trained, experienced professionals. When the Intrepid had set out from Sol, she’d been carrying plenty of engineers, more than enough to build the infrastructure of the two planets at New Eden. But those two planets had now doubled to four—not to mention Tanis’s myriad defense projects—and what had been a superfluity of engineers had become a scarcity.  
 
    “If you’re going to prioritize anything,” Sasha said, “make it the planetary space and air traffic control. It’s ridiculous—” She halted and blushed, apparently conscious of speaking too freely in front of one of the colony leaders.  
 
    Erin, who had been focused on the reports, lifted her head. “Go on.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re currently operating under separate systems for domestic and space traffic. They’re Linked through Murry, but by the time the information reaches the controllers, there’s a transfer delay of a couple of seconds. It isn’t long, but….” 
 
    “You’re right. A couple of seconds is long enough for a disaster. Thanks. Do you know why that project’s been delayed?” Erin tried to remember what the heads of the teams had written, but they hadn’t made a lot of sense to her. 
 
    Sasha leaned in closer. “Bridget set up the domestic air traffic control, and Maurice is responsible for traffic arriving from space. They can’t decide on a site for a combined control center; they’ve been arguing about it for ages. Bridget thinks it should be built on the space station, and Maurice thinks it should be at Landfall.” 
 
    Erin’s expression twisted into a mixture of confusion and astonishment. “Those are both terrible ideas.”  
 
    Any attacking force would naturally assume an SATC center would be either on a space station or at the planet’s capital, so they would be the first places enemies would target.  
 
    On the other hand, perhaps she was being too harsh on the team leaders. They were thinking like civilians who had left Sol and woken expecting paradise. The idea that New Canaan was likely to be attacked at some point—possibly in the not-too-distant future—was not ingrained into them. 
 
    “I know,” exclaimed Sasha, “but they won’t listen to me.”  
 
    The hubbub of the men and women who were settling into their seats abruptly ceased. Sasha blushed again and pursed her lips. 
 
    Erin scanned the room. “Everyone here? Great.” 
 
    The first thing she did was to ask those present to give a short verbal report. She wanted to match faces to what she’d read. While she knew many from Victoria, there were many more who had not been woken there, or who had, but then opted to return to stasis.  
 
    She was going to have to work with whatever she had in terms of personnel, which meant accounting for their personal quirks and foibles. She’d already decided to assign Bridget and Maurice to projects that wouldn’t bring them into contact.  
 
    After listening to each engineer speak, she moved the meeting on to what needed to happen to speed up progress without sacrificing the quality of the work. Many suggestions were made, and though some disagreements broke out, the overall effect was positive. Now that the engineers had listened to others’ problems, they began to identify ways that they could work together and help each other.  
 
    By the end of the meeting, several difficulties had been ironed out, and the project leaders had clear steps to take that would speed up their work. The infrastructure plans were back on track.  
 
    Erin was also left with a list of action points for herself: important projects that she was going to take on personally. By relieving others of the work, she could ensure that the building of crucial facilities was completed quickly and to a high standard. The first of these projects was the SATC.  
 
    With the meeting over, the engineers began filing out of the room, Sasha Deavy at the tail. Erin called her back.  
 
    “Sasha, take a seat.” 
 
    While the others were leaving, Erin quickly checked Sasha’s background. It was no wonder she lacked the self-assurance of the others—the woman was only thirty-one years old.  
 
    She hasn’t even undergone a single rejuvenation!  
 
    After boarding the Intrepid at Sol, newly qualified in her profession, Sasha hadn’t been brought out of stasis until the ship had arrived in New Canaan. With her lack of experience, if it weren’t for the shortage of engineers, she might not have been brought onto the infrastructure-building program at all. 
 
    The woman looked uncomfortable as she sat down. She clasped her hands on her lap. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked. “Sorry if I spoke out of turn earlier.” 
 
    “Stars, no,” said Erin. “I’m glad you drew my attention to the problem of the SATC. Among the hundreds of other delays in projects, I might have overlooked it. I agree with you entirely, though. It’s essential that the facility’s construction begin immediately.” 
 
    Sasha’s tight expression relaxed.  
 
    “And I want to bring you in on it.” 
 
    The woman’s face stiffened again. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes. You. You don’t mind, do you? You haven’t got a whole lot else to do while those roads to the air and spaceport sites get built.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Sasha replied, her tone cautious.  
 
    “I need everyone working at full capacity to bring the building of Carthage up to speed. None of us can afford to sit idle.” Erin felt like she was channeling Tanis as she gave the directive. 
 
    “Of course. That makes sense.” Sasha looked a tiny bit disappointed at Erin’s prosaic explanation for putting her on the SATC project. “I’m happy to help out.” 
 
    Erin smiled. “And I want your eyes on the project. Clearly, nothing much gets past you.” 
 
    Sasha grinned. “In that case, can I tell you my suggestion for a site?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I thought about it a lot. The SATC needs to be somewhere out of the way. Not an obvious site, yet somewhere that’s easy to defend in case Carthage is ever attacked.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Let me show you.” Sasha brought up a holo of Carthage. She spun the image then halted it at Knossos. Spreading her chosen locale larger with her fingertips, she said, “Here.” She was pointing to a promontory at the eastern end of the island, on the far side of a low range of mountains.  
 
    “What makes you think that would be a good place?” Erin asked. “It’s a long way from Landfall, there’s nothing there, and the surface is way above sea level. An SATC center mounted on top would be highly visible.” 
 
    “Not on the promontory,” Sasha said. “In. This part of Knossos is almost pure granite. If we blast out the center of the tip right there, we can build the SATC inside. With the dense stone, it’ll be visually hidden and virtually undetectable to orbital scan.” 
 
    “Blast out the center?” Erin said. “I like it. I’ve been doing a lot of that lately. OK. Let’s go take a look.” 
 
    “You want to go there now?” asked Sasha. 
 
    “Why not? Did you have something else you need to do?” 
 
    “Er, no.” 
 
    “Great. Let’s go.” 
 
    One of the many advantages of working at Government House was its excellent services and supply network. Tanis had left her private shuttle and pilot on standby for Erin’s use while she was away.  
 
    Erin and Sasha went aboard, and less than half an hour later, the shuttle was landing on the bare rock that constituted most of the promontory. Erin had told the pilot to set down near the very end. The pilot extended the exit ramp over the rock, which was hot from the shuttle landing, and the women disembarked.  
 
    A strong sea breeze was blowing, threatening to lift them off the tall cliffs and deposit them into the sea that surrounded them on three sides. Erin pointed to a spot where the rock dipped. The hollow would provide them with some shelter from the wind.  
 
    When they reached it and crouched inside, Erin said, “That’s a little better. Now we can talk without shouting at each other.” 
 
    The blue Mediterranean Ocean stretched out before them to the eastern horizon. In around half an hour, Canaan Prime would set; the mountains behind them had begun to cast long shadows, and the sky was already turning golden.  
 
    Roughly a hundred kilometers out, the FGT’s antigravity towers were still hard at work, funneling out the planet’s interior heat, cooling and thickening the crust. Long columns of hot gas poured into space, and sparkled red, orange, and purple in the dusk. 
 
    “When I thought of this place for the SATC,” Sasha remarked. “I didn’t know it was so beautiful. 
 
    “Sure is,” Erin replied. “Beautiful and defensible. No topographical features for an enemy to hide behind, but the SATC itself will have a solid granite protection. It’s a good choice. We’ll begin work tomorrow.” 
 
    “We?” Sasha asked. “Are you going to be involved?” 
 
    “Of course. Like you said, it’s an absolute priority. We can’t have the two control systems separate. It’s a safety risk, and it makes no sense. Vessels flying are vessels flying, whether they’re in atmosphere or space. Differentiating between the two was only ever supposed to be a temporary measure. It’s gone on far too long. Sooner or later, we would have a disaster on our hands. So we start tomorrow.” 
 
    A gust of wind whipped around the edge of the hollow, blasting at Sasha. “Can we go back to the shuttle now?” she asked through a curtain of hair—something that made Erin glad she kept hers short. 
 
    “Let’s take a look around first,” Erin suggested. “We have some time before we lose the light.” She stepped out of the dip and stood upright. Sasha held her hair at the base of her neck, and followed.  
 
    Erin wanted to check around at the bottom of the island’s cliffs, along the shoreline. But after searching for a while, she couldn’t find a safe way to get down. She wished they’d brought a-grav packs with them. It would have been fun to fly down to the beaches that skirted the cliffs. As it was, she had to make do with peering over the edges, a little worried that an especially hard gust of wind might carry her over. Sasha hung back. 
 
    Just as she was about to suggest they return to the shuttle, she saw a building. It was a small structure, but it didn’t look like a dwelling. The construction was spare and utilitarian.  
 
    What would a government building be doing all the way out here on Knossos, and alone on a beach? 
 
    She was feeling lazy, so rather than look up the information herself, she asked, <What’s that place, Walter?> 
 
    <It’s a marine biology station, occupied by a Dr. Martin Ryland.> 
 
    <He works for the government?> 
 
    <Yes. He’s a member of the team of biologists responsible for seeding Carthage’s open water sources.> 
 
    <He’s doing what?> 
 
    <He’s starting up the marine ecosystem in the Mediterranean. Supplying macroorganisms and ensuring there’s a sustainable balance. It’s a complex task. I can find out more if you’d like.> 
 
    <No, it’s fine,> Erin replied. 
 
    The presence of a marine biology station wouldn’t be a problem. The scientist in the building below her would only be concerned with the surrounding sea, while they would be working on Knossos itself. She couldn’t foresee any difficulties. 
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    When Erin returned with Sasha to Knossos the next day, she brought the a-grav packs. Sasha went to scope out the cliff faces on the north side of the promontory, while Erin checked out the south. They had to decide where they would begin to tunnel in, the site that would probably become the main entrance to the SATC. Erin also wanted to conduct a visual check for areas of obvious weakness. 
 
    Her a-grav pack lifted her lightly off her feet. She floated gently out over the edge of the cliff and down its face, alighting on the beach below. Out of the sea breeze, the temperature was warm verging on hot. The rocky cliffs also absorbed the heat of Canaan Prime and reflected it. As she walked along in the sand, Erin soon found that she was sweating.  
 
    Undoing the a-grav pack harness, she let the device drop from her back. If she needed a closer look at a spot higher up, she could return for the pack. 
 
    A sharp edge of granite protruded out almost as far as the waves. As Erin went around it, the building she’d seen the day before came into view. The office of Dr. Martin Ryland. It was set tight against the cliff, in the shelter of the protruding rock. The site was well-chosen; the structure was shaded from Canaan Prime’s light, and protected from the wind. It was also well above the high tide mark.  
 
    Slipping a little in the loose sand, Erin approached the building. The door was ajar.  
 
    She peered inside. “Hello?” she called. 
 
    After calling out a couple more times and receiving no reply, Erin pushed the door open. The interior of the building was dim compared to the bright sunshine on the shore, and she couldn’t see it well. As her eyes adjusted to the lower light levels, she went inside.  
 
    The place she entered was a cross between a lab and a study room. A desk covered in plas sheets occupied one corner, a single chair tucked neatly under it. Lining most of three walls were floor-to-ceiling rows of receptacles. They appeared to be tiny stasis chambers. A wide lab bench and microscanner occupied the center of the room. Pushed against the one bare wall was more equipment that Erin didn’t recognize. Another doorway was at the back, but the door was closed. Erin guessed that it led to living quarters. 
 
    Dr. Ryland clearly spent a lot of time at work, but he didn’t seem to be there right then—or if he was, he wasn’t interested in talking to visitors. Erin went out onto the beach and closed the door. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t speak to the scientist. She didn’t need his permission to build the SATC at Knossos. In fact, the construction was so highly classified, she would have to consider ordering him to relocate.  
 
    She continued her way along the cliff face, inspecting the surfaces. She wondered whether it would be better to let the marine biologist remain without giving him an explanation of what they were doing on Knossos, or order him to move, which might be more likely to spark his curiosity.  
 
    It was time she checked in with Sasha.  
 
    <Seen anywhere suitable yet?> she asked.  
 
    <Lots of places that would be OK. Nowhere perfect yet,> Sasha replied. <You?> 
 
    <No. Nothing’s jumping out at me. I went into that marine biologist’s place.> 
 
    <You did? What was he like?> 
 
    <He wasn’t home. But he’s got a lot of work on his plate.> 
 
    <Haven’t we all?> 
 
    They arranged to meet at the point of the promontory. Erin went on. Her neck was aching from constantly looking upward. Deciding to take a short break, she sat on the sand and looked out to sea. Immediately, she spotted a brown-haired head bobbing among the waves a little way from the shore.  
 
    So that’s what had happened to Dr. Ryland.  
 
    Erin watched the man as she rubbed her aching neck. He was a strong swimmer, pulling powerfully toward the beach. His head was down, and he didn’t seem to know he was being observed. Visitors were probably a rarity in that remote spot, and any visits pre-arranged.  
 
    In order not to give the man too much of a surprise at her unexplained presence on the otherwise deserted beach, she stood up and waved. 
 
    He still didn’t seem to notice her. His head remained down as his strokes brought him into shallower water. Finally, he stopped swimming and made to stand. That was when he saw her. 
 
    “Whoa,” the scientist exclaimed and stepped quickly backward into deeper water. He stared at Erin, the waves surging around his chest. 
 
    “Sorry,” she called. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “That’s OK,” he replied. He pushed his hair out of his eyes, and then studied her without speaking. 
 
    “Doctor Ryland?” 
 
    “Yes.” He didn’t add, ‘Who are you?’ but the question hung in the air between them.  
 
    Erin didn’t want to give her full name or explain her presence just then. She hadn’t yet decided what or how much she would tell the marine biologist about the plans for Knossos.  
 
    “I’m Erin,” she said finally. “I’m here to scope out the area for development.” 
 
    “Development?” Ryland’s tone was aggrieved. His eyes narrowed. “What kind of development? I haven’t heard anything about it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing for you to worry about. I know what you’re doing here. Nothing we have planned will have any impact on your work.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be the best judge of that. Exactly what kind of development are you planning?” 
 
    “It’s… umm… You know, it might be easier for us to have this conversation if you came out of the water.” 
 
    The stern expression on Ryland’s face faltered. He broke eye contact and cleared his throat. “I’m more comfortable where I am, thanks.” Frowning again, he returned his gaze to Erin. “I don’t know what you or your company have in mind for this stretch of the coast, but I doubt it’s going to be as harmless to marine organisms as you think. Whatever it is you’re planning, I’m warning you now, I’ll be lodging a protest with the government.” 
 
    “I’m from the government.” 
 
    “Oh.” He paused. “Well…even so, you can’t just come here and do what you like. My work has a high priority.” 
 
    “Sorry, but mine has top priority.” 
 
    Erin’s reply left the scientist even more vexed. His hands went to his hips, and he seemed to be thinking up a strong retort, when Erin said, “You’re naked, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    He’d heard her. She was sure.  
 
    “That’s why you won’t come out onto the beach.” 
 
    Dr. Ryland cleared his throat. “What if I am? What business is it of yours?” 
 
    “It’s OK, you know. I used to go skinny dipping with my brothers all the time when I was growing up. Come on out. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’d rather stay where I am. Thanks.” 
 
    “Would you like me to close my eyes?” Erin bit her lip to stop herself laughing. 
 
    Ryland bristled. “What has any of this got to do with your proposed destruction of the sea life around here? I’ve seeded a coral reef right around this promontory I have tropical fish nurseries, shellfish breeding grounds… You have no idea the amount of work I’ve put into this place and the surrounding ocean. There are hatcheries less than a hundred meters from the shore. Any contamination—” 
 
    Erin had raised her hands against his torrent of words. “Please don’t worry, Doctor Ryland. I’m confident that nothing we do will cause any harm to the creatures you’re growing around the shore or nearby. And we definitely won’t be interfering in your work. On that you have my guarantee. I’ll leave you now and give you some privacy. I hope to see you again in better circumstances.”  
 
    She turned to go, but hesitated. <That was so funny, Walter, should I apologize for teasing him? It wasn’t very professional of me, but I couldn’t resist.> 
 
    <Exiting the scene is probably your wisest option, considering the circumstances. I think you will only embarrass the man further if you continue to draw attention to the situation.> 
 
    She heeded his advice, and stepped away through the soft sand, not looking back. <Sasha? How are you doing? Found a good spot to go in?> 
 
    <I have, just now. Come around to my side, and I’ll show you.> 
 
    About fifteen minutes later, hot and sweaty, Erin joined the young engineer. Sasha had indeed found the perfect place to drill into the cliffs and begin hollowing out the granite rock. Even better, it was atop the bluffs on the opposite side of the promontory from Martin Ryland’s residence and workroom. Their tunnelling would cause him very little disturbance. 
 
    “You didn’t see anywhere better?” Sasha asked when Erin had confirmed it was a great site. 
 
    “No, though I did have an interesting encounter. I’ll tell you about it on the way back.”
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    The request arrived when Isa was deeply asleep. When the nudge, nudge, nudge from the Link finally broke through, she struggled groggily back to consciousness. Her boss wanted to talk to her.  
 
    <Yes?> she replied as she opened her eyes. Her bedroom was dark, though some of the ever-present light from the nearby starcluster shone past her curtains. 
 
    <Sorry to wake you,> Stanford said. <We have a bit of an emergency. I’d like you to come in and lend a hand, if you don’t mind. I wouldn’t ask, but….> 
 
    <What? Why?> “Light.” A glow appeared overhead and quickly began to brighten. “Stop.” The brightening halted at a point that remained bearable to Isa’s dark-adjusted eyes. <What’s going on? What’s happened?> 
 
     <It’s more what is happening right now. We have a group of GSS cargo handlers here. They just came out of stasis, and they’re pissed. Insisted on an emergency consult. Apparently there was a slip-up somewhere, and they weren’t ever taken out of stasis in Victoria. They haven’t been up since Sol, so they were expecting to arrive in New Eden. Their plan was to do their job unloading the Intrepid, then return home. They…er…they haven’t taken the news about everything that’s happened in the last few thousand years very well.> 
 
     <So what are we supposed to do about it?> Isa asked. <Why isn’t Psychiatrics handling it?> 
 
     <They’re refusing psychiatric help. We’ve tried everything. They’re being extremely difficult and they’re…it would be easier if you came over here to see for yourself.> 
 
     <Uh huh,> Isa said, sitting up. <OK.> 
 
     <Thanks. I hate to ask, but you have a talent for these kinds of cases.> 
 
    Is he buttering me up?  
 
    Isa realized she must sound grumpy. She was grumpy—no one liked being woken up in the middle of the night—but she felt bad for taking it out on the man. He was a good boss. He wouldn’t have woken her and asked her to come in if he didn’t need her.  
 
    <I’ll be right over,> she told him in a less snippy manner. 
 
    <Thanks. I owe you.> 
 
    She pushed back her covers and climbed out of bed. After brightening the lighting some more, she showered, dried, put on the slacks and tunic that constituted her uniform, and set out for work, picking up a breakfast snack from her apartment block’s store on the way.  
 
    The Placement Services building was only ten minutes’ walk away, so, as always, Isa passed by her community’s municipal scooters, and went on foot. Whatever the problem was, it could wait ten minutes while she walked. The exercise would help wake her up.  
 
    The street was quiet at the early hour. Canaan Prime was just beginning to rise, not yet peeking over the tops of the houses and buildings. However, In the skies above, it was beginning to crowd out the light of the Cradle as it illuminated the nebulous ring that drifted around Carthage, the outflow from the a-grav towers that drew heat—and no small amount of gas—from the planet’s interior and vented it into space.  
 
    Even after viewing the sight a hundred times, its beauty never ceased to impress Isa as the space-clouds lit up in alternating red and green hues, casting their filtered light into the atmospheric clouds below.  
 
    While the sky glowed with rays from Canaan Prime as it warred with the starlight, the street was largely in shadow. Isa yawned, then took a bite of her steamed bun. The beauty was crowded out by the task ahead, as she wondered what to do about the cargo handlers.  
 
    She reached the glass-fronted Placement Services building, which was reflecting the colors of Canaan Prime as it rose. As she approached, the entrance opened, its Auth & Auth system recognizing her.  
 
    Once inside, Isa took the elevator to the tenth floor. Though Stanford hadn’t told her where to go, that level was a safe bet. New releases rarely came straight to Placement Services, usually choosing to spend a few weeks or longer in the transitional apartment blocks while they adjusted to life on Carthage. The few fast-track cases the service received, those who insisted on immediate attention, were handled on the tenth floor.  
 
    As soon as the elevator doors opened, Isa heard someone shouting. The voice wasn’t familiar—it had to be one of the clients. Isa followed the noise to a room at the end of the corridor. She knew it well as the go-to room for difficult cases. It looked out over Landfall, and was supposed to give the client a sense of the endless exciting possibilities available to them in their new lives.  
 
    The view clearly wasn’t helping. 
 
    “For the last time, we don’t care what jobs you can offer us.” The voice was deep and angry. “We’ve been deprived of our rights, and we want to know what you’re going to do about it. We demand compensation. We’ve lost our homes, our former lives, everything. We’re not leaving until we hear about our restitution.” 
 
    Isa opened the door. Stanford and another co-worker, Mae, sat at one of the tables, looking deeply uncomfortable. Five burly men stood around the room. One of them leaned menacingly over the Placement Services staff. Isa guessed he was the one she’d heard shouting. 
 
    The man raised a finger and pointed at her while asking Stanford and Mae, “Who’s she?” 
 
    “Good morning,” said Isa.  
 
    Stanford stood up. “Isa. So glad you could make it. I’d like a quick word.” He hurried over and pulled her out into the corridor.  
 
    As she went, Mae gave her an alarmed look. Presumably, she didn’t like being left alone with the cargo handlers. Stanford shut the door.  
 
    “Our clients have been here two hours. They came straight from the Intrepid. They didn’t even stop to take a look at their allocated accommodation. I’m guessing the stasis staff thought they’d pass the problem onto us, but to be frank, I have no idea what to do with them. I’ve never encountered this kind of difficulty before.” 
 
    Isa was wondering what made her boss think she would be any better than him at finding an answer, when the door was wrenched open. The man who had been intimidating Stanford and Mae stood framed in the doorway.  
 
    Up close, he looked even more threatening. He was clearly built for his job. Though the cargo handlers employed mechanical lifters, the size and strength required to operate the machines was something this man had in abundance.  
 
    Isa’s eyebrows lifted. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “You tell me,” the man replied with a coarse grunt. “Have you got more influence than the two excuses for service personnel we’ve had to deal with so far?” 
 
    “Maybe if you go back inside and give us an opportunity to discuss your case—” 
 
    “No. These two have done enough talking to last us into next year. We don’t want words, we want action, and we want it now.” 
 
    Isa’s jaw clenched as she gestured to the room. “Fine. Excuse us, please?” 
 
    The man stepped back to allow Isa and Stanford to re-enter the room. Mae gave a look of relief as they reappeared.  
 
    “Perhaps I should contact the constabulary?” Stanford murmured.  
 
    “No,” Isa replied. “There’s no need for that.” 
 
    Now that she knew the nature of the situation, she was confident she could deal with it. In fact, most of her Placement Services cases were much harder. Capricious, needy clients were the bane of her life…but angry, misbehaving manual workers?  
 
    Psh.  
 
    These men might think they were tough. They might have led hard lives, consigned by bad genetics or poor life choices to boring, repetitive work and low wages with little prospect for improvement. They might be salty that they didn’t have the advantages that other folks seemed to have. But none of them had grown up on the mining platforms of Sirius. Not one of them had endured a pinkie’s worth of what Isa had been through to escape slavery and a short, brutal life. They thought they were tough? Ha! 
 
    “Please sit down,” she said to the men. 
 
    “No,” the argumentative cargo handler said. “We’ve had enough of—” 
 
    Isa glared into the eyes of the handlers’ spokesman. “Sit. Down,” she enunciated through gritted teeth. 
 
    The other four men did as she commanded, dragging out chairs and sinking into them like naughty children. Their spokesman held out, his gaze locked with Isa’s.  
 
    She didn’t blink. She didn’t speak. She waited, thin-lipped, for the man to obey. Silence thickened. Finally, the man’s gaze faltered, and he pulled out a chair, the legs screeching as he scraped it across the floor. After lowering his bulk into the seat, he leaned his elbows on the table and scowled at Isa. 
 
    The five men looked much less menacing once their heads were below her eye-level. They looked out of place in the formal room, like early-maturing schoolchildren in a class of pre-pubescent peers.  
 
    “Right,” said Isa. “Listen to me. I’m going to explain your situation to you, and I don’t want to hear a single word out of any of you until I finish. Understand?” 
 
    The belligerent spokesman looked like he was about to protest, but then thought better of it.  
 
    “I don’t know what the stasis staff in the Intrepid told you,” Isa began, “but I’m going to put you straight. Someone, somewhere, screwed up, which meant that when you woke up, you were out of the loop. You found yourselves somewhere other than where you thought you would be, and a lot later. Right?” 
 
    The men nodded.  
 
    Isa said, “Well, boohoo.” She paused and looked into the eyes of each man in turn. “So what? What the hell difference does it make? If you’d made it back to Sol, do you think anyone you’d known would even still remember you? Do you think the system would have been anything like it was when you left? Of course not. It would have been over three hundred years later at best.” 
 
    “But I had thousands of creds,” one man protested.  
 
    “Who cares?” Isa retorted. “Get a job. Earn some more. New Canaan has thousands more opportunities for you than Sol ever had. You can do whatever you want here. Don’t you remember what conditions were like on Sol when you left? Remember the crowding? The fight for resources? Here, we’ve barely begun to fill this place with people. Want some land? Apply for it. Want to open a bar? Do it. Want a different job? Retrain. You went into stasis thinking you were going to wake up to the same old job, just in a different system. Instead, you’ve woken up somewhere you can entirely reinvent yourself. And you’re seriously asking for restitution? You want to be compensated? What are the chances that you could have ever owned dirtside property in Sol? You should be paying for the privilege.” 
 
    Isa paused to give the men just enough time to absorb her words, but not so long that they could think up another argument. “Right. Now that you know how things stand, you can go.” She marched to the door and swung it open 
 
    “But—” said the handlers’ spokesman. 
 
    Isa interrupted, “You’ve been given the addresses and access codes to your temporary accommodation. If you have any problems finding your apartments, you can access directions via the Link.” 
 
    Hesitantly, the men began to rise. Isa tapped her foot. Like sheep, the cargo handlers filed out. The spokesman was the last to leave. He passed by her looking confused.  
 
    “Thank you so much for using Placement Services,” Isa called down the corridor after the men. “We wish you every success in your new careers.” She closed the door. 
 
    Stanford was holding out his hands out wide. “That was marvellous, Isa. I knew I was making the right decision by calling you in. How can I thank you? I know. You can take the rest of the day off. How does that sound?” 
 
    Isa regarded him with a level stare, considering the words she’d just spoken to the five men about unbridled opportunity.  
 
    “I can think of something even better,” she replied. “I quit.” 
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    Compared to hollowing out a moon, the excavation of the granite on Knossos’s eastern escarpment promised to be a piece of cake. Erin estimated they would be finished within ten days or less.  
 
    Once again, she’d had to forgo using a molecular decoupler, as the by-product of the granite would introduce toxins into the ocean, something that Dr. Ryland would frown on. 
 
    She believed it would be possible to use an MDC for some of the fine finish-work, but for now, old-fashioned chemical explosives coupled with anti-gravity excavation would have to do the trick. 
 
    Sasha had proven invaluable in the planning of the work, determining the most efficient blasting patterns, while Erin had been busy advising on other projects. As she and Sasha watched from a safe distance down the bluff that ran above the beach, the first series of blasts shook the ground.  
 
    Erin’s augmented vision filled with data about the blasts, and she nodded with satisfaction.  
 
    “Looks like they were perfectly planted,” she said to Sasha. “Good work.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sasha replied, smiling at the success—likely glad to be doing something productive for the first time in several months. 
 
    Over the next half hour, the workers bored fresh holes with high-powered beams and set more charges, triggering those as well.  
 
    The dust was settling from the latest blasts, and the a-grav skiffs were moving in to lift and carry off the debris, when a figure appeared in the haze, striding purposefully through it. It was a man. His brows were lowered and hands were clenched. He looked all too familiar. 
 
    “Doctor Ryland,” Erin said. “Good to see you again.” Then, she couldn’t help herself, she just had to add, “I almost didn’t recognize you with your clothes on.” 
 
    Beside her, Sasha clapped a hand over her mouth and turned away.  
 
    Erin’s comment did little to mollify the scientist. “You…” He jabbed a finger at Erin. He seemed about to burst out with something furious, but managed to check himself.  
 
    Drawing a steadying—albeit shaky—breath, he put his hands on his hips and looked down as he struggled to frame his words. After a moment he looked up, his glare only slightly less severe.  
 
    “You said you weren’t going to do anything that would harm the marine organisms around here. Foolish as it was, I took you at your word. I thought you just might have the remotest idea of what you were talking about. And then you go and do this. I’m telling you, I’m not going to let you get away with it. I don’t care if you have top priority. I’ll take this as high as I have to go. I’ll go to the governor, if I must. As soon as she’s back, I’ll be lodging my complaint and…. Who the hell are you, anyway? Why has destroying this cliff got priority over seeding the Mediterranean? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Whoa,” said Erin, hands raised.  
 
    She looked up at the newly created hole in the cliff face, and at the skiff that was ferrying away the rubble. She glanced over the edge of the bluff and saw that hardly any more than a few stones had landed on the beach below, and that nothing at all had fallen into the water. She was sure of it.  
 
    “I don’t understand. I meant what I said; we haven’t done anything to the water. We specifically opted not to use molecular decouplers, as they can leach toxins into the water. Stars, we haven’t even been swimming. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Shock waves,” the scientist replied. “Vibrations. That’s what I’m talking about. You know, that funny feeling under your feet when you blow something up? Or maybe you hadn’t noticed?” he added sarcastically. 
 
    “Vibrations?” 
 
    “Yes. They pass through the rock…” He jabbed at the cliff. “Under the island…” He pointed down. “And out to…” 
 
    Oh, damn. “The sea,” Erin said, wincing. “And I guess vibrations and fish hatcheries don’t mix.” 
 
    The biologist tilted his head and frowned at her, as if to say, You think? 
 
    “Doctor Ryland,” she began. “I’m so sorry. I should have consulted with you properly before beginning construction. I honestly had no idea that what we were doing could be harmful to sea life. I must confess that I do most of my work in space—I’m just down here trying to help speed things along.” 
 
    Her immediate and frank apology somewhat soothed the anger lines in the scientist’s features.  
 
    “It would have been much better for us to discuss your plans further before you started work,” he agreed. “When you said you were developing the area, I imagined some kind of construction work. Is that what you’re doing? Wait. On second thought, I don’t want to know. But I’m telling you, if you continue blasting holes in this cliff, you’re going to undo months of labor.”  
 
    He took another calming breath. “All the organisms I’m growing here are at very sensitive stages of their life cycles. You’ll most likely destroy everything I’ve worked at, and I won’t be able to begin again until you’ve finished. I can’t just pick up and move, either. I chose Knossos because it’s ideally situated for what I need to do. Are you sure that building here is essential for your development? I can think of a dozen places similar to this where you won’t be in danger of damaging the local ecosystem. Many sites remain exactly as the FGT left them, inhabited only by microorganisms.” 
 
    Erin replied. “Our surveys have shown this to be the best place for our development. But I don’t want to harm your sea life. Maybe I can think of a solution.” 
 
    “I don’t know what,” said Sasha. “I can’t think of a better place. Sure there are ones that suit the general requirements of the facility, but none that also provide for our…other needs. To make it here, we have to excavate, there’s no way around it. Without MDC’s, anything we do to remove the rock is going to cause vibrations. Unless we do it entirely with beams, but that would irradiate the surrounding area.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s not do that,” Dr. Ryland said, a note of sarcasm mixing with his general ire. 
 
    “There might be something,” said Erin. “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ryland said. 
 
    “We’ll stop work for today,” Erin said. “Can you tell the workers, Sasha? We won’t trigger any more detonations, but we’ll have to clean up the site.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Ryland. “I have to get back to work.” He turned and left. 
 
    When he was out of earshot, Sasha said, “Not exactly friendly is he?” 
 
    Erin replied, “I think he’s just very protective of his work. Understandably.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. He said himself he was only raising young fish and other organisms. He could just start again when we finish. It isn’t the end of the world.” 
 
    “Actually,” Erin let out a long sigh. “I can see his point of view. He obviously cares a lot about what he’s growing out there; he wouldn’t be able to do a good job if he didn’t.” 
 
    Sasha snorted. “As far as I’m concerned, the best place for fish is on a plate, fried.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that around the doctor if I were you. Have you told the team we’re finishing up for the day?” 
 
    “Yes. They’ll cart off the rubble, clean up the site and then head back to Landfall.” 
 
    “Good,” Erin gestured to Tanis’s shuttle, which rested atop the next rise between them and the mountains. “Let’s go up to the shuttle.” 
 
    Sasha picked up her a-grav pack. “Do you really think there’s something else we can do to hollow out the rock without causing shock waves, radiation, or ground-water poisoning? Because I can’t think of a single thing. Or at least, not anything that won’t take forever, and we don’t have that kind of time.” 
 
    “I have an idea, but I’d like to double-check that there isn’t another site we can use before I take it any further. Ready to go?” 
 
    As Erin strapped on her a-grav pack, Walter said, <I’m glad you’re finishing work early today. It’s perfect timing.> 
 
    <Huh?> 
 
    <Murry just told me he’s found the ideal match for you.> Walter’s voice contained a smug note that caused Erin to give an inward cringe. 
 
    <Ideal match for what? Wait. Oh no. You aren’t still going on about finding me a romantic partner? Walter, I’m far too busy. Isn’t that obvious? This is essential work I’m doing. Tanis trusts me to do a good job; I can’t allow distractions. I’ll lose focus.> 
 
    <All good points,> Walter said. <And you’ve been saying the same kind of things for how long now? It’s true that Tanis has put her faith in you, but she would also want you to be happy—like she is with Joe and Cary. You can’t argue with that.> 
 
    <But… > 
 
    <Yes?> 
 
    Darn it. He had her. <OK. I promise I’ll think about it.> 
 
    <That’s what you said on Laconia. You need to do something more than ‘think about it’.> 
 
    <All right. I’ll take a look at whoever it is that Murry’s found for me. But not right now. Let me sort out this problem with the excavation first.> 
 
    <I’m going to hold you to that.> 
 
    As Erin landed on the dusty rock beside the shuttle, she shook her head. Her AI was quite the nanny. 

  

 
   
    ON THE WATER 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.26.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martin Ryland guided his boat out to sea, silently fuming. He needed to get out on the water. A visit to one of his offshore nurseries would help him get those two smug engineers out of his mind.  
 
    ‘I honestly had no idea that what we were doing could be harmful to sea life.’  
 
    What kind of idiot didn’t realize that underwater vibrations could affect marine organisms? Especially the young life that he’d spent the last few months hatching, feeding, and protecting all around the promontory’s shores. Those women were supposed to be well-educated and intelligent, for stars’ sakes. It constantly amazed him how ignorant people could be about how life on a planet worked. 
 
    No one seemed to have any understanding of, or familiarity with, nature. When people actually ventured outside the cities, it was to go planet diving or canyon racing or tsunami surfing. Everyone was looking for speed and excitement; no one seemed to want to just sit and appreciate the natural world anymore.  
 
    <I appreciate it,> Eamon said. <I appreciate it very much, and I’ve always enjoyed being able to experience it through your work, albeit vicariously.> 
 
    <I know you recognize the beauty of the natural environment,> Martin replied to his AI, <but you’re unusual. Most AIs seem to be like people, almost entirely unaware of the world around them. I’ve never heard of another AI who was interested in organisms other than humans. I don’t think they see the point of anything that isn’t at least approaching them in intelligence.> 
 
    <You’d be surprised. You don’t know as many AIs as I do. Quite a few of us are very interested in the seeding of Carthage’s ecosystems, and those of the other planets.> 
 
    <But that’s an intellectual thing, right?> 
 
    <Yes, but that doesn’t exclude us from also appreciating abstract concepts like beauty. I’m surprised you’d think so lowly of us.> 
 
    Martin gave a sigh of exasperation. <I don’t know what I mean. Dealing with those engineers has put me in a foul mood. I didn’t mean to be rude.> 
 
    <That’s OK. I guess it’s hard for humans to understand us. But don’t think that AIs aren’t capable of the finer emotions that humans experience, like awe, wonder, love, and joy. I adore those little archelons you’re growing, for instance. That’s where you’re heading, isn’t it?> 
 
    <Yes. You like the archelons, do you? Me too. Those guys are cute—and feisty. I brought my mesh gloves today.> 
 
    <Good idea. I heard that growing new fingers takes a while.> 
 
    Martin’s hands still bore the evidence of the baby sea turtles’ exuberance. He probably should have taken the time to let his hand fully heal before going back in the water, but he hadn’t wanted to call in a replacement to tend to his hatcheries, nurseries, and breeding grounds. He just couldn’t bring himself to trust anyone else to do the job properly. Or maybe it was because he would miss the little creatures too much, even if he were away for only a short time. One or the other. He didn’t know which was true. 
 
    He only had a small dinghy, but it was plenty big enough for his needs, and fully equipped with navigation equipment in case he ever ventured out of sight of the shore. The boat’s GPS told him he was approaching the nursery, and he soon saw it, standing slightly proud of the waves.  
 
    Martin turned off the engine and let the boat coast to a stop. He was reached the buoy that was anchored well outside the netting of the nursery and tied off to it. After taking the bag of turtle food from its box, he put on his mask, rebreather, fins, and mesh gloves, then sat on the side of the boat before rolling backward into the water.  
 
    The archelon nursery had an automated feeding system, but he enjoyed tending to the little creatures himself. It also gave him an opportunity to see them close up and check on how they were doing. When the ecosystem in the Mediterranean was up and running in balance, the baby archelons would be able to find their own food. That meant, of course, they would also be food for other creatures, but that was the natural cycle of life.  
 
    For the moment, it was his job to supply a range of marine organisms that would kick the system into life. The archelons were only a small part of the plan, but like Eamon, he had an especially soft spot for the prehistoric sea turtles. One day, they would be four meters long and five meters wide, but right now, they were not much bigger than the span of his hand. Their little flippers and overbites made them very endearing.  
 
    Those overbites could bite, it was true, but he didn’t find that hard to forgive. They were only confusing his fingers with food.  
 
    Slipping down under the waves, he swam to the double entry to the nursery. Before he even unfastened the first door to go inside, the baby sea turtles had smelled their food and came gliding quickly over. Martin went into the space between the two doors and locked the first one. The turtles crowded against the mesh of the second. A quick unfastening of that, and he barely had time to carefully close it behind him before he was enveloped in a mass of shells and flippers. Grinning around his rebreather, he began slowly swimming away from the turtles while pulling handfuls of food out of the bag and scattering it in the water. 
 
    As always, he felt like he was passing out candy to hordes of excited children as he swam along.  
 
    When the food was all gone and the excitement was over, he spent some time floating in the nursery, just watching the creatures. They’d developed a pattern of swimming. They would slowly circle the interior anti-clockwise, periodically rising to the surface in undulating waves. Martin found them mesmerizing and calming to watch.  
 
    Every so often, he gently caught a turtle and examined it more closely. The creatures all seemed fine and unaffected by the blasting that had gone on that morning. They were probably far enough offshore that the vibrations would have faded to harmless levels. He hoped the same was true for the fish and shellfish in the shallower water around the island. He thought he’d managed to stop the detonations quickly enough to prevent any serious damage. 
 
    His exit from the nursery, with the empty food bag, was far less hectic. As he swam back to the boat, he reflected on the morning’s events. The chief engineer’s apology had seemed genuine. Should he really have expected her to know anything about marine biology? Maybe if she hadn’t caught him off guard while he was out swimming, they could have gotten along better from the beginning. If they’d had the opportunity to discuss her plans, she might not have gone ahead with the blasting. At least now it seemed that she was trying to find a way forward that wouldn’t harm the sea life. He was sure she would find another site for her development. Carthage was a big place. 
 
    <I think I’ll go for a swim,> Martin said to Eamon when he emerged from the water next to the boat. 
 
    <You’re going to swim from here?> 
 
    <Yes. It isn’t so far to shore, and if I get tired, I’ll ask you to bring the boat to me.> 
 
    <OK.> 
 
    He pulled himself up into the boat and stripped off. When he was free of his gear, he started up the boat’s engine and entered the coordinates that would bring it to the beach outside his office. Then he slipped into the water. It was the perfect temperature for swimming. Those FGT engineers had really thought of everything. 
 
    The boat turned and began to head toward the distant shoreline. He swam after it, thinking about everything he had yet to do. His efforts over the coming years would fill the oceans of Carthage with life. Some of it from the Sol System he’d left behind, now thousands of years in the past, while some life forms that were even more ancient, like the gigantic prehistoric archelons, which had been painstakingly recreated in a genetics lab somewhere back on Earth. He even had some entirely genetically manufactured organisms to add to the mix. 
 
    It would be decades of work. He didn’t need to get too het up about the mistakes of an ignorant engineer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CONSIDERATIONS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.26.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa knew she’d made the right decision to leave her job at Placement Services. It was the next step that was eluding her. 
 
    After spending half the day in her apartment, where she hadn’t arrived at any conclusions, she decided to go to the Party Field to take a walk and clear her head. She was as much at a loss as to what to do with her life as the worst of her dithering clients.  
 
    As she walked across the field—an expanse of tall grass, dotted with copses of trees—a sigh escaped her lips. Turns out making this sort of decision is hard.  
 
    Isa halted mid-step. Am I turning into a complainer?  
 
    She needed coffee. 
 
    She turned and strolled to one of the many little cafés that lined the field in the center of Landfall’s busy metropolis. Once she’d procured a strong cup of her favorite brew, she sat outside on the patio to people-watch. It was nice to be out and about with nothing to do. It certainly beat listening to the contorted, long-winded reasoning of clients.  
 
    Yet she still felt empty…like there was something missing, but she couldn’t figure out what.  
 
    The park was busy, despite it being the middle of the day. Groups of children had been brought by their tutors, apparently to run off steam as well as to have their obligatory history lesson. The Party Field was where the Intrepid’s crew and passengers had first set foot on Carthage. But the children seemed to not know or care, which Isa guessed was just fine.  
 
    No need to burden their young minds with the long journey across the thousands of light years. Many of them had embarked on it while they were still too young to comprehend the enormity of what had happened to them, and many more had been born at Victoria, or on the Intrepid itself.  
 
    The grass of the field was purposely allowed to grow long, and it was thick with wildflowers. The place would forever remain as it had been when the party of colonists had first landed, in contrast to the fine green lawns of other parks and gardens.  
 
    Children scrambled over the only structure in the park: a representation of the four inner planets of the New Canaan system. The large central globe was Canaan Prime. It spun just fast enough to be interesting but not enough to be dangerous to the little ones. Tyre sat closest to the system’s star, Troy occupied the second ring, Carthage came next, and Athens was the outlier. The kids scrambled and fought good-naturedly to sit on top of the spheres. 
 
    Watching the children play on the sculpture caused Isa to wonder if she should visit one or more of the other planets. She’d heard that outside Carthage, life was harder. The other worlds were behind Carthage in colonization and development, though Tyre and Troy were ahead in biological advancement—which was the cause of some of the problems there.  
 
    Perhaps the perspective would help her. Maybe she needed a more challenging environment, something more like the conditions on Victoria after it was first terraformed. 
 
    Then a man walking directly toward her caught Isa’s attention, and she set down her cup, a frown setting on her brow as she attempted to place him. A split-second later, she recognized the man.  
 
    Her heart sank. He was a former client. 
 
     What is his name? Hancock? Hagley? Harmon? Hart? Hart.  
 
    That was it. He clearly knew exactly who she was, judging by the beeline he was making for her. 
 
    “Hello,” Hart said as he reached Isa’s table. “Nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Hi. What a coincidence.” 
 
    “Yes. Are you with a client?” 
 
    “No. I’m just here to relax. I quit my job.” 
 
    “You did?” he asked, his eyebrows creeping up his forehead. “I wondered if you were taking a client on an excursion like you did with me. That was a good idea, by the way. It was fun, even if the trip was cut short by that fault on the maglev. So you quit, did you?”  
 
    “I did.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause. 
 
    “Would you like to join me?” Isa asked, somewhat reluctantly.  
 
    Hart was a nice enough man, but she didn’t feel any particular connection with him. He seemed like he needed someone to talk to, though, and it wasn’t like she had an urgent appointment to keep. 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    The ex-client settled himself down next to her, also facing the busy park that spread out before them. He rested his ankle on the knee of the other leg. “Nice day.” 
 
    “Every day’s a nice day around here,” said Isa.  
 
    It was true. The FGT had set up the climate to be pleasant and balmy all year round. 
 
    “So,” she went on, “I’m guessing that, as you’re sitting here with another citizen who has time on her hands, you didn’t decide what you want to do yet?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. I’m still considering my options.” 
 
    “There’s certainly a lot of them. Maybe that’s part of the problem.” 
 
    Hart nodded, but didn’t reply. Watching him from the corner of her eye, Isa noticed there was something different about the man compared to the last time she’d met him. Or perhaps she’d been too focused on doing her job to see him as he really was. He appeared…she struggled to put her finger on it…uncomfortable. Yet she didn’t think his demeanor had anything to do with her. He’d chosen to come over and sit with her, after all. He could have easily pretended not to notice her and gone in another direction. 
 
    She changed her mind. Hart wasn’t uncomfortable. He was struggling with something. It was like he wanted to do or say something, but couldn’t for some reason. 
 
    “You know,” she said, wondering if she’d regret making the offer. “I’m not giving advice for a living any longer, but if you ever want any guidance with your decision, or suggestions, I’m happy to help. Or I can just listen, if you only want to talk.” 
 
    Hart’s head snapped around toward her. He looked startled and a little afraid.  
 
    “You can always contact me,” said Isa. “You can find me on the Link.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied stiffly, “but I don’t think that’ll be necessary. You seem to have the wrong idea about me. I’m fine. I don’t need your help.” He got up and stalked away without saying goodbye. 
 
    Isa wondered what had gotten into the man. She’d only been trying to be kind. She gave a mental shrug. Hart was no longer her client. Maybe someone else at Placement Services could help him. 
 
     She drained her coffee and left the café, intending to walk around the edge of Party Field to stretch her legs. She’d barely gone a few steps before a child ran full pelt into her. The boy’s head had been facing backward, watching his friend, who was chasing him, and Isa had no time to move out of his way.  
 
    The child collided with her legs and bounced to the ground. He began to sob, though Isa guessed it was from shock, as the thick grass would have cushioned his fall. She looked around for the boy’s parent or tutor, but no adults seemed to be watching him. Even his little friend had run away.  
 
    She squatted down. “Are you OK?” 
 
    The boy shook his head vigorously. His shoulders rounded over, and he buried his face in his hands.  
 
    It looked like his crying wasn’t going to let up any time soon. People had begun to glance over curiously.  
 
    Isa said to the kid, “You’re so lucky. I wish I could have fallen down right there like you did.” 
 
    The sobbing paused. The boy looked up. “Why?” 
 
    “Just imagine, where you’re sitting could be where people stepped onto Carthage for the very first time.” 
 
    His eyes becoming round, he stared at the grass next to him. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. Didn’t you know?” 
 
    A look of wonder on his face, the boy shook his head, his tears forgotten.  
 
    “Do you want me to tell you about it?” 
 
    A slow nod. 
 
    Isa sat in the long grass and proceeded to relate—in words the boy would understand—the story of the party for ten thousand people from the Intrepid. Just as she was getting into it, the boy’s tutor ran up, relieved to have finally found her charge.  
 
    When the woman saw what was happening, she told Isa to carry on. She then brought over the other children who were with her and sat them down to listen. By the time Isa ran out of things to say, fifteen boys and girls were sitting around her. 
 
    She told the children what food the partiers had eaten and the drinks they drank. She told them how the celebration had lasted all night and into the next day. She even made up some stories about the famous people who had been there and what they had said and done.  
 
    “That was marvelous,” the tutor said when Isa finally ran out of ideas. “Have you considered going into teaching? You’re a natural.” 
 
    “Teaching?”  
 
    It was a career possibility that had never crossed Isa’s mind. She just smiled and shrugged; the tutor thanked her and ushered the children away, leaving Isa alone in her patch of grass.  
 
    Canaan Prime was in the lower quarter of the sky, and the air was cooling. She got to her feet, deciding it was time to head back to her apartment. As she was exiting the park, Murry contacted her over the Link.  
 
    <Yes?> Isa asked, curious as to why the AI would be reaching out to her. 
 
    <Hello. I’m responding to your request for a potential partner match.> 
 
    <Oh.>  
 
    She had put the request in on a whim the evening before she’d quit her job. The unexpected events of the following morning had driven it from her mind.  
 
    <Did you find someone?> she asked. 
 
    <I found several near matches, but only one whose personality appears to entirely complement your own.> 
 
    <Right.>  
 
    She wasn’t sure she was still interested in meeting anyone; her lack of a job seemed a more pressing issue. But it wouldn’t hurt to find out more.  
 
    <Who is it?> 
 
    

  

 
   
    PLANET HOPPER 
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    Beck Marsden couldn’t wait to take his new four-seater planet hopper out for a test drive, but he didn’t want to do it alone.  
 
    What would be the point of that? He thought while cleaning up his lunch dishes. This sleek, speedy bird was built for showing off to your buddies.  
 
    It had taken a lot of arm-twisting to nab one of the first off the production line. If he hadn’t known the owner of Carthage’s first private spaceship manufacturing plant, he wouldn’t have stood a chance. Not that he’d managed to haggle a discount on the eye-watering amount of credits it had cost…. So taking the ship on its first spin all alone would be a total waste of all that effort and money. 
 
    But who to invite to come along?  
 
    Art and Kris would take two seats, of course. The three of them had been best pals since kindergarten, and had applied together to leave Sol.  
 
    The remaining seat was the problem.  
 
    Beck had made plenty of new friends while working on the city’s maglev lines—all great guys and girls—but none stood out.  
 
    As he sprawled on his sofa, he went through a mental list.  
 
    Kathy? No, she was a little too quiet and serious. She probably wouldn’t be interested in planet diving. Matt? Beck remembered he was working overtime that day. Noam? Noam might want to come, and he thought she might be interested in him. It would be the perfect opportunity to get to know her a little better. 
 
    He tried to contact her over the Link.  
 
    An ‘asleep’ signal flashed in response. Really? It was early afternoon. Noam must have been out partying all night.  
 
    Then he had it. Donnie. Donnie was fun to have around, always cracking jokes.  
 
    <Hey, Donnie.> 
 
    <Beck? Great to hear from you. What’s up?> 
 
    Beck sent the mental equivalent of a shrug. <Just wondering what you were doing.> 
 
    <Nothing much happening here. How about you?> 
 
    <Not a lot going on. I took delivery of a BlazeRay Mark 1 just now, but apart from that—> 
 
    <A what?> Donnie sputtered. <You’re kidding me, right?> 
 
    <No way. Straight up. Come over and check it out. Thinking of taking it for a whirl later…You can come along, if you like.> 
 
    <If I like?! Beck, don’t you dare start her up without me. Do you hear?> Donnie was all but shouting. <I’ll be there in ten.> 
 
    <Make it five, and you’ve got a deal. Now that I’ve told you about it, I got the itch to take her out. It’s real bad.> Beck gave a sinister laugh. <I don’t know how long I can hold out.> 
 
    <I’m out the door and on my way. A BlazeRay? I didn’t even know we could get them yet.> 
 
    <It wasn’t easy but…Hey, Donnie, I got calls to make. Come right in when you get here, OK?> 
 
    Beck contacted Art and Kris and told them the good news. Predictably, they also didn’t hesitate to accept his invitation. He settled back to wait for his friends to arrive, his face bearing a wide grin. Telling them about his new vehicle had been entertaining, but not as much fun as the afternoon promised to be. 
 
    While he waited, he imagined flying the BlazeRay way up into the outer atmosphere, where they could see the curve of Carthage far below. Then he imagined diving down at a dizzying speed. They would drop like a stone, or a hawk dive-bombing its prey. At the very last minute, he would hit the controls to lift the ship’s nose, and after almost kissing the ground, they would curve away to safety.  
 
    Who would break first and show fear? Who would be first to yell, ‘Pull up, pull up!’?  
 
    Beck smirked. It was going to be a fun afternoon. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Dunworthy of the Holgate stretched and relaxed while stifling a yawn. He glanced around the shuttle’s cockpit, ensuring all was in readiness for take-off. He couldn’t wait to get planetside after the latest long tour on the aging ship he commanded, but it wasn’t a good idea to show his eagerness to the crew. Endlessly transporting raw materials across the system wasn’t the most glamorous of work, and knowing their captain was as weary of it as they were wouldn’t help.  
 
    He’d worked hard to get to his current position, yet now that he’d made it, he wasn’t sure the effort was worth the reward. 
 
    It didn’t help that he’d been given what had to be the oldest vessel of the merchant fleet, and its shuttle was no younger. Though the Holgate had been new when the Intrepid had departed the Sol System, she had seen constant use during the long stay at Victoria. Eight decades of use in building that colony had taken its toll on the ship.  
 
    He wasn’t sure the old girl was up to building another.  
 
    It was a shame that the rejuvenation treatment that could set him back to a youthful state when he needed it wouldn’t work on spaceships. Even a full refit likely wouldn’t fix the problems that plagued the Holgate. If it wasn’t the Link, it was the navigation. If it wasn’t the navigation, it was the door mechanisms. If it wasn’t the— 
 
    “Twenty minutes to landing,” said the shuttle’s pilot.  
 
    “Thanks, Marcia,” Dunworthy replied. “Looking forward to getting back to your garden?” 
 
    “Am I,” she replied. “I hate to think what’s happened to it while I’ve been gone. The tomatoes were just beginning to ripen when we left. They’re probably all finished now, and I didn’t get to try even one.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll manage to grow something else during our shore leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. I think I need to pick a different crop. Something that grows faster.” 
 
    “Damn, it’s gone again,” said Alma, the comm officer.  
 
    “What’s that?” Dunworthy asked. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Alma said. “It’s the Link. It’s down again.” 
 
    “Again? I thought the engineers from the Resolution finally fixed that for us.” 
 
    “They fixed it on the Holgate,” the comms officer emphasized, then gestured to the shuttle bay outside the shuttle’s front window. “I’m not sure they took a look at the shuttles. Oh, it’s OK. it’s back.” 
 
    “Good,” Dunworthy said. “Let’s hope it lasts until we land. Then I’ll put in for a complete overhaul.” 
 
    Marcia gave him an uncertain look. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with taking her down if the Link isn’t stable. If there were an emergency, and I didn’t hear about it…” 
 
    Deep down, Dunworthy knew his pilot was right. But he was tired and longing to see a blue sky again after weeks in the black. Ignoring protocol wouldn’t hurt just this once.  
 
    What are the chances that something disastrous will happen, and the shuttle will lose the Link at the exact same time? It has to be in the trillions—especially since it only just happened on the Holgate.  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” he decided. “Just get us down. The transports are backed up; if we don’t take this thing down, we could be up here waiting for days.”  
 
    Marcia cast Alma a pained look, and then the two women nodded. “OK…I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    Once the ship had landed, they would forget about a little rule-bending. 
 
    “Twenty-seven minutes to touch-down,” Marcia said as the shuttle lifted off the cradle in the Holgate’s small docking bay. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Slipping into the pilot’s seat of his new spaceship, Beck luxuriated at the soft, comfortable feel. The specially contoured, reactive material hugged his body like a lover spooning him. The oooohs and aaahhhs of his companions told him they felt the same. 
 
    “Buckle up, guys,” he said, pulling on the retracted safety straps. The straps snaked from their receptacles at his touch, and snapped their locks together at his midriff. 
 
    “Awww,” Donnie said. “Do we have to? I prefer being loose and easy, if you know what I mean.” He waggled his eyebrows at Kris and Art, who guffawed.  
 
    “I hope I don’t, Donnie,” Beck replied, laughing. “And I don’t want to find out. Strap in, fella. I aim to find out exactly what this bird can do. So unless you wanna be crawling on the ceiling while I pull some sweet gs…” 
 
    “Hey, Beck,” said Kris, “Can we all have a turn flying? I’ve never flown a planet hopper before.” 
 
    “What?” Beck replied in mock incredulity. “Let you get your clumsy paws on my pride and joy? Save up and buy your own.” An idea popped into his head, and he gasped at the exciting realization. “Then we can have races!” 
 
    “Whoa,” said Art. “You just blew my mind.” 
 
    Beck started up the BlazeRay’s engine. The control panel’s holodisplay flickered to life, and his heart sped up. This was it. From the awed silence in the cabin, Beck guessed his friends felt the same thrill.  
 
    He lifted the ship from the pad on his apartment building’s roof, and checked the readouts. Everything seemed to be working. The ship’s Link initiated the connection to his mind, and Beck was integrated. His heartbeat surged even faster. He and the ship were one. 
 
    <BlazeRay departing Landfall City, please identify.>  
 
    <Wh-what?> Beck stammered as the official-sounding voice from Landfall Air Traffic Control entered his mind.  
 
    <BlazeRay, Landfall. We have you departing residential district 17. Please squawk two-one-four-seven and ident.>  
 
    <Oh. OK. Uh, this is BlazeRay…> He searched for the plaque that identified the vessel's tail number as he dialed in the discrete transponder code over his Link to the ship, and then spotting it, continued, <928-GHK. Sorry, I just took delivery today.>  
 
    <BlazeRay 928-GHK, yes. I can see you now. Please file your flight plan with the ATC and STC.>  
 
    <My…I have to have a flight plan? I didn't think sport craft had to file one.>  
 
    Beck hadn’t expected the Landfall ATC to be so particular about small craft. His prior flight experience was doing light dives over Eris from Korda Station; no one there had worried much about flight plans for skiffs like this. Given that there were only a quarter million people living on Carthage, he’d expected things to be even more lax. 
 
    “Come on, Beck,” Kris interrupted. “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    “Wait a sec. I’m just talking to air traffic control.” He’d been a little annoyed by the controller’s interruption, but now self-importance trumped his irritation. “I have to tell them my flight plan.”  
 
    <Landfall, BlazeRay Niner-Two-Eight-GHK would like to file a flight plan, active at…> he checked the time, <14:00 LFT.> 
 
    <BlazeRay GHK, say destination.> 
 
    <I…uh…my friends and I were just going to do some planet diving out over the northern Mediterranean, is that allowed?> Beck hoped it was. He was going to have trouble impressing his friends if all they could do was putter around a pre-planned flight path. 
 
    <BlazeRay GHK, yes sir. No flights are scheduled north of the fortieth parallel between the prime and antimeridians, but advise visual scan prior to dive.> 
 
    <Uh…thanks, Landfall,> then belatedly, <BlazeRay GHK, over.> 
 
    <BlazeRay GHK, Landfall. Flight plan activated. Turn north, heading zero-seven-zero. Ascend and maintain flight level one-niner until you've cleared the eastern gas vents. Monitor Approach on one twenty-three point five, good day.> 
 
    <Thanks.> 
 
    “OK, guys,” he said. “We’re all set.”  
 
    Beck maneuvered the BlazeRay off the building’s roof. It floated like a feather on an updraft above the streets below. The ship was so responsive, he felt he could have controlled it with his breath. Normally that would be a bad thing, but with the anti-gravity systems, the ship held perfectly steady after every adjustment.  
 
    “Ooowee,” exclaimed Donnie. “Here we go!”  
 
    “Air traffic control told me to head out to coordinates at the Adriatic coast,” Beck said. “We’ll be there in around half an hour. Then the real fun begins.” 
 
    The hollers and whoops of his companions deafened him. He beamed. They were all in for one helluva ride. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Marcia checked in with space traffic control. The Holgate’s shuttle was cleared for landing at Naxos Spaceport, approaching on a southerly route aligned with the Holgate’s orbit. That would bring them in over the Mediterranean, allowing them to pass between the western and southern heat vents. The route would take them over the continent of Iberia, and then Parthia before they reached Carthage’s central archipelago and the island of Naxos. 
 
    She rubbed the knot in the back of her neck. The last flight of a duty period always seemed to take the longest, no matter what the duration. She would be glad to finally shut down the engines and step out into fresh air.  
 
    Spending weeks on end aboard a spaceship really made a person appreciate how rich and clean air on a planet could smell. Sure, she’d gotten used to that sour, tainted odor that the Holgate’s aging filtering units never quite managed to eradicate—after a few days aboard, you didn’t notice it anymore. But she knew it was there nevertheless, which meant that all the time she was on the ship, she felt icky. It didn’t matter how many showers she took or how often she changed her uniform, that slightly dirty feeling didn’t dissipate.  
 
    As Marcia double-checked the shuttle’s bearing and trajectory, she wistfully recalled the scent of the tomato plants in her little garden. Now that was a nice smell. Kind of peppery and green. She hoped at least a few tomatoes remained ripening on the vine, ready for her to eat. The food in the ship’s canteen was OK, but nothing beat the taste of homegrown produce. 
 
    <Holgate shuttle seven, Carthage Approach.> Marcia looked up with a frown as the space traffic controller pinged them. 
 
    <Carthage Approach, this is Holgate shuttle two,> she corrected. 
 
    <Ah, Holgate shuttle two, Carthage Approach. Adjust heading to enter atmosphere at the forty-fifth parallel north, and maintain a one-hundred-kilometer separation until you reach Naxos airspace.> 
 
    Marcia turned the nose of the shuttle toward the westernmost landmass as the STC controller continued. <Be advised, planetary ATC has issued a notice. Upper atmo winds have pushed the western gas plumes to the south. Traffic is being vectored away from approach Iberia-1 to use alternate routes.>  
 
    <Carthage space traffic control to Holgate shuttle two.> 
 
    <Carthage Approach, Holgate Two. Atmospheric entry at forty-fifth north. Will maintain one-hundred-kilometer separation. Will advise on initial contact Naxos airspace,> Marcia replied.   
 
    The controller had only left her a minute or two to make the adjustments, burning hard to adjust their path in toward the planet to approach over the northern hemisphere rather than the south, but she managed to execute them without causing anyone undue discomfort in the cabin. 
 
    ”Everything OK?” Alma asked.  
 
    Marcia gave an absent nod. “Yeah, just a weather shift, we’re coming in from the north.” 
 
    Their new course would take them over Hyperborea, across the Adriatic and across the southern spur of the Scythian continent before they reached Naxos. It would add ten minutes to their flying time. Marcia announced the change to the passenger cabin and heard the groans and complaints. The Holgate’s crew were as eager to return home as she was. 
 
    Behind her, Dunworthy asked the comms officer, “Is the shuttle’s Link holding up?”  
 
    “Steady as a rock, sir,” Alma replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The BlazeRay flew up through the stratosphere like an ascending angel. Beck could hardly contain his delight at piloting his new ship. She was worth ten times what he’d paid for her. He’d flown his fair share of pleasure craft back in Sol, but the BlazeRay was equipped with new anti-gravity drives, and there was simply no comparison to impulse drive systems. It was, hands down, light years easier to handle than the planet hopper he’d sold before leaving Earth. The controls were almost intuitive, seeming to anticipate his every move. 
 
    “Stars, she’s a dream, guys,” he said. “A miracle.” 
 
    The screen in the dashboard showed the brilliant blue and green curve of Carthage growing more convex below, the island of Hyperborea visible to the east, wreathed in dusty clouds. On their right were the drifting clouds of the nebulous ring, and on their left was black velvet studded with the Cradle’s diamond points of light. 
 
    His companions lay beside him—their seats now horizontal, as the BlazeRay swept upward—all wearing goofy grins. 
 
    “Awww, man,” Donnie said. “Beck, you just ruined my sex life.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m never doing it again. This is a thousand times better!” 
 
    The small cabin erupted with laughter, but when the chuckles finally died out, an awed silence fell. Beck felt it too. He knew he would always remember this day. The place, the people, the activity—everything was perfect. The long journey to New Canaan felt like it had finally been worth it, and life was good. 
 
    “OK, fellas,” he said. “Time to go diving.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Dunworthy shifted in his seat. It felt like they would never land. If he were just a member of the crew, back in the passenger cabin, he could read a book or watch a vid. But a captain was always on display, always scrutinized. Like he had been over that incident at Laconia. Thankfully he’d been found blameless, but the experience had left a sour taste in his mouth. 
 
    He checked the time. Nine minutes to landing.  
 
    “Let’s have the screen open,” he said to Marcia. 
 
    As the window protector drew back, a view of Carthage appeared above the instrument panel. The planet was blue to the horizon and from edge to edge. A bluish haze of atmosphere blanketed the wide, watery expanse and faded away above into the clouds of gas that flowed out of the western a-grav towers. 
 
    “A sight for sore eyes,” Dunworthy remarked. 
 
    “What’s that, Captain?” Marcia asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just something my mother used to say.” 
 
    “It’s certainly a soothing view,” said the pilot. 
 
    Dunworthy nodded. “That it is.”  
 
    “It’s good to be home,” said Marcia. “Just bringing her around for our final approach.” 
 
    The horizon turned at an angle and grew wider and flatter. The overhanging blackness of space faded to azure. Below, the coast of Hyperborea appeared; a thin thread that grew rapidly thicker as the deep green, uneven ridges of forested hills rose.  
 
    Beyond, he could make out the Adriatic Sea and the mountains of Scythia. Beyond those would be the island of Naxos.  
 
    Dunworthy began to anticipate sleeping in his own bed, which was much larger and softer than the one in his captain’s quarters aboard the Holgate. He would be at his house in the country in less than an hour. 
 
    “Damn,” Alma said, frustration lacing her voice. “Link’s down.” 
 
    “What?” Dunworthy said, though he’d heard the woman perfectly. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The BlazeRay crested the curve. For an infinite second, the vessel hung in the thermosphere. Beck thought his heart was going to pound out of his chest.  
 
    “This is it, guys. Here we go. Hold onto your lunch.”  
 
    The BlazeRay tipped. Her nose was angled straight down. They began to fall. 
 
    “Oooooooweeeeeeeee,” Beck yelled. 
 
    His companions joined in with hollers and screams, threatening to deafen him. The planet’s surface was rushing up at an unbelievable speed. Beck opened up the BlazeRay’s engine, forcing the vessel down faster. Their journey to the surface would last only a tiny fraction of the time it had taken to climb up, but the buzz would be out of this world. 
 
    For a second, Beck became weightless; then, as the engine’s power boosted them into a faster dive than the ship’s terminal velocity, he was forced back in his seat.  
 
    It was the ride of a lifetime. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Marcia asked.  
 
    Scan flagged something falling toward the planet. At first she thought it was a meteor, but it was moving perpendicular to Carthage’s surface, and accelerating faster than the planet’s gravitational pull. 
 
    “What?” Dunworthy asked, as Marcia realized that the object was a ship—and it was on a collision course. 
 
    Marcia had no time to reply to the captain; no time to contact the ship bearing down on them.  
 
    She had seconds. 
 
    Desperately, she fired the starboard maneuvering jets, attempting to slew out of the approaching ship's path. The chemical thrusters sputtered, then died.  
 
    “Not now, you ancient piece of shit!” she cursed. 
 
    She slammed a fist into the console, and by some miracle, the system came back to life, reporting a nominal burn on the thrusters. But it was too little too late. The shuttle moved like it was stuck in tar, slowly creeping to port. 
 
    Captain Dunworthy was asking something, but the words wouldn’t process for Marcia. 
 
    They weren’t going to make it. 
 
    The blood drained from her face as she glanced at the captain and Alma, mouthing the word, “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kris was the first to notice the shuttle streaking through Carthage’s upper atmosphere. “Hey, what’s that ship doing there?”  
 
    Beck, who had been concentrating on squeezing the engine for maximum power, flicked his gaze to the area ‘above’ the ship. A ship-to-ground shuttle was flying directly beneath them. It was heading straight into their drop path.  
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    “Steer around it!” shouted Donnie. “Go around it. Now. Do it now!” 
 
    “I can’t,” Beck said. “We’re going too fast.” The BlazeRay’s console lit up, flashing a warning in red.  
 
    [COLLISION ALERT] 
 
    Beck wondered if the ride had been worth dying for.  
 
    Definitely not. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Dunworthy registered the word Marcia had mouthed, saw the fear in her eyes, but couldn’t think of anything to say or do. She was a skilled pilot—if she couldn’t avoid the collision, there was nothing to be done. 
 
    The console read two seconds to impact, and time slowed to a dreamlike pace. Dunworthy found himself transfixed on their nemesis, the vessel bearing down on the shuttle. For an instant, he caught a glimpse of the craft’s interior through its transparent roof. His death was approaching in the form of four men, horror written across their features.  
 
    Then the ship was gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <Collision avoided,> the BlastRay’s NSAI announced. 
 
    At the last split-second, the planet hopper’s automated systems had taken control and shifted around the shuttle. 
 
    The maneuver should have exerted punishing force on them, slamming the four men against their restraints, yet they had felt nothing.  
 
    Glancing at the console’s readouts, Beck saw a notice flashing: [A-Grav Dampeners: Active].  
 
    “Shit,” he whispered as his hands trembled, slowing the engine. “I didn’t realize a-grav could do that.” 
 
    “The fuck,” grunted Art, sounding surprised that he could still speak. “I thought we were dead.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kris added. “I thought we were fish food for sure.” 
 
    Donnie didn’t say anything, but Beck noticed that a foul odor had begun to fill the cabin.

  

 
   
    A SOLUTION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.28.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    <I can’t believe I let you talk me into going on a date,> Erin said to Walter.  
 
    She was back at Government House, in Tanis’s office, trying to concentrate on finding a new site for the SATC, but the social engagement she’d agreed to—scheduled for that evening—was looming over her like a thundercloud. Even the concept, a date with a total stranger, bothered her more than she’d previously admitted to herself.  
 
    She felt like an adolescent who had never been kissed. No matter how much she tried to kid herself that she was meeting this person that Murry had matched her with only to find out a little more about them—that it didn’t mean anything, and most likely wouldn’t lead anywhere—she couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable, even nervous.  
 
    She was an engineer at the top of her profession. She’d been through battles and journeyed across thousands of years and light years. She hollowed out moons for a living, for core’s sake.  
 
    What is it that bothers me about meeting someone for a potential romantic liaison?  
 
    Erin gave a shudder as the phrase ‘romantic liaison’ echoed in her head. Her choice of words wasn’t helping with her cringing feeling. 
 
    <I think that ’talking you into it’ is describing my actions rather strongly,> Walter replied. <I only set the facts before you. You yourself came to the obvious conclusion that developing your life outside of work would be beneficial, and was something you’d always intended. I entirely agree with your decision to meet this person, by the way, and I’m looking forward to becoming acquainted with Murry’s recommendation for you myself. The matching of personalities, whether human or AI, or human and AI, is endlessly fascinating to me. There are such multi-faceted variations in emotional responses, preferences, affiliations and so on. It really is quite an art. I doubt I would have the capacity to do it myself.> 
 
    <I guess you’re right,> Erin allowed. <It’s hard to tell whether you’ll be compatible with someone.>  
 
    But how am I supposed to tell if we’re compatible? she asked herself. 
 
    It had been so long since Erin had been in a relationship, she wasn’t sure she even remembered what it felt like. And even when she’d been active, her dalliances had never lasted longer than a year or two; either she or her partner would ultimately call it off because the feeling had gone.  
 
    That was another thing. Was there even any point to pursuing Walter’s idea? How would a relationship work if she spent most of her time out working on the Gamma bases? Surely that would be too much of a strain. Could a relationship last under such circumstances? 
 
    <I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it,> Walter ventured, <but you do seem to be overthinking this somewhat.> 
 
    <Do you think so?> He was right. Of course he was. <I guess you have suggestions about that, too?>  
 
    <I would advise just trying to enjoy yourself. How long has it been since you relaxed and had some fun?> 
 
    Erin thought back. There had been the party when the Intrepid had crossed over New Canaan’s heliopause. After that…nothing. They’d met with the FGT a few days later, and from there on, she’d done nothing but work—which was fine, because she loved her work. Yet she supposed a change of pace would be nice.  
 
    Walter was right. If she didn’t like the person—unlikely though that was, given Murry’s expertise in these things—she could still enjoy the evening. She was glad she’d booked one of the most highly rated restaurants in Landfall. She could eat a decent meal for a change, something a bit different from the ship’s fare, or the hastily grabbed snacks she’d been living on since arriving on Carthage. 
 
    Erin found herself growing more curious about the person she was to meet that night. She’d barely registered more than a name. She returned to the information Murry had sent, but before she had time to look up more details, someone contacted her. 
 
    <Erin?>  
 
    It was Sasha. Erin had been waiting for her to arrive. The young engineer was on her way to Tanis’s office to help out with the SATC site search. Erin wondered what was so important that Sasha was contacting her now, when they would see each other in minutes.  
 
    <Yes? Is something wrong?> 
 
    <Did you hear about the near miss?> 
 
    <What near miss? I haven’t heard anything. What’s happened?> 
 
    Sasha sighed. <I thought the news might not have gotten through to you yet. I’m in direct Link with both air and space traffic controls. Carthage nearly had its first accident. A planet hopper almost hit a space shuttle over the Adriatic. I haven’t got all the details yet, but it looks like the shuttle was rerouted at the last minute, and the planet hopper wasn’t where it was supposed to be. A group of fun-seekers were planet diving, so they were traveling at top speed when the shuttle’s Link went down. No one could make contact to warn them of the danger, and there was a satcomm relay issue that made warnings from the Naxos ATC to the planet hopper get queued instead of going straight through. If it hadn’t been for the anti-collision tech on the planet hopper, we would be picking the remains out of the ocean.> 
 
    <The Link went down on the shuttle? When does that ever happen? Wait. What ship was the shuttle from?> 
 
    <It’s a cargo ship. The Holgate.> 
 
    <Not again! That ship’s a menace. I’m going to have it taken out of service and scrapped.> 
 
    The door to Tanis’s office opened, and Sasha came in. “Has that ship lost its Link before?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, it has,” Erin replied, her tone sour. “It was a fluke the first time, but now…. It’s time for that ship to be decommissioned. It was an original from Sol, and we ran it hard in the Kap too, making runs from Tara to Victoria. I don’t know why we’re even still using it—I guess we’re packrats. Anyway, do we have a preliminary report on how those two craft ended up on top of one another?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’ve asked the air and space controls to provide them, but it only occurred a few minutes ago; they’re still processing the details. And they’ll have to speak to both pilots.” 
 
    Erin leaned back in her chair. “We need to get the SATC up and retire these disparate systems, Sasha—before someone gets killed. If we hadn’t redirected so many of our resources out to the shipyards….” She drew a deep breath. The reasoning for the resource allocation was sound, it just made everything more difficult than anyone had expected it to be. “Those private craft are going to be filling the skies before long.” 
 
    Sasha sat down and studied the globe of Carthage that Erin had opened above the desk. “Have you found any possibilities yet?” 
 
    “No, and you know what? I’m not even going to try. The promontory here on Knossos is the best spot. We both know it. This isn’t just an SATC, but the planetary defense center. Placement is crucial.” 
 
    “So you’re going to override that stuffy scientist’s objections? Good. Carthaginians’ safety takes priority. He can always start another fish farm or whatever it is that he does. He said himself there were plenty of places that are still deserted.” She added, giggling, “Plenty of places he can go skinny dipping in private.” 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t have told you about that. No, I’m not going to insist he move away either. Something occurred to me when he came over to complain about the vibrations. There’s something else we could use, something that won’t cause the slightest vibration, and in fact would make the job much faster, easier, and simpler. The only problem is, I need permission from Governor Richards. I’m not sure she’ll give it, but she might—especially when I tell her about the near-disaster we had today. If she does, we can complete a week’s worth of excavating in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Minutes? What could we use that would do that?” Sasha asked. Then realization hit, and her eyes widened. “Do you really think the governor will let us use that?” 
 
    “The more I think about it, the more I believe there’s a good chance she will. She’ll totally understand the urgency of the project, and if there was ever the perfect place to use the technology, this is it. Whatever we do inside the granite of Knossos will be entirely hidden from prying eyes.” 
 
    “Right.” Sasha bit her lip. “But…”  
 
    “What? You think we shouldn’t use it? Don’t worry about saying what you think, Sasha. I want to hear it.” 
 
    “Aren’t you at least a little bit worried about what could happen with that tech? What if it got out of hand? I’ve heard stories. There are reasons why that type of research was outlawed in Sol. I feel nervous just knowing we carted it around with us on the Intrepid.” 
 
    “No, the prospect of the picotech getting out of control isn’t a concern. Those stories you heard are from a long, long time ago. The use of it in the Battle of Victoria and then at Bollams’s World was a sad necessity, not an accident.  
 
    “But the fact that we’ve been able to harness it so well proves that there’s no pico doing anything except exactly what it’s set up to do. On the other hand, that isn’t to say we can be casual about it. If it were to fall into the wrong hands, it would be disastrous. That’s what the governor is going to be concerned about.” 
 
    Sasha’s lips twisted, and she appeared unconvinced. “What about the Transcend? We know they’re watching us from beyond the heliosphere.” 
 
    “Right, we need to keep any use of the picotech invisible. We can’t build a city in hours—or my shipyards, for that matter—however useful that might be. But at the SATC site, we’d be using it under hundreds of tons of rock, and the gas plumes obscure the site much of the time. The Transcend—or anyone else—would have to use direct active scan to even guess at what we’re doing.” 
 
    “But what if someone on Carthage wanted to steal it?” Sasha asked.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s very likely,” Erin replied. “The danger of a Carthaginian stealing the picotech is probably nonexistent. We’re among friends here. But we’ll take all necessary precautions to protect it anyway. It isn’t the kind of stuff you want to leave lying around.” 
 
    “OK. So stuffy scientist and picotech it is. I’m excited. I’ve never seen picotech in use before. And maybe our local marine biologist might flash us when he goes for a swim.” 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes. “Really wishing I hadn’t told you that.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did. That’s how I’ll imagine him the next time he comes over harrumphing and grumbling, as I’m sure he will. So you’re going to message the governor?” 
 
    “I am,” Erin replied. “I’ll send a packet later today. I think she was on her way to inspect the moons of Roma, but she’s been taking some detours, so I don’t know exactly how long it’ll take to reach her. I imagine that she’ll probably want to think about it for a while, too. Hopefully we’ll have her answer in a few hours, or a day at worst.” 
 
    <Then you’ll have a little free time to get ready for tonight,> said Walter. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Sasha asked. 
 
    Erin realized she was scowling. “Uh, no, just something my AI said.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    DATE NIGHT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.28.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d been on a blind date, or any date, or even had a romantic flirtation. She hadn’t been close to anyone in that way since coming out of stasis upon the Intrepid’s arrival at Carthage.  
 
    Her former lover had decided to remain on Victoria, and it had taken her a while to move on from the sad and painful parting. That was the problem with moving to a brand new colony: leaving people behind meant never seeing them again. Granted, had the Intrepid not hit Kapteyn’s Streamer and jumped forward five thousand years, it would have been possible to return to the Kap, but now there was no chance of going back. 
 
    Well, with FTL there is, but there’s no reason to do that now.  
 
    As she browsed her wardrobe trying to decide what she should wear, Isa wondered if that parting was the reason she had the constant feeling of being dissatisfied. Many of the colonists—especially the Sirians—felt survivor’s guilt for leaving. Had she made a big mistake in leaving Victoria? Was there something she could have done if she’d stayed? If that was the case, there wasn’t a lot she could do about it—especially with what had happened there. She’d have to muddle through and find a way to make a life for herself.  
 
    Isa pushed the sorrowful thoughts out of her mind and focused on the task at hand. This was supposed to be a pleasant evening. She picked out a smart, fitted, green dress, the tight bodice of which tapered into her waist and flared out over her hips before ending in handkerchief points halfway down her calves.  
 
    Being shorter than average sometimes made it hard to find flattering clothes, but she’d become moderately proficient at adjusting autofit clothing. The dress did the job, and the shade complemented her olive skin and black hair.  
 
    After telling her home comfort system to turn her bedroom windows to mirrors, she put on the dress and checked herself in her reflection. 
 
    She looked good. Stylish, but not a slave to fashion. Chic and cute at the same time. If her blind date didn’t like her, it wouldn’t be because she looked like a derelict.  
 
    She combed her hair and pinned it into a pleat at the back of her head, before pulling down a few strands to curl around her neck and collarbone. She didn’t want to look too formal. 
 
    Isa hadn’t found out any more about her date than the person’s name, so technically, it was only blind because she hadn’t wanted to check the visual on Murry’s match. She liked surprises. She hadn’t even delved into the person’s history, thinking that if she knew all about her date, what would they have to talk about?  
 
    Her stomach fluttered, and she smiled at her own nervousness. How silly. What is there to be afraid of? If they didn’t click, they could have a polite meal and go their separate ways with no loss to either of them.  
 
    Her rationalization of her jitters did nothing to quiet them.  
 
    To put a stop to her pensive introspection, Isa decided to leave early for the restaurant where her date had suggested they meet. She would have to wait a while, but that didn’t matter. Watching the other diners would help to distract her from her thoughts.  
 
    She went out and took the elevator that led to the scooter lot. The restaurant was downtown, and she didn’t want to walk the distance in formal shoes. Tucking her dress under her, she mounted the machine and drove it out into the street.  
 
    Landfall traffic was building up. As more and more colonists came out of stasis, the small city seemed to grow busier day by day. The public scooters were ubiquitous, and couples and families also took the utilitarian autocars. Isa noticed more luxurious, private transportation in the streets too, but the traffic wasn’t so bad as to delay her.  
 
    She pulled up outside the restaurant in under ten minutes. She dismounted and parked the scooter in the street. The restaurant could only be described as ‘swanky’.  
 
    At its entrance, a human maître d’ greeted her.  
 
    Sure is an upmarket place. 
 
    “Good evening,” the man said. “Do you have a reservation?” 
 
    “I don’t, but I think my friend made one.” She gave the name, and the maître d’ called a waiter—another real live person—to escort her to a table. The waiter pulled out her chair and tucked it under her as she sat.  
 
    Isa gazed down. On the snowy white tablecloth in front of her were a bewildering number of knives, forks, and spoons, and above them stood three separate glasses. It was like she’d stumbled into a sim.  
 
    She’d never been in such a classy place; the Edeners— 
 
    Isa shook her head. There were no Edeners anymore. They were all colonists now. Either way, they’d never unveiled this level of finery at Kapteyn’s Star. She wondered if they’d held back because they hadn’t wanted to share, or if it was because of the tech-restrictions that governor Markus had imposed to keep the Edener culture from subsuming the Noctus. 
 
    We few Noctus that came to New Canaan are all that remains of our people now. 
 
    Her idea that arriving early would quell her unease had been way off mark. What was she doing there? She was an unemployed nobody from a dead culture. She’d grown up on the mining platforms of Sirius, where people didn’t even dream of such luxury. Isa thanked the stars that she’d put on a half-decent dress. At least she could pretend she wasn’t entirely out of place.  
 
    The waiter was politely hovering, and Isa ordered some wine. She had no idea what to choose, so she randomly pointed at the menu. When was the last time she’d drunk wine? She couldn’t remember. She looked around. The place was entirely empty. So much for her plan to distract herself by watching the other diners.  
 
    When her wine arrived, she gulped down a mouthful. As she lowered her glass, a woman strode through the main door. Isa recognized her as Erin, one of the colony’s chief engineers. Could this be her?  
 
    The woman spoke to the maître d’, and the waiter brought her inside the restaurant. He escorted her in the direction of Isa’s table.  
 
    Her stomach twisted. This was her date.  
 
    Erin was on the shorter end of the spectrum, around Isa’s own height—a relief—and fine-boned. Her hair was dark brown and cut short, almost mannishly, and she was wearing a smart, tailored pantsuit. Her expression seemed calm, but something about her eyes told Isa she was just as terrified.  
 
    When she sat down, her deep brown eyes made brief contact with Isa’s before flicking away again as she ordered her drink from the waiter, requesting a cream soda. Had Isa been wrong to order wine? Did the woman anticipate the evening to be less casual than Isa had assumed it would be? 
 
    The waiter left, and Isa reached out a hand, almost knocking over a glass. The woman stared at Isa’s hand for a moment as if wondering what to do with it. Then she came to her senses and extended her own. She actually did knock over a glass. She quickly grabbed it with her other hand and set it upright.  
 
    “Erin,” the woman said, blushing as they shook. 
 
    “I know, you’re colony leadership,” said Isa. Then she realized the absurdity of her reply. “I mean, I’m Isa,” she amended. 
 
    “I—” Erin’s tense expression broke and she gave a great snort of laughter. 
 
    Isa chuckled. “You were going to say ‘I know’, too, right?” 
 
    Erin nodded, laughing too hard to answer. Isa joined in, and the tension between the two women disappeared in an instant. The sound of their mirth drowned out the gentle classical music that was playing, and at the entrance, the maître d’ glanced disapprovingly over his shoulder. 
 
    Erin was the first to calm down and catch her breath. “I’m sorry. This whole thing is too silly for words. Shall we just try to have a nice time? Someone recommended this restaurant to me, saying the food’s great, and all the dishes are made from scratch and cooked on stoves. What do you think? Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Now that I think about it, I’m ravenous,” Isa replied.  
 
    She picked up the menu and scanned the list, not even recognizing half the dishes. As she was trying to decipher the options and pick something, every so often, she would peek over the top of her menu at Erin.  
 
    After she’d done this for the fourth or fifth time, Erin noticed and said, “Can’t you find anything you’d like? I’d help, but this is mostly gobbledegook to me. We can go somewhere else, if you’d prefer.” 
 
    “No, everything looks great, even if I don’t know exactly what they all are. My problem is I want to try all of them, and…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Isa knew she shouldn’t say it, it was far too soon. But her feelings were pushing their way out of her mouth.  
 
    “I didn’t look at your visual before agreeing to meet you. I had no idea you were so beautiful,” she admitted. 
 
    Erin blinked and turned pink. “Oh. Thank you.” She lifted her menu higher. 
 
    Isa’s stomach sank. Had she spoiled the friendly rapport they had been building? But Erin seemed to get over her inappropriate comment within a few moments. She called over the waiter and gave her order, and Isa also placed hers.  
 
    She’d chosen scallops in cream sauce as her appetizer and steamed sablefish as entrée. The waiter suggested a wine that would complement the fish. Isa looked questioningly at Erin, but she only gave a small shrug. Isa agreed to the waiter’s suggestion and wondered how much the meal was going to cost. She had savings, but they wouldn’t last forever, and living on the basics available to everyone would get old quickly. Still, Erin seemed nice, and Isa had high hopes for a fun evening. It wouldn’t hurt to treat herself. 
 
    “What do you do?” Erin asked once the waiter had gone.  
 
    “Right now, not a lot,” Isa replied.  
 
    She explained about her most recent job and how she’d recently given it up. When Erin asked her why, Isa told her about her feelings of dissatisfaction, but she also related the story of the oafish, demanding cargo handlers. The way she mimicked their spokesman sent Erin into fits of chuckles again.  
 
    “I decided I didn’t want to spend my working days dealing with difficult people,” Isa concluded. “I don’t know. Maybe that was a bit self-centered of me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say so,” Erin said. “I’d hate to have to be nice and polite to people all day every day. I much prefer to work with machines and AIs. They’re more predictable and reliable most of the time, and they don’t complain or talk back. Well…the machines don’t, the AIs sure do.” 
 
    “But maybe they’re not so interesting—the machines, that is?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Tech is fascinating, and it’s developing all the time. The project I’m currently working on, for example, we’re going to—” She paused. “Er, well, I can’t speak about it at the moment, but if you used the kind of toys I get to use all the time, you wouldn’t think it was boring.  
 
    “Anyway, you said you’ve been working in Placement Services since arriving in Carthage. What did you do before that?” 
 
    Isa began to reply, and their appetizers arrived, along with the bottle of wine, which Erin shared. The conversation went on, becoming even more relaxed and friendly as the evening passed.  
 
    Erin mostly asked questions. She didn’t talk much about herself or her work unless they strayed onto the subject of tech…then she would go into long, detailed descriptions that Isa didn’t really understand. Erin seemed to be enjoying herself, though, so Isa listened without interrupting. 
 
    Isa guessed that Erin’s work was classified and that she wasn’t quiet on the subject because she didn’t like it, but because she couldn’t talk about it; though she did talk a bit about the work she was supposed to have done at New Eden. The woman clearly loved her work. She also didn’t speak about previous relationships, though as far as Isa could tell, she wasn’t hiding any dark secrets. Maybe it was only that Erin didn’t have much in that area of her life to talk about. 
 
    The end of their meal arrived. Things had gone well—far better than Isa had imagined they would at the beginning. The two women had talked nonstop for hours, chatting about Victoria and Carthage, and Isa had told Erin much more about her history than she would normally divulge to people she’d only just met.  
 
    Erin had an aura of integrity about her. It made her easy to trust, and though she didn’t make any kind of a show about it, the woman was also clearly brilliant. What Isa liked best about Erin however, was her sense of humor. Over the course of the evening, Isa had laughed so much and so hard that her stomach now ached. 
 
    The time came to leave, but she didn’t want the evening to end; she got the impression that Erin felt the same way.  
 
    When they stepped out into the cool, evening air, the traffic had all but disappeared, and the street was quiet. Behind the two women, the restaurant’s patrons created a dull murmur, but Isa had hardly noticed. 
 
    “Do you have far to go?” she asked. 
 
    “Not very far. I’m renting an apartment near the spaceport. How about you?” 
 
    Urgh, Isa thought. They were falling into formalities again. “Erin,” she implored sincerely, honestly, openly. “Would you like to come back to my place?” 
 
    To her delight, Erin accepted. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    When Isa woke the next morning, the first thing she perceived was the sound of Erin’s quiet, steady breathing beside her. She turned on the light, but quickly stopped its brightening at a dim half-light. It was enough to see by, but not so bright as to wake her lover.  
 
    She watched the sleeping woman for a while, drinking in her perfect, petite form. Eventually, though, she had to get up, and her movement woke Erin. As she saw Isa, she smiled and opened her arms, inviting her back to bed.  
 
    Isa couldn’t resist. She obliged, and the two women cuddled. 
 
    Isa brushed Erin’s hair with her fingertips. “I really like your hair. It suits you.” 
 
    “Thanks. I like to keep it short. So much less of a hassle to deal with.” 
 
    “Mmm…. So, what do you want to do today?” 
 
    “Today?” Erin said, a sad sigh escaping her lips. “Sorry, I have to go to work.” 
 
    “But it’s a rest day.” 
 
    “I know, but I just received the reply to an important message I sent yesterday. I have to leave right away. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s OK,” Isa said, though her heart sank a little. “Do you want to go out again soon?” 
 
    “I’d love to, but I don’t know when. I have to leave Landfall for a while.” Erin kissed Isa and got out of bed. She began to gather her things. “It’s for a project I’m working on. And I have a list of other work lined up after that’s finished.” 
 
    Isa’s heart sank further. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” Erin went on. “I really like you, Isa, and I loved spending time with you. But I don’t know when I’ll be able to see you again, and I wouldn’t want you to put your life on hold for me.” 
 
    Those words echoed in Isa’s mind for some time after Erin left, making the apartment feel even more empty than it had the prior day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    PROGRESS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.29.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Erin arrived at Government House, she’d managed to push the pleasant memory of her date and night with Isa from her mind. She needed to concentrate on her work.  
 
    During her journey to Tanis’s offices, Erin’s excitement at receiving the go-ahead had begun to fade.  
 
    Tanis had taken a long time to consider the proposal before giving an answer, and it was obvious why—using the picotech wasn’t something to be undertaken lightly. Tanis had been explicit in her message; deploying the picotech carried risks. If it didn’t, they would have used it to build the entire infrastructure of Carthage and all the other terraformed planets in New Canaan within a few months, if not weeks. 
 
    Erin’s orders were to establish tight security before bringing the module to the site, and it had to be guarded at all times. Her engineer’s mind was psyched to be using the picotech, but the elation was tempered by the fact that it came with a huge responsibility.  
 
    Sasha was already in the building and waiting for her. Erin had given her the good news as soon as she’d received the reply from Tanis. Erin went straight to the meeting room that had become an impromptu shared office for the two engineers.  
 
    “Hi,” Sasha said, looking up from the plas sheet she was reading as Erin walked in. 
 
    “Hi,” Erin said. “Thanks for coming on such short notice.”  
 
    “It’s no problem, I’m eager to get started. This is going to be so cool.” 
 
    “I think so, too. But I’ve also been thinking about what we need to do to make this go smoothly. The governor’s message emphasized the security requirements of the project. I’ve assigned a construction team to build admin and security offices on the next rise from the bluff; we want to make sure that if something goes wrong, it won’t affect the entire project.” 
 
    Sasha nodded solemnly. They both knew that was a way of saying that someone would need to be alive to sound the alarm. 
 
    “I’ve also requested a security team,” Erin continued. “Admiral Sanderson has sent down one of Jessica’s former police lieutenants from Tara who has been working on establishing civilian security teams.”  
 
    “I guess we do have to make the place secure,” Sasha said. “I hadn’t thought of that—I mean…I had, just not what it entailed.” 
 
    “We have to make it tight as a drum,” Erin said. “We’ll have twelve security officers on site at all times for the duration of the project.” 
 
    “How long will the excavation take? I thought picotech was incredibly fast. Like, shouldn’t it only take a few minutes to do what we need it to? The vids I saw showed it eating through those AST ships in minutes.” 
 
    “To be honest,” Erin replied, “I’m not exactly sure myself. This will be my first hands-on experience with the tech, so I need to discuss the details with Earnest Redding. But the governor suggested that if we’re going to use picotech, we might as well go the whole way. As well as excavating the site, we can use it to construct the entire SATC.” 
 
    “It can do that?” 
 
    “As far as I understand, it can do whatever we want—well, short of matter transmutation,” Erin said with a laugh. “If we do decide to use it for both the excavation and the SATC interior, I’m pretty sure we’ll have to deploy it in stages. We won’t be able to just set it and forget it. We’ll be there a couple of days at least.” 
 
    “Will we be on site the whole time?” Sasha asked. 
 
    “Yes. I want to complete the construction in one go…. It’s safer that way. Then you can deal with the mechanics of combining the air and space systems while I move on to other stuff.” 
 
    “Whatever you say. But I didn’t bring anything with me, no change of clothes or anything. I didn’t realize I wouldn’t be going home tonight.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. I have some things I still have to sort out with Earnest. Go home and pack, then come right back. I should be ready to leave for the promontory by the time you return.” 
 
    While Sasha returned to her apartment, Erin reached out to Earnest, who was working on the defensive emplacements within Carthage’s moon. 
 
    <How’s the excavation going?> she asked after the Intrepid’s chief engineer had accepted her request.  
 
    <From one moon miner to another, slow,> Earnest replied. <Though at least I get to use MDCs for this work—since we’re hiding it from the Transcend. Easier than what you’re doing out at the Gamma bases.> 
 
    Erin sent a mental shrug. <Barring what happened with Laconia, I normally like making things go boom. Though I’m happy that we’ll get to use MDCs when we get to Normandy, since the surface facility there can mask construction.> 
 
    <That’ll be handy,> Earnest replied. <So, are you ready to use the good stuff?> 
 
    <Ready?> Erin wasn’t sure that such a word applied. <I’ll be using the most advanced technology in existence to dig a hole in the ground. It seems…odd.> 
 
    <Well, I’ve snuck a few uses of it in here and there, too. Tanis knows, of course. I mean…everyone knows we have the tech, it’s only because pico makes everyone nervous that we don’t use it more.> 
 
    <What about the Transcend?> Erin asked. 
 
    <Well, they know we have it, too. I guess Tanis just doesn’t want to wave it in front of them. Out of sight out of mind…maybe?> 
 
    Erin didn’t think the picotech would ever be ‘out of mind’. <So tell me, how do I use the stuff without it running amok and devouring all of Carthage?> 
 
    Earnest chuckled, the few light seconds of delay in the comm making his mirth sound ill-timed. <Well, you’re in luck; as insidious as the picotech can be, it can’t eat through the molten core of a planet, so you really only have to worry about the crust.> 
 
    <Seriously, Earnest? Is that supposed to be encouraging?> 
 
    <Well…I guess not. I was just being precise. Either way, it has a max lifetime after being deployed, plus a max replication count. If it were to ‘run amok’, as you put it, you’d only lose a cubic kilometer of Knossos, with what I’m sending you.> 
 
    The thought of the look on Martin Ryland’s face if a cubic kilometer of the island disappeared entered Erin’s mind, and she held back a sound that was half laugh, half dismay. 
 
    <I’m preparing a packet on how to program the deployment system. It’ll be ready in a few minutes. It’s really quite foolproof, and less complicated than a 3D printer…just in reverse, for what you’re doing. Of course, you know that the technology’s safety is paramount. The Sirians snuck spies onto Victoria; we have to assume that the Transcend could do the same here.> 
 
    <I know.> Tanis had impressed all the same concerns upon Erin in her initial message, and then in a follow-up message. <I will treat it like it’s my own child.> 
 
    The engineer snorted. <Well, if your own child had almost limitless power…> 
 
    <Thanks, Earnest. You always know how to ease my mind.> 
 
    <Of course, Erin. Good luck.> 
 
    As she closed the connection, she shook her head. That man had a multi-layered sense of humor, and half the time, she really couldn’t tell when he was being serious or not. 
 
    Erin glanced around the room, thinking over what she needed to take with her, when she realized that, like Sasha, she had nothing to take with her to the construction site.  
 
    <Why not contact some stores via the Link?> Walter suggested. <They’ll deliver whatever you need right here.> 
 
    <Of course. I’ve spent so long on spaceships and out in the moons, I’ve forgotten what it’s like living planetside.> 
 
    <Maybe it’s something you could get used to?> Walter hinted. 
 
    <I don’t know about that. Things are simpler out in the black.> 
 
    <Perhaps. But simple can be boring, too. You wouldn’t have met Isa if you hadn’t returned to Carthage.> 
 
    <Is that an ‘I told you so’?> Erin asked Walter, amused. <OK, I admit it. You were right. It was great to meet Isa and spend time with her. Murry’s a good matchmaker. She and I really clicked. It’s a pity I’m so busy right now, or I’d see more of her.> 
 
    Her AI fell unusually silent after her comment, so Erin spent some time ordering items she might need for a two or three-night stay. As soon as Sasha arrived, they set out for the promontory. 
 
    As the shuttle settled down on the rise they’d been using for their landing site, Erin found the view a welcome one. The rocky tooth of land was as bare and windswept as ever, but surrounded as it was by azure waters, it had a raw beauty to it.  
 
    Being planetside does have its advantages.  
 
    The construction team was still in the midst of building the structures Erin had requested nearby. The foreman told her the buildings would be finished in another couple of hours, so Erin and Sasha remained in the shuttle to wait. While they were reviewing Earnest’s instructions, the security team arrived.  
 
    The chief of the team was a man named Cullen. Erin asked him to wait outside for a few minutes while she concluded a point in her discussion with Sasha. She also wanted to review his record before going out to meet him.  
 
    The man had a solid history in his field and an entirely clean record; nothing she read gave her any cause for concern. Jessica had even given him a commendation at one point. 
 
    When she exited the shuttle, Cullen was waiting at the bottom of the ramp, his expression entirely stoic.  
 
    After briefly introducing herself to the bony-faced man, Erin said, “The construction crew is setting up perimeter barriers and a screen around the site,” she said. “I want around-the-clock security patrols. What else would you suggest?” 
 
    “This place is so remote,” Cullen replied, “that I would be suspicious of any activity in the area. We’ll simply turn back anyone who arrives unexpectedly, and thoroughly examine all craft that land. It’s easy to see this is a construction site. 
 
    “And we can direct Link to satellite data and pull down information on movement nearby, any boats sailing by or aircraft passing overhead. I don’t think this is on a flight route—what, with the plumes just off the coast—but I’ll check.” 
 
    “And what will you do if you do see anything suspicious?” 
 
    “A polite warning that tectonic activity has rendered the area dangerous usually sends innocent passersby on their way, even airborne travelers. No one wants volcanic ash in their engines or filters. If the warning doesn’t work, we’ll know we have someone on our hands who warrants further investigation.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable. I want to see the backgrounds on all your personnel.”  
 
    “I’ll send their names right over,” said Cullen.  
 
    The man left, and Erin returned to Sasha, who had walked down the ramp partway through the conversation. 
 
    The young engineer asked, “Doesn’t all this super-tight security we have signal that something top secret is taking place?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Erin replied. “Who’s going to see it? Like Cullen pointed out, there’s no one here. Anyone who arrives and won’t leave easily has probably come here for a dubious reason. The presence of security wouldn’t tell them anything they didn’t already know.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Sasha. “I still don’t like it. I’d been looking forward to using the pico, but security guards everywhere is going to make me uncomfortable. Now all I want to do is finish the job and go home.” 
 
    “The security is just a precaution. I seriously doubt anything’s going to happen. We get to be the first to use cool tech, for the first time ever on Carthage, and in two or three days, it’ll all be over.” 
 
     Erin and Sasha returned to the shuttle and got back to discussing the nitty gritty of the work. Cullen soon returned, bringing someone with him. 
 
    <Ma’am,> Cullen said, <I have someone here who claims to have a legitimate reason for being in the area. I’ve run a check that confirms what he said, which is some kind of marine biology work, but I thought I would verify his story with you. He says you know him.> 
 
    Erin shared a look with Sasha. “I think I may have upset our scientist again.” She went out to see Cullen’s find.  
 
    Outside, Martin Ryland was seething. His arms were folded tightly across his chest, and he glared at Erin as she descended the shuttle ramp.  
 
    “Doctor Ryland,” Erin said. “Nice to see you again. Cullen, it’s fine. I do know this man. You can go. I’m sure you’re very busy.” To Ryland, she said, “I’m sorry about this. We’re about to begin work and so—” 
 
    “You said you were going to find another site,” Ryland said. “I told you there were plenty of spots just like this where you could build your development. You said you were going to find another site! But not only do you put up a fence across the beach, you have your man drag me up here to see you like I’m some kind of criminal.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I would find another site,” Erin replied. “I said I would try. I did try, and I couldn’t. But I have come up with an alternative to the blasting. We won’t be creating any shock waves, I promise. And I apologize for Cullen bringing you up here. He’s just being zealous.” 
 
    “This has to be the most ridiculous few days I’ve ever experienced,” Martin said. “Don’t you understand I have important work to do? Why can’t you just leave me alone to do it?” 
 
    Erin was about to answer and try to calm him down, but Ryland didn’t wait to hear what she had to say. He stalked away across the rocky ground. 
 
    “Doctor Ryland,” Erin called after him. “There’s no need for us to be at loggerheads about this. We both want the same thing. We want to make Carthage a beautiful, safe place for everyone to live in. The construction will be over in a few days, and then all you’ll see is a few employees…”  
 
    She gave up. The scientist hadn’t turned back or even acknowledged that she’d spoken. She resolved to tell Cullen to instruct his crew to stay well away from Ryland. The poor man had been disturbed enough. 
 
    She went back to Sasha, and together, they completed the schedule for the deployment of the picotech. Unless there was a hiccup, the main structure of the SATC would be complete and ready for the finishing touches within three days. After another couple of days—during which Sasha would work to combine the two traffic control systems, and make the center operational—Carthage’s air and nearspace would finally be safe. 
 
    Sasha went to check on the construction of the site buildings, and Erin settled down to read the details on Cullen’s security team. He’d brought in seven men and five women. Erin scanned the names, settling in with a cup of tea for a long read.

  

 
   
    VACATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.29.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa made her decision as she finished her breakfast of a steamed bun and warm soy milk. She needed a change of scenery and a change of pace. A trip to Athens would be just the thing. The vacation would take a bite out of her savings, but the cost would be worth it. Doing something different, exciting and challenging might give her a helpful kick in the pants and some ideas for a direction to her life. 
 
    The truth was, if she didn’t do something other than sit around her apartment or go for walks, she was in danger of moping over Erin. The time they’d spent together had been wonderful; she didn’t think she’d ever felt such a strong connection. But it didn’t look like things were going to progress on that front for a while—or perhaps ever.  
 
    Isa hadn’t been able to tell how genuinely “busy” Erin really was…maybe she just hadn’t felt the same connection. On the other hand, her date hadn’t seemed to be the kind of person who would dissemble. Isa was sure Erin was just being honest. 
 
    Arghhh! I’m moping. I refuse to mope.  
 
    She checked the flights leaving Landfall for Athens that day. There were two: one morning and one evening flight. If she was fast, she could make the morning one.  
 
    She purchased her ticket and went to pack a bag, looking up the climate and weather in Athens as she worked.  
 
    It turned out she wouldn’t need much in the way of clothing.  
 
    Isa had known Athens was warmer than Carthage, but not just how much. The fourth planet out from Canaan Prime and Carthage’s nearest neighbor, Athens was only temperate from its poles to the sixtieth parallels. Between the two parallels, the regions were subtropical, tropical, and then, around the equator where the planetary ring continued to draw out the excess heat, it was hot. Athen’s crust was still settling, which made for some spectacular effects. Thrilling storms, tsunamis, and kilometer-high geysers were just a few of the things she could expect. 
 
    Isa realized she could buy all the equipment she needed after she arrived. All that was required for a trip to Athens was fresh underwear and a sense of adventure.  
 
    Well, I have plenty of underwear, and an adventure would be perfect. 
 
    After arriving at Landfall Space and Air in plenty of time for her flight, Isa watched the shuttles take off and land while she waited. Domestic craft for public transportation were the most common—boxy, utilitarian ships, they were the fastest mode of travel for ordinary citizens moving between the many islands and small continents of Carthage’s archipelago. At Landfall’s seaport, ferries, hydrofoils, and catamarans also departed, but they were more for vacationers and leisure excursions. Commuters and business travelers took the shuttles. 
 
    Isa saw some private, luxury space vessels, more of them than she had ever witnessed before at the air and spaceport. As earned credits mounted up in the economy, more and more people could afford the high prices demanded for the craft.  
 
    She could see the appeal. The sleek lines and eye-catching designs were enough of an attraction by themselves, even without the high-powered engines that the ships also sported. They could travel at more than twice the speed of commercial spacecraft. 
 
    She also saw a few of the tiny planet hoppers. New on the market, the small vessels only carried a handful of passengers, but they were spaceworthy and fast.  
 
    A domestic shuttle appeared in the sky. This was Isa’s transport, just arriving from the Athens ship, which would be hanging in orbit. The bulky space vessel landed and powered down. Isa grabbed her bag from the seat beside her. It was time she went to the gate.  
 
    As she stood in the line, wondering when the other cars would be added to the nearby space elevator—which would eliminate the need for surface-to-ship shuttles—she checked out the other passengers. They were mostly couples or small groups of friends, but there were a few families with older children. Only a handful of passengers seemed to be alone like her.  
 
    Carthage and Athens were at their most distant points in their respective orbits, so the flight would take two days. Isa had visited many places on Carthage since coming out of stasis, but the Athens trip was to be her first interplanetary flight in the New Canaan System.  
 
    The shuttle flight only took thirty-five minutes, and as they docked with the Odyssey, she wondered what the passenger situation on the ship would be like. Once aboard, she was pleasantly surprised to find that her seat was a small compartment. The seating area converted to a bed, and she could activate shutters that would seal off the entire compartment, forming a sort of pod. 
 
    “It’s pretty neat, isn’t it?”  
 
    Isa turned to see a man in the compartment opposite. He was tall and large, but in a heavily muscled way. 
 
    “Is this your first flight in New Canaan?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yes, it is as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “I thought so. I’m a regular on this route. I can show you how everything works, if you like.” 
 
    The crew was busy settling in other passengers, and the man seemed nice, so Isa accepted his offer.  
 
    “First off,” he said, “anything you want, just ask through the ship’s Link. A servitor will bring it to you. There aren’t any set mealtimes or anything like that, and all your food and drink is included in the price of your ticket. You can see the list of everything they have on the Link. It’s a good selection. I recommend the bouillabaisse. Best I’ve ever had. If you feel like watching a holovid, your entertainment section is here.” He pressed a button above Isa’s seat, and a screen lowered. “Because this one belongs to your seat, you can activate it via the Link of course. Plenty of sims and games in the ship’s system, too, if you’d prefer.” 
 
    “Can we see outside the ship from our seats?” she asked.  
 
    “You can if you like, but the window’s small. I find that the view gets boring after a while.” He pressed a recessed panel, which slid open, revealing the round window and the local starscape. “Again, because the window belongs to your seat, you just instruct it to open.”  
 
    “Well, thanks a lot,” said Isa. 
 
    “Oh, that isn’t all. Let me show you around the ship. I’m Usef, by the way.” 
 
    “Hi, Usef. I’m Isa.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Isa. You passed the restrooms on your way in from the shuttle, but you haven’t seen the passenger lounge yet. It’s this way.” 
 
    Isa followed Usef down the aisle that passed between the seat compartments. Some of the compartments were doubles, and there were even some family units with smaller bunks as well as double beds.  
 
    The general noise level was rising as more passengers boarded. Usef had noticed the increase in background noise too.  
 
    “Your compartment is entirely soundproof when it’s closed up,” he assured her over his shoulder.  
 
    At the far end of the ship, the compartments ended, and the passenger lounge opened out. Seats ran around the edge of the wide, circular space, a bar occupied the center, and more tables and chairs were dotted about. A long window ran around the wall above the seats. 
 
    “You’ll see a more interesting view here than in your seat,” said Usef. “It’s much better than the tiny cabin peepholes. But if you want the best view of all, go up there.” He’d brought her around the bar. Behind it was the bottom of a spiral staircase.  
 
    “What’s at the top of the stairs?” Isa asked. 
 
    “After we’re underway, they pull back the skin on a viewing dome.” 
 
    “Cool.” It had been a long time since Isa had seen the splendor of a starscape while out in the black. 
 
    “Passengers, please return to your cabins,” came a voice over the intercom. “We are about to break Carthage orbit and begin our main burn.” 
 
    Isa and Usef made their way back down the aisle, along with other roaming passengers returning to their seats. As she sat down, Isa opened her window.  
 
    A soft vibration ran through the ship. The engines were pulling them out of orbit and setting them on their way, but she could barely feel it; her first experience with the artificial gravity technology they’d gained from the Transcend.  
 
    A thrill coursed through her. Whatever came of her trip, she was determined to have a great time. 
 
    The gentle pull of acceleration was still present to a small degree, and it eased Isa into her comfortable seat. As the ship gained speed, she contemplated watching a vid, but she wasn’t ready to be distracted from her experience yet. 
 
     Across the aisle, Usef was reading some plas sheets. 
 
    “Are you going to Athens for work?” she asked. 
 
    “Work?” he replied, looking up from the sheets. “Heck, no. Does anyone go to Athens for work? I guess maybe the tour operators. No, I go for the surfing mainly, among other things. Athens has the best waves in New Canaan. I used to ride tsunamis back on Victoria—these aren’t as extreme, but they’re still pretty intense. How about you?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not exactly sure what I’m going to do. I just felt like a change, and Athens seemed interesting and exciting.” 
 
    “It’s certainly that. The planet hasn’t settled down yet—and I don’t just mean the tsunamis, lightning storms, breathtaking auroras, etcetera…” Usef laughed. “I sound like I work for the Athens tourist office, don’t I? But it is a spectacular place, if you don’t mind living a little dangerously.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all, or not for a bit, at least. It can’t be any more dangerous than Victoria was. If you don’t mind my asking, by the way, what do you do?” 
 
    “I’m—it’ll be more comfortable to talk in the lounge. We can get up now. What do you say?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The lounge was already filling up. Usef and Isa took stools at the bar.  
 
    “This spaceline has its own speciality cocktails,” said Usef. “I’ve tried a few. They’re pretty good.” 
 
    “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “My favorite is a Hot Buttered Fusion Flame, but I don’t know if it’ll be to your taste.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Isa ordered the cocktail. 
 
    Usef ordered another, and the servitor presented them with tall glasses filled with a translucent, milky liquid shot through with ribbons of yellow and scarlet.  
 
    Isa took a sniff of her drink. Her head jerked back. “How strong is this?” 
 
    Usef smirked. “You probably don’t want to have more than two.” He watched as Isa took a sip. 
 
    She almost spat her mouthful back into the glass. “Tastes like industrial solvent,” she squeaked. After swallowing, she managed a more normal tone. “We made better stuff in our stills on the mining platform.” 
 
    “Mining platform?” said Usef. “You used to be a miner? That must have been interesting.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. It wasn’t interesting at all, though I can think of several other adjectives to describe it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. You’re from the Sirian mines. You’re a bit on the short side for a Noctus.” 
 
    Isa nodded. “Story of my life. Helps me fit in with you colonists better, though.” She took another sip. 
 
    “You’re a colonist now, too,” Usef said with a wink, then added, “I thought you didn’t like the drink.” 
 
    “I said it tasted like industrial solvent,” Isa squeaked again. “I didn’t say I didn’t like it.” 
 
    Usef chuckled. 
 
    “So what is it you do?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m a Marine.” 
 
    “You are? I didn’t think… When I saw you reading plas sheets, I thought you were some kind of businessman.” 
 
    “You thought I had an office job? I do right now. Marines aren’t always shooting things up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “It’s OK. I’m not offended. We have that image because that’s the most memorable part of what we do, but some of us have to push plas sheets around occasionally. Now that we aren’t at war with anyone, more and more Marines have desk jobs—organizing things and making sure stuff is built properly. To be honest, I miss active duty. You get used to people trying to kill you all the time. Funny as it might sound, feeling safe and secure can get boring.” 
 
    “So that’s why you go to Athens so much? For the risk-taking and excitement?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. Whenever I have R&R, which is fairly often these days, I’ll usually take a trip, if I can fit it in.” 
 
    Isa took another sip of the pungent, creamy cocktail. It had gone down surprisingly fast.  
 
    “I just realized, you must have been serving when the Intrepid saved us from the Lumins that came after us from Sirius,” she told him. 
 
    “I was,” Usef nodded. “Was on the team that boarded Katrina’s father’s ship.” 
 
    She touched Usef’s arm. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hey, just doing my job. We all go where Tanis sends us. Are you ready for another Hot Buttered Fusion Flame?” 
 
    Isa’s eyes were watering and her throat burned. “I sure am.” 
 
    From somewhere unseen came the sound of a woman singing along to an instrumental track that was playing in the background. The woman’s voice was becoming louder, but Isa couldn’t figure out where she was standing; the Hot Buttered Fusion Flame she’d just finished wasn’t helping. Finally she located the songstress: a pair of heeled feet had appeared at the top of the spiral staircase. They slowly made their way down, revealing a slim, red-haired woman in a long, clinging dress.  
 
    “Live entertainment?” Isa asked Usef. 
 
    “Nope,” he replied. “That’s just Molly. She likes to make an entrance.” 
 
    The woman smiled as she reached the bottom of the staircase. Her gaze swept the bar, taking in all the admiring glances. Though the woman’s behavior was unusual, Isa couldn’t help but admire her, too. She had great poise and a beautiful singing voice.  
 
    Molly stepped slowly across the floor, swinging her hips. She was heading toward a group of three men. From their calm, appreciative looks, Isa guessed they knew her. One of the men opened his arms as she approached. Another held up a drink, ready to hand it to her when she reached them. 
 
    Molly had perfect timing. She arrived at the group of men as the song wound to its end. She sat on a man’s lap, taking her drink from the other. The group dissolved into laughter, Molly affectionately leaned into the man on whose lap she was sitting. 
 
    “You know her?” Isa asked Usef. 
 
    “I’ve seen her a few times. She always does the same thing. Same song. Everything.” 
 
    “And she sings to the same friends?” 
 
    “Friends? You mean her husbands?” 
 
    “What? All three of them?” 
 
    “Uh huh. The whole group are regulars on this flight. I chatted with that guy she’s sitting on. He said they all got together not long after they left stasis. The four of them seem pretty happy.” 
 
    “They certainly do.”  
 
    Now that Molly’s performance was over, the group was bantering and drinking carelessly. Isa had heard of groups of three or more people getting married, and about people marrying AIs and having children, but she’d never seen three men and one woman together. The colonists and crew that had remained out of stasis back at Victoria had been a more practical group. She was seeing more and more of the wide variety of people who had come from Sol and remained in stasis until arrival. New Canaan seemed to be providing the opportunity for many to live out their deepest dreams and desires.  
 
    If only she could discover her own. 
 
    “Want to go to the top deck and do some stargazing?” Usef asked. 
 
    “I’d love to,” Isa replied. When she climbed down from her stool, she wobbled a little. “I think I’d better take it easy on that next drink.” 
 
    Usef chuckled and let her lead the way up the spiral staircase. She mounted the steps, taking care to grip the banister. Before she even emerged fully into the domed viewing space, the sight of the starscape took her breath away as it was revealed.  
 
    The ship was angled toward the Cradle, the M25 cluster that contained thousands of stars laced with several nebulae. On Carthage it was always partially obscured by the nebulous gas ring—Isa had never seen it looking so beautiful. 
 
    Long loungers dotted the viewing room. A few were already occupied. The place was entirely dark, to enhance the effect of the spectacle above, and the passengers present were speaking in hushed voices to avoid intruding on others’ peaceful enjoyment. Isa and Usef lay down on a pair of loungers.  
 
    After settling onto the soft cushions, Isa said, “You know, Usef, this trip is already turning out to be everything I hoped.” 
 
    “It’s hardly started yet,” he told her. “Just wait until you get to Athens. I can show you around there, too, if you want. It might be a good idea to hang out with someone experienced. Though everything’s pretty safe, the planet likes to deliver a surprise once in a while.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll take you up on that.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    SAILING 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.29.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Eastern shores of Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martin’s boat bobbed on the gentle swell of the deeper water on the northern side of the promontory. He was too distracted to work. He wasn’t, however, too distracted to watch the construction workers as they finished putting up the fence around the development site.  
 
    No one was doing anything at the hole in the cliff face, but he was certain that would soon change. He wondered how they planned to excavate and then build a facility inside the rock without causing any sort of vibrations. If they didn’t use explosives, beams, or an MDC, they would have to drill. He couldn’t figure it out. 
 
    <Probably one of the newer technologies,> said Eamon. 
 
    <Like what?> Martin asked his AI. <No, forget it. I don’t care what they do as long as they don’t harm anything I’m growing. I really thought they wouldn’t be back. The last thing I expected was that I’d be dragged before that head engineer like a naughty child.> 
 
    <I think it’s safe to say something extremely important is to be constructed there,> Eamon said, politely ignoring Martin’s petulance. <Something classified, too, judging from the security team that’s arrived. I would say that you’ve been fortunate, considering the way in which the two conflicting interests have been handled.> 
 
    <Fortunate? What are you talking about?> Martin was incredulous. <After turning up out of nowhere and surprising me while I was out minding my own business swimming, that engineer goes on to begin construction that nearly damaged all my stocks. Then directly after she told me she’s going to find another site, here she is again. How is that in any way fortunate?> 
 
    <Think about it, Martin. The chief engineer herself told you she has priority over you. She said she has top priority. Do you doubt she’s telling you the truth?> 
 
    Martin scanned the activity at the promontory as he decided his answer. <No, I don’t.> 
 
    <If that’s the case, don’t you think it would have been much easier for her to simply tell you that you must move your seeding site? After all, it wouldn’t be impossible for you to start up again somewhere else. Your work would be set back a few months, but that would be it. It isn’t like you have a deadline to keep.> 
 
    Chewing over his AI’s words, Martin was forced to conclude he had a point. 
 
    Eamon went on, <And on top of that—despite the fact that whatever it is they’re doing is highly secretive—she’s allowed you to remain here while it’s going on. Do you think she had to do that?> 
 
    <Now that I come to think of it, no.> 
 
    <From what I can tell, it appears that she’s been extremely accommodating. You could even say she’s bent over backward to avoid causing you any problems.> 
 
    He couldn’t deny the logic of Eamon’s reasoning. He began to regret his displays of anger toward the engineer.  
 
    What did she say her name was? Erin.  
 
    Maybe he’d been a little too focused on his work and his aims. It wasn’t like he owned the promontory. It was just that he’d gotten used to having the place to himself, and the arrival of newcomers had made him wary. Most people didn’t really understand how vulnerable marine organisms were in their juvenile stages. That was why his and other seeding sites were established far away from recreational areas. 
 
    If Erin was true to her word, the effects of the construction would be minimal. There was no reason the two projects couldn’t function side by side.  
 
    I suppose she’s right. Ultimately, we both have the same aims. 
 
    He started up the boat’s motor.  
 
    <I’m going to contact Engineer Erin,> he told Eamon. 
 
    <What are you going to say to her?> 
 
    <I’m going to suggest we call a truce.> 
 
    <I like the sound of that, though I don’t believe the engineer was at war.> 
 
    The boat lifted and fell more strongly on the deeper waves as Martin drew closer to the shore, his passage aided by the current. A reef shark hatchery lay close to the shoreline, and he steered the boat around it.  
 
    As he neared the beach, he said tentatively, <Erin?> 
 
    <Doctor Ryland? Is there a problem? I told my security officer—> 
 
    <There’s no problem, and, please, call me Martin. I… Could you come out to the cliffs where I can see you? I prefer to talk face-to-face, even at a distance. I’m on the northern side of the promontory, where you have your construction going on.> 
 
    <OK. I’ll be there in a minute.> 
 
    Martin turned the boat in a circle that took him a short distance out to sea while he waited. The tide was coming in and he was being borne toward the beach. By the time he returned to his previous spot, he could see the form of the engineer at the top of the cliff. She waved at him.  
 
    He waved back. <Thanks for coming out,> he said. <I know it sounds crazy, but I’m a little uncomfortable speaking to people I can’t see, unless they’re an AI, of course.> 
 
    <No problem. Is there something you wanted to talk about?> 
 
    <There is. I wanted to apologize. It’s been pointed out to me that I’ve behaved like somewhat of an asshole.> He heard Erin’s mental laugh.  
 
    <AI’s are helpful like that, aren’t they?> she said. <But you don’t have to apologize. I’d be mad, too, if someone disrupted my work and then sent their security to manhandle me.> 
 
    <Your guard was actually extremely polite. He didn’t manhandle me at all. He only asked me to come with him to speak to you. And, come to think of it, I was pretty rude to him.> 
 
    <I’m sure he’s used to it,> Erin said. 
 
    <That doesn’t excuse my behavior. And it doesn’t excuse my general attitude. I wanted to make a proposal. Let’s draw a line under what’s happened and start again. I’ll stick to what I’m doing, and you do what you have to do. What do you say?> 
 
    <I’d say that sounds like a great idea,> Erin’s mental tone was warm, carrying a touch of mirth. 
 
    <And I’ll stay as far from your development as is feasible.> 
 
    <That would be welcome and wise.> 
 
    Out of nowhere, another idea to cement the new friendly relations between him and the engineer popped into Martin’s mind. <I have another proposal. How about I show you what I’m doing here, if you like? You might be interested to see what it is you’re protecting by changing your operation.> 
 
    <That sounds like a great idea, but I’m terribly busy right now. Maybe if I get some free time later.> 
 
    <Of course,> Martin replied, wondering if he’d just been shut down by the small woman on the cliffs above, or if there was a chance she would actually take him up on the offer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    PICO 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.29.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: SATC site, eastern shores of Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first stage of the picotech process was also the simplest: the picoscopic machines would disintegrate the rock in the exact pattern laid out in the blueprint. Yet the prospect of activating the picotech was making Erin nervous. She’d witnessed it in action and seen its devastating effects.  
 
    In spite of Earnest’s words of assurance—and Erin’s subsequent reassurance to Sasha—she found herself imagining what might happen if the process went wrong. 
 
    Even though its worst-case scenario only affected a cubic kilometer of the island, that measurement encompassed the area they were all occupying.  
 
    It could break down all the rock and the building she was standing in, not to mention herself and Sasha and all the other workers on the project.  
 
    And if Earnest’s failsafes were ineffective, that wouldn’t be the end. The picotech would continue chewing through all matter it encountered, moving down through the island, into the core of Carthage, and expanding out to sea. It would break apart the very atoms of the atmosphere, until at last, the planet would be nothing more than another example of a failed picotech experiment. 
 
    She gave a shiver. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Sasha asked. 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Are we all set? Is everyone off-site?” 
 
    “I’ll just go check to be sure.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Sasha went out and Erin sat down as she waited for her to return. While she waited, she recalled the invitation from Martin. It had been the last thing she’d been expecting him to say. What she’d been anticipating was yet another complaint—not the offer to go see his fish hatcheries, or whatever it was he had in mind. She was thankful for his change in attitude. It was one less thing to take into account during the complex, secretive operation of creating the SATC. 
 
    Sasha came back. “The site’s clear. All the construction workers are inside their building, no one’s on the bluff. Are we going out to watch?” 
 
    Erin hadn’t thought about it. She could activate the picotech from where she was sitting in her newly constructed office, but Sasha’s suggestion appealed. Seeing the picotech in action would be a rare opportunity—not to mention that it was really no safer in the office than outside of it.  
 
    “Yeah. Let’s do it.” 
 
    The two women strapped on their a-grav packs and drifted above the valley to the bluff, settling down next to the heavy covering that the construction workers had erected around what would soon be the entrance to the SATC. Lights had been strung inside the roofed screen, and they cast their bright beams on the cliff face. The rock bore the scar of the earlier detonations; they’d penetrated several dozen meters before Martin Ryland’s complaint had made Erin call a halt, and the end of the hole was visible from outside. This dead end, Erin anticipated, would soon be empty space after the picotech had done its work. 
 
    “I wonder,” Sasha mused. “Should we be wearing some kind of protective gear?” 
 
    “There’s not a lot of point,” Erin replied. “If the pico doesn’t do as it was told, there’s no protective gear in the galaxy that’ll keep it out.”  
 
    “You’re not exactly making me feel any safer.” 
 
    Before them sat the module that had been delivered a few hours earlier, escorted from the Landfall spaceport by a detachment of Cullen’s team. They’d not known what it was they were guarding, but Erin wondered if they suspected. 
 
    The picotech deployment module looked entirely unassuming. A small cylinder, not much larger than an oxygen tank, sat atop a one-meter-square, boxy device. She knew the device was little more than an ES field emitter and the physical deployment mechanism for the pico that would push it across the open space to its target. 
 
    Erin glanced at Sasha and smiled. “Do you want to do the honors?” 
 
    “Can I?” Sasha grinned. “I’d love to.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    The engineer counted down, then activated the delivery system.  
 
    Almost before Erin could blink, the jagged edges of rock left from the blasting were smoothed to straight lines. The blank end of the hole had disappeared and been replaced by dark emptiness. A bare, unadorned, rectangular hole gaped in the cliff face. 
 
    “Amazing,” Sasha breathed. “It’s still going, right? It’ll continue into the rock? I mean…I know it will, it’s just something to behold.” 
 
    Erin realized she was holding her breath. She exhaled and nodded. “I know what you mean…around another half-minute, and the shell of the SATC will be complete. I’m amazed at how little dust there is. I know it’s drilling holes and packing in the dissolved matter, but I expected to see particulate matter.” 
 
    The picotech gave no outward sign of its progress through the rock. Not a murmur of sound nor a ray of light emanated from the hole in the cliff face. 
 
    “This is just nuts, I can’t believe we were going to blast this thing out…I’m lucky you brought me in on this project, incessant worry about evil agents trying to steal the tech aside.” 
 
    Both women laughed at Sasha’s words as they waited for the deployment counter to tick down. That was the part that had them the most nervous—that the pico wouldn’t stop.  
 
    Erin knew that to be ridiculous. Though it was truly amazing, the picobots were machines; they had no will, they did as they were programmed. 
 
    The timer hit zero, and the deployment system reported that the programmed excavation was complete, and all the picobots had signalled termination. 
 
    Even though they had the acknowledgement, neither woman spoke at first, until Erin laughed.  
 
    “I think that’s it,” she said, her tone mocking her prior nerves. “You know, it’s so nice to use that stuff for a good purpose—that’s what its original purpose was, you know. I only wish others didn’t want it as a weapon.” 
 
    She released a passel of nano—considering that it too was once considered as dangerous as pico—directing the probes to examine the work, ensuring it had been performed properly. While the nanocloud filtered through the newly excavated facility, there wasn’t anything left for them to do except prepare for the next stage. Erin lifted up the covering and gestured to Sasha to come outside with her.  
 
    After the sense-defying process they had just witnessed, it seemed odd that the bluff was exactly as it had been when they’d gone inside the screen: deserted and windy. 
 
    “We’ll finalize the steps on stage two before wrapping up,” Erin said, strapping on her a-grav pack to return to the offices to the west. 
 
    They completed the work in record time, but once they’d reviewed the pico’s progress and planned out the next day’s second-stage excavation, it was late afternoon. Erin decided that it would be best to proceed in the morning when they were fresh, and dismissed Sasha for the day. 
 
    After checking with Cullen that the site was secure, she Linked with Martin. Cementing the new accord with the scientist would be a sensible move, and she found herself curious about what he was doing at the promontory.  
 
    <Hi, Martin,> she said in greeting. <If your offer’s still good, I’d like to take you up on it.> 
 
    <You would? Great. Come down to my workroom. Are you a strong swimmer?> 
 
    <It’s been a while, but I’m sure I’ll be fine. It isn’t something you forget, is it?> 
 
    <No. See you soon.> 
 
    Erin retrieved the swimsuit she’d had delivered just in case she had time for a dip, and went outside. Clouds were rising in the west, obscuring Canaan Prime as it eased toward the mountains. By the time she arrived at Martin’s workroom, it had started to spit. The waves had turned grey and were churning against the sand.  
 
    “Looks like swimming might not be so pleasant,” Martin said when he saw the change in the weather. “But I have a better idea. Wait a minute.” He went around the rear of the building and returned carrying a transparent, waterproof sheet. “It’s a cover for the boat,” he explained. 
 
    Erin accompanied him to the small dinghy, which he’d pulled up above the high tide mark on the sand. Together, they fixed the covering to it, raising a pole in the center to hold it up. 
 
    “This should be fun,” said Erin. “I haven’t been out on water for…I don’t know how long. Over a decade, at least.” 
 
    “You’ll enjoy it even more when we arrive where I plan on taking you.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” He snapped the final fastener in place on the cover. “Let’s push her out.” 
 
    Erin went to the other side of the boat, and together they pushed the skiff down the damp sand and into the water. The rain began to come down steadily; Erin was getting soaked. Walking thigh-deep into the ocean didn’t help. Martin told her to climb inside and he pulled the boat a little deeper before he joined her under the cover and started the engine. 
 
    “There’s a towel over there,” he said.  
 
    Erin dried herself off as best she could, though her wet clothes still clung to her. It didn’t matter, the rain wouldn’t last long, and the warm evening air would dry her off. Martin angled the engine, and they headed out to sea, the rain coursing down the cover, obscuring the seascape.  
 
    “You really aren’t going to tell me where we’re going?” Erin asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it, does it?” 
 
    She laughed. “I prefer you with a sense of humor.” 
 
    “And clothed, right?” 
 
    “I have to confess, I was a little worried when you suggested going for a swim.” 
 
    “I thought you said you were used to skinny dipping with your brothers?” 
 
    “I was, but you’re not my brother!” 
 
    After some more friendly banter, Erin asked Martin to tell her more about his work. Just ten minutes’ explanation had her head spinning at the size and complexity of his task. 
 
    “And you’re only responsible for the Mediterranean?” she asked. “There are more of you seeding the other oceans?” 
 
    “There’s more than just me working the Mediterranean. I have colleagues on Hyperborea, Iberia, Hellas, Asia, plus a few islands here and there. It’s not only the oceans, either,” Martin replied. “Ecologists are seeding the landmasses, too. They’re a little trickier, in fact, due to the variance in topography. On land, there are rainforests, plains, mountainous areas, and so on. Each habitat mandates a different group of organisms. Sometimes it can be a very fine balance to strike. 
 
    “On the other hand, while creating marine ecosystems on Carthage will be hard, it isn’t exceptionally challenging. The main difficulty is that I’d been expecting to seed much colder oceans on New Eden, so I’ve had to switch up organisms a fair bit, but it isn’t too much of a problem. And the warmer temperatures make for more comfortable swimming, especially in the Med.” 
 
    “I had no idea ecology was so complicated,” Erin said. “I think I’ll stick with engineering.” 
 
    “Engineering is cool, too—hey, we’re nearly there.” He turned off the boat’s engine. “And it’s stopped raining. Help me take down the cover.” 
 
    They snapped open the fasteners on the gunwales, and piled the wet material in the center of the boat. Erin had been facing backward. When she turned around, she was surprised to see that Martin had brought them close to the gas plumes venting Carthage’s inner heat. She’d never been so near the towering columns rising from the ocean. Canaan Prime was lowering into the watery horizon, and the plumes shimmered in golden rays. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “I’ve seen some sights, but that has to be one of the most beautiful things ever.” 
 
    Martin was craning his neck, looking up to the far distant, fine vapor of the gas dispersing into darkening sky. He nodded thoughtfully. “That isn’t all I brought you to see.” 
 
    “You mean there’s more?” 
 
    “It’s something I spotted the other day. We have to turn south.” He started the engine again and steered the boat in a quarter circle. 
 
    Erin watched the water ahead, wondering what the secretive scientist had in store. She couldn’t imagine what else could be out there. They headed toward a spot where the gas hovered close to the ocean’s surface. 
 
    She wondered if something was wrong with one of the towers…. The a-grav columns were supposed to lift the gas clear of the thermosphere. Venting heat from the planet’s core wasn’t that useful if you vented it all into the air and not space.  
 
    “We can’t go in very close,” Martin said. “It isn’t safe. The water is scalding. But I’ll take us near enough for a look.” 
 
    Erin still couldn’t guess what he was referring to. Then, as Canaan Prime began to disappear behind the mountains behind them, she saw a brilliant orange glow at the surface within the clouds of gas, and finally she thought she knew what Martin had brought her to see. “Is that lava?” 
 
    “That’s right. Wait a minute and we’ll get a better view.” He eased the boat forward slowly.  
 
    A gust of wind parted the curtain of vapor. Erin gasped. A dark mass of solidified lava stood proud above the waves. “Is that an island?” 
 
    “I don’t think the cartographers know about it yet,” Martin replied. “I can’t find it on any map. The volcanic activity is creating a new landmass. If it sticks around, life forms will eventually colonize it, and Carthage will have another island. That’s how life is. The FGT haven’t handed us a blank plas sheet to write on. Planets with life are dynamic organisms, constantly evolving and changing. We only help them along their way, guide them toward doing what we want.” 
 
    Erin could only stare in wonder as the luminous yellow-orange lava slowly seethed and swirled, hissing on contact with the sea water, and cooling to black, porous rock. 
 
    Her gaze slid to Martin, his toned and tanned physique half-obscured by the haze surrounding them, like a sea-god from ancient tales, more at home on the water than land.  
 
    When he’s not being insufferable, the man is rather pleasant to be around…and to watch…. 
 
    Then Walter broke into her silent contemplation. <There’s been a security breach at the SATC site. You’re needed right away.>
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    When Erin arrived at the promontory in Martin’s boat, night had already fallen. She grabbed the a-grav pack she’d left at the base of the cliffs and rose up to the top of the bluff.  
 
    The site was entirely dark, save for a few lights shining from the buildings on top of the cliffs. Erin sped past them and quickly returned to the offices. When she went in, she found Sasha and Cullen alone. The bony-featured security team leader’s expression was grave. Sasha looked a little scared. 
 
    Erin had spoken with both of them a little via the Link on her way back. “You’re absolutely sure the deployment system is secure?” she asked as soon as she arrived. 
 
    “I’ve checked it thoroughly,” said Sasha. “The seal on the module is in place. There are no signs of any tampering.” 
 
    “Thank the stars for that,” Erin said.  
 
    “The thief didn’t get as far as the module,” said Cullen. “He or she couldn’t break through the inner monitoring ring I established. As soon as I received the alert that the ring had been triggered, I went down to the site. It was empty. Whoever tried to steal the module was gone without a trace. There’s been so much activity at the site that any footprints were lost in the mix.” 
 
    “So this person was aware they’d triggered an alarm,” said Erin, “and left right away?” 
 
    “Either that, or they knew that someone was coming,” Cullen replied. “Or maybe they left because they couldn’t break through the ring and needed more time to figure out how. I haven’t been able to discover which was the case. The alarm signal is heavily encrypted. No one should have been able to tell it was triggered, and I haven’t been able to discover any tracking devices that would tell someone my whereabouts.” 
 
    Erin sat down. “I can hardly believe it. Who on Carthage would want to steal the picotech? We have a traitor among us. I’m glad we set up such tight security.” She asked Cullen, “Didn’t you find any clues at all that might lead us to the thief?”  
 
    “No, nothing, unfortunately,” he replied. “We seem to be dealing with a true professional. If it weren’t for the inner monitoring ring, the thief might have succeeded.” 
 
    “Who knew about that?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Only you and I.” 
 
    “None of your guards?” 
 
    “No one else.” 
 
    “And no one’s here except us, the guards, and the construction workers.”  
 
    “And our resident scientist,” Sasha said. 
 
    “Yes,” Erin replied, “but apart from the fact that he’s probably the least suspicious of all of us, I was with him when the attempt was made.” 
 
    “I’m surprised the thief didn’t wait until the early morning, when everyone was asleep,” said Sasha. 
 
    “I’m not,” said Cullen. “It’s much more difficult to disguise your movements when no one else is around. If you want to hide, go stand in a crowd. Like I said, we have a professional on our hands. This person knew they could slip away more easily if other people were about the place. But it’s correct that the thief has to be among the people already on site. No vessels or aircraft have been anywhere near here all day. Yet I vetted every worker and all of my team thoroughly. There’s nothing in anyone’s background that would give me cause for concern.” 
 
    “I know,” Erin said. “I checked them too.” 
 
    “And the guards I had patrolling the site at the time of the breach didn’t see anything unusual,” Cullen added.  
 
    “There’s only one thing we can do,” said Sasha. “We’ll have to let everyone go and hire a new team of people.” 
 
    “No,” said Erin, “I’m not sure that’s the best response. We know one of the people working here wants to steal the picotech. There’s at least one traitor right here among us. It seems to me the best thing to do would be to find out who that person is. If we just let everyone go, we’ll never find out this person’s identity. Then they’re free to continue working against the success of the colony, and the next time someone wants to use the picotech, the thief will have another opportunity to steal it.” 
 
    “But if we don’t get rid of everyone,” Sasha said, “how do we continue building the SATC? That really would be giving the thief another chance at pilfering the tech.” 
 
    “Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad idea,” Erin said. “Cullen, you said before that the thief might not have known they’d triggered an alarm—that they might have left because they knew you were coming or they just wanted more time to figure out how to break through the ring. If either of the last two was the case, don’t you think the person might make a second attempt?” 
 
    “It’s perfectly possible, I’d say,” the security team leader replied. “If the thief believed their failure was only a matter of bad timing, it would make sense for them to try again. But if they knew I was coming, that means my movements are being tracked in a way I haven’t been able to discover.” 
 
    Erin chewed at her lip for a moment. Admiral Sanderson had told her that no military forces were available at present, and if she waited for some to be available, they would fall even further behind. The admiral had sent her Cullen, and the man had Jessica’s recommendation. They were safe enough with his team on the job. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true,” she agreed, “which means if we set up a trap, you won’t be able to help us spring it.” 
 
    “Correct.” Cullen nodded as he looked from Erin to Sasha and back. “If you want to catch the thief, I’ll have to stay where I am, or I could spook him or her again. Of course, it’s also possible that you’re being tracked too, so if you respond to an alarm, it’ll have the same effect.”  
 
    “I hope not, but if that’s the case, we won’t have lost anything by trying.” 
 
    “We’re going to try to catch the thief?” Sasha asked. 
 
    “We are,” Erin replied. “We’re going to continue on with our work tomorrow as if nothing’s happened. If the traitor doesn’t know they triggered an alarm and that we know what they’re up to, they’re bound to try again. Only this time, we’ll be ready.” 
 
    “But Cullen can’t help?” Sasha asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And none of the guards can help either, because one of them might be the thief.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “So it’s just you and me against a professional criminal who’s desperate to steal priceless tech.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Erin clapped the young engineer on the back. “I always knew you were smart, Sasha,” she said sarcastically. “You just keep proving it over and over again.” 
 
    Sasha smiled wryly. “I’m only trying to get this straight.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine. We’ll be well armed, and we’ll have the advantage because we’ll know about the thief, but they won’t know about us. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “That’s the kind of statement that makes me worry. I’ve never even fired a gun before, and this thief isn’t going to take kindly to our intervention in their plans.” 
 
    “I’ll be on hand,” Cullen added. “This is what we’re here for. It’s also not my first time dealing with something like this.” 
 
    “OK, look at it this way,” said Erin. “If the thief manages to steal the picotech, it could eventually mean the end of New Canaan.” 
 
    “Yes…but…. Oh, all right. That’s quite a persuasive argument you have, there. OK. I’ll do it. But I’ll need some weapons practice.” 
 
    “Maybe we can rig something up in here,” Erin suggested. “I did basic weapons training already, and I’ll get all the practice I need if this person shows up. If they try to steal the picotech again, they won’t know what’s hit them. We’ll give them a nice surprise, and they probably won’t even have time to get off a single shot.” 
 
    “I guess that sounds a bit better,” Sasha said. 
 
    “Good. Because, come to think of it, we should start surveillance now. Cullen, bring us some weapons. You’ll have to distract your security patrol long enough for us to slip into the site without anyone knowing. We’ll find somewhere to hide among the equipment under the screen. It could be that our nefarious friend will try his or her luck again tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s certainly possible,” Cullen said before leaving to get the two engineers the requested armament. 
 
    “Core,” Sasha muttered. “So it looks like we’re going to be up all night?” 
 
    “I hope our skulking friend turns up earlier than that, but yes, perhaps. Get whatever you think you might need—food and something to drink. We’re going down as soon as Cullen can distract his guards.” 
 
    The security chief returned quickly, bearing two multifunction pistols, and instructed Erin and Sasha on how to operate them. Erin’s training had been mandatory for all high-ranking personnel on the Intrepid, though it had been a while since she’d put that training into practice.  
 
    Once ready, the two engineers walked across the valley to the SATC construction site, taking a few essentials with them. Cullen pulled aside two of his guards just long enough for Erin and Sasha to slip in beneath the cover unseen. Under the light of the lamps that illuminated the site—as Cullen had said—no trace of the thief’s visit was visible. All Erin could see were the footprints that she and Sasha had left while they watched the picotech in action earlier that day. No sign of any other visitor remained. 
 
    They found a hiding place behind some of the equipment that was being stored under the cover, ready to be installed after the picotech had done its work. No matter what direction the thief approached from, he or she wouldn’t be able to see them, while they would have a clear view of the picotech module. 
 
    Erin gave Sasha an encouraging nod as they settled onto the slightly damp moss that grew on the bluff-top, and settled in for their wait.  
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    “Hart, catch!” 
 
    Nathan Hart swung around just in time to catch the beer. He grinned at the man who’d thrown it, another member of the security team.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Popping open the can, he sat on the sofa in the small lounge and pretended to watch the game of cards two of the other guards were playing. While he maintained an expression of mild interest, he was mentally going over the evening’s events. He needed to figure out his next step. 
 
    He’d come so close. He’d almost succeeded. Slipping out of the security team’s quarters and timing his entrance to the secured site had been easy. If only that inner monitoring ring hadn’t been in place, he could have stolen the entire module, not only downloaded the data on its operation, which was the bare minimum that Myrrdan’s agent required.  
 
    Momentarily, he basked in the imagined glory that would shine on him if he was able to present the agent with the picotech module. Myrrdan would be sure to want to meet him.  
 
    But the device the agent had given him had warned that he’d triggered an alarm. Nathan barely had time to cover his tracks and get away before Cullen came snooping. When he’d returned to the guards’ quarters, slipping in through the shower room window and emerging from his supposed prolonged ablutions, no one had noticed he’d been gone. 
 
    “Stars, Acevedo,” exclaimed Merrill, throwing down her cards, “How do you do it? That’s seven hands you’ve won in a row. Have you got an extra deck up your sleeve?” 
 
    “No, that’s just my bulging bicep.” Acevedo winked at his playing partner. “Another hand?” 
 
    “No way,” Merrill replied. “I can’t afford it. You cleaned me out.” 
 
    “How about you, Hart?” Acevedo asked. “Fancy your luck? I’ve had a winning streak, but that might change.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t if I were you,” warned Merrill. “Not unless you’re prepared to fund the Bank of the Republic of Acevedo.” 
 
    “I’ll try a round or two,” Nathan replied.  
 
    Playing cards was the furthest thing from his mind, but he couldn’t afford to stand out among the team as quiet or a loner. Right at that moment, he knew Cullen and the two engineers would be discussing his attempt to steal the picotech. They would know it had to be someone on site, and they would be wondering who. Nathan had to blend in if he wanted to avoid their suspicion falling upon him. 
 
    He picked up the hand Acevedo had dealt him. Despite her earlier warning, Merrill had moved to the arm of the sofa next to Nathan, where she could see his cards over his shoulder.  
 
    “What do you think?” Nathan asked, spreading his cards out. 
 
    “What are you asking her for?” Acevedo said. “She just lost her week’s wages to me. Wait. What am I saying? Merrill, give him your best advice.” 
 
    The female security guard scowled at Acevedo. She leaned over and pointed at three cards in Hart’s hand.  
 
    “You sure?” Nathan asked. Merrill’s judgment did seem to be as off as Acevedo thought.  
 
    “Ignore me if you want,” said Merrill. “I don’t care. But you asked, and that’s what I think.” 
 
    “OK.” Hart removed the three cards and slid them face downward across the table to Acevedo.  
 
    As he did, Cullen came in. Immediately, Acevedo pushed all the cards off the table onto the floor. Nathan began sliding them under the sofa with his feet. The sudden movement attracted a glance from Cullen, who was striding across the room to his office. “Get rid of them,” he said without breaking step. “Or I’m docking all your wages.” 
 
    He’d forbidden the guards to gamble. Gambling created arguments, and arguments led to fights. But the security team leader seemed to be in too much of a hurry to address their disobedience further. He disappeared into his office, then soon reappeared carrying a case. While maintaining a semblance of the same alarm that Acevedo and Merrill were showing, Nathan watched Cullen’s movements from the corner of his eye. 
 
    There was little doubt in his mind what was in the nondescript case the security team leader was carrying. Cullen had returned to his office to collect weapons. The weapons obviously weren’t intended for the guards. They had their own. Nor would it make any sense to arm the construction workers. The guns had to be for the two engineers. 
 
    As Cullen went out, Hart bent down to retrieve the cards from under the sofa. 
 
    “I bet we can fit in another game before he comes back,” Acevedo said.  
 
    “Sorry,” Nathan replied. “I need my creds.” He took the cards to the trash disposal. 
 
    “Hey,” Acevedo protested when he saw what Hart was about to do. “Don’t throw them in there. Those cards are mine!” 
 
    “Throw them away, Hart,” said Merrill. 
 
    “You’re just mad you lost,” said Acevedo. 
 
    Nathan opened the disposal and dropped in the cards.  
 
    “Damn it,” Acevedo exclaimed. “You owe me for that. I know—how about a round of arm wrestling? Double or quits.” 
 
    “Double or quits?” Nathan asked. “I never lost to you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s right. OK. Winner takes all. What do you say?” 
 
    “I say you have a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah, quit it,” said Merrill. “You’ll get us all in trouble.” 
 
    Nathan picked up his beer and went over to the window, leaving Acevedo and Merrill to bicker. He got there just in time to catch a glimpse of Cullen as he disappeared into the engineers’ office. He watched the dark building, contemplating his next move. 
 
    He had three options. One of them was to make his getaway. If Cullen figured out it was he who’d tried to steal the picotech, the game was over. But Hart doubted that the team leader would finger him; he’d been meticulous in covering all traces of his movements. If any clue he’d left could lead Cullen to him, he would have been arrested already.  
 
    Nathan’s second option was to accept that he’d missed his chance and give up his attempt for now. Cullen and the engineers knew someone was trying to steal the picotech, so security would tighten even further, and the theft would be that much harder. If he didn’t make another attempt and simply completed his assignment at the site, no one would ever know that he’d attempted to steal the picotech module. On the other hand, if anyone used the tech again, his name would be on the list of suspects. The minute he applied for work on the project, he would be detained and questioned.  
 
    His third option was to try to steal the tech again. He weighed up the arguments. It didn’t matter if the engineers were armed—so was he. And he knew they would be hiding and waiting for him. They didn’t have as much of an advantage as they might think.  
 
    The more he considered a second try, the more Nathan realized he didn’t have any choice. He had to try again. His first attempt had given the game away. Now the authorities on Carthage knew that someone local was trying to steal the picotech, and his identity was associated with the crime. If he didn’t succeed in stealing the picotech this time, he would probably never get another chance. It would be all or nothing. 
 
    The only upside was that the engineers hadn’t decided to simply pack up the tech and remove it. They could have decided to complete the project the old-fashioned way. Why they weren’t doing that was obvious: they were out to catch him. But he was certain things weren’t going to turn out how they hoped. 
 
    “Hart,” Acevedo said, right next to his ear. Nathan jumped a little. He’d been so deep in thought, he hadn’t heard the man join him. 
 
    “I’ll bet you ten credits…” Acevedo peered out into the darkness. “I know—ten credits says we see a shooting star within the next half-hour.” 
 
    Nathan looked up into the Cradle, the thick cluster of stars that covered the southern sky. “OK, I’ll take it. No, wait. Make that twenty credits.” 
 
    Acevedo’s gleaming teeth appeared in a broad grin. “Twenty credits it is.” 
 
    “Hart,” whined Merrill, “What are you doing? Don’t encourage him.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Nathan replied with a grin. “I’m feeling lucky.” 
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    The picotech deployment system registered as empty. While she and Sasha had waited, Erin decided to execute the second phase of the SATC’s pico-excavation. Emptying the module alleviated her boredom—for a while, at least.  
 
    She nudged Sasha. The young engineer’s eyelids had been closing.  
 
    Sasha jerked awake and looked apologetic.  
 
    <Get your AI to keep you from falling asleep,> Erin said, using the Link to avoid speaking aloud. If the picotech thief heard them talking, he would be warned of their presence.  
 
    <I’ll do the same for you,> Walter said to Erin. 
 
    <Thanks, but I don’t think I’ll need it,> she replied.  
 
    As the night had worn on, she hadn’t felt at all sleepy; in fact, she’d grown more nervous, though not about their attempt to catch the interloper. Erin had been dwelling on the fact that Cullen had said the thief was a professional. While she didn’t mind confronting the criminal herself, she wasn’t sure that she’d done the right thing in involving Sasha. She hadn’t even asked the young woman if she was OK with helping out in the task. Maybe she’d been wrong in taking it for granted that her assistant would come along. The engineer had zero military training or combat experience, while Erin had been through a few scuffles in her day, and wasn’t afraid to go toe-to-toe with a traitor. 
 
    After seeing Sasha nearly drop off to sleep—even with her mods in play—Erin concluded it would be better to face the thief by herself. 
 
    <Sasha>, she said. <I changed my mind. Go back to the office. I’m going to do this alone.> 
 
    <What? No. I want to stay. I want to help. I promise I’ll stay awake now.> 
 
    <It isn’t that. It isn’t safe for you here. I shouldn’t have asked you to do this with me.> 
 
    <Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’m sure it isn’t that hard to point and shoot a gun—I’ve done it plenty of times in games.> 
 
    <Sasha,> Erin said sternly. <I wasn’t making a suggestion.> 
 
    Her companion frowned, but she began to move. Before she got to her feet, however, she halted. <Isn’t it too late for me to leave? What if the thief is coming right now? He’ll see me.> 
 
    She has a point.  
 
    Erin was about to answer, when something distracted her. She’d been listening to the waves sweeping the shore below for over an hour, and she thought she’d just caught the sound of something different. The noise had been a rustle—like the sound of the cover over the site being lifted.  
 
    <Did you hear something?> she asked Sasha, but the woman shook her head in reply.  
 
    They were hiding in a spot that offered the best possible vantage point, but it didn’t allow a view of the entire area under the cover. Erin had figured it didn’t matter too much. As long as they had a clear view of the module, that was all that was important. That would be where the thief would go. They only had to watch the spot, and as soon as they had a clear shot, fire.  
 
    Erin motioned Sasha to sit down. <I think our friend might have arrived.>  
 
    Sasha’s eyes widened and she turned a little pale as she crouched next to Erin and peered at the picotech module, weapon in hand. Erin did the same, focusing all her attention on the space before them. She strained her hearing, trying to catch the slightest sound. It was high tide, and the ocean waves were loud, and to top it off, a wind had picked up, rustling the canopy. 
 
    Instead, Erin focused on the light that fell on the module. Depending on the direction from which he or she approached, the thief’s shadow might arrive first.  
 
    Her heart thudded as the seconds stretched out. Her finger hovered over the trigger. 
 
    It seemed strange to protect the module now that it was empty, but anyone trying to steal the tech would learn a lot from the module’s construction and deployment systems, which meant the bait still had immense value.  
 
    <Are you sure you heard something?> Sasha asked. 
 
    Erin had begun to doubt herself, too.  
 
    If the thief was under the cover with them, the person was taking their sweet time in approaching their target. No matter from where they’d entered the site, they should have been at the module already. 
 
    She gasped. Unless the thief isn’t approaching the module at all.  
 
    She swung around. At the exact same time, a dark figure stepped into the space behind them. He wore light combat armor and held a rifle.  
 
    Erin couldn’t bring her gun around fast enough. The thief fired. Sasha screamed.  
 
    Erin flipped her pistol from pulse to projectile and fired—but the man had ducked out of sight. Her round flashed through the place where he’d stood.  
 
    Sasha writhed on the ground, panting and whimpering and clutching her stomach. Blood spilled from between her fingers.  
 
    Erin cursed.  
 
    <Cullen,> she said. <The thief’s here. It’s one of your guards. He shot Sasha. Get down here and surround the place. Sasha needs medical help, but be careful. I don’t know where the guy is.> 
 
    <I’m on my way,> the security team leader replied. <I’ll bring the construction crew medic and the rest of the guards—I’m sure they aren’t in on it. Be careful. Don’t do anything to antagonize him. In two minutes, we’ll have the perimeter locked down. He won’t be able to get away.> 
 
    Erin looked down at Sasha. Guilt wracked her. She wanted to do something to help, but she couldn’t both help the woman and protect her from the thief at the same time. She also had to stop the man from getting away.  
 
    <Press down on the wound,> she told Sasha. <It’s going to hurt, but it’ll help control the bleeding. A medic’s coming. You’re going to be OK.> She hoped with all her heart that what she’d said was true.  
 
    Sasha’s face was pale and sweaty, but she nodded and folded her hands over her stomach. As she exerted pressure, she sharply drew in a breath. 
 
    Erin crawled over to the edge of their hiding place and looked out. She had to prevent the thief from leaving. He must know that she’d call for help, giving him only a minute or two before he was caught. Has he left already? Or will he try to take the picotech and get out before anyone else arrives? Perhaps he would, but only if he wanted it so badly he was willing to risk his life. 
 
    “Hey,” Erin called. “Give yourself up now, and maybe we can work something out. If you don’t—if you try anything—you won’t get out of here alive.” 
 
    The wash of the waves on the shore was her only answer. Despite the warmth of the night, she shivered. Behind her, a young woman’s life was slowly draining away, and somewhere in the surrounding space, her unknown assailant was trying to figure out a way to steal the picotech and leave before it was too late. Perhaps he was thinking that he would have to kill her to do it.  
 
    Erin glanced back at Sasha. Her eyes were closing, and her hands were slipping from her wound. 
 
     <Walter, can I do anything to help her?> 
 
    <I am speaking to Sasha’s AI. She has shut down the blood supply to the severed artery, but Sasha’s blood pressure had already dropped significantly. She is becoming unconscious. If help arrives soon, she should survive. But it must be soon. Her body requires fluids.> 
 
    Erin had to force the thief to act. She couldn’t afford a long, drawn-out standoff, or Sasha might die. What can I do?  
 
    The answer came immediately. It was obvious. She should take the picotech module herself.  
 
    The thief would be forced to come out into the open to fight her for it, or he would have to give up and try to escape. Either way, he would have to do something. He couldn’t just skulk in hiding while Sasha died. Erin could capture him. Or kill him.  
 
    <Cullen, deactivate the inner ring’s countermeasures. I’m going to take the module.> 
 
     <But—> 
 
     <Just do it.> 
 
     <OK. We’ll be there in under a minute.> 
 
    Tucking her weapon under her arm, Erin crawled past Sasha. The picotech module was on the other side of their hiding spot. She scanned the area…. No sign of the thief. But was he in the shadows, about to make a run for the tech himself? She couldn’t afford to think about it anymore. She had to act. 
 
    She burst out and sprinted for the module, her weapon at the ready. Across the space, a figure was speeding toward the module.  
 
    The thief had finally decided to make his play.  
 
    Erin fired and hit the man, but her shot didn’t penetrate his armor. The enemy also shot at her but missed—barely. They reached the module together and collided. Erin was thrown off her feet by the man’s heavier weight, but she managed to hang onto her weapon, and she fired it point-blank against his leg.  
 
    Yelling, he dropped his rifle. Erin kicked it away and tried to get up, but the guard drove his boot into her side. Then he grabbed the picotech module and ripped it from its moorings. Erin leapt up and wrapped an arm around his neck, trying to wrestle him to the ground. He was too tall and too strong for her, though, she could only cling to his back. The thief dropped the module and tried to grab her to pull her off. They tussled soundlessly. 
 
     <Erin,> Cullen said. <Get off of him. Move out of the way.> 
 
    The security chief had finally arrived. The guards had the thief in their sights, but they didn’t want to risk shooting her. 
 
    As she dropped down and tried to back away, the attacker spun around. His head jolted as he saw the guards. He reached down and grabbed Erin’s arm, dragging her toward him. He turned her around and as his hands dug into her, white-hot pain burst from her right shoulder.  
 
    She’d been shot and she hadn’t noticed, not until the man gripped the wound.  
 
    “Drop her, Hart,” Cullen ordered.  
 
    “Help Sasha,” Erin gasped. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he replied. “We’ve found her. Someone’s with her right now.” He had a weapon leveled at Erin’s captor.  
 
    The man—Hart—dragged her over to the gun she had kicked away, and let go of her with one hand, adjusting his grip with the other to a chokehold. He picked up his gun and aimed at Cullen, who, along with the rest of his team, immediately ducked out of sight.  
 
    Erin could hardly breathe. Her shoulder was in agony, but the pain was easing.  
 
     <Please try to remain calm,> Walter said. <I’m releasing analgesics into your system and boosting endorphins.> 
 
    <Can you land nano on him? Try to disable his armor?> 
 
    <Trying,> Walter replied. <But Cullen’s team is well outfitted. I don’t think I can breach his armor’s security with what we have.> 
 
    Erin twisted and fought and clutched at Hart’s arm with all her strength, but she couldn’t break free of his rigid grip. “The place is surrounded by guards,” she said, her voice barely a choked whisper. “You’ll never get out. You might as well give up now.”  
 
    Hart didn’t reply, but in response to her words, he pulled his arm so tight across her neck, Erin felt like her head was going to burst from trapped blood. Her muscles were becoming weak, and time seemed to slow down. Blackness was encroaching from the edges of her vision.  
 
    Faintly, she became aware of being pulled along, her heels dragging in the sand. The darkness in her vision increased until the final spot of light at the center closed.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    When Erin woke, she was in water. Underwater. Before she had time to stop herself, she took a breath. Salty brine flooded her mouth, nostrils, and throat. She couldn’t expel it. The water leached into her lungs, making her cough, which in turn made her breathe in more water.  
 
    I am in the ocean. Erin flailed and fought the water. A hand fastened around her calf. Hart! He’s grabbed me again.  
 
    She kicked against the grip, but another hand was gripping her shoulder, and another pulled at her hair.  
 
    She broke free of the water. She was in air, but still she couldn’t breathe. She coughed and choked and squirmed, trying to drive out the water from her lungs, fighting against Hart’s hold on her. 
 
     <Erin, it’s OK,> Walter soothed. <You are safe.> 
 
    “Erin,” someone shouted. She recognized Cullen’s voice. “Stop struggling. You’re OK. We have you.” 
 
    Some meaning penetrated her panic. She saw lights and realized they were stars in a night sky. A deep, dark shadow loomed. The cliff. She felt herself placed on the sand, where she immediately turned onto all fours and coughed deeply and long.  
 
    When she finally paused for breath, someone said, “OK, bring her to the shuttle now.” 
 
    “No,” Erin gasped. “I’m all right. What happened? Where’s Sasha? Is she going to be OK?”  
 
    She turned over. She was surrounded by several of Cullen’s guards, and he was kneeling beside her himself. They must have pulled her from the water. Where is Hart? 
 
    “You aren’t all right,” a medic said. It was the person who had just ordered her to be taken to the shuttle. “You’ve got half the Mediterranean in your lungs; we need to get you to Landfall General right away. The remaining sea water in your lungs can cause secondary drowning.” 
 
    “Just give me a minute,” said Erin. “Cullen, tell me what’s happened to Sasha.” 
 
    “She’s fine. She’s in the shuttle, waiting to be taken to Landfall. Hart shot his way through the cover. He had an a-grav pack and he flew off, dropping you in the sea once he was out of range. As soon as we saw you fall, we came after you, but you were alone.” 
 
    “He didn’t get the picotech module?” 
 
    “He didn’t. He couldn’t carry both you and the module. As soon as I gathered the guards, I saw that Hart was missing and realized who our thief was. I can hardly believe it. His record is spotless. There were others I would have suspected before him.” 
 
    “Well, at least we now know who he is,” Erin said. 
 
     <Indeed we do,> said Walter. <I’ve informed Murry, who has passed the details to Admiral Sanderson up on the Intrepid. They’ll be watching every system for signs of Hart’s presence. He won’t be able to log into a thing without us knowing about it.> 
 
    “Yes,” Cullen said. “He won’t get a second chance at stealing the picotech. Or at least, not by working from the inside.” 
 
    “Damn, that was close, though,” said Erin. “I can’t help but think I should have tackled this differently. I shouldn’t have put Sasha at risk, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “If I could have suggested a better way to catch the bastard without alerting him,” said Cullen, “I would have spoken up. It’s clear now that Hart knew somehow that someone was waiting for him. He went straight for you two first. I still don’t know where he was getting his information.” 
 
    “Seems like there’s a lot we don’t know about him,” Erin said. “Except that I think he may be operating alone. If he had associates, why wouldn’t they launch a full-scale assault? We couldn’t have defended the site from a surprise attack.” 
 
    “We would have been hard pushed to do that, certainly,” Cullen said. 
 
    “I really gotta insist that you come with us to Landfall now,” urged the medic.  
 
    “Yes,” said Cullen. “You should go.” 
 
     Erin went with the medic to the shuttle. As she went inside, she saw Sasha. She was unconscious, though the color had returned to her face.  
 
    Guilt twinged in Erin’s stomach. More than ever, she regretted her decision to get the young woman involved in the dangerous exploit. She’d also failed to capture Hart.  
 
    A dangerous traitor was now roaming around Carthage, and Erin couldn’t help but feel it was her fault.  
 
    

  

 
   
    RESUMPTION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.30.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Martin went outside to go to work the following morning, he was amazed to see that a section of the cover over the construction site on the bluffs above the beach was tattered and burned.  
 
    After climbing the narrow path to the top of the rise, he approached the men and women of the construction team to ask them what had happened.  
 
    The man he asked only shrugged and said, “No one’s told us anything. They only said we have to clear this away. Looks like there’s been a fight, though, doesn’t it? That’s what my money’s on, anyway.” 
 
    “Sure does,” Martin agreed. “Do you know what’s happening now? Is the construction still going ahead?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” the worker replied. “When we’ve finished tidying up, we’re starting work on fitting out the interior. Should be here another two or three weeks.” 
 
    After thanking the man, Martin went away down the beach. There was someone he needed to speak to over the Link. 
 
     <Erin?> he reached out. <I’ve just seen the damage at your site. What happened? Are you OK? Is everything all right?> 
 
     <Hi Martin,> Erin replied. <I’m fine. Everything’s fine now. It’s a long story, but I’m not actually there at the promontory. I went back to Landfall early this morning.> 
 
     <What? How come? One of the workers told me the project won’t be finished for another couple of weeks. Will you be coming back?> 
 
     <I won’t be, sorry. Sasha, my deputy, is going to complete the rest of the construction by herself. She’ll be returning in a day or so, but I’ve finished there. I have other projects I have to work on.> 
 
     <Oh.> The depth of his disappointment surprised Martin. <That’s too bad. I was hoping to show you around some more. It was fun taking you out yesterday to see the new island.> 
 
     <Yeah, I had a really good time, too. I forgot to thank you. But something important has come up that I have to deal with, so I really have no idea when I’ll have the chance to come down there again.> 
 
     <That’s OK. I hope the rest of your work goes well.> 
 
     <Thanks. Good luck with the seeding program.> 
 
    As Martin walked through the sand to return to his office and dwelling, his disappointment at the news that Erin had left continued to bother him—irrationally so. I have so much to do, I don’t need the engineer as a distraction.  
 
    Yet, he remembered, his first thought on waking that morning had been to wonder where he could take her next. He’d decided that they could go to see the archelon nursery. Now it looked like that would probably never happen. 
 
     <I wonder what was going on at the construction site last night,> Eamon said.  
 
     <Me too,> Martin replied. <Have you tried to find out?> 
 
     <I have, but I’m coming up empty. There isn’t a mention of it anywhere—literally not a single reference to be found. However, I was able to discover something interesting: Erin and her deputy were admitted to Landfall’s general hospital last night.> 
 
     <She’s in the hospital?> Martin exclaimed. <But she didn’t mention that at all. I hope she’s OK. I don’t like this. First Erin’s careful to never refer to what she’s building here, and now the site’s been shot up. It sounds like she got shot, too. Her claim that she has top priority makes even more sense, though nothing else does…wow. And here I hoped we’d left this sort of nonsense back in Sol.> 
 
     <Myself as well,> Eamon said. 
 
     <I guess we can’t do much about it either way. Let’s just stick to fish, huh?> 
 
     <Agreed.> 
 
    Martin had been walking around the other side of the promontory while speaking to Erin and Eamon. He arrived at his small facility and entered his lab, heading for the tiny stasis chambers on the wall. He’d been anticipating working with these creatures for ages, and now seemed a good time to indulge himself and try to dispel the glum mood that had settled over him.  
 
    It wasn’t only that he was disappointed he probably wouldn’t see Erin again—he was also worried about her. It sounded like her work put her in danger. 
 
    Martin took the tiny embryos in their containers out of their stasis chambers, and transferred them to a receptacle that would protect them on their journey to their nursery site. 
 
     <Great idea,> Eamon said. <I’ve been looking forward to this.> 
 
     <You and me both,> said Martin. <Though it’ll be nearly a year before we can release them.>  
 
     <I know, but it’s good to make a start.> 
 
     <There should be plenty in the oceans for them to eat by then. When they’re bigger, we’ll have to say goodbye for a while. They’ll head to the cooler waters at the poles, but they’ll be back here to breed.> 
 
     <That would be gratifying to witness,> said Eamon. 
 
     <It would. I’ve never seen it in real life, only on vids.> 
 
    Martin took the receptacle out to the boat. He pushed it into the waves, jumped in, and started the engine. He’d prepared the artificial offshore wombs months ago, but for this creature, a plentiful food supply was essential, and Carthage’s oceans were only just beginning to fill with suitable organisms. Martin would start a hundred of the embryos to begin with, then add to the number later, enriching the gene pool over the coming years.  
 
    As he steered the boat out to sea, bringing it to the windward side of the promontory, he saw that the covering over the construction site in the cliffs had been taken down, and a rectangular hole now gaped in the cliff face. Martin wondered how Erin had managed to create it without explosives or using directed energy devices. Perhaps that was what the fight had been about.  
 
    He recalled his complaint about the vibrations damaging his stock, and felt a sinking in the pit of his stomach. Did Erin get hurt because she was accommodating my wishes? 
 
     <You couldn’t have known the implications of your objection,> said Eamon. 
 
     <I guess not,> Martin replied. <Still, I can’t help but feel responsible.>  
 
    His gloomy mood continued as he piloted his boat out to the artificial wombs he’d set up, and it didn’t dissipate after he arrived and cast the anchor.  
 
    Like many days on Carthage, the weather was perfect. The air was a comfortable temperature, the sky held only high, white, fluffy clouds, and the sea was a shimmering, liquid crystal blue. Martin donned his diving gear, picked up the receptacle that held the embryos, and slipped beneath the waves.  
 
    The site was at the limit of the depth he could safely dive without specialized apparatus. Some marine biologists went the whole hog and had their bodies engineered to dive a couple of hundred meters or more without the need for decompressing when they surfaced, but Martin preferred not to do that. He was happy with a rebreather and fins. 
 
    When the time came, he would spread the artificial wombs out wider, and eventually he would move them into deeper water to accommodate the growing creatures’ large forms.  
 
    He swam to the first womb, opened the receptacle, and took out one of the containers. He eased the embryo, no longer than the palm of his hand, into the womb’s chamber. The embryo’s umbilicus and placenta were immediately sucked into place against the screen. Oxygen and nutrients would filter through to it for the next eleven months.  
 
    Martin waited, watching carefully for signs of life. When the embryo gave a small twitch, he nodded, satisfied, and swam to the next womb. 
 
    When the receptacle was finally empty, he swam back to the boat. He threw the receptacle in and clung to the gunwale. Bobbing along with the boat in the waves, he pulled off his mask and also tossed that into the boat.  
 
     <I think I’ll swim in,> he said to Eamon. 
 
     <You’re sure? It’s a long way, and the current’s strong.> 
 
     <Yeah, I’m sure. I feel like I need a long swim.> 
 
    Releasing his hold, Martin sank into the waves and set off for the distant shore. As he swam, he reflected on completing the task he’d been looking forward to for so long. Starting off the blue whale embryos in their wombs should have given him a lot of satisfaction. He loved what he was doing on Carthage, and the blue whales were among his favorite animals. He felt privileged to have the opportunity to work with them up close.  
 
    One day he would open the wombs and set the largest creatures in Carthage free to roam the oceans.  
 
    Yet the task hadn’t given him the pleasure he’d anticipated. Instead, he felt sad and hollow. Was it only that he felt responsible for the problems at the construction site? Like Eamon had said, it wasn’t like he could have predicted what would happen. There was no way he could have known. And he’d been justified in defending his work; it was important that Carthage had a complete, healthy, self-sustaining marine ecosystem.  
 
    His reaction was due to more than that, he realized. He was worried that Erin had been hurt. He missed her already. The thought that he might never see her again made him despondent. He hadn’t understood just how much he liked her.  
 
    But a relationship with Erin would never work, he realized. She was just as focused on her job as he was. When would they ever find time to be together? And if they didn’t spend time together, things would fizzle out eventually. There really wasn’t any point in him attempting to take things further.

  

 
   
    ATHENS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.02.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marathon, Grecia 
 
    REGION: Athens, 4th Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last time Isa had been tsunami surfing had been on the oceans of Victoria. The waves there caused by the terraforming process had been wild to say the least, and Athens’ promised to be nearly as intense. As the shuttle came in to land and she saw the planet’s landscape close up, she expected no less excitement from this trip.  
 
    Outside the small city that surrounded the air and spaceport, much of the ground was black or grey volcanic soil. In some places, smoke or steam streamed from cracks or pools of bubbling mud, and bright yellow sulfur stained the ground around the vents. Other areas were covered in mountainous, brilliant green, tropical rainforest. 
 
    At the edge of the coast where the shuttle was coming in to land, an angry ocean churned. The gigantic orbital ring, which the FGT called a PETER, surrounded the planet—drawing out the heat and helping to settle the crust—formed a broad band across the sky. Though Isa had read about the PETER, seeing it hulking in the sky was another thing entirely. She was struck by how awe-inspiring a process terraforming truly was.  
 
    “What do you think?” Usef asked. He was sitting next to her for the journey down to the planet. 
 
    “Looks great,” Isa replied. “I can’t wait to hit the waves.” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait a couple of days for that; I read the surf report, and we’re landing during an ‘off’ phase. The crust shifts regularly for three or four days at a time, then it stops to settle for a few days.” 
 
    “Oh, OK. Well, what else is there to do? What would you recommend? Do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    “Boy, do I. Just wait. Where are you staying?” 
 
    “I hadn’t booked anywhere yet. This is a bit of a spur-of the-moment trip.” 
 
    “In that case, it looks like you’re staying where I am.’ He gave her a friendly wink. “There’s no better hotel on the whole planet.” 
 
    Isa laughed. “Looks like I am.” 
 
    “Great. As soon as you’re settled in, I’ll take you out to one of my favorite places.” 
 
    After the shuttle landed, Isa accompanied Usef to his hotel. Human greeters waited at the entrance, ready to welcome the guests, holding out cocktails that gave off enticing vapors. During the two-day flight to the planet, Isa had drunk six Hot Buttered Fusion Flames in total. She didn’t fancy going in for a liver rejuvenation just yet, so she politely refused the drinks. 
 
    “Good idea,” said Usef as they went to check in.  
 
    “Yeah,” Isa agreed. “I don’t want to overdo it. I better pace myself.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant,” said Usef. “There are much better drinks up in the rooms.” 
 
    When Isa saw the cost of a room, it made her wince. Her savings were being eaten up fast. On the other hand, if the trip gave her a better perspective on her life, it would be worth it.  
 
    The elevators were on a constant rotation and had no doors. Isa stepped onto the first one that arrived, and was carried up with her small bag of belongings. She went down the hallway and opened the door to her room. It was the most luxurious place she’d ever been.  
 
    She walked in, put down her bag, and wandered around the space. For a brief moment, she felt a stab of jealousy that the Intrepid’s colonists had not built places like this on Victoria. 
 
    I can’t blame them, though, she thought. They never intended to stay; it wasn’t home to them. This is where they’re putting down roots. 
 
    Her gaze swept across the room, landing on the furniture, which bore the grain of real wood. She noted that the bed linen was woven in intricate patterns, and made from some kind of silken material, and thick, heavy drapes framed the windows.  
 
    Drapes!  
 
    Isa had only ever seen drapes in vids. Everywhere she’d ever been had windows that turned opaque or transparent or mirrored when you told them. More expensive windows showed attractive pictures or scenes, too. 
 
    She went across the room and pulled the drapes closed. They slid smoothly over their runners, and the place fell into darkness. She found her room on the Link and turned on the lights. The ceiling lit up in a gorgeous glow that managed to make the furnishings look even more opulent. 
 
    A drink in a slim glass stood on the dresser. Ah, this must be one of the ‘better’ ones Usef mentioned. She sat down and took a sip, enjoying the smooth, tangy flavor that glided over her tongue and spread warmth down her throat.  
 
    The drink was so light and refreshing, she’d soon drunk it all, despite her earlier reservations about over-indulging. The alcohol it contained made her sleepy, however, and though the long shuttle flight hadn’t particularly tired her, she had a strong urge to take a nap. 
 
    She stripped off and eased under the bed covers, quickly slipping into sleep.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Isa was choking.  
 
    Her ventilator was breaking down. She cursed the supervisor; the Lumin bitch hadn’t delivered new ones like she’d promised. She had the old ventilators renovated instead, and probably pocketed the difference—but the old machines were past saving. Their filters were too worn to catch anything but the largest particulates, and the gas exchange system needed repeated calibration to maintain the correct levels.  
 
    Isa looked up at the metal mesh bridge, where the supervisor stood overlooking the mine that snaked through the asteroid, following the valuable vein of minerals. She gestured at the woman to get her attention. When she’d caught her gaze, Isa rapped on her helmet. It was the universal signal that she had a problem. 
 
    The supervisor looked purposefully away, ignoring her. Then she turned and left the catwalk.  
 
    Isa cursed again. She threw down her drill, drawing fearful glances from her companions. Her lungs were working hard, trying to draw in what oxygen they could. Isa felt woozy and tired. If she didn’t get a working ventilator soon, she would collapse. Then she would be written up for not working. 
 
     She fiddled with her ventilator controls, but she couldn’t fix the problem. The system needed calibrating again, and to do that, she would have to leave the mine face. Another reportable offense. 
 
    But what choice did she have? It was either that or pass out…and probably die. Damn the Lumins and their eternal exploitation. What wouldn’t she give to wrap her ventilator hose around the supervisor’s neck and choke her until she too knew what it felt like to be unable to breathe. 
 
    Isa turned and headed for the exit, leaving her drill where it floated. She stumbled on the rubble that littered the ground and some that drifted past—jagged pieces of worthless rock from either side of the fine seam they were digging out. She slowed her pace, partly because she couldn’t risk tearing her suit on the sharp edges, and partly because she couldn’t have gone any faster if she’d wanted to. It felt like her ventilator wasn’t supplying her with any oxygen at all. 
 
    The tunnel that led to the exit seemed impossibly long. Isa forced herself to keep going. She struggled to place one foot in front of the other. Before she knew it, she’d fallen to her knees. Her vision swam. She crawled on. If she could just make it to the prep room, she would be OK. The room was pressurized and would have breathable atmosphere.  
 
    She only had to make it as far as the air lock.  
 
    She only had to open the lock and get inside. It would automatically seal and then open its inner door. 
 
    She only had to make it as far as the airlock.  
 
    A mad urge gripped her. She fought the impulse to tear off her helmet, as if that would allow her to breathe.  
 
    To breathe. She had to breathe.  
 
    Her vision was narrowing. She saw a red, lit button. The airlock. It was the button for the airlock. She’d made it. With the last of her strength, she slapped the red surface. The airlock door slid back, but she couldn’t move inside. Her limbs were paralyzed.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Gasping for breath, Isa woke with a jolt. She sat upright, panicking. She had to get into the airlock before it was too late. But she wasn’t in the mine. Where was she? In a strange room. Her memory began to return. Understanding and recognition seeped back into her mind.  
 
    As sweet relief swept over her, Isa’s breathing eased  
 
    She flopped down onto her pillow. She hadn’t had that nightmare in years. The dream that was no dream, but was in fact a truncated memory of a real incident when she’d nearly died over a hundred years ago. 
 
    It was odd that she should have the nightmare now, when the mines were far, far away and long ago. She would never have to live through that misery again. Memories were all that remained of the Lumins’ cruelty. 
 
    The option to have the bad recollections removed had tantalized Isa at times. To have no personal memory of the terrible life and conditions she’d endured would be a relief. Yet she had never chosen to go that route. She felt that if she forgot how far she’d come and how much better her life was, she wouldn’t appreciate it so much. 
 
    Isa looked up at the ceiling, noticing for the first time the mirror/screen that hung there. Had she lost appreciation of how good her life was? Was that what was the matter with her? 
 
     <Isa,> came Usef’s voice over the Link. <Glad you’re awake. Do you like your room? What do you think?> 
 
     <Hi, Usef. I love it, this is the nicest place I’ve ever stayed. I almost feel like it’s too good for me. Almost. Thanks for bringing me here.> 
 
     <It’s my pleasure. I said it was the best hotel on the planet, didn’t I? To be honest, I get a kick out of showing newcomers around Athens. It takes me back to when I came here for the first time after months of desk work. Have you settled in? Ready for an adventure?> 
 
     <I am.> 
 
     <Meet me in the lobby as soon as you’re ready. Don’t forget your swimsuit.> 
 
     <OK. See you in a minute.> 
 
    Isa got up and changed into the swimsuit she’d brought along at the last moment. She put her clothes on over the top and put a towel in her bag. Like everything else about the place, the towel had a feeling of luxury about it, and was no doubt made from the fleece of some rare, difficult-to-farm animal. Usef hadn’t told her what else to bring, but she assumed she might need a towel, as they were obviously going to do something in water.  
 
    Usef was waiting in the lobby. Isa was startled to see that all he was wearing was a thong. The large, well-muscled man wasn’t even wearing shoes.  
 
    When he saw her raised eyebrows, he waved away her surprise. “This isn’t Carthage. Things are more relaxed around here. You’ll see. Come on.” 
 
    Isa had thought Carthage was relaxed. It appeared that she’d been wrong. 
 
    Outside the hotel stood rows of scooters. Usef sat on one and invited Isa to hop up behind him. She slung her bag over her shoulder and across her chest then did as he asked. When the Marine started up the machine, it rose several centimeters above the ground and hovered.  
 
    “It’s a-grav everything here,” Usef explained. “Scooters, autocars, transporters, the lot. Makes transportation more expensive, but there isn’t much in the way of roads. The ground still shifts too much. Makes no sense to have to keep repaving them.” 
 
    “What about maglev?” Isa asked as Usef reversed the scooter out of the parking space. 
 
    “No maglev, but plenty of shuttles. When the tsunami’s due, we’ll take one to the best place to catch it. OK, here we go. Hold on tight!” 
 
    Isa stared at Usef’s broad, naked, muscly back. Did he expect her to hold onto him? Then she spotted a handle set into the middle of the seat. As Usef sped them away, she grabbed it with both hands. 
 
    They flew down the streets. Single-story houses and stores of the kind often seen in early settlements lined the roads—pre-fabricated buildings took less than half an hour to put together. The highway was filled with scooters similar to the one Usef and Isa were riding. Hardly anyone was using larger, enclosed transportation. Isa guessed that riding a scooter was the most comfortable and convenient way of getting around. 
 
    In fact, the breeze as they went along did pleasantly evaporate the sweat from her skin. She wished she hadn’t put on her clothes and was wearing only a swimsuit, like Usef. Under her clothes was the only place she was hot, and judging by the people she saw, beachwear was the standard fashion on Athens.  
 
    Usef turned the scooter down a side street. The road soon petered out as the land rose. They were nearing the foothills of forested mountains that formed one edge of the city. He took another turn and left the paved road altogether. There was no track, but he seemed to know where he was going, as he maneuvered the scooter through the rising landscape without hesitation. Isa gripped the handle on the scooter tighter in the steeper areas.  
 
    The farther they got from the city, the thicker and taller the vegetation grew. Tree ferns, large, wide trees, and hanging vines predominated, giving the place a prehistoric feel. Isa wouldn’t have been surprised to come across a massive dinosaur browsing through the foliage. Then she remembered about carnivorous kinds of dinosaur. 
 
    “Hey,” she said to Usef, “they don’t have dinosaurs around here, do they?” As she spoke, they approached a flat space containing several scooters lined up under a tree.  
 
    Usef looked over his shoulder. “Not the kind that eat you, if that’s what you’re wondering.” He pulled up next to the other scooters. “Looks like we’ll have some company,” he said as he dismounted. “I wonder if it’s anyone I know.” 
 
    Isa followed him along a thin track that ran between boulders. They came out on the side of the mountain, and the track continued down. The view was obscured by trees and tall, bushy ferns, but Isa could hear running water.  
 
    “Are we going to a waterfall?” she asked.  
 
    Usef’s only response was, “Nearly there.” 
 
    Just as Isa noticed steam rising above the tree line, the track opened out onto a spectacular scene. They had arrived at the top of a series of terraces that stepped down the mountainside at irregular intervals. Each terrace held a pool of water and the pools fed into each other via rivulets. In places where the rivulets had a distance to fall, they turned into cascades. In others, they ran on nearly level ground, widening to shallow streams. 
 
    In several of the pools, people were lounging, while others stood beneath the waterfalls or dipped their feet in the streams.  
 
    “See the main waterfalls?” Usef asked, pointing to some thick vegetation to their left, where Isa could just discern the glint of running water. “One originates from a hot spring, the other is cool mountain water from the upper slopes. By moving rocks at the heads of the pools, you can adjust the water temperature and flow to be exactly how you like it.” As he spoke, his gaze roamed the pools. “Hey, I can see some friends. Come on, I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    The paths linking the pools were surfaced with pebbles, slick with moisture. Isa took off her sandals and went barefoot. She also pulled off her top. The air was humid with steam and faintly odorous, though not unpleasantly so. Usef led her down to a pool where several men and women were lounging around the sides. 
 
    “Usef,” one of the men exclaimed when they arrived. He got out and clasped Usef in a hug, delivering loud slaps to his friend’s back. “Great to see you. How long has it been?”  
 
    He was at least as big and well-muscled as the Marine, if not more so. The other men and women were also extremely well-toned with defined muscles. They told Usef to join them in the water.  
 
    Stepping into the pool, he introduced Isa. She said ‘hi’ as she pulled off her pants and piled her clothes on a dry rock. 
 
    “You’re all Marines too, I guess,” she said as she lowered herself into the hot water.  
 
    “She’s got us figured,” one of the men said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Isa must be toting a scanner to see the void between your ears,” a woman rejoined.  
 
    “Nah,” said the man, “it’s our piercing stares. Kinda like a predator.” He pointed two fingers at his eyes and then around at the other Marines.  
 
    This brought a general laugh, and then the conversation settled down to catching up with Usef.  
 
    Isa couldn’t join in, as most of the general discussion of Marine life was gobbledegook to her. She didn’t mind, but her attention wandered. She relaxed deeply, settling into the volcanic water. The heat seemed to seep through to her bones. She breathed in the humid, fragrant air and let her gaze meander over the verdant mountain slopes. After a while, she found herself wondering if there had ever been a time she’d felt so serene and at peace. 
 
    “Do you want one, Isa?” a woman said. 
 
    Coming back to reality, Isa pulled herself up a little out of the water. She’d slipped down almost to her chin. The woman who had spoken was holding out a plate piled with thin slices of fruit. The flesh of the fruit was white and the skin was brilliant green. 
 
    “What is it?” Isa asked. 
 
    The woman replied with a name Isa didn’t recognize. “It only grows well on Athens,” the woman went on. “Something to do with the minerals in the soil and the day length.” 
 
    Isa took a slice and bit into the end of it. The fruit dissolved into aromatic juiciness in her mouth, so much so that some juice dribbled down her chin. “Whoops,” she said, trying to catch the drips in her hand. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Usef said. “That’s what the hot water’s for.” 
 
    After scooping up a handful of water to wash away the spill, Isa finished the rest of the slice of fruit in three bites. In the warmth and humidity, it was the perfect refreshment. 
 
    She began to sink into the water and drift away again when the ground lurched. She grabbed the rocks on each side of her in alarm. The ground continued to shake, agitating the pool water so that it slopped over the edges. 
 
    The Marines weren’t remotely alarmed. “Woohoo,” a man exclaimed. “Looks like surf’s up tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is this an earthquake?” Isa asked Usef, her voice trembling with the vibration. 
 
    “Yeah, it is. Don’t worry, though. It doesn’t get any rougher than this where we are. It’s a good sign, though. It means Athens’ tectonic plates have begun shifting again, and a shifting crust means tsunamis!”

  

 
   
    THE SECOND STRAND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 11.30.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin sat alone in Tanis’s office in Government House, trying to write her report on the incident at the SATC site. 
 
    Though Admiral Sanderson would have already passed a preliminary report along, she wanted to get her full accounting to Tanis right away. The governor would want to know every detail, but Erin was struggling to find the right words. She’d started composing it several times only to erase everything. Her main problem was, in her entire career, she couldn’t recall another time that she’d failed so spectacularly. 
 
    If only she hadn’t asked Sasha to help her catch the thief. If only she hadn’t decided to force Hart into the open by taking the module herself. She should never have asked Cullen to deactivate the inner security countermeasures. Through her own thoughtless stupidity, they could have lost the picotech.  
 
    The difficulty she had with writing the report wasn’t that she wanted to gloss over her incompetence, it was that she felt she’d let Tanis down badly and she couldn’t think of a way to express her regret.  
 
    She remembered the message Tanis had sent her when she was hollowing out Laconia. The governor had said she wanted to leave the problem with someone she could trust. Erin felt she’d betrayed that trust and she didn’t know what to do to make things right. 
 
    Hart had escaped—without the picotech, thank the stars, but he was free on Carthage. Security checks at the air and spaceports would prevent him from leaving the planet, at least. The only possible way he might leave would be in a private ship, but only a few had been sold, and they were now being closely tracked, so that was unlikely.  
 
    No. Assuming Hart had survived his leg wound and managed to get back to shore, he was somewhere on Carthage, and probably still on Knossos. Murry will find him, Erin assured herself. Sooner or later, Hart would have to use the Link, and then they would know exactly where he was. 
 
    It was something.  
 
    Erin would likely never be allowed near the picotech again, that was for sure. She would be lucky to hold onto her position and not be demoted. She sighed. 
 
    Once more, she opened the screen and began to write. This time she wrote quickly so she wouldn’t be tempted to erase her words and start again for the sixth or seventh time. Deciding to leave out excessive phrases of remorse, as nothing sounded adequate to express how she felt, she set down in bald sentences the exact detail of everything that had happened. Before allowing herself another moment of hesitation, she sent the packet to Tanis.  
 
    Relieved that she was done with the hateful task, Erin checked the position of Tanis’s ship in the outer system. If the governor replied soon after receiving her communication, Erin should hear from her by that evening.  
 
    To kill time, she caught up with the progress of Carthage’s infrastructure projects. The problems with delays and poor quality work had been slowly ironing themselves out. She was pleased to see that most of the projects were nearly back on schedule. Only one stood out: the construction of Carthage’s second space station and space elevator. The project had hardly moved on from the last time she’d checked it, which was strange. Chief Bourke was on the job, and he’d been more than competent during Victoria’s terraforming. 
 
    Now that the remainder of the SATC development was in Sasha’s capable hands, Erin decided to turn her attention to the second space elevator. The base platform for building the space station had been constructed and was already in orbit, waiting only for the elevator to connect it to the surface. Once that was in place, then the rest of the station would be built using materials easily ferried up to it. 
 
    The first stage for constructing the elevator was to secure the set of carbon nanotube strands that formed its backbone. For some reason, though she’d read Bourke’s report twice, Erin couldn’t understand why work on securing the strands hadn’t even begun yet.  
 
    <Walter, can you think of a reason for the delay on the space elevator that no one would want to tell me about?> 
 
    <Perhaps it has something to do with the manufacturing of the strands? If you’ll recall, we pulled the nanotube strands from the Intrepid’s storage and used them at Victoria and Tara when we built their elevators.> 
 
    <What? We barely touched half the supply at Victoria; there should easily be enough to build an elevator here.> 
 
    <Oh, shoot…I think I know what happened. Your request to have the remaining supplies repacked on the ship didn’t get processed. It looks like the remaining strands were left behind at Victoria. I guess no one wants to own up to that mistake, so they’re trying to fabricate them on the QT.> 
 
    Erin suppressed a groan. <Well, that certainly would cause the delay—I can see Bourke not wanting to bother me with this. I’ll reach out and see if I can get a solid date from him.> 
 
    The space elevator site was at Thrace, on the island of Cyprus. Erin wanted to see the progress for herself, so she used Tanis’s private shuttle for the journey. When she arrived, the site was empty but for a few guards. Multi-story, empty buildings that would become offices and stores stood around the central area where the space elevator would be located. The equipment and some materials for constructing the elevator were in place, but Bourke was absent. Erin checked around the materials, but she couldn’t find any sign of fabrication, or of ready carbon nanotube strands. 
 
    On questioning one of the guards, she was directed to a manufacturing facility on the other side of town. She took a groundcar to the plant and, upon informing reception who she was, was swiftly led to a conference room.  
 
    When she entered, Erin saw Bourke standing across from a stern-looking woman, a pained expression on his face.  
 
    “Chief Erin,” Bourke said, ducking his head. “The site said you were coming. I was just speaking with Miss Pettigrew here about our fabrication order, but we decided to hold off further negotiations until you arrived.” 
 
    Pettigrew was sharply dressed and had a nose and chin to match. After the introductions were made, she eyed Erin shrewdly before speaking. “It’s fortunate you’ve arrived. We were just discussing the terms for the provision of the government’s order.” 
 
    “Terms?” Erin asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Yes,” said Bourke. “Ms. Pettigrew is insisting on recompense for the products. I’ve tried to explain the contract terms for all government infrastructure projects, but—” 
 
    “You have to understand,” Pettigrew interjected in a patronizing tone. “Things here are quite different from how we originally intended to operate on New Eden. I’ve taken legal advice, and under the new conditions, the old contracts no longer apply. What’s more, I have a backlog of orders to fulfill and debts incurred from setting up the plant that I have to pay. Naturally I must prioritize the higher-paying orders.  
 
    “Unless the government is willing to pay for the nanotubes at a fair market rate, I’m afraid I’m unable to help you at this time. If you will pay, then of course I’ll be happy to oblige, but you may have to wait some time, depending on the terms we agree upon. Or perhaps another company might be willing to fulfill your requirements.” 
 
    Bourke’s jaw had set as Pettigrew had spoken. “But there isn’t another company that can manufacture the nanotube strands we require. You know that.” 
 
    Pettigrew smirked. “I’m sorry, but that isn’t my problem.” 
 
    “Wait,” Erin said, moderating her voice to mask the growing anger she felt toward this woman. “Let me get this right. You’re saying that the contract you signed to supply the government’s orders free of charge after arrival in return for passage of you and your equipment aboard the Intrepid no longer applies? So you want to charge us for the nanotubes, but you’re only going to fulfill the order right away if we pay a price that’s high enough to make it worth your while?” 
 
    “Crudely put,” Pettigrew replied, “but that’s the long and short of it.” 
 
    “I see,” said Erin. “You do understand that you only operate under government license, right? I mean, before you came up with this preposterous argument, that had occurred to you?” 
 
    Pettigrew’s confident look began to falter. “Yes. And we’re the only company licensed to manufacture the product you require. That was a condition of our enrollment on the roster.” 
 
    “Well, let me think,” Erin said. “What would happen if the government revoked your license? What do you think you would do then? What if, for example, the government decided to award the license to another company? Or, no, wait. I’ve got an even better hypothetical situation for you. What if the government decided you were operating unethically—failure to fulfill agreed upon contracts sure seems unethical to me—and just shut you down? How does that sound?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t do it,” Pettigrew countered, though not confidently. “You would have to wait weeks for another plant to set up.” 
 
    “Not weeks,” said Erin. “Days, possibly. This isn’t Sol—there is very little red tape. But on the other hand, we’ve already been waiting days for your company to fulfill its contractual obligations, haven’t we? So what difference would it make? Except that I really would take great pleasure in seeing your company closed down, and you yourself banned from ever holding another directorship.” Erin folded her arms. “What’s it to be? I’m happy either way, though personally I’m more on the side of giving someone else the chance to fill the government’s order. What do you think, Bourke?” 
 
    A wide grin split his lips. “That would make me very happy, too.”  
 
    Pettigrew’s expression darkened. Her lips worked like she had something she needed to spit out, but all she said was, “We’ll have the order filled tomorrow.” 
 
    “What a shame,” said Erin, knowing that meant Pettigrew had likely already manufactured the order. “Nevermind, Bourke. Looks like she’s smarter than she seems.”  
 
    Inviting the head engineer to accompany her back to the space elevator site, she left without another word to the company owner. As soon as they were in the groundcar, she said, “The cheek of some people. ‘The old contracts no longer apply’? What lawyer told her that, I wonder?” 
 
    “Sorry I couldn’t sort out the problem sooner,” Bourke said. “I got everything ready and went there last week fully expecting to be able to collect the shipment within hours. Instead, I’ve been arguing with Pettigrew for days. I know how busy you are with all the projects, so I didn’t want to bother you. I thought I could talk her around and make her see how stupid she was being.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Erin replied. “You don’t have the authority to make the threats I did. But if you encounter something similar again, just let me know. I am busy, or I am at the moment anyway, but only because we need to get the infrastructure plan back on track. You won’t be bothering me. This is exactly the kind of problem I need to hear about.” 
 
    She accompanied Bourke back to the worksite, where she reviewed his plans and made sure that there was nothing else holding him up. Once satisfied that the work would resume the next day, she left him to prepare for the delivery of the nanotubes. She then took the shuttle back to Landfall, and arrived back at Government House at the same time she received Tanis’s packet containing her reply. 
 
    Erin, thanks for the update. Glad to hear that you and Sasha are OK. Though you should have arranged for stronger backup, you did the right thing in trying to capture this traitor. He’s a menace and he needs to be found, or else every time we use pico, we’ll be looking over our shoulders.  
 
    I’ve cut short my inspection and am on my way back to Carthage as I write this, but I don’t want you to wait for me to arrive before setting up another trap. I want to tempt our nefarious little burglar soon, before he has time to develop more sophisticated methods of infiltrating our security.  
 
    Pick another project where you can use picotech. No need to advertise the fact. Hart seems to have a way of finding things out for himself, and if we make it too obvious, he’ll become suspicious.  
 
    Cullen is good, but this time you’ll have military backup. A platoon of Marines will be there to give you proper support. We’re going to lay the bait, then when Hart’s deep inside, we’ll spring the trap. This time, he won’t get away. 
 
    Good luck. I’ll be there in seven days. With any luck, you’ll have this squared away by then. 
 
    P.S. I hope you aren’t beating yourself up over what happened at the SATC. You’re an engineer, not a soldier, Erin, and you made the right call trying to catch this asshat. 
 
    Erin felt a sense of relief wash over her while chuckling at Tanis’s colorful name for Hart.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    NEW ORDERS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.02.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Island of Cypress 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathan Hart slowly regained consciousness. He opened his eyes, his eyelids strangely heavy. An odd, tingling sensation suffused his body from his scalp to the tips of his toes. He tried to move, but his arms and legs wouldn’t obey. They seemed awkward and cumbersome.  
 
    He tried to focus on the ceiling above his bed, and had to blink two or three times before it swam into sharp definition. Somewhere nearby, a machine was softly whirring. The ceiling was white and brightly lit. He seemed to be somewhere like a…a….  
 
    He tried to sit up, but his stomach muscles wouldn’t respond. He tried to call for help. “Arghh…urghhhh…” The words wouldn’t form in his mouth. 
 
    “You’ll regain the power of speech in an hour or so,” said a voice.  
 
    Nathan tried to turn his head to see its owner, but like his stomach, his neck appeared to be outside of his immediate control.  
 
    “Major motor movement will fully return by tomorrow,” the voice went on. Nathan recognized it. The person speaking was Myrrdan’s agent. He tried to bring the person’s face into his mind, but his memory was blank.  
 
    “Fine motor movement will take longer, perhaps another couple of days. All will be necessary for the task you have to complete, but fortunately we have time.” 
 
    “Urghewwerrrr,” Nathan grunted. <What have you done to me?> he tried to say next, but with terror, he discovered his mind had no access to the Link.  
 
    “The picotech will be employed again soon. There are a few candidate projects on Carthage and in space that I suspect they may use it for, and I’ve made sure you are well suited to infiltrate any of them. I have left plas sheets containing the details and other relevant information here for you to read when your movement returns. Destroy the sheets after you’ve committed the contents to memory—do not use your memory mods to store the information. Once you leave this place at the allotted time, you will not be able to return. You will not be able to recall this location either, so please do not waste time in trying. You will find you have little need of shelter anyway.  
 
    “Everything is clearly laid out in the plas sheets, including the equipment you require and what you must do with it. I don’t imagine stealing the picotech will be too difficult this time, not now that you’re in your current form. If I had thought to alter you before your first attempt at the SATC, you would not have failed. Still, we all learn from our mistakes, don’t we?” 
 
    “Owwwweeerahhhhhh.” Why can’t I move? What have you done to my body? 
 
    “The pain medication will wear off in about thirty minutes, by which time I will be gone. Do not be alarmed by the sensations you experience. They are only the consequence of severed nerve endings adjusting to their new state. Follow the exercises outlined in the sheets, and the discomfort will dissipate somewhat over time.” 
 
    The voice was coming from close by, as if the speaker was only a few centimeters from his ear. Nathan strained with all his might, but he couldn’t turn his head to see Myrrdan’s agent.  
 
    “In the unlikely event that you are detained, no routine bio security scan will identify you as your former self.” 
 
    My former self? 
 
    “Your retinal and breath signatures no longer match those you had previously. But your appearance will attract attention and create unnecessary inconvenience and delay at the very least. For this reason, you must travel at night and stay away from areas where you may encounter people. Sustenance will not be necessary for the duration required to perform your task, as an SC battery pack is now satisfying your energy requirements.” 
 
    As Myrrdan’s agent paused, Nathan became aware of the sound of his own breathing. The noise was oddly rhythmic and mechanical.  
 
    “Perhaps you are wondering if success in this task will elevate your importance in the eyes of Myrrdan. Of course, this thought comes frequently to your mind. His control of you mandates it. Even revealing the fact to you won’t diminish the desire you feel to please him. The answer is yes. Myrrdan will look favorably upon you if you deliver the picotech to me. Perhaps he may even allow you to return to your previous form.  
 
    “But do not forget that failure carries an equally weighty outcome. If you are not successful, you will have demonstrated that your caliber is not of the quality required to remain in his service. Yet you will know too much to be allowed to go free. Think on the implication of those two facts. I am leaving now. You will see me again.” 
 
    Beyond Nathan’s vision, a door opened and closed. Then there was silence, save for the automated whirr and the regular sigh of his breath. ‘The pain medication will wear off in thirty minutes…. Your retinal and breath signatures no longer match those you had previously.’ 
 
    Panic flared in Nathan’s chest, but his body did not respond. His heart rate and breathing remained the same. The way his body gave him no feedback on his mental state terrified him further. All he could feel was the weird tingling all over. The sensation was growing stronger by the second.  
 
    He had to move. He had to find out what had happened to him. Nathan focused with all his might on the forefinger of his right hand, but the finger remained like frozen lead. He strained again. Finally, his fingertip twitched. As it came into contact with the surface of the bed, a sensation like white-hot needles piercing his skin jolted from the digit. Nathan wanted to gasp, to scream, but his lungs would not obey. 
 
    As he continued to try to regain control of his body, the tingling became painful. His fear at what had happened to him rose to dread. Part of him wanted to give up, to lie still and die where he lay. But he knew that would not stop the pain that was creeping up, stronger and stronger, and it would not bring him to Myrrdan.  
 
    By this time, Nathan was able to move his head a little. His view took in the bare, clinical room, the seat where Myrrdan’s agent had sat, and a monitor that was the source of the mechanical whirr. But what of himself? What did he look like? 
 
    He moved a leg, only a fraction. He shifted an arm. His hand slipped off the bed, and his arm hung awkwardly. He managed to raise a knee. He forced his chin down, trying to see his leg, but his neck was stiff as a rod. Instead, he jerked his head sideways and was rewarded with a view of a table and the plas sheets Myrrdan’s agent had left.  
 
    The pain was beginning to overwhelm him. Moving his body didn’t ease it, but neither did it make it any worse.  
 
    “Ehhhhhhhpppppmeeeeee. Ehhhhhhhhpppmeeeee. Pppppppppp.” Help me. Help me. Please.  
 
    But something overcame Nathan, coldly shutting down his plea for rescue from his horrific situation. His mouth snapped closed. His mind rejected further thoughts of release. He had a job to do. Myrrdan needed him to do something. He had to please Myrrdan. 
 
    Suddenly, Nathan’s stomach muscles obeyed him. He sat bolt upright, and for the first time, he had a good view of his surroundings. The room he was in was small and white. All it contained was what he had already seen, except for the simple hospital bed where he sat.  
 
    Horror gnawing at his belly, he turned his gaze down to his legs. They were not his legs. They were some kind of organic/mechanical hybrid. He could feel himself inside them, but hard, metallic elements shifted in the place of his muscles and skin.  
 
    As Nathan brought up a hand to touch his leg in disbelief, he saw that his arms and hands had been altered the same way. His metallic fingers touched his stomach, his chest, his neck, only to discover the same odd machinery operating in what remained of his body. He did not yet have the courage to touch his face. He didn’t think he could deal with what he might discover. 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent had altered his body. Why?  
 
    Now that the government knew it was Nathan Hart who had tried to steal the picotech, it made sense to alter his appearance and biosigns—he would be immediately identified, otherwise. But what was the reason for these extreme alterations being forced on him?  
 
    Nathan had seen the supplemented bodies of soldiers, and even members of his own profession, but they still looked outwardly normal. The changes he’d undergone were far more radical than the job should require.  
 
    His nerves were screaming at him, but he couldn’t deny the compulsion to rise and go across the room to read the plas sheets. Maybe they would offer some kind of explanation for the radical surgery performed on him. He swung one leg over the edge of the bed, and then the other. Steadying himself by gripping the mattress, Nathan lowered himself to the floor. As soon as his legs bore his weight, his knees buckled under him, and he collapsed.  
 
    Still lying on the hard white tiles of the floor, he shuffled along on his side, bending his legs and pushing with his feet against the smooth surface. When he reached the table, he tried to pull himself up, but only succeeded in dragging the table over. It landed on him, sending his nerves into brittle spasms of agony. The plas sheets had spilled across the floor. Nathan’s fingers scrabbled at the nearest and managed to grip a corner. He dragged over the transparent sheet until his gaze could rove the writing and diagrams.  
 
    As Nathan read, the reasons for his physical modifications became clear. Of course he would need his new capabilities. Everything Myrrdan’s agent had said made sense now.  
 
    He would steal the picotech. He would be successful. Then Myrrdan would look favorably upon him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CONTINUATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.02.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time in his long career, Martin found he was becoming distracted from his work. It didn’t matter how often or how far he swam, he couldn’t shake thoughts of Erin from his mind. He would chuckle over the first time they’d met, at her casual humor at his disadvantaged state, he would regret his anger after she’d begun setting off explosives in the cliff, and his heart would warm with the memory of the time they’d spent together in the rain on his boat, visiting the newly forming landmass near the gas plumes. 
 
    His projects no longer held the same allure they once had. Though he was conscientious and maintained the same attention and exactitude as usual, he found that he didn’t revel in his successes anymore. He liked—if he was entirely honest with himself, he loved—the organisms he grew just as much, but they weren’t enough.  
 
    His problem was a simple one, and yet surprisingly difficult to solve: he wanted to get to know Erin better. He had a suspicion that being around her would make him content with his life again. 
 
    After a long day in the water, Martin returned to his laboratory residence and took a long shower in fresh water, washing the brine from his hair and eyes. He filled his mouth with the sweet liquid and spat it out several times, rinsing away the salty taste. After drying himself, he went into his living area and made some food. The Link provided music as he ate, then after, he filled in his data sheets with the day’s observations.  
 
    <Martin?> 
 
    He recognized Cameron, a fellow marine biologist. 
 
    <Hi. How are you doing?> 
 
    <I’m doing great. How are things in the Mediterranean?>  
 
    <Can’t complain,> Martin said, his tone nonchalant. <I started up some blue whales the other day.>  
 
    <Balaenoptera musculus? Cool.>  
 
    <What’s going on down in the Aegean?> 
 
    <Oh, this and that.> Cameron paused. <Actually, I wanted to ask your advice on something. Are you busy right now?> 
 
    <I’m at home, just relaxing. Go ahead.> 
 
    <I’m having a problem with my kelp,> Cameron began. <Can’t seem to get it established. I’m planting it, but it just isn’t growing.> 
 
    Martin considered the possible issues before replying. <Right, well, I’m sure you’re planting at the right depth and the conditions in the Aegean are correct.> 
 
    <They are, but the plants are disappearing before they can become established. It’s a big setback to my plans. So much of what I’ve released depends on kelp as a food source. If I don’t figure out what the problem is soon, I’m going to have a starvation crisis on my hands.> 
 
    Martin sucked air between his teeth. <Would you like me to come over and have a look? I mean, I don’t know what I might find that you can’t, but sometimes two pairs of eyes on a problem helps.> 
 
    <Would you?> Cameron’s relief was palpable. <That’d be great. I was hoping you’d offer. I don’t like to ask. I know it isn’t easy to just leave everything.> 
 
    <No, it’s fine. I don’t have anything that needs intensive care right now. My current projects are all under automation, so the site can survive without me for a few days. And I feel like getting away for a while.> 
 
    <You feel like a break from your work? That doesn’t sound like the Martin Ryland I know. Is everything OK?> 
 
    <Yeah…no, not really, but it isn’t anything I can fix at the moment. Paying you a visit will help take my mind off things.> 
 
    <Glad to be of service. I sure hope you can help me figure this out.> 
 
    Martin chuckled. <I’ll do my best. I’ll be over in the morning. It’s a little late for a boat ride.> 
 
    <Is that your only way of getting to Landfall Space and Air? You don’t have an autocab service there, or a scooter?> 
 
    <You say that like it’s a bad thing.> 
 
    <Ha! See you tomorrow, old man.> 
 
    Martin smiled as their connection closed. He’d met Cameron at college. His friend had taken to calling him ‘old man’ not long after, in reference to Martin’s habit of shunning the latest fads in leisure and entertainment.  
 
    It wasn’t that he was a Luddite; he didn’t object to using whatever devices were required to help him in his work. But outside of work, it was true that he preferred simple, ‘old-fashioned’ pursuits, like plain old swimming, walking, and reading. He would rather read a book than experience a sim any day of the week. He preferred his own imagination.  
 
    Or he had. Until a certain person had interrupted the peaceful serenity of his thoughts.  
 
    He finished completing his notes on his observations and went to bed early.  
 
    The next day, he left at first light and piloted his boat along the coast to Knossos’s seaport. From there, he took a shuttle to Paros, where Cameron picked him up in a bright green, metallic, amphibious vehicle.  
 
    “This is what you use for work?” Martin asked, eyeing the craft. It was about the size of a four-seater autocab, but it ran on caterpillar tracks and sported several propellers.  
 
    “Sure,” Cameron replied. “I can go to any depth I like, and if I use the extendible equipment, I don’t ever have to leave my duck.” 
 
    “Your duck?” 
 
    “That’s what I call it.” 
 
    “OK, but being in the water is part of the fun, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s all right, but it’s colder here than where you are, don’t forget. And I don’t like wearing a wetsuit.” Cameron opened the hatch on the top of the vehicle. “Jump in.” 
 
    Martin climbed inside and sat in the passenger seat. Even before his friend closed the hatch, he began to feel claustrophobic. The feeling didn’t go away as they traveled to his colleague’s seeding site on the coast of the Aegean. 
 
    The wide ocean stretched as far as the South Pole and beyond, which made it cooler than the Mediterranean. Cameron drove down to the sand, across the beach, and straight into the waves. As the greenish water went up and over the windows, he started up the propellers and dove downward, following the seabed.  
 
    Turning his attention to the transparent floor and the sand below it took Martin’s mind off his strong desire to leave the vehicle. Though the air inside turned colder now they were underwater, he still felt warm.  
 
    “The main kelp bed is about a kilometer offshore,” Cameron told him. “We’ll be there in a minute or so. I’m interested to hear what you think; there has to be something I’m missing. I’ve done everything by the book, so I can’t think of an explanation for the kelp just not taking.” 
 
    “I’m happy to look at it,” said Martin, “but I can’t promise anything.” 
 
    When they arrived at the site, Martin crouched on the floor of the amphibious vehicle to get a close look at the sand while Cameron propelled his duck through the water. What Martin saw confirmed exactly what his colleague had said. He might have planted the area with young kelp plants ten days previously, but there was no sign of the plants anywhere. It was as if they’d never been there at all. 
 
    “Are you sure it isn’t just that something ate them?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure. There just isn’t enough life around here at the moment to eat it all—I planted acres of the stuff. I even scanned the bed to check for organisms I might not have taken into account, but I didn’t see anything unusual. I held back on releasing too many organisms before the kelp was established. But what I have released is already breeding, so if the kelp doesn’t grow soon, it could be a disaster.” 
 
    Martin shook his head. “This is no good. I can’t get a proper look at anything through the floor. I have to get out there.” 
 
    “If you insist, there are a couple of sets of diving equipment in the back,” said Cameron. “I’ll come out with you, but I don’t think it’s going to make any difference.”  
 
    Martin put on a wetsuit as Cameron guided the vehicle up to the surface. After dropping the anchor, he also put on a suit and fins. When he opened the hatch, Martin took a deep, pleasurable breath of the fresh ocean air before fixing his face mask and rebreather. It was just as pleasant to leave the confines of the craft and plunge into the cool water.  
 
    He dove under the waves and swam down to the ocean bed. Nutrient levels were higher in the Aegean than the Mediterranean, decreasing the visibility—especially on the seabed, where light struggled to penetrate.  
 
    Poor visibility is part of Cameron’s problem, Martin mused as he searched the sand. A scanner sometimes only told you that there was life there, and you had to interpret the results to understand what kind of life it was. When it came to marine organisms, no scanner in existence could beat a thorough search by someone who knew what to look for. 
 
    <It’s just like I said,> said Cameron after ten or fifteen minutes. <It doesn’t make any difference. There’s nothing here that could eat that much kelp. Maybe it’s something to do with the pH of the water. I thought it was within tolerance levels, but maybe the data on the kelp is wrong, or maybe something is wrong with the stock. Maybe when it came out of stasis?> 
 
    <I don’t think it’s the pH.> Martin said. <Kelp’s tough. And things don’t alter in stasis, that’s the whole point of it.> He was swimming over a stony area. Flat rocks and pebbles had replaced the sand. He swam down, reached under a stone with his fingertips, and flipped it over. Nothing was there, but at the edge of it was the black spike of something hiding under the next stone.  
 
    <Ha,> said Martin. <Cameron, come look at this.> He lifted the neighboring stone and was rewarded with a sharp jab into his fingers through his glove. Sonofa— 
 
    <What have you found?> Cameron asked as he joined him. 
 
    <Look.> Martin pointed at the round, spiky creature he’d disturbed. 
 
    <Sea urchins?> exclaimed Cameron. <What the hell are they doing here?> 
 
    <You didn’t seed them?> 
 
    <Of course not. I’m not a moron.> 
 
    Sea urchins were kelp’s nemesis, biting off the seaweed stems at their bases. The ocean current would soon have swept away the remains of the plants and the roots would rot.  
 
    Cameron carefully turned over more stones. Hundreds of urchins were hiding there, large and small. The nocturnal animals had been grazing the kelp during the night hours, eating it as soon as Cameron had planted it. 
 
    <I think we found the reason for your problem,> Martin said. 
 
    <Yes. Thanks. I wouldn’t have thought to look here. Wouldn’t have thought to leave my duck. But though you’ve found the reason, I still don’t know the root cause. How many urchins are here? There must be a lot for them to have eaten every kelp plant I planted. And where have they come from?> Cameron paused, then finished with a tone of recognition. <Ugh, I’m so stupid,>  
 
    <It’s got to be,> Martin said. <It’s Lindsey. With the currents, it makes sense. The urchins must have been swept around the coast.> 
 
    Another colleague, Lindsey, had a seeding site on the other side of the Parthian continent’s southern peninsula. 
 
    Cameron mentally tutted. <I didn’t know she was so ahead of schedule. What’s she been raising her organisms on, I wonder? Rocket fuel?> 
 
    <You should talk to her. If she has urchins, she’ll have something to keep them in check, too.> 
 
    <You’re right. The mystery’s solved. Let’s go back.> 
 
    On their way back to the shore, Cameron talked to Lindsey and told Martin that she would be over soon with something to donate to his site. Despite still feeling a little morose, the news brought a smile to Martin’s face. He had a good idea of what Lindsey would be bringing.  
 
    The marine biologist arrived an hour later on an autotransporter. The small trucks were ideal for transporting living creatures that wouldn’t deal well with air travel.  
 
    Lindsey waved at the two men from the cab. “Hi, guys! Long time no see.”  
 
    The three exchanged greetings and news. Since leaving stasis after arrival, they hadn’t seen much of each other. When the pleasantries were over, Lindsey took them around to the back of the truck, where they helped her unload lidded boxes. Their weight shifted while Martin carried them to Cameron’s workroom, as the creatures inside moved around. 
 
    “I brought fourteen males and females, and nine mothers with pups,” said Lindsey. “That should be plenty to keep your sea urchin numbers down.” 
 
    “Enhydra lutis,” said Cameron. “Love them. I think they’re probably my favorites.” 
 
    Lindsey said, “I didn’t think we were supposed to have favorites.”  
 
    “I guess so,” he admitted, “but I can’t help it. Can you?” 
 
    “No, I can’t either.” Lindsey chuckled. “Do you want to release them now?” 
 
    “Yeah, they must be dying to get back into the water, and I’m dying to see them.” 
 
    Martin was also looking forward to seeing the creatures. He wouldn’t be introducing sea otters into the Mediterranean. The conditions weren’t quite right for them, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a soft spot for the cute, smart animals. And Lindsey was right: they were just the solution for Cameron’s sea urchin problem. 
 
    He watched while Cameron and Lindsey performed the release. The sight of the sleek-furred animals bursting out from their containers the moment they were opened and diving into the water was heartwarming. Yet deep down, Martin’s emotions were unchanged.  
 
    There was still something—or someone—missing.

  

 
   
    TSUNAMI 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.03.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Atlantean Ocean, Grecia 
 
    REGION: Athens, 4th Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.  
 
    Isa desperately clung to her surfboard as the waves threatened to pummel her under the surface. Sheet lightning seared the sky. A crack of thunder roared. 
 
    When they’d started out an hour ago, riding the tsunami had been just as exhilarating as Isa remembered from her time on Victoria. Along with Usef and his Marine friends, she’d traveled kilometers on the gigantic wave, the wind blasting in her face. The whoops and shouts of the surfers had been drowned out by the bellow of the wind, but they’d talked over the Link, kidding with each other and commenting on each other’s moves and tricks. 
 
     <Never gets old,> Usef had said before sliding down to the base of the wave.  
 
    Isa lost sight of the burly man for an instant before she saw him working his board slowly up again, almost to the crest. She’d never seen surfing skills like his. He was a phenomenon. Though she was no stranger to tsunami surfing, it was all she could do to stay on her board and upright in the current conditions. 
 
    Even if she did fall, she wasn’t too worried. Search and rescue pinnaces circled the pleasure-seekers, ready to pick up anyone who wiped out. But it would be embarrassing to take a tumble among such proficient wave riders, and she would have to wait several hours for the next wave.  
 
    <Whoa, Usef,> one of the other Marines said. <You need to teach me how to do that sometime.> 
 
    Isa peered over to see what the man was up to now, and was utterly astounded. He was doing a one-handed handstand on his board, perfectly balanced with his legs slightly arched backward. She couldn’t figure out how he’d gotten into the position, or how he was managing to stay straight on the ever-moving wave. As she watched open-mouthed, Usef pushed off with his arm, flipped and landed feet first on his board. 
 
    This time, the whoops and hollers were loud enough to be heard even over the rushing elements. Isa joined in. She wanted to give the man a round of applause, too, but she thought she might lose her balance. 
 
    <Why did I wait so long to do this?> she rhetorically asked the group of friends.  
 
    <Don’t wait next time,> one of Usef’s friends said. <We’re going home tomorrow, but we’ll be back soon. Come with us on our next trip.> 
 
    <I might just do that,> she replied. 
 
    It had seemed as though every tourist on Athens was riding the tsunami wave. As far as Isa could see, hundreds of people were guiding their boards over the wall of water. She hadn’t noticed so many on the long beach where they’d waited for the wave to arrive. Maybe more had been waiting in the ocean, ready for the wave to pick them up.  
 
    The shallow beach led to a wide, flat expanse of barren land, perfectly designed to give the wave maximum height as it came to shore. The sense of exhilaration Isa had experienced as she was lifted up had been amazing. 
 
    Athens was like a world-sized theme park. She had heard there were also permanent warm air geysers that people could float on, tumbling, spinning and flying in the wind. And there was a swiftly moving water current that swept around the oceans, where massive floating discs had been scattered for leisurely journeys.  
 
    Isa had almost felt sad that one day, the planet’s tectonics would settle down, and Athens would turn into a regular place. It was too bad. She was determined to make the most of it until then. 
 
    But all her enjoyment and excitement about her spontaneous vacation had been before the storm struck.  
 
    It wasn’t like she hadn’t known it could happen; Usef had told her in passing that frequent storms were another feature of Athens’ turbulent state. The lightning displays were spectacular, he’d said—better than any fireworks show. There were even regions where lightning played constantly over the mountaintops. 
 
    Isa had seen plenty of storms in her time, and on hearing about Athens’ meteorological performances, she’d been looking forward to seeing them in action. But she’d been entirely unprepared for the doozy that sprang up midway through the tsunami ride.  
 
    One minute, she’d been coasting along, having the time of her life, clear skies all around. The next, a massive bank of black clouds had appeared from behind the wave. The cloud had been running faster than the tsunami. Within seconds, it had overtaken them and blocked out Canaan Prime’s brilliant white-yellow glow. The air temperature had plummeted, and what seemed like a solid sheet of rain hit them. 
 
    It all happened so fast that no one even had time to comment. Isa thought it might have been the pounding water from above affecting the integrity of the tsunami wave. Either that, or the rain simply washed her off her board. Whatever had happened, she suddenly found herself bobbing in the ocean, with rain pouring over her head and eyes, making it impossible for her to see. She had to angle her head downward, or she thought the rain might drown her above the ocean. 
 
    Another blinding flash of lightning tore through the atmosphere, and Isa began to worry she would be electrocuted in the water. Tired of the rain lashing her head, she dove down.  
 
    The strap that attached her to her surfboard prevented her from diving deeply, but the environment under the surface was a welcome respite from the torrential downpour of the storm boiling and seething overhead. All around her was the loud hiss of rain on the ocean’s surface. 
 
    <Isa?> Usef’s voice came into her mind. 
 
    <Usef?> 
 
    <Are you OK?> the Marine asked. <I can’t see you.> 
 
    <I’m fine, but I don’t know where you are, and I can’t see anyone else.> 
 
    The need to breathe grew too strong to ignore, so Isa kicked up to the surface and grabbed her board.  
 
    <We lost you after the storm hit,> said Usef. <Stay where you are. You’ll be picked up soon.> 
 
    Resting her arms on her board, she tried to catch her breath. She couldn’t see any of the tsunami-surfing support pinnaces nearby—which didn’t mean a lot, because she couldn’t see much farther than her outstretched hand. The ships had to be around there somewhere, though, pulling people out of the water. She seemed to have been overlooked.  
 
    <Did the storm destroy the wave? Is everyone in the water?> she asked Usef. 
 
    <Yeah, seems so. On both counts.> 
 
    <This storm is something else. Does this happen a lot?> 
 
    <This is the first time a wave’s flattened out, as far as I know. I’ve never seen a storm this bad. Looks like Athens is having a particularly large hiccup today.> 
 
    <I guess she is still a toddler, in planet years.> 
 
    <Yep,> said Usef. <Here comes my pinnace. I’ll tell them to pick you up first.> 
 
    <No need to do that. You go. I’ll be fine. They’ll find me soon enough.> 
 
    After a pause, Usef said, <Sorry, I tried, but they’re adamant. They have to take me. They say they’re having problems homing in on people due to electrical interference from the storm, so there’s no priority system. They’re pulling out whoever they find first. Hope you get picked up soon. I’ll see you back at the hotel, but talk to me if you want some company, OK?> 
 
    <Yeah. See you back at the hotel.> 
 
    Isa would have heaved a sigh if that didn’t mean breathing in several liters of water. She was beginning to feel lonely out on the waves by herself. From what she could see of it, the sky remained a rolling dark grey, as a buffeting wind swept down heavy blankets of rain. Isa was beginning to feel chilled and uncomfortable, floating in the ocean water. 
 
    Or was something else making her feel uncomfortable? She had learned some ancient Earth history while she lived on Victoria. She’d read all about the gigantic sharks that had roamed the oceans of humankind’s original planet in prehistoric times. The rational part of her brain was confident that the FGT would never have added such animals to a planet intended for human habitation, but fear of what might be lurking under her in the deep, dark depths rose up from her subconscious unbidden. 
 
    Isa contacted Athens’ planetary AI, which responded instantly. <We have your location. The search and rescue service will be with you as soon as possible,> the AI replied. <Unfortunately, you may have to wait some time. We have thousands of people to retrieve from the water, and the rescue vessels are hampered by the extreme weather. I apologize for this inconvenience, and thank you for your patience.> 
 
    The storm didn’t seem to be easing at all. If anything, it was becoming more intense. There scarcely seemed to be a break between the lightning flashes and the thunder; it was one continuous, echoing roll. Isa wasn’t feeling remotely patient. She wanted to be picked up right away.  
 
    As another lightning bolt cracked across the sky, she felt something brush her foot.  
 
    She’d been moving her legs lazily in the water as she clung to her board, as much for something to do as anything, but at the touch of the unknown thing, she froze. A clamp seemed to fasten over her chest. She hesitated to even breathe.  
 
    Did something touch me? Or did I imagine it? What touched me?  
 
    Just as Isa was succeeding in convincing herself that the sly brush against her toes had been a figment of her imagination, she felt it again. She screamed and, not even registering how, leapt out of the water onto her board. The flat surface was long and wide enough to hold her whole body without any part of it dangling in the water.  
 
    Why didn’t I think to do that before? 
 
    She was careful to keep her arms and legs within the board’s bounds. She looked all around for a fin breaking the surface, or for the sign of a long shadow, slowly weaving beneath the waves. But the rain had turned the surface into a shifting, distressed, formless expanse.  
 
    The thing touched her again. 
 
    Isa jerked her leg up and away from the creature, almost hitting herself in the chin. Something had reached out of the water to get her. She squirmed away to the far end of the board, almost unbalancing it and sending herself back into the waves. As she moved, however, something tugged on her ankle.  
 
    Then the realization hit. The thing tugging at her was the strap that linked her to her board. Isa turned over and sat up.  
 
    Her foot bore no marks and neither did her board. The strap hung loosely from her ankle. She’d been terrified of a slim piece of material.  
 
    Isa’s relief was so great, she flopped down and nearly slid off the board. Just as she grabbed at the side to catch herself, a low vibration came from overhead, and a shadow descended over her. At last! The rescue copter had arrived.  
 
    The craft formed a kind of umbrella over her, protecting her from the rain. A darker hole in the dark grey bottom of the vessel opened, and Isa saw the very welcome sight of another human face. An arm also appeared and waved to her. Holding onto one side of her board, she waved back. 
 
    <Sorry we took so long,> someone identifying as Maggie, Ocean Rescue Patrol, said over the Link. <We’ve been pretty busy. You’re nearly the last to be picked up.> 
 
    <I’m certainly glad to see you.> 
 
    <I’m coming down. We’ll have you on the pinnace in a jiffy. Detach yourself from your board. We’re jam-packed, so we aren’t collecting equipment, just people. When the weather’s calmer, we’ll return and find the boards via their trackers. Ready? Here I come.> 
 
    Isa unfastened the strap around her ankle. She must only have been in the water ten or fifteen minutes, but it felt like hours. She looked up to see the soles of the Ocean Rescue Patrol woman’s shoes as she was lowered from the copter in a flexible woven basket. Isa brought up her knees to pull herself into a crouching position, ready to climb up.  
 
    Maggie’s face was smiling and cheerful as she leaned over the basket’s edge and reached out. Isa half stood and prepared to grasp the woman’s arms. At the same moment, a colossal gust of wind blew, sending Maggie sprawling against the opposite side of the basket. The pinnace swayed, and the rescuer swung away.  
 
    Isa’s hands gripped nothing. She overbalanced and hit the water face-first. 
 
    Not again, was her first thought as she went under. Her second thought was, I’m not attached to my board anymore. Her third thought was, Which way is up? 
 
    She flailed and twisted in the water, trying to figure out in which direction the surface lay. Neither her hands nor her feet broke through into air, which meant she was probably at least a meter deep. Her eyes were open, but all she could see were bubbles. No part of the water was brighter than any other. Considering the blackness of the sky, it wasn’t surprising, but it was annoying. 
 
    <Isa,> Maggie said. <Where are you? Swim to the surface so I can find you.> 
 
    <I’m trying.> 
 
    Her lungs were beginning to hurt. She was going to have to breathe, preferably soon. She stopped flailing. It was getting her nowhere. Maybe if she floated, she would naturally drift to the surface? But though she was trying to keep herself calm, she couldn’t remain calm long enough to relax her body, and she wasn’t sure that was going to work anyway. 
 
    <I can’t see you,> said Maggie. <Just get a hand above the water. Swim up.> 
 
    <I can’t see which way is up.> 
 
    Her lungs were really hurting. The compulsion to breathe was so strong, she had to clamp her lips shut to prevent herself from inhaling. Then, all of a sudden, a sense of peacefulness began to invade her.  
 
    <Isa? Isa?> 
 
    <I… > 
 
    Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to just stay under the water forever. Memories from Isa’s early life began to play in her inner vision. Scenes from growing up on the mining platform, hearing about things like sunshine and fresh, clean air—as much as you wanted and all for free—but not being able to really imagine what they were like. She remembered the moment her father died, struck down young by lung disease. She remembered the miners’ long, terrifying escape aboard the Hyperion, and the joy when they reached Victoria. She remembered stepping from the Intrepid’s pinnace onto the soil of Carthage, and finally feeling like she was home. 
 
    Home.  
 
    She wanted to go home. Suddenly, she knew what was wrong with her life. She wanted the chance to put it right. 
 
    Isa’s lips had been about to part. She clamped them tightly together. She wasn’t going to drown. She was going to return to Carthage. She wasn’t going to give it up. Focusing once more on her surroundings, Isa saw the bubbles again. They were all traveling in one direction.  
 
    They were going up. All she had to do was follow the bubbles.  
 
    With the last of her strength, Isa kicked hard. A moment later, her head burst through into sweet, rain-filled air. She gasped for breath. The rescue vessel was gone. No, it wasn’t. Though she couldn’t see it, she could hear it. She twisted in the water. The pinnace was behind her. Maggie was still swinging beneath it in her basket, her head weaving as she anxiously searched the water.  
 
    Isa shouted, but the noise of the storm drowned her out. She began to swim over. Delight suffusing her face, Maggie spotted her moments later.  
 
    <Thank the stars,> she said. <I was about to jump in to find you.> 
 
    <Core,> Isa said, <I thought I was a goner.> 
 
    “Got you,” Maggie said as Isa reached the basket, and the woman’s strong arms hauled her aboard.  
 
    Isa floundered on the bottom of the basket, probably looking very undignified. 
 
    “You had me very worried for a while there,” Maggie said. “We’ve never lost anyone yet. I certainly didn’t plan on breaking that streak today.” As she spoke, the basket was rising into the pinnace, swinging in the still-strong wind. “How are you feeling? Any pain anywhere?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “I’m just cold.” 
 
    “We have something in the ship for that. And here we are.” They’d reached the interior of the craft. “Let me help you out.” 
 
    The hatch slid shut and the sides of the baskets collapsed. As Isa’s eyes became accustomed to the darkness and her ears adjusted to the absence of the rush of the wind and rain, she realized she was surrounded by twenty or thirty rescued surfers. They were all sipping from mugs as they chatted. No one she knew was among them. She contacted Usef quickly to let him know she’d been picked up. 
 
    <They only just found you?> he said, sounding incredulous. <I thought you must already be on your way back.> 
 
    <They said I was one of the last ones out of the water. It got a bit hairy for a moment there. I took a dip I didn’t intend.> 
 
    Maggie gave her a hot mug of a steaming liquid. When Isa sipped it, warmth spread out from her mouth, throat, and stomach.  
 
    <Eugh, sorry to hear that.> Usef said. <I wish I’d stuck around to find you.> 
 
    <Don’t feel bad. I probably wasn’t ever in any real danger. But…> 
 
    <What?> the Marine asked 
 
    <Do they serve Hot Buttered Fusion Flames at the hotel? I think I need one.> 
 
    Usef chuckled. <I’m sure they’ll serve whatever you ask them. It’s that kind of place.> 
 
    <Yeah, it is. I’ve had a great time, you know, but while I was in the water I got to thinking about things. I decided I’m going back to Carthage tomorrow.> 
 
    <You are? I thought you were going to stick around and do some geyser floating. I hope what happened today hasn’t put you off Athens. That must have been a one-in-ten-thousand storm today.> 
 
    <Not at all. I’ve really enjoyed myself, today’s unscheduled ocean swim aside. I can see this planet’s a great place, and I’ll definitely be back one day. It’s only that I realized the answer to something that’s been puzzling me for a while. I need to go back to Carthage to…well, it’s a long story, but I’m going to catch the first flight out in the morning.> 
 
    <Ditto,> Usef said. 
 
    <Huh? You’re leaving in the morning, too? I thought you had a final excursion planned before your evening flight.> 
 
    <I did, but I’ve been recalled. Some real Marine action at last.> 
 
    Isa knew better than to ask for any details. <So we’ll be on the same flight again? Looks like it’ll be Hot Buttered Fusion Flames all around.>

  

 
   
    TARGET 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.05.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Island of Cyprus, near Thrace 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathan had become a thing of dark places.  
 
    His newly transformed state made him stand out, yet he couldn’t risk being noticed and approached, possibly asked to identify himself. Any attention he attracted could be the end of his anonymity. He was no longer able to access the Link, which made him invisible to Carthage’s planetary management AI. Anyone who saw him face-to-face and tried to find his information would draw a blank. His retinas were no longer readable, and his breath signature was no longer human. All these factors marked him as highly suspicious. He was an anomaly in civilized society. 
 
    He was a freak.  
 
    By day, Nathan remained hidden. He had no need for water or food, so he was content to remain in the same place all day, squatting down in an unused stairwell or beneath a maglev, biding his time. At night, when darkness concealed his movements, he would seek out and steal the things he would soon need. He had only a short time before the picotech would be deployed once more, according to the prediction of Myrrdan’s agent.  
 
    Carthage was home to no true thieves aside from him, so people were careless about putting away their equipment and locking doors at the end of the day. As such, Nathan encountered no difficulties in his small, petty thefts. 
 
    After all but one item on his list was gathered, he would walk in the shadows, no longer requiring sleep, his metal feet clunking on the sidewalk, his weight testing the pavers’ strength. It was during these journeys that he discovered the range of capabilities Myrrdan’s agent had granted him. He estimated his vision to have vastly improved. His night vision was as clear as it was during the day, only lacking color. He could see great distances at high definition. Once, during the daytime, when no one else was around, he had left his hiding place and looked into the heart of Canaan Prime. He found that he could do so without flinching.  
 
    Nathan also estimated that his strength had increased a minimum of tenfold. Solid metal would give under his grip, and he could leave large hand prints in surfaces that would normally only yield to heavy tools. The strength of his legs had increased by a similar amount. He could leap onto the roofs of two-story buildings with ease, though of course he never attempted this feat by daylight. At night, exercising his abilities helped to pass the solitary hours.  
 
    One night, curious about the extent of the transformation of his respiratory system, Nathan walked into a lake that bordered the town. His great feet sank deeply into the mud until he was buried up to his knees. His legs accepted the sticky, clinging challenge of the mud, and met it easily, forcing their way through the slime. Eventually, Nathan’s large, oddly shaped head sank beneath the water’s surface. Instantly, his altered respiratory system adjusted to the change and began to extract the dissolved gas he required from the water.  
 
    The fact that he still needed oxygen helped to reassure him. Some of his body remained organic. A part of him held onto the wishful hope that, inside, plenty of organic parts remained. He clung to the idea that some part of him was the original Nathan Hart, the security operative who had made the long journey from Sirius to New Canaan. His brain, and perhaps some of his other organs were intact, he hoped, though not his heart. He was sure that his heart was gone.  
 
    Was he still a human being? He did not know. Most of his body and his thoughts were given over to the single goal of stealing the picotech and earning Myrrdan’s regard, but somewhere deep inside he had a sense of identity. Deeper than that, though, so deep he was mostly never even remotely conscious of it, a tiny sliver of Nathan’s free will lived still, entombed and silenced by a suffocating overlay of control that had been imposed long ago, somewhere on Victoria.  
 
    Only once during his long nights of wandering did Nathan come close to being discovered. He was at a place like the Party Field in the early hours of the morning. He did not know why he had gone there. A vague memory of a kindness someone had once shown stirred him, and his feet led him to the long grass and wildflowers that he could no longer smell. When he was deep within the field, far from the street lights and any sight or sound of human beings, he halted. In the darkness he stood, like a small tree, only his bulk did not waver in the breeze.  
 
    What remained of his mind slowly turned. He assessed his progress and considered how to achieve the one thing left to do. After that, he had only to wait until he was called. When the time came, Myrrdan’s agent would find him. He did not know how. Perhaps the person had implanted a tracker along with all the other technology somewhere within him. When the agent came, he would receive his final instructions. Then his task would begin. 
 
    As Nathan turned over the facts, he became oblivious to his surroundings. He didn’t realize until it was too late that people were drawing closer to him. By the time he was aware of their soft voices and footsteps muffled in the grass, they were close by. The couple was so near that if he left his position within the small grove, he would be quickly discovered. He could only hope they would pass by without entering. 
 
    Evidently, they had brought their pet, and the animal preceded them, racing into the grove where Nathan stood. The creature—he could not remember the name of the species, his memory and knowledge had been cleaned of trivial data—was immediately aware of Nathan’s presence. It ran up to him, its fur sticking up, and made its animal noises. 
 
    Nathan had to come to a decision quickly on how to react. Now that the couple’s animal had found him, they were sure to enter the grove and also discover his presence. They would be alarmed by his appearance, and if they recognized him as human, they might ask for his identity. They would try to find him on the Link. Then they would raise an alarm. 
 
    He would be discovered, reported, and Myrrdan’s plan would fail. Nathan could not allow that to happen. He stooped, picked up the animal, broke it, and threw it high over the trees so that it landed on the other side of the grove. The animal yelped once when he broke it, and again when it landed. The couple, expressing concern and fear, went in the direction of the second yelp. 
 
    While they were lamenting over their dead animal, Nathan left the trees in the opposite direction and walked away into the night.  
 
    He had left the most difficult task for last. Stealing and hiding an armored vehicle would be challenging. The information Myrrdan’s agent had left explained that he possessed the capability to disconnect any vehicle he could access from the planetary networks.  
 
    It was the accessing of a vehicle that would prove difficult. These were not odd items or tools that were left unsecured at the end of the working day; only the military possessed armored, weaponized vehicles, and even on friendly, safe Carthage, they were appropriately guarded.  
 
    Yet Myrrdan’s agent thought that this kind of vehicle could be essential to his task. Though his new body was strong and no doubt capable of traveling hundreds of kilometers over land and under the sea, a vehicle would allow him to travel farther faster, and allow him a degree of anonymity. 
 
    Nathan went to the military compound under cover of darkness. Lurking in the shadows nearby, he listened to the guards’ conversations. He was too far away for any ordinary human to hear their words, but his enhanced hearing picked up every syllable. 
 
    Hours passed, but Nathan was patient. Sleep never called to him, and his body could maintain the same position indefinitely without aches or cramps. Waste no longer built up in his digestive or urinary system to require excretion, for the simple reason that he no longer possessed a digestive or urinary system. A solid shadow within deeper shadows, he stood and listened until he finally he heard what he was waiting for. 
 
    “Only half an hour until Lin’s back from perimeter patrol,” a guard said. “I can’t wait. I’m falling asleep where I stand.” 
 
    “It’s Lin relieving you, is it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I hate night duty.” 
 
    Nathan watched carefully which guard spoke. He waited a while longer until, a little over twenty-five minutes later, another guard appeared at the far end of the compound’s fence. The guard who had expressed his tiredness and impatience shifted his position, readying himself to depart. From the overheard conversation, Nathan understood that if the restless guard’s replacement was on his way, that meant the perimeter of the compound was momentarily unguarded.  
 
    For the first time in many hours, Nathan moved. He deployed nano-countermeasures to mask his body from scan, and began his approach. Clinging to the edges of the street where the light didn’t penetrate, he made his way to the far end of the compound. Checking that no guard was looking in his direction, he stepped across the road and slipped around the corner into the wild area that bordered the compound. Confident now that he had at least a few minutes’ freedom to work, he ran to the compound’s rear, where the assault vehicles were parked in perfectly neat, straight lines. 
 
    The perimeter fence was primed to deliver an electric shock to any living thing that touched it, and though Nathan was mostly non-living, the charge was great enough that it could disrupt his new body. He considered jumping the fence; though it was high, he estimated that he could achieve the feat. He preferred not to take the risk, however. His landing would be noisy. Instead, he activated his a-grav system.  
 
    Unlike the packs that regular human beings used to defeat the pull of the planet, Nathan’s system was incorporated into his body. To become weightless required only a thought command. 
 
    Nathan walked from the surrounding wild brush into the cleared space that surrounded the fence. No guard was in sight, though perhaps a camera Linked to an AI had already seen him. If that was the case, he guessed that he had less than a minute. He activated his a-grav. Immediately, his heavy body lifted into the air. Within a second, he was at the top of the fence. A touch of his boosters sent him over it. Reducing his a-grav sent him gently to the ground. Nathan’s metal legs bent on impact, then flexed as his balance returned.  
 
    He thudded across to the nearest vehicle and laid a hand on it, sending breach nano flooding into the vehicle and bringing all its systems under his control. Another touch of his hand opened the door. He eased his bulk inside. The vehicle creaked ominously and sank low. Even hunched over the controls, he barely fit. Nathan started the engine, and heard a shout.  
 
    No one was shooting at him yet…. Perhaps the guards who had been alerted to his break-in thought he was a reckless, drunken grunt, planning on going for a joyride. A truly hostile force wouldn’t do something so minor as take illegal charge of a vehicle, after all.  
 
    Whatever the reason for the guards’ hesitation, it didn’t matter. Nathan had his chance and he took it.  
 
    The weakest area in the fence was at the locked gates. He drove directly at them, forcing the vehicle to its top speed. Still, when it hit, the force of the impact was greater than he’d expected. He was thrown forward, and his strange head bounced against the transparent reinforced metal of the windscreen. But the gates burst asunder and, in a moment, the vehicle was through and disappearing into the black, empty wilderness. 
 
    Before making his attempt to steal the assault vehicle, Nathan had sought and found a hiding place for it. On this new planet, there were no abandoned mines or disused quarries. Any tunnels that Carthaginians had constructed were new and in full use. Yet Nathan had to get the vehicle out of sight, in a rocky place. Hiding it among trees would not be enough. Scanners would penetrate vegetation.  
 
    After much nocturnal searching, Nathan had found a natural cave, as yet apparently undiscovered by Carthaginians. It was what the people of New Canaan called a ‘gift site’. The FGT had created many such pretty places throughout the four habitable planets. They were natural areas of special beauty that New Canaanites would eventually stumble across on their explorations. No plan or map existed that showed the sites’ locations. The FGT had intended them to be pleasant surprises for the colonists as they explored their new home. 
 
    The place Nathan had found was in a cleft in a gully. The entrance was overhung and surrounded by trees and scrub. Inside the cave were stunning stalagmites and stalactites, glittering with quartz and running with water that led to still, glimmering pools.  
 
    Nathan’s regulated brain barely registered the beauty of the cave. Its size was sufficient for his means and that was all that mattered. 
 
    After stealing the armored vehicle, he drove it pell-mell through the backcountry. Speed was of the essence if he was to make it to the cave and rush back to cover the tracks and traces of the vehicle’s passage before pursuers caught up—though he had a feeling that they’d be delayed. 
 
    As he worked to complete the theft, Nathan felt little of the tension and fear that would have permeated his unaltered form. He felt only urgency to complete his task, and an unwavering determination to make all his steps accurate and effective. Similarly, when the pursuit did not arrive to discover him or the missing vehicle, Nathan felt no relief or triumph at his success. His only emotion was satisfaction.  
 
    The itch to obey Myrrdan’s agent and the urge to achieve Myrrdan’s praise and recognition had been scratched, if only temporarily.

  

 
   
    INSPECTION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.06.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Tanis’s Shuttle, approaching Hercules Platform 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin wanted to carry out the final inspection of the platform personally. It would form the foundation of Carthage’s second space station, Hercules, and she wanted to reassure herself that it was perfect. She took Tanis’s personal shuttle from Government House to where the platform hung in geosynchronous orbit.  
 
    The overly hasty—and sometimes shoddy—workmanship on other infrastructure projects that had resulted from Carthage’s engineers falling behind schedule wasn’t something that could be tolerated for the platform’s construction. A serious fault could risk the integrity of the space station. At best, a structural issue would be detected after the station had been built, when its position would make it extremely awkward to fix. At worst…. Well, the worst-case scenario wasn’t something Erin liked to think about. The space station would be home and workplace for tens of thousands of people. Their safety was paramount.  
 
    After the incident with the traitor, Hart, at the SATC, she also wanted to be completely satisfied she’d done everything correctly. Though the platform wasn’t part of the trap she was setting, it was still an integral part of the overall project.  
 
    Despite the fact that Tanis didn’t seem to hold her responsible for Hart’s escape or Sasha’s injury, Erin was not so forgiving of herself. She would never forget the young engineer’s scream when she was shot. She couldn’t help but think she should have done things differently. This time, she was determined to make no more mistakes. With the help of the ISF Marines, she would catch Hart and put an end to the threat of the picotech falling into enemy hands. 
 
    As the shuttle made its way up through the atmosphere, Erin realized that she was also looking forward to returning to the black, even if she would only be in orbit, and only for a few hours.  
 
    The time she’d spent planetside had been a refreshing change, but now that the novelty had worn off, she found that she didn’t feel entirely comfortable living on the surface. There were too many people and too much color and noise. Her discomfort hadn’t been too bad at the promontory, but she guessed that, at heart, she wasn’t a dirtsider girl. She liked things simple. Or perhaps it was only that she’d spent too long on spaceships. 
 
    Erin also wondered if Isa was another reason that she wanted to return to space, if only for a little while. She liked Isa a lot and felt guilty about not contacting her again. What she’d told her had been true—she really did have so much to do that it made seeing her difficult—but she also knew how that reason might sound. Isa could be forgiven for interpreting her words as a half-hearted, insincere excuse. Erin probably could have made time to see her or at least speak to her over the Link, but something always put her off. 
 
    And then there’s Martin…  
 
    The shuttle arrived at the platform, and Erin told the pilot to wait while she carried out her inspection. She made her way aft to the single-seater spacecraft she’d brought along and climbed inside. Although Tanis’s pinnace was compact and a joy to fly, it was still too large for the close inspection Erin wanted to do. Flying the small vessel across the Hercules Platform’s surface would allow her to complete a visual inspection as well as a deep, detailed scan. She would only be satisfied if she not only completed the check by the book, but also by the Book of Erin, which had several additional checks that less particular engineers might have called overkill. 
 
    Erin snapped herself into her harness, closed and sealed the one-seater’s transparent, domed canopy, and flew it out of the shuttle. Outside, the platform spread wide.  
 
    The word ‘platform’ was a bit of a misnomer, as the structure was largely bowl-shaped, and nearly a hundred meters thick in most places, dotted with struts, anchor points, and cargo netting.  
 
    As she eased away from the shuttle, Erin pivoted her craft so that her head pointed away from the green-and-blue globe of Carthage and toward the broad metal surface.  
 
    <Walter,> she said, <you wanna help me with this?>  
 
    <Sure,> the AI replied. <I’ll run the schematics.> 
 
    <Thanks,> Erin said. <Hey, you know, we haven’t talked much lately.>  
 
    <No, we haven’t, have we? I’ve been busy catching up with friends I can’t converse with easily while we’re out beyond the Outer Asteroid Belt.> 
 
    <You have? That’s nice. Do you miss them while we’re out there working on the bases?> 
 
    <I do a little. But the work we do is interesting. I don’t mind being away too much, and I have something to talk about when I’m planetside again.> 
 
    Erin nodded absently. <Yeah, I’m looking forward to getting back to hollowing out moons. As soon as we’re finished here, I’ll be on the next ship out. It should only be another couple of weeks. All the projects should be back on track by then, and hopefully in a day or two, that traitor Hart will be out of the game. Being planetside is fun for a while, but…> 
 
    <I think I know what you mean. Are you planning on seeing Isa again before you go?> 
 
    <Maybe. If I have time.> 
 
    Walter didn’t answer. Darn it. He’s doing his silence thing again.  
 
    Erin didn’t know how he did it, but his trick told her more than anything he could have said to her. Her AI was right. She should contact Isa again.  
 
    The station’s platform was fifty kilometers in diameter, but with Walter’s help and her vessel’s scanners, she checked the entire structure to her satisfaction in a little over four hours. Confident that everything was as it should be, Erin returned to the shuttle. Rather than flying back to Government House, she told the pilot to take her down to the elevator construction site directly below, at Thrace. 
 
    When she arrived, she found Bourke busily directing and supervising the teams that were building out the elevator’s base and ground-side facilities.  
 
    “Nearly ready for our special shipment,” the head engineer said when he saw her. “Just another hour, and we’ll have everything in place.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Erin. “Sorry for the change of plan at short notice.” 
 
    “No problem at all. It’s good to be busy again after that stupid delay. Though, I have to say, I did find some changes a little puzzling.” 
 
    Workers were passing around them as they stood on the site. Erin Linked to Bourke privately. <The shipment we’re receiving is picotech. We’ll use it to create the nanotubes and run them up to the platform.> 
 
    <Picotech?> Bourke replied. <Now I get it. Cool! I’ve been dying to use that stuff for something good rather than bombs. So that’s why you asked me to cancel the order with Pettigrew. She was so pissed. She had her teams working overnight to prepare the delivery, too. You must have really given her a fright. Now she won’t be able to do anything with the order. But I still don’t understand…>  
 
    <There’s more to it that I haven’t told you,> Erin said, <but I guess you should know. A man named Nathan Hart wants to steal the technology. He tried to do it before, at another site where we were using the pico. Unfortunately, he got away. We have to catch him, or he’ll remain a constant threat to New Canaan’s security, so we’re using the tech here to create the carbon nanotube strands and tempt him in. With luck, he’ll bite and we can catch him.> 
 
    Bourke gave a mental whistle. <So you’re expecting him to break in?> 
 
    <That’s what I’m hoping. Only once he’s in, we’re going to stop him from getting out.> 
 
    <OK, that’s quite a lot to take in, but I understand. We’ll have all the changes made by tomorrow. I’m guessing that’s when you’re expecting our visitor?> 
 
    <That’s right. The Marine platoon will be arriving soon.> 
 
    <Marines? Damn. Well they’ll certainly help.> 
 
    Erin smiled. <That’s the idea.> 
 
    She left Bourke to complete the site preparations and sought out Major Usef. After arranging a rendezvous point over the Link, she met him on the fourth floor of one of the empty buildings that overlooked the elevator construction site. 
 
    The major was deeply tanned and looking relaxed. Though she knew the officer by sight, Erin hadn’t had many opportunities or cause to speak with him until then. Her impression of Usef was that he was quiet but steady, serious and reliable. He had served on the Intrepid all the way from Sol. She was glad to have the support of someone with such a wealth of experience. 
 
    Usef explained where he would be stationing his men and women, then he added, “After Hart’s last attempt, he’ll be expecting the pico to be heavily defended. So some units will be in plain sight, for those who know what to look for. They know they’re going to be targeted. Once Hart springs the trap, others are positioned to stop him from getting away.” 
 
    “Sounds good. And where are you putting me?” 
 
    “You, ma’am? I didn’t think you would be on site. I’m not sure that it’ll be safe—”  
 
    “I want to be here, Major. After what happened at the SATC site, I need to be here. If it goes badly and I’m sitting back at Government House…”  
 
    She wanted to see Hart captured with her own eyes. She needed to. Maybe then she could shake the feeling that she’d screwed up. She wasn’t going to sit in an office somewhere, waiting for a message.  
 
    “Well, you could join me at my position,” Major Usef said, nodding slowly. “But I’ll have to insist that you’re armored and armed.” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with that.” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to get armor prepared for you. Usually a suit will adapt to fit the wearer, but I’ve seen women of your build try to get in our standard issue, and it’s—” A pained expression crossed Usef’s face, and Erin wondered why. 
 
    Then she decided to try and break the melancholy. “Are you calling me short, Major?” Erin cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    Usef’s gaze focused back on her, and he grunted. “Let’s just say that not many Marines have your particular stature.” 
 
    They shared a laugh, but she could see a distant look in the Marine’s eye, and she suddenly remembered what memory a small woman in Marine armor would have conjured up. 
 
    Stars…I guess a lot of people still miss you, Trist. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Erin stood with Major Usef in the basement of a newly built, empty office block. The window before them was at ground level, giving a wide view of the space elevator site. Bourke and the construction workers were still setting up their equipment, ready to begin feeding out the carbon nanotube strands, when the picotech arrived.  
 
    “Do you have any ideas about where Hart will approach from, and when?” she asked the major. 
 
    “He could arrive at any moment once we receive the tech,” he replied. “There are advantages to making his attempt then, or while the pico’s in use, or after they’ve finished with the module and we’re taking it away. I would expect him to attack when it’s in use, but he might prefer to bide his time. If he attempts to take it from here, of the three entrances, that one is the least likely.” He pointed across the construction site to a narrow, pedestrian-only street that ran toward Thrace’s small city center. “It’s the most overlooked. If he arrives on armored transport, he’ll have to use one of the other two. That one leads out of town, where we’ll have the shortest notice of his approach.” 
 
    “You think he’ll be driving an armored vehicle?” Erin asked. 
 
    “One was stolen recently from a base not far from here, and it would make a lot more sense than arriving on foot. A vehicle can transport weapons he can’t carry himself, and it’ll give him additional protection. He might try to drive in, gun down any opposition, break through to the picotech module, and snatch it before driving away.” 
 
    “That would be dumb, though, wouldn’t it?”  
 
    “Yeah. He would never get out of here alive. We have plenty more picotech. If he managed to get it, we would just blow up his vehicle and not worry about the pico module going with it. I doubt he’ll do that. I guess he might come from up there.” He peered up at the brilliant blue sky.  
 
    “Via shuttle?” 
 
    “Yes. A pinnace would give him the speed and fast getaway he needs. But I have satellites scanning the area, and three of our own pinnaces under camouflage nearby. We’ll let him land, then grab him. If he manages to get away, we’ll blow him out of the sky. Whatever he tries, we’ll get him.” 
 
    “Seems like the odds are stacked heavily against him,” Erin said. “Maybe he won’t even try. He’ll bide his time and wait for another opportunity. I hope he doesn’t.”  
 
    “If he does,” Usef said, “we’ll be ready the next time, and the next.” 
 
    Watching the site, Erin noticed something else. She gestured to the gas plumes that encircled the planet. “What if he flies in from the gas clouds?” 
 
    Usef said, “The turbulence could be a problem for him, but I don’t think the gases present a danger to pinnaces, if that’s what you were thinking.” 
 
    “More like, could he fly along the gas stream parallel to the ground and so escape satellite detection? He could also fly out that way at a later point, and we might not know where.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Usef replied, a frown settling on his brow. “I’ll have to check, but he would have to enter and exit the gas, and the SATC would soon pick up the anomalous traffic.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin agreed. “I would think so.” 
 
    She’d received news from Sasha that morning that the SATC was finally fully operational, and that Carthage now had integrated supervision of planetary and interplanetary craft without manual handoffs.  
 
    Erin watched the clouds. Major Usef seemed to have all the angles covered, but she had a nagging feeling that there was something they’d forgotten. Still, she had time to think about it before the picotech arrived.  
 
    The major stood, tall, burly, and imposing beside her. Unless they were talking about something to do with the matter at hand, the officer never seemed to have anything to say. It was like he wasn’t interested in anything outside of work. His deep tan had her wondering, though. As far as she knew, the major wouldn’t be doing much outdoor work in his position.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind me asking,” Erin said, “but have you been on vacation recently?” 
 
    “Yes. I was on Athens. I was called in to coordinate this operation. Arrived back on Carthage yesterday.” 
 
    “You had to cut your vacation short? That’s too bad.” 
 
    “I did, but I’m not complaining. This is what I signed up for. Besides, when I heard what the assignment was, I jumped at the chance. I’d love to catch this scumbag and put him away forever.” 
 
    “Me too,” Erin agreed. “We can’t afford to have the pico in anyone else’s hands.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “So, what’s Athens like?” Erin asked. “I haven’t been planetside anywhere but Carthage yet.” 
 
    “Athens is an interesting place,” the major replied. “Definitely worth a visit.”  
 
    He didn’t offer any further comments, so Erin didn’t pursue the conversation. It was strange, though, that Usef liked Athens so much. She’d heard that it was a very laid-back, almost hedonistic destination. She couldn’t imagine what the taciturn, serious Marine would do there. 
 
    Erin pushed the puzzle of Major Usef from her mind. She needed to think about the trap to catch Hart. She went over each potential avenue of attack in detail, hoping that the answer to what she’d overlooked might pop out at her. 
 
    Nothing jumped out at her. It seemed as though Usef had covered all the angles—though that didn’t stop her from worrying. 
 
    

  

 
   
    RENDEZVOUS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.06.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wait to deploy the picotech was almost unbearable. Erin had wanted to stay at the worksite overnight, but Major Usef had advised her to go back to Landfall and get some sleep. He had even said, though not unkindly, that if he was going to have a civilian with him, he would prefer that civilian was well-rested and alert. 
 
    The problem was, Erin found having nothing to do harder than missing out on a little sleep. She was sure the major knew what he was doing, but she was also sure she would have felt less on edge if she were at the place where the action was about to happen. She was used to being occupied most of the time. Out in the black, if she wasn’t eating or sleeping, she would have been working. Life had been that way for as far back as she could remember, and that was how she liked it.  
 
    At Landfall, in her rented apartment, she felt useless and bored. Unable to sleep, she tossed and turned. After a while, she began going over the latest reports on the infrastructure projects, but she’d read them all twice and couldn’t glean any information that she didn’t already know. She considered requesting updates from the lead engineers, but put the idea aside. It was too soon since their last report, and any time spent preparing the information for her was time they wouldn’t spend working. Besides, all the projects were back on track. The problems that Tanis had asked her to help with were all fixed. Her work on Carthage was nearly over but for the matter of dealing with Hart. 
 
    <Would you like me to initiate a sleep sequence in your brain?> Walter asked. 
 
    <Thanks for the offer, but no thanks. I heard that people can become dependent on them.> 
 
    <That is a possibility, but that would not be such a bad thing, providing you always have an AI to help you.> 
 
    <I’m sure I always will, but I’d still rather go to sleep unaided. I wouldn’t like the idea of being dependent.> 
 
    <I understand, I think. Organic bodies seem inconvenient at times.> 
 
    <You can say that again,> Erin said, rubbing her eyes. <Though they have their benefits, too.> She thought back to her night with Isa and smiled to herself.  
 
    The pleasant memory was instantly swept away by guilt. She still hadn’t contacted her. But then, I’ve been so busy…  
 
    Erin put her hand over her eyes. The same excuse again. 
 
    Life on Carthage was complicated.  
 
    Maybe she should contact Isa now, while she had some free time. After all, the picotech wasn’t arriving until the following afternoon; she had plenty of time. She should contact Isa and tell her she’d like to see her again, maybe in a few days. Hopefully Nathan Hart would be in captivity by then. 
 
    Yes. That’s what she should do. It was the right thing, and it was what she wanted. Walter had been right back on Laconia when he’d pointed out that she’d wanted to settle down with someone for years. Decades.  
 
    So why do I find it so hard? 
 
    Erin squeezed her eyes shut. She would contact Isa, though the woman had probably gotten tired of waiting for her and was already seeing someone else. She’s probably— 
 
    “Gah!” Erin’s frustration got the better of her. She would Link to Isa. Now. 
 
    <Erin?> 
 
    She had been thinking so intently of Isa that it took her a moment to realize that wasn’t who was contacting her. When she saw who it was, she was so surprised she sat upright.  
 
    <Martin?> 
 
    <Sorry, I realize it’s late, but I saw you weren’t asleep, so…> 
 
    <No, it’s fine. I mean, I wasn’t doing anything in particular. How are you? How are things going down there?> 
 
    The biologist hesitated for a second. <I’m not at the seeding site at the moment. I’m in Landfall. I’m fine.> 
 
    <You’re here? What are you doing here? Do you have a meeting?> 
 
    <No, no meeting,> the biologist’s tone was evasive. <How are you?> 
 
    <Oh, OK I guess.> Erin felt strangely nervous. 
 
    <Only OK? Problems at work? I saw the aftermath of what happened at your construction site on the promontory.> 
 
    She gave a soft laugh. <Hmm, yeah, you could say we had some problems. I hope we didn’t create any more issues for you.> 
 
    <No, none at all. In fact, that’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you. I guessed from everything that’s happened that whatever it is you were doing was highly important, but you were very accommodating. I wanted to say that I, the fish, shellfish, turtles, whales, sharks, and assorted marine fauna and flora appreciate it.> 
 
    <Sharks? You’re growing sharks?> 
 
    <Of course. They’re beautiful creatures, and apex predators are essential in marine ecosystems. But don’t worry, they’re engineered to find people disgusting.> 
 
    <I’m glad to hear it. And there’s no need to thank me. In fact…>  
 
    She had been about to say that if she hadn’t switched to a different excavation method, she wouldn’t have uncovered a threat to New Canaan’s security. Instead, she said something that was also true.  
 
    <I was glad I didn’t ask you to leave. If I had, I would never have seen a new island in the making.> 
 
    <That is amazing, isn’t it? And I had a great time taking you there and showing it to you.> 
 
    <I had a great time, too.> After an awkward pause, Erin added, <So if you aren’t in town for a meeting, are you here picking up supplies?> 
 
    <No, not that either. I’m, um…I thought it might be fun for us to do something together again.> 
 
    <You did?> Erin was surprised for the second time that night.  
 
    She hadn’t gotten the impression that Martin was being anything but congenial when he’d taken her out in his boat. She’d thought he was only mending their awkward relations after getting off to a bad start.  
 
    <But I guess you have a lot to do,> he said when she didn’t reply immediately.  
 
    <No,> Erin protested. <I mean, yes I do, but…>  
 
    What did she mean? Martin’s offer had caught her entirely off guard, but now that he’d made the suggestion, she found that she did want to see him again, very much.  
 
    <I’d love to do something with you,> she told him. 
 
    <Great! Are you up for doing something now?> 
 
    <Now? I suppose I could.>  
 
    She was having problems sleeping, after all. And she had nothing to do until tomorrow. Spending some time with Martin would be a distraction, if nothing else. 
 
    <Meet me at the seaport,> Martin said. <There’s a café there that overlooks the ocean. It’s open all night.> 
 
    Erin agreed and said goodbye. As she got dressed to go out again, she wondered a little at what she was doing. She’d been fully intending to contact Isa, yet here she was about to go and meet someone else. Of course, there was nothing between her and Martin, but she still felt guilty somehow.  
 
    By the time she was ready to go out, Erin had gotten tired of trying to figure out what she expected or needed from these two new people in her life. She had enough to think about. She resolved to just enjoy a late evening with Martin and go with the flow. 
 
    When she arrived at the café, she saw that he’d picked the perfect spot. Their rendezvous was only a few meters from the sea wall and, at that late hour, the place was empty. A few couples strolled along the dockside, but otherwise, the port was also quiet.  
 
    The last scheduled ferry of the day had departed. Moored private yachts and catamarans bobbed gently on the low waves. Distant music and lights from one of the larger vessels told of a party going on, but somehow it only added to the quiet ambience of the scene. 
 
    Martin was waiting at a table outside the café. He noticed her approaching from afar, and stood up to bring a chair for her from another table. Erin’s heart lifted at the sight of the scientist, who had turned out to be quite different from the grumpy, slightly obstinate man she had first taken him for. She realized that she’d missed him since leaving the SATC site, and had regretted not having the chance to say goodbye in person.  
 
    She arrived at the table and ordered a cream soda from the servitor.  
 
    After standing again to politely kiss her cheek in greeting, Martin said, “Thanks for coming. It’s good to see you.” He sat down to sip his tea. 
 
    “Thanks for asking me. It’s good to see you, too. Your timing was perfect. This is just what I needed right now.” 
 
    “Really? I’m glad to be of service. Don’t worry, I won’t ask what it’s about. I get that what you do is classified. But whatever it is that’s going on, all I can say is that it’s a pity. I’d thought we’d be leaving violence and fighting behind by coming here. And I’m sorry you’re mixed up in it. I hope you aren’t in danger.” 
 
    “I try to stay as safe as I can. To be honest, I never thought I would be mixed up in anything like this, either. I’m just an engineer. I’m only trying to do my job. But it should all be over soon.” She paused and looked out across the water. The dark clouds were clearing, and one of Carthage’s moons was already in the sky, while the other was rising and casting a long, silvery, ruffled reflection on the waves. “This is a nice spot. You’re never far from the sea, are you?” 
 
    Martin smiled and shook his head in answer. “I grew up on Earth, on the Pacific Coast, right on the beach. I don’t think a day passed when I wasn’t near, in, or under the water. I was so young when I learned to swim that I don’t even remember it. Sometimes I think my blood is half seawater. You’re right, I’m just not comfortable if I’m away from the ocean for very long. How about you? You’re from Sol too, right?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m Marsian. Though, you know, it all seems so far away and so long ago. Such things don’t seem to matter anymore…I mean, both those places are gone. I see myself as a New Canaanite now.” 
 
    Martin nodded solemnly. “I try not to think about that…Earth and Mars, that is. Core, Victoria too. I’m glad we’re here, far from all that mess.” 
 
    The chatter from a group of people approaching along the quay distracted them from their conversation. The people were wearing wetsuits and carrying gear over their shoulders.  
 
    “Diving?” Erin said. “At this time of night?” 
 
    Martin shrugged. “It’s as good a time as any.” 
 
    The group halted near a set of stone steps that led down into the water. Martin got up and walked over to them. After saying hello, he asked them what they were hoping to see. A discussion ensued where Martin explained what organisms were probably in the water and where the creatures were most likely to be found. The conversation dragged on, and Erin began to seriously wonder if Martin was going to join the group for their dive. His expression had come alive in the way it had when he’d taken her out on the boat.  
 
    Finally, he wished them luck and returned to the table. The divers put on their gear and dropped off the quay wall into the water. As they swam out of the port and into the bay, the light from their head lamps glowed beneath the water like deep sea creatures’ bioluminescence. 
 
    “Is there really that much for them to see yet?” Erin asked. “I thought you and the other marine biologists had only just begun to seed the oceans.” 
 
    “I think they have a good chance of seeing something interesting. Once you’ve started up an ecosystem and the conditions are right, you’d be surprised how quickly it takes off and becomes self-sustaining. The trick isn’t in the seeding, it’s in preventing things from getting out of hand. Just before I came to Landfall, I had to help out a colleague who….” Martin paused and smiled, embarrassed. “If I start talking shop again, I’ll never stop. And sorry for speaking to those divers for so long just then. I thought I’d give them a few tips, but I got carried away. I left you alone.” 
 
    “Hey, no problem. I’m guilty of obsessing about my work too. Don’t get me started on… Well, I can’t talk about anything I’m doing right now anyway.” 
 
    “Then what can we talk about?” Martin asked. “Looks like we’re going to be stuck for conversation. All we’re interested in is our work, but we can’t mention it without turning into total bores. What a pair we make, huh?” 
 
    Erin laughed. “Uh huh. Total pair of bores. Let’s just enjoy the scenery instead.” 
 
    She didn’t turn her gaze out to sea once more, however. She looked at Martin. He looked at her. After a few moments he leaned over to kiss her. It seemed the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    Much later, when they were in bed in Erin’s apartment, and she was curled against Martin’s back as he slept, Erin thought, Life on Carthage sure is complicated.

  

 
   
    THE PLAN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.06.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Island of Cyprus, near Thrace 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathan squatted in his cave behind the armored vehicle. Everything was done. All he had left to do was wait, and he did it as conscientiously as he had done everything that Myrrdan’s agent had directed him to. As he stood silent and still, he monitored the noises around him, highly magnified by his enhanced hearing. 
 
    He listened to the drip of water from the stalactites. At first, he had thought the drips were regular, but he quickly realized they were chaotic. The realization gave rise to another thought—how had he discerned the chaotic pattern? He didn’t think the before-Nathan, the one of flesh and blood, could have arrived at the conclusion.  
 
    Had his brain also been altered, its capabilities upgraded? How could he find out? He invented a complex calculation, then set to work to figure out the answer. But he knew the answer before he worked on the problem. The numbers had become patterns in his mind, and the calculation was a meshing of the patterns. The answer was the perfect amalgamation of the colors and shapes, which dissolved into figures. He did not know how he had worked the problem out. 
 
    Nathan was forced to conclude that his brain had also been altered. A tinge of sorrow overlay the conclusion, arising from a hidden place somewhere inside. But he ignored the feeling. He must wait. He must listen. If he were discovered, he would have to leave.  
 
    A passage led from the back of the cave and wandered—narrow and rocky, but navigable—through the mountain’s interior until it opened on the other side of the gully. If he had to escape, he could go that way. He would be forced to abandon the armored vehicle. It would be unfortunate, but necessary. His worth was greater than the vehicle’s. That had been made clear to him. He must remain free and alive until the call came. What would happen to him after he stole the picotech, he did not know. He imagined that he would remain in hiding, perhaps performing small services. 
 
    Drips fell from the stalactites into the glinting pool, the tiny grains they carried adding to the mineral mounds that were forming beneath them. From outside the cave came the sound of the breeze rushing through the gully. A bird sang, three long notes, repeated over and over again.  
 
    It was the first bird Nathan had heard on Carthage. The place was coming alive. 
 
    Then came the sound of a footstep on loose rock. Nathan still did not move, but he turned all his attention to the noise. The person was around one hundred and fifteen meters from the cave, he estimated. More footsteps followed at a steady pace. The person was alone, and moving closer. A lone searcher? Did the sound have the quality of a Marine’s boots? Nathan could not confirm or deny his query. 
 
    Perhaps it would be prudent to make ready to leave. Nathan stood. He strode to the back of the cave and hovered at the opening of the passage. It was entirely dark there, and he would not be seen by human eyes, especially those adjusting from the brightness outside. 
 
    The footsteps drew closer. The person slipped on shale, then righted themselves. He or she was heading purposefully, directly to the cave. Had Nathan’s earlier conclusion been incorrect? Was this hiding place known to someone else? 
 
     A figure appeared at the cave entrance, silhouetted by beams of sunlight that had penetrated the surrounding vegetation.  
 
    “Nathan, come out.” 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent!  
 
    Nathan left the passage entrance and went past the vehicle to show himself to the person.  
 
    Myrrdan’s agent looked at him from head to toe. “I’d almost forgotten. You are quite the specimen, aren’t you? I did some excellent work on you. Tell me, is everything working? Have you experienced any difficulties?” 
 
    “None,” Nathan replied. He lifted his hand, palm facing the agent, to the military vehicle. “I did as I was instructed.” 
 
    “You did indeed. I heard all about it—had a hand in confusing their pursuit, as well. The attention was lamentable, but worth the risk. Fortunately for us, the relevant authorities seem entirely perplexed by your act. They are still debating whether or not it was only a moronic prank. All of which is to our advantage. Although you are now more of a vehicle than a human being, I had a strong suspicion that additional transportation would be necessary, and I have been proven correct. 
 
    “Nathan, I bring good news,” the agent went on. “The picotech is to be used again. They are too hasty to create their new, perfect world. The technology is just too tempting for them. Why take days or weeks to build something when it could be finished in minutes? But there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent came inside the cave and walked over to Nathan. “I’ve uploaded all the data you require into this.” 
 
    Nathan looked down at the long pin, like a toothpick, in the agent’s hand.  
 
    “Bend down to me so I can insert it.” 
 
    Nathan did as he was instructed, though he didn’t know exactly what part of his new body the agent needed access to.  
 
    A pair of human eyes stared into Nathan’s own. He saw the pointed end of the pin draw nearer, and then the agent pushed it into a port in the corner of his eye. The insertion was painless, though the sensation was odd. He found that he could immediately access the new information. He saw that the picotech was to be deployed to help build the second space elevator. He also saw the positions of all the troops that were guarding the site and supporting armaments. Finally, the secret locations of three military pinnaces were revealed. 
 
    “I am sure you can see their intention, can you not?” Myrrdan’s agent asked.  
 
    Nathan’s enhanced brain had indeed reached the conclusion the agent was referring to seconds beforehand.  
 
    “It is a trap,” he said.  
 
    It was the first time he had uttered a sound since his enhancement. His voice sounded unfamiliar. It was another person’s voice, recreated via circuits.  
 
    “It is indeed a trap,” confirmed the agent. “They intend to capture you. Perhaps that is their entire reason for using the picotech again. No matter. They will not succeed. You see the plan? You are confident that you understand?” 
 
    “I do, and I am.” 
 
    “Hmm. Tell it to me then. I want to be sure.” 
 
    Nathan related the scheme that had been uploaded to his mind, word for word, exact and emotionless. He was, however, experiencing emotions—strong emotions—it was only that the artificial voice he had been given did not convey them. He felt joy and great excitement. Finally, he would be able to complete the task. 
 
    “Yes,” Myrrdan’s agent said. “You have it perfectly. How I would love to be there when you deprive them of their precious picotech. I would love to see the looks on their faces when they realize they were outwitted before they even thought up their pathetic attempt. But, sadly, I will be elsewhere, patiently maintaining my little confection of deceit. Ah, well.” 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent returned to the cave opening. “Good luck, Hart. Or whatever you are now.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nathan said. Desperation clawed beneath the monotonous voice.  
 
    He had discovered that the plan was missing an essential element. Myrrdan’s agent had forgotten the most important part. 
 
    “What is it?” the agent asked. “What’s wrong? I can’t stay much longer.” 
 
    “I cannot see…” Nathan checked the new information. It was not there. He was sure. “What happens after? I cannot see what I am to do after I have stolen the picotech module.” 
 
    The agent scowled. “Don’t be stupid. Isn’t it obvious? I found you here, didn’t I? I will find you again to retrieve it. That is all.” 
 
    The dark figure quickly left, and Nathan heard hurried footsteps across the rough, loose rocks. He didn’t dare follow the agent. He knew it would be wrong. It was daylight outside. He had to avoid discovery at all costs, and the agent would not want to be seen with him. But the person hadn’t answered his question. He hadn’t been asking how he would give over the module; that was obvious.  
 
    What he wanted to know was: When and how will I be taken to Myrrdan?

  

 
   
    THE STRAND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.07.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Thracian elevator site, Island of Cyprus 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s more flexible than I thought it would be,” Erin said. She was wearing the armor Major Usef had commissioned for her, and making exaggerated movements with her arms and legs.  
 
    “Yeah, well, when people are shooting at you,” Usef replied, “it helps to be able to move around.” They were back in the basement that looked out upon the space elevator construction site.  
 
    Erin put on her helmet, which the major had also been obliged to especially commission. She sealed it and turned to the hulking man. “What do you think? How do I look?”  
 
    He regarded her solemnly for a moment before replying, “If any fire comes our way, feel free to stand behind me.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Erin, slightly miffed at his vote of no-confidence in her ability to defend herself. “I’m not that helpless. I thought I was going to have a weapon, too?” 
 
    “I got you this,” Usef said, handing her a multi-function PR-99 rifle. “Do you know how to use it?” 
 
    “Of course I do. All senior personnel have to undertake basic weapons training. Didn’t you know?” 
 
    The major looked unconvinced. “Just don’t point it at anything you aren’t prepared to kill.” 
 
    Erin frowned. “I nearly took out Hart last time round. Hit his leg instead.” She raised the weapon and looked through the sights, comparing them to the targeting overlay on her HUD. “Second shot,” she added. 
 
    Usef’s disquiet about arming her seemed to ease, though he didn’t say anything.  
 
    Evening was approaching. They had been waiting all day for the picotech to arrive. There had been a delay at the lab, then the transportation via heavily armed escort had been slow. If anything screamed, ‘Here comes something highly sensitive and potentially dangerous’, it was a heavily armored escort. They might as well have put a massive sign on the shuttle and advertised on every vid and sim channel. 
 
    Eventually it had arrived, and Bourke began to set up the fabrication module with his team. 
 
    Not that the obvious nature of their work mattered. Erin was confident that Hart would know one way or another. He’d been drawn to the pico at the SATC site like a wasp to jelly. It was a weird situation. Each side knew what the other was doing and what each wanted. Hart wanted the picotech. They wanted him. The only things yet to be revealed were what would happen and who would win. 
 
    Erin couldn’t see how the traitor could possibly succeed. They had enough troops and weaponry to defeat a hundred Harts. He only had himself, and unlike the encounter at the SATC, he wouldn’t be sneaking in in secret. He would be arriving knowing that they were prepared and waiting for him.  
 
    If he tried anything, it would be a foolhardy, entirely reckless attempt. In fact, it would be suicidal. Major Usef and his Marines wouldn’t pull their punches once he showed up. She wondered what was motivating Hart to do it. Surely, if he sold the pico to their enemies, he could name his price. It was worth more than the entire star system of New Canaan itself. But was it worth risking almost certain death to get it? 
 
    “Major,” Erin said, “what do you think would motivate a man to behave like Hart? He’s come all the way to New Canaan from Sirius. He’s arrived somewhere with endless possibilities of living a long and happy life. But he’s going to throw it all away. And for what? More riches than he could ever spend? Power? What’s his point, do you think?” 
 
    The major had rested the muzzle of his gun just inside the open window that looked out on the space elevator site. Without removing his gaze from the view outside, he replied, “I prefer not to think of them as men.” 
 
    Erin sighed and lifted her weapon into position too. It was clear she wasn’t going to get any kind of conversation from Usef, which was understandable. The laconic major had a job to do. But it would have been nice to talk. She was tense about the upcoming fire fight, and she was confused.  
 
    What had happened between her and Martin the previous evening? Strike that. She knew what had happened. What she didn’t know was what the hell she was doing. 
 
    Like the time she’d spent with Isa, everything had felt perfect. She and Martin had really clicked after their bumpy start at the SATC. Everything had felt right.  
 
    Yet nothing that had happened with the scientist had diminished her feelings for Isa. If anything, she’d become more familiar with the sense of completeness she’d experienced. Why did she feel the same way about two people? How weird was it that after long years of being alone, she now had two people she cared about? 
 
    She hadn’t mentioned Isa to Martin. She still hadn’t contacted her, but when she did, what would she say? I want to see you before I leave Carthage? I want to see you again, soon, while I still can, but there’s just one thing—there’s someone else I also like. 
 
    No matter how she tried to phrase it, she sounded sleazy. Isa deserved better than that. Erin thought she should leave Isa alone and only see Martin. But the thought of never seeing Isa again tugged at her heart. 
 
    <We’re about to begin feeding out the nanotubes strands,> Bourke said. 
 
    <OK,> Erin replied before glancing at the major. “Here we go.” He gave a barely perceptible nod, as he was clearly communicating with his troops.  
 
    Creating the nanotubes and feeding them up the a-grav column to the Hercules Platform wouldn’t take long. If Hart intended on stealing the picotech while it was working, he had only a small window in which to do it.  
 
    The silence was deafening as Bourke’s team fed out the nanotube strands. Night was falling. Hart had to be on his way. Erin could feel it. The man who she’d fought with at the SATC site, who had nearly drowned her, was approaching.  
 
    A minute ticked past, and then another. 
 
    Where is Hart? 
 
    “I knew it,” said Usef. “He’s approaching from the southwest. He’s been sighted. As expected, he’s in an armored vehicle. This is going to be a piece of cake.” 
 
    <Bourke?> Erin said. <Get your team out of there. Hart’s making his move.> 
 
    The figures who had been helping the head engineer pay out the nanotube strands stepped away and ran across the site to shelter and safety. 
 
    <Done,> Bourke replied. <We’d finished anyway. The team’s standing by at the platform above—as soon as this is over, they’ll connect the strands and we’ll be in business.> 
 
    <Good. Now stay out of sight until Hart’s captured. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come out.> 
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    Major Usef and his troops would, of course, wait before acting. They had to let Hart inside the site before closing the net around him. The major’s expression was intense as he communicated with his Marines.  
 
    “I’ve given orders to withhold fire until Hart’s approaching the module,” he said to Erin. “We need to be sure we have him.” 
 
    Erin waited and watched. Seconds stretched to minutes. She wondered how far away Hart had been when he was spotted. He was taking his sweet time.  
 
    It was odd; she would have thought he would have gone as fast as possible, not crawl forward as he was. She looked up at the major, but he was staring intently outside, apparently also on tenterhooks, awaiting Hart’s arrival. 
 
    “Any news?” she asked. “I thought he’d be here by now.” 
 
    “He’s less than a klick away, proceeding slowly,” Major Usef answered.  
 
    “Stars, this waiting is stressful,” Erin said. “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “Everything happens too slow, until it happens too fast.” 
 
    All around the site, nothing stirred. There wasn’t a sound, until she did hear something—the distant hum of an approaching engine, and the turning of large tires on a paved road.  
 
    “Here he comes,” said Major Usef. 
 
    Then the feeling that Erin had felt the previous day returned. A little tickle that told her something wasn’t right.  
 
    “This is crazy,” she said to the major. “It’s much too easy.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Usef replied, eyes narrowed. “I just haven’t figured out what we’re missing yet.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s put a bomb in the vehicle,” Erin said. “What if he’s planning to blow the place up?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Major Usef replied. “What would be the point of that? Revenge? That isn’t what he’s after. He would destroy the picotech module, and that’s not what he wants.” 
 
    “What if he’s devised something to explode tactically and not blow the module up,” Erin suggested, “but blow it away so it lands somewhere he can retrieve it?” 
 
    “The module is very well protected, but it’s possible.” The major frowned. “If it is something like that, it doesn’t matter. The minute he’s here, we’ll—” 
 
    The nose of an armored vehicle appeared from the end of a street. The vehicle trundled forward until it was inside the site. 
 
    Major Usef spoke. “Halt.” His voice reverberated around the site.  
 
    Erin realized he had set up a broadcast comm from his helmet’s mic. 
 
    “This is a prohibited area,” the major said. “Stop immediately and step out of your vehicle with your hands up.” 
 
    The vehicle rolled smoothly on. 
 
    “This is your final warning,” said the Marine. “Stop and exit your vehicle, or we’ll fire.” 
 
    Major Usef gave Hart a second to comply. When the vehicle didn’t stop, he gave the signal for the Marines to open fire. Simultaneously, shots erupted from the buildings all around, brilliant flashes lighting up the night. In the blaze of weapon fire, Erin saw the vehicle’s wheels shot out and the windshield and windows smashed by the incoming fire.  
 
    Though it was heavily armored, the vehicle’s protection was no match for the onslaught of energy and kinetics directed at it. Only a few meters on from the spot where the platoon had initiated their barrage, the vehicle rolled to a stop, holed and smoking. 
 
    There had been no explosion, so it looked like Hart hadn’t been transporting a bomb or anything of that sort. He had just driven in and allowed himself to be killed, like he’d had some kind of death wish. 
 
    Major Usef was frowning. “Don’t go out there,” he said to Erin. “Not yet. This isn’t over.” 
 
    She had a horrible feeling he was right.

  

 
   
    LANDFALL 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.07.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Isa returned from Athens, she understood what she’d been doing wrong. It wasn’t a job that she needed—rather, she did need a job, but that wasn’t what was important. Her problem was she’d spent so long helping other people find a career, she’d grown to believe that she needed one too; that if only she could find the right job, she would be happy.  
 
    But her near-drowning had thrown everything into perspective. She was the kind of person who probably wouldn’t ever have a true vocation. When it came down to it, she just didn’t care. A job would only ever be a means to an end for her. As long as she found something to do, she would put in her hours and come home every day, content to have done something productive and earned enough for a few luxuries.  
 
    And that was OK.  
 
    I’m not missing a sense of purpose, she’d realized. I’m missing a person.  
 
    What she needed in her life was a connection with another human being. Purely and simply, she was lonely.  
 
    Growing up on the Noctus mining platforms hadn’t exactly made her the most congenial, sociable person. Living on the edge of survival in the Sirius System, she’d learned not to get too close to anyone. She’d never known when an accident might take them from her. If Usef hadn’t introduced himself on the Athens flight, she would have spent her entire vacation alone and not thought anything about it. 
 
    But her life had changed. By the intervention of the Intrepid, she’d escaped a return to slavery—or, more likely, death. She no longer had anything to fear. It was time for her to move on, to grow, and to allow herself to be close to someone. 
 
    Isa had gone over all this a few times in her mind since arriving back in Carthage. She’d come to the conclusion that what she needed to do was check up on the details of other matches Murry had found for her. She hadn’t heard from Erin, which was a pity. She’d been half-hoping that when she returned, there might be a message from her…but she had nothing in her queue. Isa had been disappointed as she sadly  concluded that the one night they had spent together would be the last she would ever see of the funny, beautiful engineer. 
 
    Nevermind.  
 
    Murry had sent her the details of several others who she strongly matched with. She only had to begin the process of arranging to meet them. She’d imagined it wouldn’t be too hard to find the same connection she’d had with Erin. 
 
    So it was that Isa found herself at the rocket skating rink on Naxos.  
 
    Getting there had been quite a trek. First a shuttle to Naxos Space and Air, and then a maglev across to Laynesville on the western end of the island. The journey had reminded her of her final client when she worked at Placement Services. That fellow Sirian. She’d tried to take him on the same route that time, but the maglev had malfunctioned. This time, it had worked fine when she used it, and she noticed all the planned tracks had also been built. 
 
    The rocket skating rink was also new. Four kilometers in diameter, the round, slightly concave surface was ultra-smooth. It had to be. The skaters, covered head to toe in protective gear, raced around the rink at high velocity, their speed enhanced by tiny rockets fitted at their ankles and elbows. Any minor bump or other imperfection could easily send a skater off balance. The resulting pile-ups were quite spectacular, especially among the veterans, who raced at amazing speeds.  
 
    Isa was no veteran. It was all she could do to remain upright and traveling in one direction. At the speeds the rockets were propelling her, any slight turn of her arm or leg sent her way off course. She stuck to the beginner area at the edge of the rink, and watched the experts with admiration and envy as she waited for her date to show up. 
 
    A team of four skaters executed a complex interweaving pattern as they circled the inner rink. It was almost a dance, with perfect timing and graceful moves. Each time the group members crossed, they almost collided, their high speed giving them a window of barely a split-second to pass without touching.  
 
    <Isa?> 
 
    Her date had arrived. <Hi, Rutha. Where are you?> 
 
    <I’m by the refreshment stand. In red. Sorry I’m late.> 
 
    Isa cautiously adjusted her direction to bring herself to the very edge of the rink where she could safely stop. She gazed across the sea of racing skaters at the two-story building that housed the refreshment stand and a café. The upper story bore an advertisement for burgers. Below, Isa caught a glimpse of a skater in a brilliant red suit. Skirting the wall slowly, she brought herself around to Rutha. She waved at the woman as she approached. Her date was long and lithe and seemed exactly the right shape for the activity she’d chosen for their evening together. Rutha was naturally streamlined. Isa guessed she must be an expert skater. 
 
    “Hi,” Rutha said as Isa skated up. “Thanks for coming all this way.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m having fun already.” 
 
    “I thought rocket skating would be entertaining. Better than a boring dinner, huh? So mundane.” 
 
    “I guess so. Do you come here a lot?” 
 
    “I’ve been a few times. Have you come out here before?” 
 
    “I haven’t. This is my first time. I’ve been taking it easy and watching the experts. They’re amazing.” 
 
    “They’re pretty good,” Rutha said dismissively. “It’s easier than it looks. Come on. I’ll show you a few tricks.” She put on her helmet.  
 
    Before she went out onto the rink, however, she said, <Isa, come here a minute.>  
 
    Isa carefully skated over. Rutha bent down and touched her helmet to Isa’s. “Can you hear me?”  
 
    Her voice sounded tinny and distant inside Isa’s helmet. “Yes.” 
 
    “We can speak without the Link like this. It’s cool isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty cool,” Isa replied, though she knew the helmet trick of old.  
 
    It was how the miners communicated privately without the risk of being eavesdropped upon by their Lumin masters. But Rutha couldn’t have been expected to know that. 
 
    The tall woman took Isa’s hand and guided her onto the rink. <Link arms with me,> she said, and when Isa did so, she went on, <Now just relax and hold on.> 
 
    Rutha held Isa’s arm tightly but also skillfully so their mutual rocket flares didn’t clash. <Turn up your speed to medium,> Rutha said next. Her flares brightened, too, and they began to pick up speed.  
 
    Rutha eased into the faster lanes, carefully timing their movement so they didn’t block anyone. As their velocity increased, Isa was reminded of tsunami surfing on Athens—before the storm hit. This was fun.  
 
    <Do you want to go really fast?> Rutha asked. 
 
    <I’m not sure.> 
 
    <Well, let’s try, and if you want to stop, just tell me.> 
 
    <OK,> Isa replied, feeling nervous but excited. The skaters in the fast lane were not the ones she’d seen performing the formation movements that she’d seen earlier. They were going too fast for that. So fast that Isa couldn't figure out how they were taking the curves as they sped around. They went over at an extreme angle and always seemed about to topple over. These skaters were interested in only one thing: speed. 
 
    Rutha moved them both closer to the fastest section. <Turn up your flares to maximum,> she said.  
 
    Isa did so and immediately felt the hard bursts in her ankles and elbows. Her suit compensated for the push, turning almost rigid so that the pressure was spread out over her frame. Her neck and spine supports became firm and unyielding. She sucked in a breath. 
 
    <I know,> Rutha said. <Amazing rush, isn’t it? Now, hold on, and don’t move a muscle that I don’t tell you to.> 
 
    <I’m not sure if I—>  
 
    Isa had been about to add ‘can do this’, but she was swept into the jet stream, and her words were drowned out by Rutha’s excited holler.  
 
    They were moving so fast, things started to become blurry. The skaters on the outside of the rink seemed to be crawling along, and Isa began to lose track of where they were. The skating was little more than dashing around and around. It was scary but also thrilling. Like Rutha had said, it was a lot of fun. 
 
    Then came the crash.  
 
    It happened so fast, Isa barely had time to register what had happened. One of the medium-speed skaters, who was taking part in a formation, mistimed a switch-over. He arrived in his position a millisecond too late, and clipped the person who was vacating the spot. He hit just the wrong part of the other skater’s body—the elbow. Their rocket angle altered, the woman spun around, flailing. Her foot slipped. She went down and slid directly in the path of the fast skaters. 
 
    Isa and Rutha had no time to slow down, no time to react. Several people had already tripped on the downed skater and were literally flying across the rink. Isa and Rutha weren’t so lucky. The hit the pile of bodies that had begun to form, and went down hard. Very hard.  
 
    Isa’s protective suit cushioned her against the impact. Her rocket flares abruptly cut out. More skaters hit the pile, and Isa was slammed free of the jam and propelled across the rink into the medium speed lane. 
 
    The rink became chaotic as the accidents continued to spread. From her position—Isa judged it safest to remain right where she was until things calmed down—she saw some skaters stop and get out of the way, but most didn’t seem too fazed. They soon tripped and fell.  
 
    She became aware of the sound of laughing, and realized it was Rutha. She looked around and saw the red-suited woman spread-eagled on the ground, struggling to get up. Every time she tried, someone would collide with her and she would be thrown down again. 
 
    <Rutha,> Isa said, <are you OK?> She wasn’t sure if the woman was having some kind of weird attack. 
 
    <I’m fine, I’m fine,> she said through her guffaws. <Ow,> she exclaimed as another skater smashed into her. <OK, that hurt!> 
 
    <If you’re OK, I’m going to try to make my way back to that refreshment stand. I’ll see you there.> 
 
    <Good idea,> Rutha replied. <I’ll be over in a—Ooof!—as soon as I can.> 
 
    Isa got up and turned on her rocket flares, set to low, before slowly and gingerly navigating her way through the human wreckage. No one seemed seriously hurt; all the downed skaters were either moving or getting up, and Isa didn’t see any rescue personnel out on the rink. By the time she arrived at the stand, the worst of the danger seemed to be over, on the outer lanes at least. Most everyone had either stopped or been forcibly stopped by a body in their way.  
 
    At the burger stand, she unsealed her helmet and took it off, wiping strands of sticky hair from her face. A line had formed, and she joined the end of it. The skating and the ensuing accident had sparked her appetite. She debated whether she was going to have the Rocket Fuel Burger, which came with all the trimmings, or the Lean and Mean Burger, which was simply highly spiced steak.  
 
    “Hey,” Rutha said as she joined Isa in the line. “Didn’t I say this would be fun?” 
 
    “Fun?” she echoed. “Er, I guess so. Wasn’t that accident just a little dangerous?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Rutha said. “They’re pretty safe. I don’t think anyone’s ever done more than broken a collarbone while rocket skating. The pile-ups are part of the fun. If there isn’t one for a while, someone deliberately clips another skater.” 
 
    They’d reached the front of the line. They each bought burgers and carried the hot, steaming packages to the edge of the rink, where they could sit down and eat. 
 
    Isa asked Rutha about what she did and where she came from. It turned out her date was a pet technologist. She created pets to order for a living. When Isa asked her what kind of pets, she replied, “Whatever the client wants: size, number of legs, fur, skin or feathers, carnivorous or herbivore, land-dwelling or aquatic, I create the animal from a list of selections. Of course, it has to be able to live healthily. We have ethical standards to adhere to, but apart from that, it’s really the customer’s choice.” 
 
    “That’s fascinating. And have you created many pets here on Carthage?” Isa asked. 
 
    “I’m working on my fifty-third right now. This one’s a little tricky. The client wants an amphibian pet that’s also furry. Kinda hard. It wouldn’t be a problem if it were a mammal, but inserting genes for fur into amphibian genomes is surprisingly complicated. Though it’s easy to give an amphibian the ability to regenerate limbs, which is a bonus.” 
 
    “Is there a lot of demand?” Isa was trying to imagine a furry amphibian and having trouble. 
 
    “More demand than I can keep up with,” Rutha said. “Business is booming. Makes it hard to have a social life, so…” 
 
    Isa nodded and took a bite of her Lean and Mean burger, which had cooled down. “So you asked Murry to match you up with someone, like I did. It’s weird isn’t it? Millions of people are looking to start their new lives and settle down, yet it’s hard to meet someone.” 
 
    They talked on. It was a very general conversation, the usual topics, like where they were each from, what they thought of life on Carthage, what their plans were for the future. After the two women finished their burgers, Rutha suggested they go back out onto the rink. Isa wasn’t so sure. It was fun, but it felt like kind of an empty activity. The thrill and excitement came from speed and fake danger, which didn’t appeal to Isa. She preferred the hot springs on Athens, even though she hadn’t done much more than sit and listen to the Marines’ conversations.  
 
    On the other hand, it seemed rude to refuse Rutha’s suggestion. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to endure another session just to be polite. Rutha certainly seemed to be having fun.  
 
    She was just about to agree when Rutha said, “Well, would you look at that!” 
 
    She was pointing to the gas plumes on the horizon. The plumes shouldn’t have been visible because it was nighttime, but a patch of them was brightly lit. Military shuttles were speeding toward the area, and the flare from their engines was illuminating the streaming gaseous clouds.  
 
    “Wow,” Isa said. “I wonder what they’re doing? Maybe it’s an exercise.” 
 
    “At night?” said Rutha. “Near a civilian area? Seems a bit strange.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” she agreed. 
 
    They watched the shuttles in silence until they disappeared a couple of minutes later.  
 
    “Oh, well,” Rutha said. “I guess we’ll never know. Come on. Let’s get back out there. The rink’s filling up. There’s going to be another pile-up soon, I can tell.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Isa put on her helmet and followed Rutha out.  
 
    Her date seemed nice, and Isa could see why Murry had matched them. She was fascinated by Rutha’s line of work and she enjoyed the woman’s madcap sense of humor. But something wasn’t right. She knew she didn’t have a future with Rutha beyond that evening. After another round or two of speeding at crazy velocities and crashing into falling skaters, Isa would make an excuse, perhaps citing her long journey back to Landfall, and she would leave. 
 
    It wasn’t that she didn’t like Rutha. She was a good person.  
 
    Her only problem was that she wasn’t Erin.

  

 
   
    HART 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.07.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Thracian elevator site, Island of Cyprus 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin watched the wreckage of the armored vehicle Hart had used to try to steal the picotech as it smoldered. He’d almost made it to the picotech module, but he would never have managed to steal it and get out alive. The traitor’s attempt had been madness.  
 
    “Wait here,” Major Usef said to Erin. He climbed the stairs out of the basement. 
 
    She was annoyed. The major had no seniority over her, and she was wearing armor and armed. If she wanted to go out and take a look at what had happened to Hart, that was up to her. She followed the major up the stairs and out into the construction site.  
 
    The Marine officer was standing just outside the doorway. When he saw Erin arrive he put out a hand to hold her back. 
 
    <We still don’t know what Hart has planned. He might have booby-trapped the vehicle. Though with everything we fired at it, we should have detonated any bomb.> 
 
    <What are you going to do?> Erin asked. 
 
    <We have drones scouting it. Bomb Disposal are on their way.> 
 
    <Do you think Hart might still be alive?> 
 
    <Doubt it,> Usef replied. <Unless he’s made of something other than flesh and blood.> 
 
    In the shadowy corners of the site, Marines were emerging from cover. They began to converge on the wrecked vehicle, their weapons aimed at the smoking ruin. Major Usef also approached, leaving Erin behind. This time she hung back, realizing she would only be in the way. She had to let the men and women do their job.  
 
    It all seemed to be over, yet the weird feeling she’d had persisted. Back at the SATC, the security team leader, Cullen, had said that Hart was a professional. She’d been expecting a more effective attempt at the theft. Sacrificing his life, or trying to blow up the picotech and take out a hundred or so Marines, wouldn’t achieve his purpose. 
 
    She shifted her weapon as she tried to figure out the conundrum. The major and the other Marines were close to the vehicle now. There’d been no movement or sound from the wreck since the firing had stopped. The construction site lights lit it up, but from her admittedly poor vantage point, Erin couldn’t see any sign of Hart’s remains. 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat. What if…? What if he isn’t inside? Erin’s gaze flew to the picotech module.  
 
    It was gone.  
 
    She caught sight of movement. Quickly disappearing at the top of the patch of light above the module site was a pair of oddly large, metallic legs, moving swiftly upward.  
 
    Without even thinking about it, Erin aimed and fired. She hit one of the legs, but her shot had no effect. Then the legs were gone, disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    <What the hell?> said Major Usef.  
 
    He and the other Marines had turned at the sound of Erin’s shot. 
 
    <Something's got the picotech,> she exclaimed. <An automaton, I think, using an a-grav pack. It’s getting away.> 
 
    The major must have given an instruction, because suddenly, the construction site lights adjusted the direction of their beams to point upward into the night sky. The bulky humanoid figure could be seen, rising swiftly. But it wasn’t wearing an a-grav pack. It seemed to be partly a-grav pack itself. It was clutching the picotech module tightly.  
 
    A barrage of weapons fire lit up the night. Many hit their mark, searing and slicing into the automaton. Within a few seconds, one leg broke off at the knee and dropped to the ground, hitting it with a dull clank. The firing was nonstop. The other leg fell, this time breaking off at the hip. But still the metallic figure held onto the module and didn’t stop rising. It was moving out of the range of the lights, and more shots were going wild. 
 
    A light flared in the sky—a pinnace had launched. The automaton had seen it, too. A moment later, the figure altered course. Instead of heading straight up, it moved diagonally.  
 
    As the automaton disappeared out of the reach of the light beams, Erin calculated its direction. It was heading toward the gas plumes. Was it hoping to evade the pinnaces within the gaseous clouds? That would be a long shot, but a less certain defeat than it would have had on its straight upward course. 
 
    <Well spotted,> said Major Usef, who had joined her, looking up at the paths of the pinnaces. 
 
    <Will they get it?> she asked. 
 
    <Almost certainly,> the major replied. <That thing doesn’t stand a chance. Yet I can’t figure out why the scanners didn’t pick it up. It’s a lot smaller than a shuttle, but that shouldn’t have been a problem. It must have been fitted with something to throw them off, as well as its a-grav capability. I knew there was something not right about that armored vehicle just rolling in to be shot up like that.> 
 
    <Me too,> said Erin. <But I’m wondering what’s happened to Hart. Was he in the vehicle?> 
 
    <No,> said Major Usef. <We scanned it. There’s nothing organic in there. It was entirely under external control.> 
 
    <The same must be true of the automaton, then,> Erin said. <Hart must have been controlling that, too. Maybe he’s nearby. He could even be watching us.> 
 
    <Not from any of these buildings. I had my Marines search every nook and cranny. Hart could be a couple hundred or a couple thousand meters away, controlling the vehicle and automaton through a low-powered RF signal.> 
 
    <Dammit,> Erin said. <That means he’s got away.>  
 
    A heaviness settled over her. She’d failed at capturing Hart yet again, after Tanis had given her a second chance. 
 
    “Sir,” a Marine said. He was walking over toward Erin and the major, carrying the leg that had fallen from the automaton.  
 
    It was larger than any human leg Erin had ever seen. The Marine carried it awkwardly, due it its weight, and liquid was dripping from the severed end. 
 
    “Yes?” Major Usef answered. 
 
    Stars, Erin thought to herself as she realized what the man was about to say. The liquid dripping from the limb was bright red. 
 
    “This leg appears to be partly organic, sir,” said the Marine. 
 
    “Organic?” said Major Usef. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean it’s got meat inside.” 
 
    Erin’s stomach churned.  
 
    Major Usef peered at the end of the leg. “Core, yes.” He turned and gave Erin a look before saying to the Marine, “Take it to the labs for DNA analysis.” When the man had left, he said to Erin, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “If you’re thinking whether or not we might have found Nathan Hart, then the answer’s yes.”

  

 
   
    ESCAPE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.07.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Thracian elevator site, Island of Cyprus 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    What was left of Nathan Hart sailed desperately toward the gas plumes. He knew his attempt to escape the pinnaces was hopelessly futile, but he had to try. He was so close. He’d stolen the picotech right from under the noses of all the troops guarding it. The plan had worked so well.  
 
    If only that engineer hadn’t seen him at the last minute, he would have gotten away. He would be safely on his way to a hiding place to await the arrival of Myrrdan’s agent, while the stupid Marines scratched their bony skulls and wondered what had happened. 
 
    He mustn’t give up hope. All he had to do was to get to the gas plumes. Under their cover, the pursuing pinnaces wouldn’t find him. The device Myrrdan’s agent had planted in him would make him invisible to their scanners, and they would be relying on their visuals, and he would be hidden.  
 
    But the pinnaces were close, and the plumes looked so far away. In his night vision, they roiled and swirled, as if tantalizing him. 
 
    As what seemed might be the last seconds of his life ticked away, Nathan recalled the long a-grav climb to the Hercules Platform. He’d been forced to go up during daylight and so began his climb from some distance away over uninhabited land. He couldn't risk someone noticing his odd form flying upward into the sky.  
 
    Up and up he’d glided. His mechanized components had no problem with the increasing cold and lack of oxygen, but his remaining organic parts—what he dismally clung to as him—began to suffer as his altitude increased. The air became freezing, and though his blood seemed to have been supplemented with some kind of anti-freezing agent, it did not prevent his remaining nerves from sending pain signals to his brain.  
 
    Cold, they screamed. Torment. Leave this place. Leave here now.  
 
    But Nathan was forced to continue on. The landmass below him shrunk beneath his ponderous feet. The sky grew paler, and then it began to turn a deeper blue as he flew nearer to space. Finally, even Nathan’s modified body couldn't cope with the lack of oxygen. He began to grow dizzy and faint. He opened the oxygen tank that he’d stolen, and held the mask to his face. His senses returned. 
 
    He had to be careful with his oxygen use. He had a limited amount, and it had to last him while he waited on the platform and during his descent. If he used it all up too soon, he would die. Perhaps he would float away into space until Carthage’s gravity drew him in, and he became a brilliant, burning shooting star. Or if he died during his descent, he might tumble gracelessly to the space elevator site, his remains shameful evidence of his defeat. 
 
    The theft also had to be timed precisely. After he’d sent the armored vehicle in as a distraction, he would have to wait, hovering high in the air, for the moment when all attention was diverted from the module, then swoop in at top speed to snatch it. If Nathan had still possessed his meat heart, it would have raced, but instead the pump that had replaced it beat steadily on. At that moment, he was grateful for the mechanical heart that kept his oxygen use to a minimum. 
 
    The wait on the platform had been tortuous. It dragged on and on, past the time the picotech should have been delivered to the site. Peering down through Carthage’s atmosphere, he knew he should be able to see the device carrying the leading edge of the nanotube strands rising, but he stared in vain. There had been some kind of delay.  
 
    Nathan had watched his oxygen gauge and waited. The icy temperatures of space bit deeply into his organic core. His mechanized systems only barely kept him alive. But worse than all the physical discomfort was the terrifying loneliness. Surrounded by the deep black of space, far distant from the jewel-like green and blue of Carthage, fading as night fell, the diamond glint of starlight, and the radioactive glare of Canaan Prime had been the only things to keep him company. Nathan’s solitude had been an aching chasm. 
 
    Then, finally, his augmented vision could make out a shuttle setting down near the construction site. The picotech fabricator had arrived, and the process of creating the nanotubes had begun. Though his oxygen was perilously low, Nathan was thankful for the turn of events because it had worked in his favor. It meant he would be acting under the cover of darkness.  
 
    From his great distance, he started up the armored vehicle and sent it in. It was programmed to follow the road to the site and not stop until it was made to stop, which the Marines would do without hesitation, Nathan had no doubt. He prepared to let go of the platform, happy that his dreadful ordeal was about to come to an end, one way or another. 
 
    When his vid feed told him that the armored vehicle had neared the site and that the Marines were about to shoot, it had been with great relief that he began his descent. He had been holding onto a protrusion on the underside of the platform to prevent himself from floating away in the microgravity. He released his grip and fired his booster to move himself downward. Carthage’s gravity would take its hold soon enough, but until then, he had to give it a helping hand. He was finally moving one step closer to being brought into the presence of Myrrdan, and in some strange, twisted way he would be among humankind again.  
 
    Passing the device that lifted the carbon nanotube strands in the a-grav column, Nathan had continued to speed downward. Below, the Marines were shooting the armored vehicle to pieces. In a minute they would stop after meeting no resistance. Their curiosity would drive them out to inspect the wreckage.  
 
    Carthage loomed closer, filling his vision as the island of Cyprus grew wider, black in the night, points of light etching the inhabited areas. Nathan could make out the space elevator construction site. He killed his jets and set his a-grav to zero as gravity took its hold. He was no longer flying down, but falling.  
 
    He saw the tiny dots of the Marines creeping closer to the wreckage of the vehicle. Nathan could even make out the barrels of their weapons. They were entirely distracted. Now was his moment. He prepared to activate his a-grav. The ground flew up at him, its detail defined in the artificial light of the site’s lamps. The picotech module was there. It was ready. It was waiting for him. 
 
    Like a hawk diving down on its prey, Nathan swept down and snatched the module, twisting it deftly to unseat it from the fabricator. He turned his a-grav to full and sped upward.  
 
    I’ve done it! 
 
    But no. A moment later, Nathan heard a hiss like an angry snake, and sensed the odor of seared metal. He’d been hit. Someone had shot at him. He’d been seen. Looking down, he spotted his assailant. It was the engineer.  
 
    Of all the people who might have seen him, of all the Marines and site workers, it had been the woman who had first defeated him. He should have drowned her when he had the chance. He should have broken her neck before escaping into the ocean. 
 
    Lights were turned on him. He hadn’t been able to fly upward any faster; his a-grav was at maximum capacity. More shots hit him. They were hitting his legs.  
 
    Nathan clung to the picotech module fiercely, agony lancing through him as the shots penetrated his metal carapace. He screamed, but he heard only a modulated ‘Aggghhh’ from his mechanized voice. The pain was unbearable.  
 
    The weapons fire cut through his lower leg. It fell away, and as his bulk lightened, he flew up faster. All Nathan’s concentration was now focused on not dropping the picotech module. He could not drop the module. He had come so far. He had suffered so much. 
 
    The shots bit into his other leg until it too was severed. Beam and projectile impacts were striking up and down his back. He flew faster. I have to get away. He could do it. Escape lay within his reach. 
 
    A flare shot out at the edge of his field of vision…a pinnace had launched. He had forgotten about the pinnaces. Their scanners wouldn’t get a lock on him. The same device that made him invisible to the satellites would prevent that. But as soon as a pilot had a visual….  
 
    I’m never going to make it.  
 
    Before despair overcame him, however, Nathan’s feverishly working brain dragged a desperate alternative to death at the hands of the pinnace’s pilot. The gas plumes! He had seen how close they were to the site while he waited on the platform. With the aid of his night vision he could see them now. If he could just reach the gaseous clouds, he could hide within them. He could remain there, flying along them until he was out of sight of the pinnaces. 
 
    Another light flared. Another ship had launched. If he could reach the plumes and the disruption caused by the a-grav towers in time, he would be safe. But he had only seconds. Even in the dark of night, the pilots would soon see his body—glowing hotly from the weapons impacts and straining a-grav system—with their infrared vision. 
 
    Picotech module gripped hard against his metallic chest, Nathan angled himself toward the plumes. Freed of the weight of his legs, he was flying faster than ever. He might make it. He was almost there. 
 
    Light burst to his left, and agony ripped through his side. He’d lost his left arm. Only his right remained to hold onto the module. A shot had passed him so closely, its heat had burned and melted him. One of the pinnace pilots could see him. He had to get to the cloud. He had no time left. 
 
    Then swirling vapor enveloped him.  
 
    I made it!  
 
    The gases that spewed from Carthage’s still-cooling mantle welcomed him. For a brief moment, Nathan relaxed. He was safe and he had the picotech. The gases that hid him were warm and comforting.  
 
    But they were not warm. They were hot. Too hot. He was burning, and he could not breathe. He choked. He reached for his oxygen. Where’s the tank? Gone. The near-hit from the pinnace had blasted it from his side. Nathan heaved and choked. He was safe from the pinnaces and he had the module, but he was succumbing to the gases. He was suffocating, burning, dying. 
 
    As his life ebbed away, the gases lifted him. Higher he rose, borne upward on the searing cloud and its a-grav columns. Consciousness fading, he saw the cloud begin to thin as he soared on the hot vapors. Through the translucent veil of gas, the terrible lonely glint of the stars greeted him. 
 
    As blackness gathered from the edges of his vision, Nathan’s remaining limb weakened. The picotech module slipped from his grasp. The sight of it tumbling down, away from him, was the last thing he saw.  
 
    Myrrdan! Myrrdan, forgive me. 

  

 
   
    DEPARTURE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.07.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
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    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her heart heavy, Erin left the elevator’s construction site. Major Usef would deal with the wreckage of the armored car. No doubt he would have it investigated for anything that might give them more information on Hart. The DNA analysis had confirmed that the strange automaton-human hybrid had indeed been him. 
 
    Erin wished she could be sure of what had happened to the traitor. He’d almost certainly met his death in the gas plumes. The pinnace pilot had reported that he’d winged him. In the searing heat of the volcanic gases, surely Hart could not have survived, no matter what physical augmentations he had? But without a body to identify, there would always be doubt.  
 
    What procedures had he undergone to bring him to his semi-automaton state? Who had performed them on him? 
 
    Up until the moment Erin had seen Hart’s altered body, she’d assumed he’d been acting alone. But now it was obvious that he had at least one accomplice, or that there was someone else who knew what he was trying to do. The events of the evening had left questions upon questions to be answered, and she didn’t know where to start. Maybe Tanis would have some ideas when she returned. She was due back any moment. 
 
    At least the picotech module would soon be safe and sound. Major Usef had revealed that they tagged it with a delayed transmitter. The screening device that Hart had carried to make himself invisible to satellites and scanners had also screened out the signal, but now they were receiving it loud and clear. The module was floating in the Adriatic, and Usef had sent out a team to retrieve it.  
 
    Erin took the maglev to the air and spaceport, and then a shuttle flight back to her apartment in Landfall. All the way back, her mood never improved.  
 
    During the long hours while waiting to set up the trap for Hart, Erin had realized the only solution to the problem in her personal life, and she didn’t like it one bit.  
 
    <Looks like it’s back to hollowing out moons for a while,> Walter remarked as Erin went into her apartment. The place seemed quiet and empty. 
 
    <Yes. Our time in Carthage is nearly up. Just have to debrief with Tanis as soon as she gets back. Then I assume we’ll be returning to the black for a while. I just have one more thing to do before we go.> 
 
    <You’re going to contact Isa at last?> 
 
    Erin didn’t like the implication of Walter’s ‘at last’, but he was right. She’d put off communicating with Isa for far too long. The woman had probably given up on her entirely; she wouldn’t blame her.  
 
    <Yes, you’ll be pleased to hear I will be contacting Isa. I’m going to arrange to meet her again.> 
 
    <You’re going on another date? That’ll be three in one trip. I’m glad to hear it. I like Isa a lot, and she’s led an interesting life.> 
 
    <I’m not sure she’d agree with that description, but she’s certainly led an eventful life. I’m not arranging a date with her, though.> 
 
    <No?> 
 
    <I have to meet with her and then with Martin, I have to explain my situation to them. I like them both equally. I’ve realized that if I pursue a relationship with either of them, I’ll miss the other one. It wouldn’t be fair to whoever I end up with…. I wouldn’t feel like I was fully committing. I can’t choose between them, so I’ve concluded I’m just going to have to choose neither.> 
 
    <That doesn’t seem a very satisfactory solution.> 
 
    <I agree. But I can’t think of a better one. You were right, Walter. I do want to be close to someone and settle down; the time I spent with Isa and Martin really brought that home to me. It was wonderful. I’d forgotten how good it can feel to really connect with someone. So there is that, I guess. I got that understanding out of this trip, if not much else. Maybe next time I’m back in Carthage, after I’ve had some time to get over things, I’ll ask Murry for some more dating suggestions. What do you think?> 
 
    <Honestly?> the AI had a curious note in his mental tone. 
 
    <Walter, I can’t recall a time that you haven’t been honest with me, sometimes brutally.> 
 
    <Ha! I hope you’ve always known it’s in the spirit of friendship.> 
 
    <Of course,> Erin nodded. <What were you going to say?> 
 
    <I was going to say, perhaps you can find a better solution. It seems to me that you’re in a better position than you might think. You have not only one, but two people who you feel you could be close to. Why not pursue that possibility to its natural conclusion?> 
 
    <Which is?> 
 
    <I’m not sure, but maybe you should try to figure it out.> 
 
    <I don’t see how.> 
 
    <It won’t hurt to try.> 
 
    <I guess not.>  
 
    Erin didn’t really understand how Walter’s suggestion could work out, but he’d proven himself a good, if sometimes unwelcome, advisor. She’d been hoping to see Isa and Martin separately, but after her chat with her AI, she decided to speak to them together.  
 
    She contacted Isa first. 
 
    <Erin? Great to hear from you.> 
 
    <Hi. Sorry it’s been a while> 
 
    <That’s OK. How’s your work going? Got some free time at last?> 
 
    <My work’s finished, just about. I’m pretty sure I’ll be heading off to the outer system soon.> 
 
    <Oh, really?> Isa sounded disappointed. 
 
    <Yeah, but I wanted to meet up with you before I go. And with someone else. It’s a little hard to explain. It’d be better if I do it in person. Would that be OK?> 
 
    <Umm, sure. Whatever you want.> 
 
    Erin asked Isa to suggest a place, then they agreed on a time. After saying goodbye, Erin contacted Martin. 
 
    <Hi. Are you still in Landfall?> 
 
    <I am. Do you want to meet up later?> 
 
    <I do, but there’ll be someone else there, too. I have something to explain to both of you.> 
 
    <Whoa. Sounds serious.> 
 
    <It is. To me, anyway. Are you OK with that?> 
 
    <Of course, Erin. If it’s serious to you, it’s serious to me too. I had an amazing time last night. So glad we got past our rough start.> 
 
    <Me too.>  
 
    She told him the time and place, then made a reservation, in case the restaurant was busy. 
 
    She had an hour or so to kill, so she began to pack her things. Carthage’s infrastructure projects were back up to speed, and Hart had been dealt with—though not particularly to her satisfaction. She couldn't see any reason why she might need to stay on Carthage. There were shipyards needed at the outer reaches of New Canaan, and someone had to build them. Erin wondered how MacCarthy and Linch had been getting along in her absence. 
 
    When she was packed, she got ready to go and meet Isa and Martin. Seeing them together might be a little awkward at first, but they were all adults. They could talk things over and be mature about it.  
 
    When she thought about it, however, she didn’t know exactly what she was going to say. She would just have to figure it out when she got there.  
 
    As she was preparing to leave, she was contacted over the Link. 
 
    <Erin, I’m back.> 
 
    <Tanis?> The surprised utterance escaped her, as she’d been expecting Martin or Isa. 
 
    <Can you come over to Government House? I want to hear about this Nathan Hart and his attempts to steal the picotech.> 
 
    <I…Yes, of course. I’ll be over as soon as I can.> Erin couldn’t very well tell the governor that she was too busy sorting out her love life to attend a debriefing.  
 
    After sending short messages to Isa and Martin to let them know she would be late, Erin set out for the meeting. 
 
    The story of what had happened took a while to tell, and Tanis naturally had plenty of questions to ask. Major Usef was at the meeting, too. He reported that the picotech module had been recovered but not Hart’s remains, aside from his legs. The labs hadn’t found anything on the legs or the armored vehicle that would lead to Hart’s accomplice or accomplices, though they were still working on the lead.  
 
    Tanis thanked Erin for her help with the infrastructure problems on Carthage, then, as Erin had predicted, told her she could return to the outer system to continue her work there. 
 
    “Have you found some time to relax while you’ve been planetside?” Tanis asked her at the end of the meeting. 
 
    “I have. Just a little,” Erin replied, trying not to sound like she was eager to leave. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Tanis replied with a wink, and Erin wondered if Murry had shared something with the governor. 
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    STELLAR DATE: 12.07.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System  
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin walked into the small eatery on the edge of the Party Field. She’d never been to the field before, though she’d seen vids of it. A part of her was saddened that her work in the outer system had precluded her from being a part of the Landfall celebration, but she knew that her work was more important.  
 
    The field hadn’t changed much from the vids, she was surprised to see. The long grass and wildflowers seemed to be unchanged, though Landfall had grown up all around it. The only difference was the sculpture of Inner New Canaan that had been erected.  
 
    By the time Erin arrived—an hour and a half late, due to her meeting with Tanis—the park was quieting down. Children were being called by their parents to go home, and people were drifting to the cafes and other restaurants, like the one Isa had picked. It was lucky she’d made a reservation. All the places were filling up quickly. 
 
    Erin hoped that Isa and Martin wouldn’t be too mad for being kept waiting so long, assuming that they were still there. As she went in, she spotted them. They had both waited. Isa and Martin were sitting together in the far corner of the place. Erin wove through the tables and servitors to reach them. 
 
    To her surprise, Isa and Martin greeted her with warm smiles; she’d thought the two of them would have talked and eventually figured out their similar connection to her. It had been on her mind all through her meeting with Tanis, and she’d regretted it, believing things would have gone better if she’d been the one doing the explaining. It was one reason she’d half-expected to find them both gone. 
 
    Feeling confused, she sat down and ordered a cream soda from a passing servitor.  
 
    “Thanks for coming,” she began, addressing her companions. “I’m sorry I’m late. I had to go to a meeting with Tanis on short notice. She’s a bit demanding sometimes.” 
 
    Both of them looked surprised at the name-drop, and Isa gave a small laugh. “I’ve heard, it’s OK.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Martin added. “It’s fine. We found plenty to talk about.” 
 
    Erin winced a little inside. She cleared her throat, put both hands on the table and said, “I have something I need to speak to you both about, so I thought…” 
 
    Isa and Martin watched her expectantly. 
 
    “I thought…”  
 
    The right words weren’t coming to her mind. She stopped, unsure how to go on. 
 
    The pair burst into laughter.  
 
    “Oh, that was cruel,” said Isa. “It was Martin’s idea.” 
 
    “What?” Erin asked. “What was Martin’s idea?” She looked at the scientist, but he was still laughing too hard to respond. 
 
    “He said we shouldn’t tell you that we knew,” Isa said. “He said we should make you explain.” 
 
    “He did, did he?” Erin narrowed her eyes at the chuckling man. 
 
    Martin finally managed to restrain his mirth. “Come on, Erin, you have to allow me a small revenge after that time on the beach.” 
 
    “What time on the…oh.” Erin smiled. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Isa asked, “What happened?”  
 
    “She took advantage of my ill-prepared state,” he supplied. 
 
    Erin said, “So I take it you two have been talking? And I guess you know why I asked you to meet me here,” she added, feeling more somber.  
 
    “Well,” said Isa, “it didn’t take us long to figure out our connection to you. I have to say, it cleared some things up for me. I understood why I hadn’t heard from you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin said. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s OK. I get it.” 
 
    “But what we weren’t sure about,” Martin said, “was exactly why we’re here. I take it you wanted to talk to us about where we go from here.” 
 
    Erin’s mood sank further. She nodded. “I’m heading back to the outer system soon. I don’t know when I’ll be back, and I wanted to sort this out before I go. I want to be honest with both of you.” She reached out and took one of each of their hands in hers. “I like you both, so very much, and I can’t choose between you, so I decided to put a stop to things right here. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “You’re going to avoid relationships with us to not hurt us?” said Isa. She gave Martin a puzzled look. “Does that sound screwy to you? Because it sure sounds screwy to me.” 
 
    “Sounds screwy to me, too,” Martin said. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” said Erin, hoping her companions weren’t going to try to make her choose between them. “I can’t be with both of you.” 
 
    There was a slight pause, then, “Why not?” Martin asked.  
 
    “Because…because…” Erin spluttered. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not to me,” he replied. “Humans might traditionally bond in pairs, but monogamous bonds aren’t typical in nature. In fact, I can think of hundreds of marine organisms off the top of my head that don’t use that setup. There’s—” 
 
    Erin held up a hand to stop him. “I take your word for it. But we aren’t marine organisms. We’re human beings.” 
 
    “Pfft,” Isa said. “Back on the mining platforms, people ended up in all kinds of relationships and mixed families. We took what opportunities we had to be happy. No one cared.” 
 
    Erin let go of Isa’s and Martin’s hands and slumped back in her seat. This encounter was not going at all as she’d expected it would. She looked from one pair of eyes to the other. Her companions were completely serious. A wisp of hope appeared in her.  
 
    “You really think it would work if I was in a relationship with both of you?” 
 
    “It could,” Isa said. “I mean, who knows? But it wouldn’t hurt to give it a go, would it? Besides…” She leaned across the table and put a hand to her face to hide her expression and words from Martin. “I don’t usually go for men, but, damn. I love your taste. I think he and I could be very good friends.” 
 
    “And another thing,” Martin said, totally oblivious. “Like you said, Erin, you’re returning to your work in the outer system soon. I’m always busy with my work, too. Do either of us really have time for a full-blown relationship? I’m not the jealous type, and I want you to be happy. If you want to see Isa alone sometimes, I’ve got plenty of other things to do. Or you can both come and stay with me at the promontory. It could be great.” 
 
    Erin could hardly take it in. What she’d thought would be a sad, painful goodbye was turning out better than she could have dreamed.  
 
    “You really wouldn’t mind?” she asked them. When Isa and Martin shook their heads, she said, “You’re sure?” 
 
    “We can try,” said Isa. “If it doesn’t work out, what have we lost? But I think it will work out. I thought I wasn’t going to see you again, Erin, after we had that amazing connection. After spending so long alone. Now it looks like I’ll have not only you, but this goon here to keep me company. That’s what I call a great result. There’s no way I’m letting this opportunity slip by, if I can help it.” 
 
    “Same here,” said Martin. “Except I wasn’t interested in much besides fish till I met you. What if another Erin never comes into my life? I don’t get out much, you know. And mermaids don’t exist—I should know.” 
 
    Erin laughed and grabbed their hands again. “I can hardly believe it. What did I do to deserve two such great people in my life? OK, let’s try, shall we? The governor said I should take some time off before going back to work, and I told her I didn’t need it, but I’ll let her know I changed my mind. We can spend a week or two together.” 
 
    “Great,” said Isa. “I know! Let’s go to Athens. I know an amazing place there.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Martin pondered. “It might take some wrangling to get away for so long, but someone I know owes me a favor. Maybe I can manage it.” 
 
    “Let’s do that,” Erin said. “But it’s on me. I have about a billion credits that I’ll never spend.” 
 
    “No,” Martin said. “I’ll pay. I never spend any money, either.” 
 
    “I’ll let you two fight it out,” Isa said. “I’m so happy, I feel like I’m going to burst. This is what I love about New Canaan; you can do anything here.”

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 12.08.8935 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, 3rd Planet in the New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Myrrdan’s agent sipped tea and watched the children play at the Party Field while mulling over the failure of that idiot, Hart, to secure the picotech. The man had all the necessary augmentations, and a perfect plan that should not have failed. What had gone wrong? It must have been the merest fluke that one of the Marines—or perhaps that engineer, who had also been present—looked up and saw him at exactly the correct moment. 
 
    It could not be helped. The attempt had failed, but losing Nathan Hart was no great disaster. The man was clearly incompetent, or he would have secured the picotech at his first try. It would have been so easy then.  
 
    The agent set down the teacup. It was time to return to work. Maintaining a convincing cover was essential. No one could suspect that a scion of Myrrdan lived among them. That much was entirely unknown to the New Cannanites, it was clear. They were only aware that their picotech was at risk from local threats, which they would probably connect to the Transcend fleet that hovered beyond New Canaan’s heliopause.  
 
    They had disposed of Nathan Hart, but they were no fools. At that very moment, they would be wondering who had helped Hart in his preparations. Especially Tanis Richards. When it came to the picotech, she wouldn’t be caught napping. 
 
    The situation— 
 
    A ball hit the table, sent sailing from the field by a child. The agent’s teacup fell off the table to the grass beneath it, spilling the remains of the liquid. The ball also fell. The agent leaned down to pick it up. 
 
    A child ran over, a little girl, breathless and flushed, her blonde hair scattered and wild. “Can we have our ball back, please?” she asked.  
 
    “Of course,” the agent said, smiling kindly and holding out the ball. 
 
    “Thank you!” She took the ball and ran away, but after going a short distance, she paused and looked questioningly over her shoulder, as if something had struck her as odd.  
 
    The agent was still watching her. The little girl smiled and waved, and Myrrdan’s agent waved back. The girl ran back to her friends. 
 
    Such a sweet little thing.  
 
    Carthage really was beginning to burst with life. It would be a pity to have to destroy the burgeoning colony to get the picotech, but if an act so extreme were necessary, so be it. Eventually, others would come who were prepared to do just that. New Canaan would lose its priceless technology in the end, one way or another. It was foolish of them to cling so tightly to it when the only result was that everyone saw them as a threat. 
 
    Ah, well.  
 
    The agent picked up the fallen cup and placed it on the table before standing up. It was time to return to another kind of work. The Carthaginians would use their precious technology again, or the search for the secret lab where it was prepared would bear fruit.  
 
    However long it took, whatever it took, the agent would not rest until the picotech was in the hands of Myrrdan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
    It seems a long time ago that Malorie Cooper and I sat together in a restaurant in Vegas discussing a collaboration set in the Aeon 14 universe. At the time, I felt both privileged and apprehensive about the idea. Tanis Richards, the voyage of the Intrepid, and all the related characters and stories that Malorie has crafted are so well-loved, I wasn’t sure that my contribution to the project would meet expectations. 
 
    Yet Malorie’s universe is so detailed and complete, and the characters so richly drawn, that in the end I found that inspiration took over, and the characters of Erin, Isa, and Martin popped into my mind just about fully fleshed. Of course, Erin’s excellent engineering skills were already hinted at in prior Aeon 14 books, but the new character of Isa Chen developed as a natural consequence of the desperate plight of the Noctus and their escape from the Lumins. And Martin Ryland is an example of the elite scientists who would have had little trouble securing a place in an Aeon 14 colonization project. 
 
    Another character who insisted on being a part of Carthage was Usef. His split personality was great fun to work with, and I expect we’ll see more of him in subsequent books in the Building New Canaan series, probably both in uniform and in thong.  
 
    The settings in Carthage figured strongly as the story developed. From the Party Field to Landfall and hedonistic Athens, each came to reflect an aspect of the burgeoning society. The Party Field commemorates the momentous moment of arrival after the massive effort and struggle the colonists went through to reach their final destination, Landfall is the heart of the new civilization, and Athens is where the New Canaanites go to blow off steam and be a little uncivilized. (Athens was actually inspired by my current home, Taiwan, which lies on the Pacific Ring of Fire, and the wild hot springs where Usef meets his Marine friends are based on a real place.) 
 
    Now that Carthage is complete, I’m looking forward to finding out how Erin, Isa, and Martin get along in their new relationship. I’m also interested to see what’s going to happen on the other habitable planets of New Canaan. I have a feeling that Erin’s problems aren’t over yet. 
 
    J.J. Green
New Taipei City, 2018 
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    FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    If there’s one thing I love doing in Aeon 14, it’s coming back to New Canaan.  
 
    It’s a real joy to write stories in this special period in the colony’s history. Though the colonists knew there were trials ahead, they were determined to make the most of their new worlds and build a lasting future for themselves.  
 
    Even so, there are always those who want to spoil everyone else’s fun. People who are only happy if they can make everyone else miserable…or do things their way…or both. 
 
    We find several such types in Tyre; people who have been given much, but don’t seem interested in using their gifts for good.  
 
    Luckily, given what the people of New Canaan have coming their way, these events help them grow and prepare for what is coming next.  
 
    As always, it’s a true pleasure to write stories with Jenny. Her feel for the characters and what makes them unique is enlightening and makes them a lot of fun to get to know. 
 
    We’re proud to bring you this second installment in the Building New Canaan books, and are gleefully scheming about what is to come in the next two! 
 
    M. D. Cooper
Danvers, 2018 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    A FLIGHT AT THE OPERA 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.07.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Ore Handler K8-22, Cyprus Asteroid Group 
 
    REGION: Macedon, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jacob Cimorelli’s thick fingers adjusted the delicate controls of his ore handler, as a soprano’s aria rang through his headset.  
 
    The music helped the massive man to concentrate. Maneuvering a two-hundred-thousand-ton chunk of ore through space wasn’t easy, and the uraninite had to be kept separate from the rest of the extracted minerals in the mining operation on the Irridia asteroid. If he lost control of the ore before it was safely stowed in the Euphemia’s ore nets, Jacob would never hear the end of it from his supervisor.  
 
    Max was the meanest bastard Jacob had ever worked for. Constantly finding fault, never satisfied, always skirting the line between overseeing and bullying. Jacob couldn’t wait for the day the man finally went too far and was demoted—or better still, transferred to another project, preferably on the system’s outer rim where operations lasted months with no time off. Then he might learn some manners and respect.  
 
    That far out, away from the gaze of the central government at Carthage, ore handler pilots had their own ways of getting their pound of flesh out of a vindictive boss. 
 
    Jacob took a calming breath and dismissed the irritating supervisor from his thoughts. Allowing the music to soothe his ruffled mind, he focused his attention on the readouts from his ship’s four pincers as they gripped the immense chunk of rock. 
 
    Given that the load consisted of uranium-238 ore—mixed with the various other radioactive isotopes the fissionable material decayed into—Jacob had been given one of the older ships with which to move it. To his mind, one of the newer haulers with the graviton emitting manipulator arms would be better, since they wouldn’t actually have to touch the ore and get radioactive dust everywhere. 
 
    But Max had made the call, so the older ships were the ones moving the uraninite. As a result, the front of Jacob’s ship was half-covered in enough ore that it glowed faintly—though that was more from a slow nitrogen leak in the cooling system for his forward heat shield.  
 
    He was safe enough in the pilot’s pod, but the beta particles and gamma rays suffusing the area wreaked havoc on his positioning sensors, and he had to pay careful attention to what he was doing and what was going on around the ship. 
 
    Managing the rock was tricky as well. It was over fifty meters across, and highly irregular. Normally they’d use nets to help secure loads this large, and then the pincer arms would hold the net, but no one wanted to deal with repacking radioactive nets, and so they did their best with the pincers alone. 
 
     He double-checked his readings, making sure that the load was stable under thrust. Too much pressure, and the rock would split, perhaps into several pieces, each on their own trajectory. Too little force, and the rock would slip away.  
 
    Should that happen, it would create a navigational hazard, and Jacob would have to fly the sluggish ore handler to chase after them—something that could take hours. 
 
    The data on his console assured him that the rock was secure. If he carried on slowly and steadily as he was, then he shouldn’t have any problems.  
 
    Under his breath, Jacob began to hum along to the opera, which was one of his old favorites: a story of misplaced loyalty and unrequited love. As he listened, the singer’s voice rose to an almost inhuman pitch, while remaining delicate and light as a butterfly’s wing. A tear welled up in Jacob’s eye, burst over his lashes, and ran down his cheek before dripping from his muscled jaw.  
 
    He found himself wishing he instead reported directly to Pippa and Anwen, the twins who were the lead engineers on the project.  
 
    From the limited personal interactions he’d had with them, they seemed a bit fresh and inexperienced to be put in charge of the operation, but he didn’t think that mattered too much.  
 
    Mining the Cyprus asteroids was a straightforward job…. Or at least, it had been until they’d gotten down to the core of one of the thousand-kilometer rocks—affectionately named Irradia—and hit the uraninite there.  
 
    Other than letting Max make the call on using the older haulers, the twins had handled that development well enough, adjusting the schedule to gather a full load of the fissionable ore for processing at the Roma enrichment facility. 
 
    Max, however, had chafed at the delays the specialized load had created, and took it out on whoever was close…or handy on comms. 
 
    Jacob’s sensors picked up another ship nearby—later than they should have, due to the clouds of ionized uraninite dust—and he adjusted his vector, still gritting his teeth as he brooded over his less than pleasant supervisor, fighting the urge to spit in disgust, which wouldn’t be wise while under thrust. 
 
    Suddenly, an alarm flashed on his screen, and Jacob scanned the readouts. His maneuver had shifted his load, and one of the pincers had slipped. It was slowly dragging across the surface, and if it went much further, the rock would slip free.  
 
    He eased off the thrust while slowly adding pressure to the pincer, careful to avoid any sudden jolts that would put undue strain on the other arms.  
 
    The pincer kept sliding, and he knew that he’d either need to kill all thrust and re-grapple the chunk of ore, or use a net. If it were entirely up to him, he’d stop and get a new hold on the uraninite, but that would send Max up his ass in a heartbeat.  
 
    Without further consideration, he triggered a load-securing net to deploy from the sliding pincer. A web of carbon cables launched out from the pincer arm, pitons hitting the ore and driving into it, finally arresting the movement and holding the load secure. 
 
    The load safe, Jacob relaxed, noting that he was over halfway to the Euphemia now, and one of the most beautiful and tragic parts of the opera was coming up. The forsaken lover would soon finally comprehend what every other character and the audience knew: that she had been cruelly, heartlessly abandoned, and her three years of waiting had been entirely in vain.  
 
    Suddenly the music cut out as a message came in. <Stars, Cimorelli, how much longer are you going to take?>  
 
    Max’s complaint scythed through Jacob’s calm. <Nearly there, boss,> he replied, his words passing mentally through his newly gritted teeth. <This is tricky stuff. Gotta take it easy, ya know.> 
 
    <Got to take it easy? Who do you think you’re talking to, bonehead? You think I got where I am without knowing the risks of hauling uraninite? You think I’m some kind of an idiot?>  
 
    <Not saying that at all, I just meant—> 
 
    <You don’t need to take all day, Cimorelli. It’s ore you’re handling, not your girlfriend’s tits. So do your damned job and stop holding everyone up.>  
 
    Max was gone, and the opera continued from where it had been interrupted. 
 
    Jacob cursed aloud, his deep voice rumbling around the cockpit. He directed Max to take part in several unnatural and impossible acts with himself and various relations.  
 
    What does that dumbass expect me to do? he wondered. Fly from Irridia to the Euphemia at full thrust?  
 
    He ruminated that it wasn’t his fault he’d been assigned the final haul of the rotation. The job would take as long as it took; he would be stupid to rush it. All it would take would be a single mistake and everyone would be on their way back to Carthage a lot later, or maybe not at all.  
 
    Jacob turned up the music and double-checked his ETA. If he maintained his current velocity for five more minutes, and then began braking to match v, he would reach the ship in twenty-eight minutes. It was plenty fast enough. Max could go eat basalt.  
 
    Rolling his powerful shoulders, Jacob considered whether or not he cared to hear from Max again, cursed aloud, and switched off all but emergency comms.  
 
    He wouldn’t have to listen to Max again until he was face to face with him aboard the Euphemia. The boor was going to chew him out either way, so there was no point in getting it on comms as well.  
 
     If the asshole threatened to fire him in person, it would get back to the twins, and he was certain they’d have his back. He was a good worker, and they were too smart to let him go. If push came to shove, he was certain that Pippa and Anwen would overrule Max.  
 
    Jacob smiled at the thought of those two laying into his boss. He kinda wanted Max to try to get rid of him; he would love to see the look on the man’s face when they shut him down. 
 
    At the prescribed time, he killed the ship’s thrust and carefully repositioned the engines—which were held on long arms—to begin the braking burn. That was one thing he liked about this model of ship: no need to rotate the entire cargo load just to slow down…. And should the load slip, there was a much lower risk of it hitting the ship itself.  
 
    Once the burn had begun, and he was confident the ore wasn’t going to shift, Jacob settled in for the last twenty minutes of his journey, thinking about the shore leave he’d take on Carthage. Max’s allusion to his girlfriend’s anatomy had been rude, but it nevertheless sparked some pleasant memories and anticipation of renewing his acquaintance.  
 
    The opera was about to reach its climax. The weight of the heroine’s terrible betrayal was crushing all hope of happiness in her, and she was resolving to take her only remaining course of action. Jacob listened intently, his stubby fingertips deft as he made minute adjustments to his controls.  
 
    At the edge of the holodisplay, the silver orbs of the ore handlers on the next rotation edged slowly closer on their trip to the asteroid he’d just left, their articulated arms trailing behind. Beyond the cluster of ships, a thick rod hung at a thirty-degree angle to his horizon, a motionless reference frame in the black: the Euphemia.  
 
    The soprano neared the final lines of the libretto, mourning the loss of her love, lamenting his unfaithfulness, and weeping for their innocent child. She was facing her inevitable end. Jacob’s lip trembled. This part always got to him, yet he loved it.  
 
    Many other pilots aspired to attain Max’s position, sitting in the air-conditioned comfort and roomy interior of vessels like the Euphemia, but not Jacob. He was more than happy alone in his cabin. Just him, the rocks, and his music. 
 
    His gaze drifted to Irradia’s lumpy surface, which still dominated the left side of his holodisplay, but his attention was on the music, not the half-mined asteroid.  
 
    Then a portion of the asteroid’s surface seemed to jump. 
 
    Jacob’s focus zoomed in on the image, watching as ejecta began to fly from Irridia’s surface as his equipment registered a massive surge of gamma radiation. 
 
    That doesn’t seem right, he thought, while pulling up the next rotation’s schedule. They shouldn’t be using anything that explosive to mine the seam. 
 
    There was a series of final blasts scheduled, so the presence of explosions wasn’t surprising, but a blast that large within a uranium-laden asteroid was beyond dangerous. As he considered the danger, his visual showed jagged lines begin to appear across the asteroid, outlining a hundred-kilometer section toward the end closest to him.  
 
    Then Irridia shuddered again, and Jacob’s equipment registered a burst of gamma waves, this time mixed with beta radiation.  
 
    Oh shit! Jacob knew what that meant. Some pocket of uranium-238 had either been hit with a neutron bombardment, or had heated up enough to go critical. 
 
    Unbelievably, almost comically, the chunk of Irridia that had been outlined by fractures broke free, surging into space as several tertiary detonations occurred.  
 
    A swathe of ore handlers lay in the hundred-kilometer rock’s path. They were already reversing course at top speed, but the runaway fragment scattered them like a bowling ball blasting through pins.  
 
    Jacob gaped. His fingers froze on the controls. The closing scene of the opera blasted through his headset unheeded. 
 
    What the hell?!  
 
    As he watched, the chunk of Irridia split again, one section tumbling away—on a direct course for Jacob’s ship. He forced his hands into action, shifting his engines to try to clear the incoming mass. 
 
    Alerts on his boards registered his load shifting, and he triggered the emergency releases, angling the engines to move clear of the hunk of uraninite before applying full thrust. 
 
    Suddenly he was jerked to the side, restraints straining to hold him in his seat. 
 
    His eyes locked on the console before him. The pincer that he’d deployed the stabilizing web from wasn’t releasing the net; it was stuck, holding his ship to the ore that was now an anchor, keeping him from getting to safety. 
 
    He triggered the pincer’s emergency decoupling systems, but the angle of force being applied from the engines had jammed them in place. 
 
    Frantically, he shifted his thrust in an attempt to ease the tension on the pincer’s articulated joints, but the action caused his ship to swing around too fast, and one of the engines slammed into the fifty-meter hunk of rock stuck to his ship. The impact was hard enough that it broke the fusion engine free from its articulated arm, sending it spinning slowly away. 
 
    Jacob’s throat constricted as he gaped at the display. A dozen alarms were flashing, and a ‘mass impact’ alert was blaring in his ears. 
 
    With a deft twist of the three other engines, he managed to relieve pressure on the pincer arm, and the decouplers kicked in, allowing the arm to come free. But now the ore he’d been hauling lay between him and freedom. He swung the engines around once more, ready to boost away on a new vector, when one of them died. 
 
    A fuel delivery warning lit up, and he realized that a line must have been severed when the other engine hit the ore.  
 
    He frantically cut off those lines, but he feared it was too late; there might not be enough time to get clear of the thirty-kilometer chunk of Irridia bearing down on him—though he’d burned his engines beyond their safety limits in the attempt. 
 
    In slow motion, Jacob’s nemesis approached.  
 
    It grew until the rock was close enough that he could make out individual surface features with alarming clarity. He clenched his teeth and braced his feet against the deck, pushing, as though he could somehow make his ship move faster. 
 
    Then, by some miracle, his half-ruined craft cleared the rock by just a few meters, coming out into clear space. 
 
    A cry of joy sprang from Jacob’s lips as he brought up a rear view, just in time to see three things perfectly aligned: the ore he’d been hauling, his fusion engine that had been broken off when it hit the load, and the inexorable chunk of Irridia. 
 
    “No…” he whispered, as the ore he’d been hauling hit the engine, and then crushed it against the hunk of asteroid.  
 
    Radiation alerts flared again, and then space was alive with debris flying toward him from the resulting nuclear blast. At the very edge of his perception, he was dimly aware of the opera playing on. It had reached its very end.  
 
    As a grey blur filled Jacob’s displays, the soprano drove her blade home, singing out her agony. 
 
    It was the last sound he heard.

  

 
   
    SUPPER ON THE SAND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.07.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin relaxed in the gentle swell, letting it lift and then lower her body effortlessly as she floated not far from the shore.  
 
    She couldn’t remember a time she’d ever been so happy. The day at Martin’s beach house had been perfect. Now as the sky was easing toward twilight, the light of the Cradle was twinkling to life on the eastern horizon. The cliff that overhung the beach was already shadowy and gave no indication of the secret SATC facility housed inside it.  
 
    It had been the construction of the SATC that had originally brought her and Martin together. Erin smiled as she recalled her first encounter with the grumpy Doctor Ryland; he’d stood in the water a little ahead of where she was floating, and she’d been on the beach. She’d since discovered that Martin had a much more pleasant side to him, provided you weren’t threatening his precious sea creatures.  
 
    Erin sighed. She would have to leave the water soon. Martin was cooking a special dinner, and Isa had gone in to take a shower more than an hour ago.  
 
    <Walter, I just realized something,> she said. A chat with her AI would put off a little longer the moment she had to leave the relaxing waves.  
 
    <Oh? What did you realize?> Walter asked. 
 
    <I never properly thanked you.> 
 
    <Thanked me? For what? Do you mean generally, or for something in particular? I seem to remember helping you with plenty of things.> 
 
     Erin chuckled. <Hey, no need to get cocky.> 
 
    <I’m just kidding.> 
 
    <I know. What I mean is, I never thanked you for bugging me about finding a romantic partner…. You know, that time when we were working at Laconia and nearly had a serious accident.> 
 
    <I did? Oh yes, I do recall something about that. Vaguely.>  
 
    <Walter!>  
 
    Her AI’s laughter echoed in Erin’s mind. <You put up quite a fight, as I recall.> 
 
    <I did, didn’t I? I guess I’d gotten so used to being single that the idea of a change made me uncomfortable. But you were right. You knew me better than I knew myself.> 
 
    <I don’t know that I’d go that far. But I’m glad it all worked out in the end.> 
 
    <Me too. It worked out even better than I hoped. Now I have two people I love waiting for me whenever I manage to come to Carthage. So thanks. Thanks for bamboozling me into acting on your suggestion.> 
 
    <No problem.> 
 
    After a few more minutes of lazy floating, Erin said, <You were having a lot of fun teasing me. You seem to be in a good mood today.> 
 
    <I am, aren’t I? I guess I’m happy to have had the opportunity to chat with Eamon. The long stints working on the Gamma Sites mean I rarely have the chance to talk to my Carthage-based friends—not without considerable light-lag, that is.> 
 
    <Eamon? Martin’s AI?> Erin asked, her brow furrowing. 
 
    <That’s right.> 
 
    <Huh. I didn’t know you guys were friends.> 
 
    <Oh, yes. Eamon and I go way back.> 
 
    <But, you never told me that,> she pressed. 
 
    <Now that you mention it, I didn’t, did I? But then again, you didn’t ask.> 
 
    <Why would I ask you about something like that?> Erin protested. <How could I be expected to know? Wait, you’re teasing me again, aren’t you?> 
 
    Erin heard Walter’s laughter for a second time. <It’s quite a coincidence that you ended up with Eamon’s human. We were wondering when or if you and Martin might figure it out. We weren’t sure if we should intervene when you two were having your problems, but we decided to leave you to work it out.> 
 
    <Right. So all that time we were at odds with each other, you and Eamon were talking about us behind our backs?> 
 
    <The whole time.> 
 
    <Walter, I wasn’t aware of this slightly sadistic side you have.> 
 
    Erin’s attention was drawn to the shore, where Isa had emerged from the beach house. She stood on the step barefoot, dressed in a bright sarong, her hair twisted up onto her head.  
 
    She called out, “Erin, what are you still doing in the water? You must be wrinkled as a prune. Come and take a shower, or you’ll be late for dinner. Martin says it’s nearly ready.” 
 
    “But it’s so beautiful out here,” Erin responded with a dramatic sweep of her arm above the water. “Do you think we can maybe eat outside?” 
 
    “I’ll ask him. But you better not take too long getting ready. He might just say you can’t have any.” Isa stepped back into the house. 
 
    Erin swam a few lazy strokes to the shallows and waded out of the water onto the beach. Martin wouldn’t carry out the threat Isa mentioned, of course, but Erin didn’t want to waste any more time. Martin could turn prickly if she made them both wait for her. He seemed to take most things in life seriously, and tonight he was cooking by hand, going to a lot of trouble to make the evening special.  
 
    Now that she’d finished hollowing out the last of the moons Tanis wanted for her secret shipyards, Erin could take a whole two weeks of vacation. Up until then, she’d only managed to spend a few days with either Isa or Martin when she had the opportunity to swing by Carthage. This was the first time the three of them would be together for her visit, and she didn’t want to spoil the mood on the very first day.  
 
    Reaching the dry sand above the tide line, she walked the short distance to the open door of the beach house. However, as she was about to step inside, Martin spotted her.  
 
    “Outdoor shower first, don’t forget,” he said, gesturing to the side of the house. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Okay.” Erin had forgotten about the seawater shower that was required before entering Martin’s home.  
 
    She followed the hard path around the house to the shower. The spray activated when she stood beneath the showerhead. As she washed the sand from her feet and legs, she recalled the time she’d wandered into Martin’s house before even meeting him. She’d probably left a trail of sand on the floor for him to discover later; it would have been another transgression to add to the list of reasons she’d given him for hating her presence, though he’d never mentioned it.  
 
    She wondered what else she’d done that had annoyed him. The funniest thing about Martin’s fussiness was that he never complained about anything, but she knew exactly what that twitch of his jaw muscle meant.  
 
    Finally clean of sand, Erin returned to the doorway, where she was allowed inside. The living area was steamy and warm and filled with the smells of supper cooking. Isa was lying on her front on the sofa, watching a vid and wisely staying out of Martin’s way as he cooked in his small kitchen. Erin passed through the room and went to take a hot shower and wash her hair. When she was dry, she dressed in loose pants and a sleeveless top before returning to the living area to find it was empty.  
 
    “We’re out here,” Isa called, spying her through the open door.  
 
    Erin crossed the room and stepped outside. The sight that greeted her made her heart skip a beat. Martin and Isa had created a short walkway and a level rectangle out of boards, and standing on the rectangle was a table and three chairs. The table was formally laid out with a tablecloth, cutlery, plates, glasses, and serving dishes. In the center stood candles in tall, slim candlesticks. The flames flickered in the gentle sea breeze.  
 
    The scene was beautiful, but what really moved Erin was the sight of Isa and Martin. They were talking as they waited for her, and their faces were illuminated by the candlelight and starlight.  
 
    Erin stood in the doorway, drinking in the scene, her heart full. 
 
    Isa noticed that she’d stopped on her way to the table. “Come on, slowpoke. Don’t stand there all goggle-eyed. Come and sit down and stop keeping us waiting.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Martin said. “Hurry up. The appetizer is getting cold.” 
 
    “You two looked so great,” Erin said as she walked the final few steps to the table, giving them a wink as she came within the candlelight. “And then you spoke.”  
 
    Isa grinned. As Erin took her seat, Martin lifted the lid on a dish. The cloud that rose from it held a tang of seawater. Erin suddenly realized she was ravenous.  
 
    “Do you want wine or cream soda?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Cream soda? Out here?” 
 
    “What do you think this place is?” Martin asked. “The boonies? I had a couple of cases delivered.” He was piling cooked shellfish on her plate.  
 
    “Awww, thanks,” Erin said. “But this kind of spread seems to call for wine.” 
 
    Isa filled Erin’s glass and then attacked the seafood Martin had served her. She broke open a mussel and slurped up the soft interior.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” she said with a full mouth. “Try some, Erin. These have to be the best I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    Erin looked down at the steaming pile of shells. Aware of how protective Martin was of the marine organisms he was growing at his site, she asked, “Did you order these in, too?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Absolutely not. They’re no good if they aren’t fresh. I cut them off the rocks about an hour ago. Didn’t you see me?”  
 
    “I did, but I thought you were working.” 
 
    “Only on tonight’s dinner.” 
 
    Silence reigned for a short time as the three demolished the shellfish Martin had gathered and cooked to perfection.  
 
    When she’d taken the edge off her hunger, Erin said to Martin, “Hey, did you know that Walter and Eamon are old friends?” 
 
    “What?” Martin exclaimed. His eyes flicked to the side for a moment as he spoke with his AI. “So they are. Eamon didn’t say a damn thing. I wonder what else they aren’t telling us?” 
 
    “Who knows?” said Erin. 
 
    “I’ve never had an AI,” Isa said. “Doesn’t it feel weird, having another person in your head?” 
 
    “You get used to it,” Erin replied. “Besides, I couldn’t do my job without Walter’s help.” 
 
    “Ugh. Don’t mention jobs,” Isa said. “It’s been months since I quit Placement Services, and I’m still at a loose end. I’ve been thinking maybe I need to broaden my horizons.” 
 
    “You mean leave Carthage?” Martin asked before taking a swallow of wine. He began to collect the plates. 
 
    “Yeah,” Isa replied. “Maybe I should go to Tyre or Athens.” She stopped and gasped, eyes growing wide. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Erin asked. 
 
    “We should take a trip to Athens,” Isa exclaimed. “You would both love it.” 
 
    “You mean now?” asked Erin. “Instead of staying here at Martin’s?” 
 
    “Yes. We have two whole weeks. That’s plenty of time.” 
 
    Martin looked alarmed by the idea. “I don’t know… I can’t. I can’t leave the seeding site for longer than a day or two.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you find someone to keep an eye on things for you?” Isa pleaded. “Athens is amazing. We would have a fantastic time.”  
 
    “Well I love the idea,” said Erin. “I haven’t had the chance to see any of the other terraformed worlds yet, and Athens is certainly the most interesting.” 
 
    Martin still appeared doubtful as he began stacking the plates. “Maybe you two should go by yourselves. You can tell me all about it when you get back.” 
 
    Erin pushed her plate of empty shells over to him. “No, we shouldn’t.”  
 
    From the expressions on Isa’s and Martin’s faces, she realized she’d spoken more vehemently than she’d intended.  
 
    “What I mean is,” she continued, “I love seeing you both when I come to Carthage, but today has made me realize I love it even more when I see you both together. Up until now, it’s been like I’m one half of two separate couples, and it hasn’t felt quite right. This is what feels right. All of us here, like a family.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, all warmth and congeniality seemed to drain from the atmosphere. Martin ceased collecting dishes. A pause stretched out. Isa studied the tabletop intently.  
 
    Erin looked from her to Martin and back to Isa again. “Have I said something wrong? What did I say?” 
 
    Isa took a deep breath and lifted her gaze to meet Martin’s.  
 
    “I’ll tell her if you want,” he said gently. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “No,” Isa replied. “It’s okay. I wanted to, and I will.” 
 
    Erin suddenly understood, and at the same time, she realized she’d always known it would happen and didn’t mind. She saved Isa the awkwardness of spelling it out.  
 
    “Are you about to tell me you’ve been hooking up while I was away at work?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Martin said. “We couldn’t talk to you about it before now, since it’s not the kind of conversation you want to have with light lag. And we didn’t know if we even needed to have that conversation. We didn’t set any rules about what we expect from each other or the relationship, and Isa and I guessed it would be okay, so….”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Erin said. “In a way, I’m glad you didn’t ask me. Like you say, you don’t need my permission to get together, and even if I thought you did, that would have been a weird decision to be consulted on. I doubt even Walter would have had any advice for me.” 
 
    <I’m not sure about that,> said her AI. 
 
    “And,” Erin added to Isa and Martin while mentally rolling her eyes at Walter, “it certainly makes the sleeping arrangements for tonight less awkward.” She flashed a smile. 
 
    They all laughed, and in an instant, the tension was gone. 
 
    “Great,” said Martin, rising to his feet and resuming tidying the table. “Time for our steaks.” 
 
    “Steaks?” said Isa. “Don’t tell me you fished a cow out of the ocean too?” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m talking about fish steaks. I released some sharks this morning before you two arrived. They’re engineered to have a natural aversion to humans, but one of them gave me the stink eye. He should taste fantastic.” 
 
    Erin chuckled, briefly wondering if Martin was serious, and lifted her glass to take a sip of wine. She nearly spat it out again as someone she least expected to hear from suddenly reached out to her over the Link. 
 
    <Erin?> 
 
    <Tanis?>  
 
    The governor’s tone sounded both serious and urgent. Erin put down her glass, wondering what Tanis could want at such a late hour. 
 
    <I know you only arrived in Carthage this morning, and I know this is your first real vacation in, er….> 
 
    Erin herself didn’t know the answer to that question, either. She doubted Tanis would find one in her file. 
 
    <Damn…. You need to take more vacations. Not that I can talk, I suppose,> Tanis muttered after a moment. <Well that makes me feel worse about this, but there’s been an accident in the Cyprus Asteroids out by Macedon. Actually, calling it an accident is a serious understatement. One of the larger asteroids that was laden with uraninite fractured from an explosion.  
 
    <The engineers running the operation are a bit stumped as to why it happened, and after working on all the Gamma Sites, both at the Kap and here, I feel like you have the most practical experience in this sort of thing.> 
 
    <Are you sure about that?> Erin asked. <I imagine some of the planetary engineers would be better suited. You do recall that I was originally in charge of building space stations? Someday I’d like to do that again.> 
 
    A soft yet rueful laugh came from Tanis. <OK, noted. You’re right, some of the planetary engineers would be just as good, and feel free to consult them if needed, but from what you’ve told me, there’s a lot of nuance to working these less stable masses than a planet. Your reports from the Laconia incident showed that. Also…some of the other candidates don’t quite have the right personalities for this. You see, one of the pilots died, and a number of others were injured. I trust you to handle the investigation the right way, Erin.> 
 
    <OK,> she replied, trying to keep the resignation from her voice. <I can see that.> 
 
    Tanis didn’t reply for a moment. <Umm…you know, they still have to do a lot of work to contain the ejecta and get things cleaned up. Why don’t you stay on Carthage tonight and leave first thing tomorrow? I’ll have a ship waiting for you.> 
 
    Erin looked up to see that both Martin and Isa were watching her. She realized her expression was probably doing a good job at conveying the bad news.  
 
    <Thank you, Tanis. I’ll leave in the morning. Send me the details.>  
 
    Her good mood had all but entirely deflated. 
 
    <Thanks, Erin. I really appreciate it, and I’m sorry to make you cut your vacation short. As soon as this is over, feel free to take as much time off as you’d like.> 
 
    Then Tanis was gone, likely dealing with one of the thousand other things that demanded her attention on a daily basis.  
 
    Erin drew in a breath, mentally preparing herself to fill Martin and Isa in on her change of plan, but Isa said, “You aren’t leaving right now, are you? Tell me you’re staying tonight at least.” 
 
    Erin said, “I am staying tonight.” 
 
    “So let’s concentrate on enjoying this evening,” said Martin, topping up her glass. “Ready to eat a naughty shark?” 
 
    Isa’s eyes grew wide. “You were serious about that?”

  

 
   
    FALLOUT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.08.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Euphemia, Cyprus Asteroid Group 
 
    REGION: Macedon, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin waited on the bridge of the Euphemia, one of the newly assembled ore haulers, gazing at the forward display’s depiction of the activity surrounding Irridia.  
 
    Over a tenth of the asteroid had broken free in the incident. The hundred-kilometer chunk of rock scattering into dozens of smaller asteroids, all of which had to be corralled and brought back to the main site.  
 
    The Cyprus Asteroids were a group of rocks that had been moved close to the dwarf planet Macedon by the FGT. They didn’t orbit the larger body, but instead, made their way around Canaan Prime in a close resonant orbit. 
 
    As a result, the largest chunk of Irridia had been captured by Macedon and was a few weeks away from becoming the dwarf planet’s third moon. 
 
    Erin planned to recommend that they let it maintain its course until they were ready to mine it. At this point, bringing it back to the asteroid group would just be a waste of fuel.  
 
    Nearby, Pippa and Anwen were finishing up their final report for Erin after both apologizing profusely for not having it ready, explaining that the work to manage the site had delayed them. 
 
    After assuring them that their priorities were in the right place, Erin had settled in to wait—having already gone over the preliminaries on the flight to the Euphemia.  
 
    Like most of the service vessels that had been packed into the massive cargo containers and transported from Sol on the Intrepid, the Euphemia was bare-boned and basic. What you saw really was just about all that you got. 
 
    Even though it was not an elaborate vessel, Erin doubted it had been a mistake on the part of the ship’s AI, or a fault in its equipment, that had led to the accident.  
 
    Almost certainly looking at human error on this one, she thought gravely as she turned her gaze from the external view to the pair of engineers.  
 
    Pippa and Anwen Dhami were twin sisters who reminded Erin of Greek goddesses. They were large-framed and robust-looking, yet still feminine. They wore their strawberry blonde hair in the same style: a single pigtail that ended halfway down their backs, which gave them a decidedly youthful look.  
 
    Their appearance and affectations were fitting, given their ages. Leading the Cyprus Asteroids mining operation was the first high-level position the two women had been assigned. A quick check of their age suggested that the Earth-born women hadn’t yet undergone a single rejuvenation treatment.  
 
    The thought caused Erin to recall Sasha, the engineer who had helped with the construction of the SATC. She’d also been very young, yet she’d turned out to be competent and reliable.  
 
    Was the same true of Pippa and Anwen? An accident, its injuries, and the resulting fatality implied seriously poor judgement on someone’s part. Even if neither of the lead engineers were directly responsible, the buck had to stop somewhere.  
 
    “You should have all the information you need now,” Pippa said, turning toward Erin from a control screen. “Sorry for the wait.” 
 
    “No problem,” said Erin. “How long till the clean-up is complete?” 
 
    Anwen also turned to face her. She was pale and her eyes were red. “A few more hours until everything is contained. We lost some equipment that we’ll need to replace, and then we’ll have to decide if we exclusively work that site to clear it out, or let it stabilize on its own for a while.” 
 
    Erin nodded. “I suspect that will have as much to do with the quotas you have for Irridia’s materials as not. What of the pilots and other crew?” she asked. “I know there was a fatality, but was anyone else seriously injured?” 
 
    “No,” Anwen replied. “A few of the other ships were hit, but they were newer craft with grav shields and didn’t suffer major damage. There was only one direct collision. We reached the victim as quickly as we could, but….”  
 
    Erin remembered the medic’s report she’d read. ‘There wasn’t enough of him left to save.’ She was tempted to offer words of comfort to Anwen, but she didn’t want to assuage the woman’s guilt prematurely. If the operation’s leaders were responsible for the handler’s death, they would have to accept that, along with any consequences that followed. 
 
    “Carry on,” Erin said, though not unkindly. 
 
    Anwen swallowed and said, “His name was Jacob Cimorelli. He was a good pilot. I only met him once, but he seemed like a nice person. In his will, he said that if he died while on the job, he wanted to be buried in space. We’re holding his funeral soon.” 
 
    “I’ll attend,” Erin said quietly. “In the meanwhile, I’d like to speak to each of you separately. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”  
 
    Though the raw data had told her a lot, she needed to hear the project leaders’ personal perspectives on what had happened. 
 
    In a small side room, she listened as first Anwen and then Pippa told their version of events. While the women talked, Erin briefly wondered if the women had that twins’ quirk, where they pretended to be their sibling in order to fool people. If not for their Link presence, she would have been challenged to tell them apart, and she could tell from how they spoke that they thought in very similar ways, too.  
 
    As she absorbed the facts and events related in the two narratives, Erin couldn’t find fault with either of the engineers’ execution of their duties. The accident had occurred at the end of a rotation. An especially rich vein of uraninite had been discovered on Irridia, and the twins had organized their teams to mine it. The explosions that had gone off prematurely had been intended to separate the uraninite ore from the surrounding rock. 
 
    Based on the engineers’ accounts, they had carefully bored shafts and set the charges well away from the potentially explosive uranium.  
 
    The most logical explanation was that either the survey data was wrong, or the uraninite contained more uranium-235 than expected. Unlike uranium-238—which was far more common in nature—235 was a fissile element and could initiate a chain reaction. 
 
    Preliminary scan data was inconclusive, largely because of all the radioactive dust that was on and around the Euphemia. Direct samples would yield more information—and Erin had also sent messages to the teams who managed the sensor webs being set up at the edge of the system to let her know if they’d had anything pointed toward Irridia when the explosions had occurred.   
 
    The two women’s accounts corresponded very well with the information Erin had from the ship’s sensors. As she listened to them relate their procedures, precautions, and decision making, Erin doubted that she would have operated any differently.  
 
    So what caused the disaster? 
 
    She was wrapping up her interview with Pippa when a man burst into the room.  
 
    “Are you the investigator they sent from Carthage?” he demanded, glaring at Erin.  
 
    He was lanky and dark-haired, and his eyes held a stark intensity that immediately set her on edge.  
 
    “Max, what are you doing here?” Pippa said crossly. “Why aren’t you managing the clean-up crew?” 
 
    “I want to speak to you,” he demanded of Erin, ignoring Pippa. “They wouldn’t let me. No one even told me you’d arrived.”  
 
    Erin checked the staff list and found the name Max Rasner. He was a pilot supervisor. “I do want to hear what you have to say, but I’ll call you in when I’m ready. Please wait outside.” 
 
    The man hesitated as if about to give an angry retort, but then he spun on his heel and stomped out.  
 
    “We didn’t tell him he couldn’t see you.” Pippa’s eyes grew worried and her tone apologetic as the door closed. “I only told him that securing the site was the first priority. His team’s not done, but I guess he flew back anyway.” 
 
    “He seems quite a character,” Erin remarked. 
 
    “Max isn’t the easiest person to work with.” Pippa’s lips drew into a thin line, as though she were forcing herself to leave it at that. 
 
    “Okay,” Erin said. “Is there anything else you want to tell me? Do you have any ideas about what might have caused the accident?” 
 
    “There isn’t a lot more to tell,” said Pippa. “Everything was progressing normally. We’d extracted most of the uraninite in that seam, and only a final few detonations were required to loosen up and pull out the remainder. The next shift’s handlers were moving into position, and the explosions went off as planned, but it was far more energetic than it should have been. Then the fractures started to form and… Stars…we were all caught entirely unawares. The only explanation I can think of is that there must have been concentrations of uranium that were more pure than we anticipated. Either that or more U235, but I think undetected faults are more likely. Maybe we should have rescanned or double-checked the readings….”  
 
    “Sometimes we do our very best and accidents still happen,” Erin said. “That’s where I’m leaning as well, but I want a full report from you on every detail leading up to the accident, no matter how insignificant it might seem. Anwen is doing the same. You have different areas of responsibility, and I want everything covered. I’ll speak to the shift supervisor now. Please tell him he can come in.” 
 
    Erin caught a glimpse of Max Rasner as Pippa left. He was leaning against the bulkhead, picking his teeth with a fingernail. As Pippa went out, he pushed himself upright. A second later, the door flew open, and he rushed into the room. 
 
    “What did they say?” he demanded. 
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” Erin said. “Sit down.” 
 
    He gave her a surly look and threw himself into a seat. 
 
    “You were supervising the team when the accident happened,” Erin said. “What did you see?” 
 
    “What did I see? Billions of tons of rock flying through space. A man dying. But that isn’t what I’m here to talk to you about.” 
 
    Erin cocked an eyebrow and leaned back in her chair. “Is that so? What are you here to talk to me about? Is it related to the accident?” 
 
    “Those two,” Max jabbed a thumb toward the bridge, “are incompetent. They’re not up to the task. They should never have been put in charge.” 
 
    “Really.” Erin folded her arms and tilted her head. 
 
    “Yeah. If it weren’t for that pair of idiots, the accident would never have happened.” 
 
    The supervisor launched into a tirade about how Pippa and Anwen were far too inexperienced to be leading the project, how they didn’t know anything about mining objects as large as Irridia, and how they’d made error after error, clearly only having received the leadership position because they were from Sol, when just about any Sirian-born Noctus knew far more than they did. 
 
    Erin let him rant, reading through his file as he carried on. Max Rasner had risen from the lowest entry position to supervisor while working at Victoria, but he hadn’t managed to rise any higher. He’d applied for numerous lead positions, both before and after arriving at New Canaan, and had been turned down for every one. It wasn’t hard for Erin to see why. 
 
    When he’d finally run out of criticisms for his managers, Erin said, “And the person who should have been running this operation is…. Let me guess—you?” 
 
    “I was ready for it,” Max barked. “I’ve been tearing down asteroids since before those two were decanted from their multi-womb—or whatever they did back in Sol. I could have done the job blind. Why they put those bitches—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Erin exclaimed, leaning forward and hitting the table with a fist. “Another word, and I’ll have a conversation with Abby Redding about you.” She quickly checked the supervisor’s file again. “Which, it turns out, will probably be the final straw.” 
 
    The man teetered on the edge of answering back. Finally, he spat, “Huh. You people from Sol are all the same.” 
 
    Erin pressed her lips into a thin line for several long seconds before she said, “Tell me what you did in the hours preceding the accident.” 
 
    Max gave a brief account. When he’d finished, Erin asked, “Do you have anything to tell me about what might have caused the disaster?”  
 
    “What difference would it make if I did? Would you take my word over theirs?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She resisted the urge to throw her hands into the air. “This isn’t a popularity contest. I’m not taking anyone’s word about anything. I’m trying to find out what the hell happened that resulted in a man losing his life. Now, do you have something to tell me or not?” 
 
    “I guess I don’t. Can I leave now?” 
 
    “Yes. I want your full report in three hours,” Erin said as Max marched out.  
 
    The man didn’t acknowledge her request. She made a mental note to check that his report arrived before the deadline she’d set. If it didn’t, he would be out of a job. As it was, she marked him down for retraining. The poor attitude and insubordination he’d displayed wasn’t only unacceptable for someone in his position, it was dangerous. The tension and animosity he undoubtedly created could result in his crew making mistakes. Perhaps she didn’t have to look much farther to find the cause of the accident.  
 
    <What a shame,> Erin said to Walter as she read more of Max’s professional background. 
 
    <You mean that Max must actually be good at his job to have lasted so long while being a raging ass?> 
 
    <Exactly. He must know what he’s doing, or no one would have put up with him for very long. I wonder what his beef is?> 
 
    Pippa returned, poking her head through the doorway. “Has Max gone? I didn’t want to intrude on your conversation with him.” 
 
    “He has. Our discussion was brief and painful.” 
 
    Pippa gave a short laugh. “I’m not surprised. I hope he wasn’t too trying.” 
 
    “I don’t like to talk about staff behind their backs,” Erin said, “but, wow. You two drew the short straw with that one.” 
 
    “You can say that again. I wanted to ask you if you’ll be staying on the ship or returning to Carthage on the next shuttle out?” 
 
    “I’ll be staying here until I’ve completed the investigation—and that’s going to take a while. I want to inspect the initial explosion’s site—as much as I can—and take some readings. I—”  
 
    Erin had been about to say she didn’t think Pippa’s explanation answered all the questions she had, but she didn’t want to influence what the engineer might put in her report. 
 
    “Yes?” Pippa asked. 
 
    “I only need a small cabin. There’s no need to put me anywhere special.” 
 
    “That’s lucky,” said Pippa. “Plain and simple is all we’ve got. Oh, and…the funeral for Jacob is about to go ahead.” 
 
    “Okay. Lead the way.” 
 
    Erin followed Pippa through the Euphemia to one of its vast, echoing interior holds, where what remained of Jacob Cimorelli lay enclosed in a body bag outside of an ore discharger. The device was normally used to launch ore out of the hold toward receiving nets at the refineries.  
 
    The discharger seemed like overkill to send the deceased out to his final resting place, but Erin could see the sense in the choice. They couldn’t simply push the body out of an airlock, because a frozen corpse floating around the system would be a navigation hazard. The discharger would set Jacob Cimorelli on a trajectory that would eventually take him to Canaan Prime. There, he would be reduced to atoms that would ultimately wander the galaxy for eternity. Erin hadn’t often considered the prospect of her own death, but she decided that if it came to it, Jacob’s final fate wasn’t a bad way to go. 
 
     The hold was full of pilots, surface miners, and ship’s crew paying their respects. As she drew closer to the body bag, Erin saw that it was covered in notes that had been printed out and stuck to it. They were messages from Jacob’s co-workers and friends aboard the ship. The man had clearly been popular.  
 
    Anwen was already present, but Max didn’t seem to be anywhere in the crowd, from what Erin could tell. The place was somber and silent except for the shuffling of feet.  
 
    “Are you going to say something?” Erin whispered to Pippa, wondering if she should take on the role as the person with the highest seniority. 
 
    “No,” Pippa replied. “The pilots asked if they could conduct the ceremony. We didn’t object. They knew Jacob better than us.” 
 
    When no one else had arrived for a few minutes, one of the pilots stepped forward and began to speak. She told the crowd about Jacob’s life, how he was a Marsian who had applied to join the Intrepid in its earliest days, and about how he’d been dedicated to his work and well-liked.  
 
    “We do a hard job,” said the pilot, “one that’s more dangerous than most, though it’s rare that one of us ends up like poor Jacob.” She looked down and shook her head. “It isn’t right that he died. We came here for a better life. A long, happy, and fruitful life. Let’s hope that whatever went wrong, it never happens again.” 
 
    The allusion to her investigation didn’t go unnoticed by Erin. But if the pilots thought she might not take it as seriously as she should, they were wrong. 
 
    The woman continued. “Goodbye, Jacob, from all of us. We won’t forget you.” She stepped backward, and four more pilots moved forward.  
 
    “Oh, wait a moment,” said Anwen. “I have something for him.” She took a small, portable media player from a pocket, sniffed, and said, “I heard Jacob liked to listen to this.” She turned the player on, and music filled the space. It was an opera. Anwen gave the device to one of the pilots.  
 
    The man bent down to the bag, pulled down a short length of the zipper, and slipped the device inside. He closed the bag, muffling the music. The pilots carried the remains into the discharger. When they’d placed the bag down on the metal floor and returned to the hold, the discharger’s doors ground heavily together. 
 
    A few moments later, after a roar and a shudder, Jacob Cimorelli began his final journey. 
 
    The pilots, miners, and crew began to file out of the hold. As they left, Erin was already going over the fresh readings that the clean-up teams had gathered. She couldn’t shake her impression that something wasn’t right.  
 
    Pippa’s explanation that undetected uranium-235 added to the explosion that fractured undetected fault lines seemed to be the only plausible one, but that would have required the survey teams to have made two significant mistakes, and from what she could see, they’d been very thorough. 
 
     After her encounter with Hart trying to steal the picotech last year—combined with the trouble that had plagued projects back on Victoria—her encounter with Max was causing Erin to consider sabotage. It wouldn’t greatly surprise her if the supervisor had done something like this to try to discredit Pippa and Anwen. Had he thought that when they were removed from their positions, he would be the obvious choice to take over for them? 
 
    If she was right, Max was a danger to anyone he worked with. Still, she couldn’t do anything based on simple suspicion. She needed proof.  
 
    Erin began to check the survey data again. Whatever had happened, she would get to the bottom of it. Jacob Cimorelli deserved justice. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    REPORTING IN  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.11.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Parliamentary Buildings, Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis rose from her desk as Erin appeared at the entrance to her office, a tired smile on her lips. 
 
    “Erin, you didn’t have to stop by in person. I’ve taken up enough of your time with this—hopefully your vacation partners are still available.” 
 
    “Well, I came down the elevator,” Erin replied with a shrug as she entered. “It’s only a few klicks from here, and I thought it would be easier to give you the update in person.” 
 
    Having met with Tanis in her offices many times before, Erin moved to the couches near the tall windows and sat heavily. Tanis followed, and sat across from her.  
 
    “I get the feeling you’re not satisfied with your findings,” she said.  
 
    “You’d be right,” Erin heaved a sigh and leant forward to pour herself a glass of water. “There’s something there that I’ve not been able to put my finger on. The twins—Pippa and Anwen—did everything right, the survey teams didn’t make any mistake that Walter and I can discern, and the detonations were dialed in correctly.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” Tanis asked. “I can’t imagine that there’s anything left of the actual explosives.” 
 
    Erin’s shoulders heaved as she gave a rueful laugh. “Well, you’re right about that. When you have several successive nuclear blasts go off, it tends to mess with the evidence. On top of that, the rotation supervisor, a real…well…touchy guy named Max, had the clean-up crews push a lot of the ejecta right back onto the asteroid, burying the location of the initial explosions.” 
 
    “I can imagine that makes it hard to piece together what went on.” Tanis gave an understanding nod, feeling that it had been unfair to saddle Erin with such a mystery after the woman had worked nonstop for years to get the Gamma Sites—not to mention important parts of Carthage’s infrastructure—up and running.  
 
    “More than a little,” Erin replied. “They were hauling so much uraninite around, the whole area was suffused with radioactive isotopes—which played havoc with all the local ships’ scan. If I had solid readings on the alpha, beta, and gamma particles that came off the explosions, I’d have a much clearer picture.” 
 
    The fact that it seemed almost impossible for Erin to know exactly what had gone on—in part because of the method used to clean up the site—got Tanis wondering if there was something suspicious at play. She saw the same concern in Erin’s eyes.  
 
    “You suspect this Max, don’t you?” Tanis asked.  
 
    Erin nodded slowly. “I do, but I feel a bit guilty about it. The guy’s an ass, and he seems to have always been. Either this is his magnum opus, or I’m just feeling inclined to pin it on him because of how big of a…well, you get the picture.” 
 
    Tanis couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, I think I do.” She rose and walked to the window, gazing out over the ever-growing city of Landfall. 
 
    “You know, Erin…when we offered colony slots to any Noctus who wanted to come along back at The Kap, I thought we’d get mostly people who really wanted to be a part of this colony. I thought the types who resented us would stay behind, but we seem to have brought a fair number of them along.” 
 
    “Oh?” Erin asked. “Is Max not atypical?” 
 
    “Well…to be fair, he still is, but given the fact that here at New Canaan everyone is on an equal footing, you’d think that they’d have no reason to complain—but complain they do.” 
 
    <It’ll even out,> Angela, the AI paired with Tanis, added. <Even though they were planning to come to build another colony with us, things…well, things still turned out a lot different.> 
 
    Tanis knew what Angela meant—and could see that knowledge mirrored on Erin’s face. Not only had Kapteyn’s Streamer pushed them forward in time nearly five thousand years, but those five thousand years had been some of the most war-torn in humanity’s history.  
 
    Everyone felt some amount of guilt, knowing that the colony they’d built at Kapteyn’s Star was gone, destroyed by the Sirians.  
 
    What was even harder to deal with was the loss of Earth and Mars; fully one quarter of the people in the colony had grown up on those planets. The knowledge that the Jovians had razed those worlds was not easy to deal with. 
 
    Tanis often wondered if that was why colonists like Erin threw themselves into their work, to give all their focus to building this new home and making it as safe as possible so that what had happened back in the Sol System and then at Kapteyn’s Star could never be repeated in New Canaan. 
 
    “So what’s next?” Tanis asked. “With the investigation—not malcontents. That’s more my issue to deal with.” 
 
    Erin took a sip of her water before setting her glass down and walking toward the windows. 
 
    “Well, I have the folks managing the heliopause sensors running through their data to see if they picked up anything from the blast, but so far nothing. They look outward a lot more than inward. In a week or so, they’ll have pulled all the debris back off Irridia and they can take radiological samples from the body of the asteroid, not the ejecta that suffered subsequent blasts. That should give a much clearer picture of what the original explosion looked like.” 
 
    Tanis placed a hand on Erin’s shoulder. “So what you’re telling me is that you don’t need to be anywhere in particular until then.” 
 
    Erin gave her a sidelong glance. “You giving me permission to relax, Tanis?” 
 
    “Would it work if it was an order?” 
 
    “And what about you?” Erin asked, looking into Tanis’s eyes. “I’m surprised you’ve not grown to your chair in here. I hope you manage to get away, too.” 
 
    Tanis ran a hand along her hair and tightened her ponytail. “Yeah, I’ve established a rule for the weekends that is essentially ‘Unless a planet is about to crash into Canaan Prime, it can wait till next week’.” 
 
    <Which seems to work about half the time,> Angela added. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Erin said. “Some people have trouble gauging the immediacy of the crisis.” 
 
    “Well, next week we move out to the ranch.” Tanis gave a heartfelt sigh. “That should give me a bit of a buffer when I’m out there.”  
 
    “Oh wow!” Erin exclaimed. “A ranch? As in with horses?” 
 
    “That’s just the type,” Tanis replied. “I used to ride when I was younger. I want to teach Cary. You know, once we get settled, I’ll have a little get-together. You’re on the invite list, of course. You can bring Martin and Isa, too.” 
 
    Erin’s eyes grew wide. “Are you keeping tabs on me, Tanis?” 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “Half the time I reach out to you while you’re on Carthage, your location is with Isa or Martin. And the other day, you were with both of them out on the coast. Doesn’t take Earnest Redding to figure out that you’re finally settling down.” 
 
    “What are you, my mom?” Erin asked with a laugh. 
 
    Tanis tilted her head as she regarded the engineer. “Maybe. Do you need one? I could give you ‘the talk’ before you head back to the beach.” 
 
    “Tanis!” Erin exclaimed. “Is this how you’re going to make me take some time off? By embarrassing me out of your office?” 
 
    “Will it work?” Tanis asked with a chuckle.  
 
    Erin gave the governor a steady look. “Thanks, Tanis.” 
 
    “For?”  
 
    “Helping me keep perspective.” 
 
    Tanis gave Erin a knowing look. “Earnest always says that entropy hits perspective the hardest.” 
 
    <No he doesn’t,> Angela said privately to Tanis. 
 
    <Well, he said it once.> 
 
    <That was Abby.> 
 
    <Oh.> 
 
    “OK, Tanis,” Erin held out her hand. “I’ll get you the official report and then head back to the coast.” 
 
    Tanis shook Erin’s hand and then put a hand on the engineer’s shoulder and turned her about. “You’ll do no such thing. I have a car waiting outside to take you to the coast. Get me the report after you have all the facts.” 
 
    “You sure?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Yeah. You have fun, and I’ll live vicariously through you. Right now, I need to prepare for a meeting with the leader of the opposition, who is pushing back on my plans to bolster the military further. Don’t you just love the parliamentary system?” 
 
    “Didn’t you advocate for that form of government?” Erin asked as she paused at the door. 
 
    “Off with you!” Tanis said, making a shooing motion. “I have Angela, I don’t need you reminding me of my mistakes as well.”

  

 
   
    ATHENS BOUND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.13.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: High Carthage Station 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa stood between Erin and Martin as they waited to board the shuttle that would take them to the Odyssey. At long last, the three of them would be able to spend some quality time together. And what better place to spend it than Athens?  
 
    Nursing a slender hope that she might see the friend she’d made on her last visit, Isa stood on her tiptoes and peered down the line and around the air and spaceport, but Usef’s hulking figure was nowhere in evidence. She guessed it would have been quite a coincidence if they’d ended up taking the same flight again.  
 
    “Are you looking for something?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Not something—someone,” Isa replied. “The last time I took this trip, I met a really nice guy. He showed me the ropes and helped me have a good time. He’s great fun to be around, a real party animal. He told me he goes to Athens whenever he has a chance, so I was hoping I might see him again. But it doesn’t look like he’s here.” 
 
    “He might already be on Athens,” said Erin.  
 
    “Yeah, he might. If he is, I’ll be able to introduce you. I booked us into the hotel where he always stays. I stayed there too, last time. I think you’ll love it. It’s really quaint, with real wooden furniture and drapes and all kinds of old-fashioned stuff. I was in one of the regular rooms for my last visit, but this time I booked a ‘full traditional’ suite for us.” 
 
    “Full traditional?” Martin asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Hmm… I know you can’t use the Link to control anything in the room. It’s all manual,” Isa replied, “but apart from that I’m not exactly sure. The description said it was a step back in time.” 
 
    “I’m intrigued,” Erin remarked. “I have to say, you’ve really got my hopes up for this vacation, Isa. You always make Athens sound great.” 
 
    “It’s unforgettable,” said Isa. “You’ll see.” She put an arm around Erin’s shoulders. “You have to promise not to brood about your investigation, though. I know it’s bothering you, but you deserve some relaxation time.”  
 
    “Okay,” Erin replied, smiling. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Martin. “If I can manage to forget about work for a week, so can you. I’m looking forward to spending time with the two most important people in my life. I don’t even mind being away from the seeding site.” 
 
    “You really don’t?” Isa teased. 
 
    “Well, only a little bit. I asked a colleague, Cameron, to stay there for a few days while we’re away. He owes me a favor, and I trust him to keep an eye on everything.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re boarding,” said Erin.  
 
    The line had begun to move. They followed the other passengers onto the shuttle and found their seats, stowing their minimal baggage. Isa had told the other two they wouldn’t need to bring much more than swimwear for the trip.  
 
    The cabin filled quickly and, before long, neared full capacity. Athens was certainly a popular destination for Carthaginians.  
 
    Isa strapped in for the short flight up to the Odyssey. A last few stragglers appeared and took their seats. It was nearly departure time, and the shuttle was about to shut its doors, when another figure rushed aboard. 
 
    “Usef,” Isa exclaimed.  
 
    She tried to stand, but her safety straps held her down. She unsnapped them and jumped up.  
 
    Usef grinned and strode down the aisle toward her, gasping for breath. He’d clearly run to the gate.  
 
    “Isa,” he exclaimed. “Great to see you.” 
 
    They met with a hug, Isa’s arms failing to make it even halfway around her friend’s muscled chest. 
 
    “I’d hoped we might meet up again,” Isa said.  
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Usef replied.  
 
     Suddenly, he stiffened and drew away from her.  
 
    “I-I better go to my seat,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Uh, okay,” Isa replied, looking up into Usef’s face.  
 
    He was staring, shocked, at something behind her. Isa followed his gaze and was surprised to find he was looking at Erin.  
 
    “Major?” said Erin, returning Usef’s stare. 
 
    “Ma’am,” he replied, looking uncomfortable. Picking up his bag from where he’d dropped it to hug Isa, he said, “I’ll see you….” The rest of his sentence dried up. Without another word, he walked down the aisle to his seat.  
 
    Isa watched, mystified, as Usef stowed his luggage and sat down without looking at her. His friendly expression had transformed to troubled confusion. 
 
    Isa was also confused. She took her seat again as the shuttle door closed.  
 
    Erin leaned across Martin to whisper, “That’s the friend you were telling us about? Major Usef?” 
 
    “Yes. He told me he was a Marine. I didn’t know he was an officer.” 
 
    “He’s an officer all right, and a pretty well-respected one, at that. He helped me with some tricky work last year. But I don’t understand…. Weren’t you saying he’s a party animal? Are you sure you’ve got the right guy?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” Isa replied. “What I don’t get is what just happened. Is something wrong? He started acting really weird as soon as he spotted you.” 
 
    “He did, didn’t he?” Erin smiled to herself as she leaned back in her seat. “I’m looking forward to this trip even more now. I can’t wait to see how the major behaves when he’s off duty.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The servitor at the cocktail lounge aboard the Odyssey had been replaced by a human bartender, a burly man whose blond hair was so pale it was almost white. He was pouring out a drink as the three vacationers took seats at the bar. When he’d finished serving his customer, he turned to Isa. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Mikkel. What can I get you?” 
 
    “Hi, Mikkel,” said Isa. “Hot Buttered Fusion Flames all round.” 
 
    “Sure,” the barkeep replied. “But did you know we have a new menu?” 
 
    “You do?” Isa looked it up and saw a long list of exotic drinks. “Whoa. This is going to take a minute.” 
 
    “No problem. Take your time,” said Mikkel and he picked up a glass to polish. 
 
    “Guys,” Isa said to Martin and Erin, “check out the cocktails.”  
 
    “Mmmm… Bacon Liqueur Twist,” Erin read out loud. “Chocolate liqueur, vodka, whipped cream, a stick of chocolate-covered bacon, and a cherry on top.” She chuckled. “I wonder what notable member of New Canaan society that was created to honor?” 
 
    “Listen to this,” said Isa. “Atomic Sunrise. An orange mushroom cloud bursts up from the bottom of the glass, produces a brief ‘Opa!’ effect, and then fades to dark purple.” 
 
    Martin said, “I think I’ll have a Universal Untranslator.” 
 
    Isa read the description and asked, “Are you sure? That’s a powerful concoction.”  
 
    “I’m on my first proper vacation in about five thousand years. I might as well push the boat out.” 
 
    Erin snorted with laughter. “Not literally, for once.” 
 
    “I can’t decide,” Isa whined. “They all look great.” She asked Mikkel, “What would you recommend?” 
 
    “Well…” He looked her up and down. “I wouldn’t want to give you something too strong for you to handle.” 
 
    “She’s a Noctus,” Erin said. 
 
    “Ah! Okay, in that case, I’d suggest a Skjaldemjød.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” Isa asked. 
 
    “It’s what Odin drinks in Valhalla that gives him the gift of poetry. In the myth, the main ingredient is Kvasars’ blood, but I made some substitutions.” Mikkel flashed a broad grin. 
 
    “I’ll have it,” Isa announced. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know what’s in it?” asked Martin. 
 
    “Nope,” Isa replied. 
 
    “You’re the best kind of customer,” said Mikkel. “And, to be honest, it’s probably better that you don’t know.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous,” intoned Erin. “I’m going to have—”  
 
    “Don’t you dare say cream soda,” Isa interjected.  
 
    “Huh,” said Erin derisively. “Cream soda is delicious. But I’m prepared to try something different for a special occasion. I’m going to go for—” 
 
    “Wait,” said Isa. “Let me guess. A Naked Atom?” 
 
    Erin shook her head. “Try again.” 
 
    “A Slippery Black Hole? Photon Bomb?” 
 
    “Wrong both times.” 
 
    “I know,” said Martin. “A Deep Space Delight.” 
 
    “No,” said Erin. “That’s going to be you later, my dear.”  
 
    Isa guffawed. She was delighted that her two partners were loosening up. They could both be a little straight-laced at times, though Martin more so than Erin. Isa hoped they would let their hair down in Athens; it was the kind of place that mandated it, if you actually wanted to have a good time. 
 
    “I give up,” she said between giggles. “Don’t keep us in suspense. What are you having?” 
 
    “A Quantum,” Erin replied. “The description says, ‘Did you drink it or not’?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Mikkel, “I should probably change that. I can pretty much guarantee you’ll know you drank it.” 
 
    “What the hell,” said Erin. “I’ll have it anyway.” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s one Universal Untranslator, one Skjaldemjød, and one Quantum coming right up.” 
 
    As Mikkel turned to his extensive stock of bottles, Isa spotted a familiar figure in the corner of her vision. She turned just in time to see Usef pass through the entrance to the lounge, but it seemed that he’d changed his mind about coming in and was leaving.  
 
    “Usef,” she called. “Come and join us.” 
 
    Her friend hesitated in the doorway, and Isa realized with embarrassment that it was because he’d seen her group. She’d put him in a difficult position. Would he pretend he hadn’t heard her invitation? But Usef swung around, an unnatural smile fixed on his face, and walked stiffly over. 
 
    “Hi,” he said as he perched his considerable frame on a bar stool. “I see you brought some friends this time.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Isa. “This is Martin.” 
 
    Usef reached over the bar to shake hands with him. 
 
    “And I think you already know Erin?” 
 
    “We have met,” said Erin, “under very different circumstances. It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    Usef said, “You too, ma’am.” He ordered a cocktail from Mikkel, then sat in silence, his elbows on the bar, his gaze fixed on a spot about a meter in front of his nose.  
 
    Isa chatted awkwardly with Erin and Martin for a couple of minutes. She also tried speaking to Usef, but he would only give monosyllabic answers. She regretted inviting him, and wondered what was making him so uncomfortable. His demeanor had entirely killed the party mood. She was beginning to understand why Erin had checked that they were talking about the same person. 
 
    “So, Major,” Erin said, putting down her glass and turning to Usef, “how is military life treating you?” 
 
    “Well enough, ma’am.” He accepted his cocktail from Mikkel. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” said Erin. Her expression and tone were as serious as Usef’s, but she had a mischievous look in her eye that Isa had gotten to know well. “Been on any interesting operations lately?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m unable to answer that,” Usef said. “All operational details are classified.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Erin. “So what else have you been doing? It sounds like you lead an exciting life outside of work. Isa told me what you did when she last saw you. I have to say, I’m looking forward to seeing your one-handed handstand on a surfboard trick.” 
 
    “One-handed handstand while surfing?” Martin asked. “Fantastic. I never managed that.” 
 
    “I… Well, I… don’t think…” Usef downed half his cocktail in one swallow. He stared ahead morosely, unspeaking.  
 
    Isa was reminded of an automaton with a busted circuit, stuck in a behavior loop. 
 
    Erin was biting her lip, trying not to laugh. After an awkward moment during which no one spoke, she suddenly lost control and collapsed, guffawing. She doubled over, and for a while she couldn’t speak.  
 
    Finally, between chuckles, she said, “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t help myself. I’m a bad person. Major Usef, please, I’m not your CO. I’m just an engineer. You don’t need to act all professional around me.” 
 
    Usef shifted on his stool and shot Erin a wary glance. His tension didn’t seem to dissipate at all. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Erin said. “What if I call you ‘Usef’ while we’re on vacation and ‘Major’ if we happen to work together again? How does that sound?” 
 
    Usef took a sip of his drink as he considered Erin’s proposal. His shoulders relaxed a hair while a small smile broke over his face.  
 
    “It’s a deal.” He drained his glass and said to Mikkel, “Same again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    The suite at the hotel on Athens was in darkness when they opened the door. Reflexively, Isa searched the room controls on the Link to activate the lights before she remembered she couldn’t do that in a ‘fully traditional’ room. 
 
    “There should be a switch somewhere,” she said. “We can’t take too long in here. If we don’t catch the tsunami today, there won’t be another one for almost a week.” 
 
    Martin was already feeling around the inside wall near the door. “It has to be somewhere around here. Ah.” 
 
    There was a click, and then the room was illuminated. 
 
    Exclamations of surprise came from all three of them. At the center of the room stood a magnificent bed. A pole rose from each corner, supporting a canopy, and cloth was draped over the canopy and hung down the sides of the poles. 
 
    “Oh, I know what that’s called,” Erin said. “It’s a four-poster. I’ve seen a few in old vids.” 
 
    While Erin and Isa remained at the door, taking in the sight of the room, Martin was already sitting on the edge of the bed, pulling off his shoes. He lay back and stretched out, spreading his hands over the bedding. He sat up and felt the cloth more carefully.  
 
    “I wonder what this stuff is,” he mused. “Feels strange. Nice, but different.” 
 
    He lay down again. Erin and Isa walked in, and Isa closed the door. Erin went to the bathroom. There was a click and the light came on.  
 
    “Wow, really?” Martin said. “Isa, come and feel this cloth. I just looked up what it is.” 
 
    She sat on the bed and ran a hand over the bedding material. It was smooth, but also had a slight roughness to it. It shone with a subtle sheen.  
 
    “Feels nice. What is it?” 
 
    “Silk.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” After a pause, she added, “What’s silk?” 
 
    “It’s a material woven from the cocoons of the silkworm.” 
 
    “What?!” Isa jumped up, giving the cloth a suspicious look. “That stuff comes from worms? People must have been desperate for cloth in ancient times.” 
 
    “Not at all. I think it was a luxury textile,” Martin said with a wink. 
 
    “Worm cloth was a luxury? I take it back. They weren’t desperate. They were really desperate.” 
 
    “It wasn’t made from the worms, silly. It’s actually made from their cocoons, and they weren’t worms, they were moth larvae.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Isa. “That makes all the difference. Erin, come check this out. We’re sleeping on worm-spit bedding tonight.”  
 
    While Isa and Martin had been talking, the bathroom light had been clicking on and off.  
 
    “This is so weird,” Erin called from the room. “The light switch is on a piece of string hanging from the ceiling. Hold on a minute, I want to check out the… Stars. Hey, you two, come and see the weird san!” 
 
    A short while later, Martin was regarding his reflection in the hotel room mirror.  
 
    “I’m really not sure about this.”  
 
    “You look great,” Erin said. “And it’s better than swimming naked, which you do all the time. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “When I swim naked, there’s no one else around.” 
 
     “Well, it’s what Usef recommended,” said Erin. “He knows what he’s talking about, right, Isa?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Isa replied. She was already changed and was lying on the bed as she waited for the others to get ready, trying to get used to the idea of the ‘traditional’ bedding. “All the guys wear them. If you don’t, you’ll look out of place.” 
 
    “Hmm….” Martin said. “I still don’t know.” 
 
    Isa could see why he was having doubts. His thong was so tiny, he was only barely decent, and Martin was a conservative guy. But then, she knew that Usef’s had been the same when they went tsunami surfing, as had the swimwear of all his fellow male Marines.  
 
    She shrugged. “It’s just what people wear around here. I wouldn’t be surprised if the place turned entirely nudist soon.” 
 
    Martin’s eyebrows rose in alarm.  
 
    “Don’t forget, that would apply to the women too,” Isa added. 
 
    Martin grinned. “Now that, I could get used to.” 
 
    “Me too,” Erin laughed. 
 
    “You would say that,” said Isa. “You’re nearly naked yourself as it is.” 
 
    Erin looked down at the strips of fabric that scarcely covered her. “I guess this bikini is a little scanty. I didn’t really think about it. Should I change?” 
 
    “No, you’re fine,” said Isa. “Come on. Let’s go, or we’ll miss the wave.” 
 
    They left their room and hurried down the stairs to the lobby, where other guests were also making their way out the front entrance.  
 
    Isa, Erin, and Martin took three of the remaining a-grav scooters from the hotel lot and rode them through the streets of the small city to the port. There, they boarded the ferry that carried the tsunami surfers out to the location where they would catch the wave.  
 
    Just a few hundred meters to the west, the ocean floor dropped off sharply. It sloped at the perfect angle to pick up the earthquake-induced water surge and throw it high into the air as it washed over the shallows.  
 
    The surfers would be carried along with the wave, surfing for kilometres, until the wave finally dissipated and deposited those who managed to stay on their boards onto a wide beach.  
 
    Or so Isa had heard. The previous time she’d tsunami-surfed, a massive storm had spoiled the fun. This time, she was hoping to ride the wave the entire way. 
 
    As they waited, paddling idly on their boards, Erin said, “I can’t believe we’re out here. I haven’t done anything this much fun in ages. I feel like a little kid.” 
 
    “Isn’t this place great?” Isa asked. She was enjoying Athens even more with Erin and Martin there. If I could only figure out what to do about a job, she mused, my life would be perfect.  
 
    As she watched the seascape and Athens’ tropical, mountainous terrain in the distance, she realized that she would love to do something that entailed working outdoors, where she could appreciate the work of the FGT. Maybe not in Athens; the hedonism and partying wouldn’t be so enjoyable if it was available all the time. But maybe she could work on Troy or Tyre, which weren’t as developed as Carthage. 
 
    “I might go diving later,” Martin said. 
 
    “You want to go diving?” asked Erin. “Why? You dive all the time on Carthage.” 
 
    “I’d like to have a look at what’s down there.” 
 
    “You want to see what’s living down there?” Isa recalled her few minutes of terror after she’d been stranded by the massive storm and she’d thought something in the ocean was touching her. 
 
    “I do,” replied Martin. “What’s weird about that? The FGT seeded this place. I’m curious to see how they established things.” 
 
    “Here it comes,” Erin exclaimed. “Get ready.” 
 
    She was right. The horizon was lifting. The tsunami was on its way. They began to paddle harder as the water in the shallows began to rush out toward the west. 
 
    “There’ll be plenty of time for diving later,” said Isa to Martin. “For now, I’d concentrate on surfing if I were you.” 
 
    “Huh,” he replied, looking over his shoulder at the wall of water that was rising behind them. “Piece of cake.” 
 
    Seconds later, the wave was upon them, lifting them high as it burst over the shallows, racing inland.  
 
    “Hoooo-weeee,” yelled Erin. “This is amazing!” 
 
    As they were borne along by the tsunami, Isa concentrated on simply not wiping out. She didn’t fancy another wait for the search-and-rescue pinnace. Martin was clearly in his element, however; he rode his board like he had a hundred of years of experience…which might have been the case. 
 
    A little farther down the line of surfers, Isa could see Usef. <Keep an eye on the major,> she told Martin and Erin.  
 
    Sure enough, within a short time, Usef was putting on his usual performance. Martin took this as a challenge and began to copy the Marine’s moves. Soon the two men were attracting stares from all around, until finally they both went too far and simultaneously tumbled down the watery cliff and into the blue-green deep.  
 
    <What a pair of show-offs,> Erin said to Isa, laughing. 
 
    <Yeah, but I wish I could do half what they can.> 
 
    <It can’t be that hard to do all that fancy stuff,> Erin replied. Like Isa, she’d been maintaining a steady position on her board, just enjoying the ride. But then she lifted a foot, curving her leg behind her. Almost instantly, she wobbled and then, with a scream, she fell, smashed into the water, and was gone. 
 
    <Are you okay?> Isa asked after she’d managed to calm her mental chuckles. 
 
    <Yeah,> Erin replied ruefully. <Ah well, it was fun while it lasted. I can see Martin and Usef. I’m going to paddle over to them. See you back at the hotel.> 
 
    When the tsunami finally petered out and deposited Isa onto the beach at the end of the ride, she was elated. She’d managed to remain on her board the whole way. She was breathless and windswept and looking forward to telling Erin and Martin about her success. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    Isa had showered at the board return facility up the beach from where the tsunami finally petered out, but it seemed a waste to not make use of the traditional version in their hotel room too. After a long, delicious dinner, she and Erin decided to take another shower, together, before going to bed.  
 
    As they stood under the hot spray, Erin picked out a bottle of shampoo and squirted it onto Isa’s hair. She began to lather up the liquid and said, “This is so much fun. Why did we ever stop doing this?”  
 
    “Mmmm, it smells wonderful,” said Isa. “I want to try some of this, too. It says that you put it on afterward.” She pointed at a bottle on the shelf labeled ‘Conditioner’.  
 
    “Okay.” Erin directed the shower spray to rinse Isa’s hair. As she washed the foam away she ran her fingers through the long black strands. “Your hair’s so beautiful. I love it.” 
 
    “You could always grow yours,” Isa said.  
 
    “Oh no. I like it short.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Isa. “I like your hair short, too.”  
 
    Her back was toward Erin, but she turned around as she spoke. Water was streaming over Erin’s body, glistening on her skin, making her look more beautiful than ever. Isa wrapped her arms around Erin’s waist and drew her close before kissing her. 
 
    Erin returned her kisses passionately, lifting a hand to gently press against the back of her neck. Then Erin’s lips left Isa’s as she moved her kisses down Isa’s neck. Soon, Isa forgot all about shampoo and conditioner and traditional showers, as Erin began kissing her breast and sucking gently at her nipple. She steadied herself against the shower wall as pleasure coursed through her. 
 
    “Hey,” said Martin. “Don’t start without me.” 
 
    Erin chuckled and stopped what she was doing.  
 
    “Gee, thanks, Martin,” said Isa, straightening up and giving a mock glare at the man who was standing in the bathroom doorway, hands on hips. 
 
    “We’re just enjoying the novelty of an old-fashioned shower,” Erin said mischievously. “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “From what I remember, you don’t need an ‘old-fashioned’ shower to do that,” Martin replied. “So do you dry yourself with one of these?” he asked, lifting a cloth from a rail. 
 
    “It’s called a towel,” said Erin, laughing at the joke, as Martin owned a rather impressive array of towels—though none made of natural fibers like these. “Didn’t you study any history?” 
 
    “I was more interested in natural history. Are you two done?” He held the towel open. “Want some help getting dry?” 
 
    Erin stepped out of the shower, and Martin wrapped the towel around her.  
 
    “Hey, what about my conditioner?” Isa asked. 
 
    “We can do that in the morning,” said Erin. Martin was rubbing the towel over her back and sides. She took a corner of it to massage her hair dry. 
 
    “Okay,” Isa said. “I’m going to use the air dryer for my hair, or I’ll be here all night.” She turned on the dryer and stood under the blast of warm current. By the time her hair was dry, only a minute or two later, Erin’s towel was on the floor, and she and Martin were locked in an embrace. 
 
    “Huh, now who’s starting early?” Isa asked, stepping out of the shower. When neither Erin nor Martin responded, she added, “Y’know, if you two wanted a taste of each other’s dinner, you could have done it while we were eating.”  
 
    Erin glanced at her, laughing softly. “I bet you didn’t mean for that to have nearly as much innuendo as that.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
    She walked across to the couple and took Erin’s hand, leading her out of the bathroom. Erin allowed herself to be led, but Martin failed to let go of her, and so was towed along by default. The three of them reached their four-poster and tumbled onto it in a confused group, laughing. 
 
    Working out the logistics of three people making love was still a novelty to them, but they had a lot of fun trying. Erin tended to apply her engineer’s mind to the problem, Martin had a habit of focusing on others’ needs, while Isa just gave in to sensuous delight. 
 
    Later on, as she curled up with Erin and Martin to finally go to sleep, she elected to be the medium spoon. Erin was little spoon and Martin was big spoon. Isa wanted to be in the middle because the nightmares she’d suffered from her time at the Sirian mines hadn’t abated; if anything, they seemed to be getting worse. When she woke up scared and in darkness, it would be a big comfort to find herself between the people she loved. 
 
    Isa was on the verge of falling asleep when Martin whispered, “Hey, guys. Are you still awake?” 
 
    “You know, technically, that term isn’t correct,” Erin replied. “We aren’t guys, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “I made you both honorary guys a while ago.” 
 
    “Okay,” Erin said. “I can accept that.” 
 
    “So,” said Martin, “I had an idea. I was wondering, what do you think about us having a baby? Not now, obviously, but it’s something we could think about.” 
 
    Isa was suddenly wide awake. “Huh? A baby?” she repeated. 
 
    “That’s funny,” Martin remarked. “I thought I just said that.” 
 
    “Seeding the Med back on Carthage isn’t enough for you?” Erin asked. “You want a human baby, created from all three of us?”  
 
    “Sure,” replied Martin. “It wouldn’t be difficult. I could make random selections from our three sets of genes and create the embryo in my lab.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Isa said. “It’s a big step. And Erin is always so busy, I guess I’d be the one to carry it.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to,” said Martin. 
 
    “You mean we could use a proxy womb?” asked Erin. “Seems a bit cold-hearted.” 
 
    “No,” Martin said, “not a proxy womb exactly. We could grow the baby in one of my marine seeding wombs. I could fix the temperature, the nutrients, etcetera. It would be cool. A real water baby.” 
 
    “You plan on growing our child in the ocean?” Erin asked indignantly, sitting up.  
 
    Isa felt her turn to look at Martin even though they were in pitch darkness. She giggled. It had only been a moment since Martin had suggested the possibility of having a baby, and now the idea had suddenly become ‘our child’.  
 
    “It’s just an option that’s open to us,” said Martin. “If neither of you wanted to be pregnant, growing the baby in the ocean is a solution. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “Hmm…” said Erin. “I’m not sure you won’t give it fins and a tail instead of legs, too.” 
 
    “Now you’re being ridiculous,” Martin said. 
 
    “Hey, you two,” said Isa. “Cut it out.”  
 
    Isa pulled Erin down to the bed again and cuddled her. Erin and Martin often seemed to rub each other the wrong way. The fact that they had simply fallen in love rather than having been perfectly matched by an AI was apparent.  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind carrying and looking after our baby if we decide to have one,” Isa admitted. “It would certainly give me something to do. But I was looking on job sites tonight while we were eating, and I saw an opportunity I want to apply for. If I don’t get it, maybe we can think about increasing our family to four at some point.” 
 
    “What’s the position?” asked Erin. 
 
    “It’s right up my alley, actually. You know how I used to work in Placement Services? They’re trying to increase the numbers of settlers on Tyre and Troy. Everyone wants to stay on Carthage, but it’s better for New Canaan as a whole if the populations are more spread out. The information on Tyre and Troy doesn’t seem to be enticing people to leave Carthage, so Placement Services wants to commission a couple of people to make infomentaries on the other planets. Give a more personal view, you know?” 
 
    “Sounds like a great opportunity,” said Martin. 
 
    “I thought so, too,” said Isa. “But I might not get it.” 
 
    “Of course you will,” Erin said. “They’d be stupid not to have you.” 
 
    “Aww, thanks,” Isa said. “I’ll apply in the morning.”  
 
    She snuggled against Erin’s back, and Martin wrapped an arm around them both. Soon, Isa was drifting to sleep again.  
 
    Then Erin suddenly stiffened. “Fuck.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Isa asked. 
 
    Erin pushed down the comforter and moved out of Isa’s arms. “I just got a report from a monitoring station out near Sparta. I didn’t know they had their arrays up, so I never asked…dammit, I have to go.” 
 
    “Erin,” Martin said, “what’s going on?” 
 
    Erin was already on her feet. “Damn. How do I turn on the lights?” She tried a voice command, and when the lights didn’t respond, she cursed some more. “Where’s the light switch? I have to find my clothes. I have to go back to Carthage.” She crashed into something. “Dammit. How the hell did people used to manage without the Link?” 
 
    “Erin,” Martin said, louder. “Calm down. Unless you’re planning on commandeering the Odyssey, there aren’t any flights until the morning.”  
 
    “I might just do that. Where’s the damned light switch?” 
 
    Isa felt Martin reach away from her. There was click, and Erin was suddenly visible in the middle of the room, naked and with tousled hair half-obscuring her face.  
 
    Isa said, “Come and sit down and tell us what this is about.” 
 
    Erin returned to the bed and picked up a robe. As she was putting it on, she said, “I guess it can wait until morning, but I’m going to have to go back to Carthage early. The monitoring station had a perfect view of the explosion at Irridia and picked up the beta particle emissions and gamma waves…. The thing is, by their calculations, there were only gamma waves from the first blast.” 
 
    “Only gamma waves?” Isa furrowed her brow, thinking back to what she knew of nuclear fission. “That doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
    Erin nodded vigorously. “At first they thought that the beta particles from the first explosion were mingled with the later blasts, but they mapped them all out and determined that the initial blast did not give any off—just gamma rays.” 
 
    “This is way beyond my ken,” Martin said as he stared into Erin’s eyes. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “There’s just one thing that matches that explosion’s energy and profile and only gives off gamma rays: antimatter.” 
 
    “Antimatter?” Isa asked. “Why would they use antimatter?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Erin replied. “They wouldn’t. It would be insane to use it with all that uranium in the ore. And not only why would they use it, but how the hell did they get it? They would have had to file a special request, and even if they had, it would have been denied because…well, about a thousand reasons.  
 
    “I suspected sabotage from the beginning, but I couldn’t find any evidence; I’m pretty sure I just got it. I think the supervisor was trying to discredit the lead engineers. I need to report this to Tanis.”
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    Erin handed Max a sheet of hyfilm that outlined the anomalous readings. He lounged in his chair as he scanned the sheet, one arm hanging over the chair back, one leg stretched out in front of him.  
 
    Before Erin had completed the return trip from Athens, Tanis had sent orders for Max, Pippa, and Anwen to come to Carthage from Irridia. They’d arrived at the ground spaceport—which had finally been given a name: Excelsior—just before Erin, and they’d met in the detainment area to avoid further delay.  
 
    Across from her, Max snorted, and Erin was tempted to tell the man that his general attitude was irritating, but she guessed he knew that. As he read, she watched him closely for any telling reaction, but he wasn’t giving anything away. After a moment’s further perusal, he tossed the hyfilm onto the desk that separated them. It slid across the surface to Erin, where she halted its progress with an outstretched hand. 
 
    “So?” Max asked. 
 
    “You can’t pretend you don’t see anything strange,” said Erin. “You’ve been in the business too long and you’re good at your job—when you aren’t busy being an obnoxious ass, that is.”  
 
    Max’s lip curled, and he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “The beta particle readings are too low. So what? What does that have to do with me? Why don’t you ask your pet twins? They’re the ones in charge, after all.”  
 
    “Too low? Check again, Max. In the initial explosion, they’re nonexistent. There weren’t beta rays until the uranium started to go up. These readings tell me that what happened on the moon wasn’t an accident.” Erin sat back and folded her arms. “There was no antimatter on site, and no one had requisitioned any, yet it was used. The only conclusion I can draw is that the disaster was due to deliberate sabotage.” She paused before looking him directly in the eyes. “A man died. I’m going to give you one chance, now, to own up to what you did. If you do, I’ll ask the governor to go easy on you. I can’t promise anything, but if you drag this out, you’ll only make things worse for yourself.” 
 
    Other than his attitude, Erin had no proof that Max was behind the sabotage, but if he bought her bluff, it would make things a lot simpler. 
 
    “What?” Max exclaimed, his eyes widening in surprise. “You’re saying I deliberately screwed up the operation? Why the hell would I do that?” 
 
    “You did it because you were angry at being passed over for a leading role on the project. You wanted to make Pippa and Anwen look incompetent. That’s clear enough. So are you going to admit it, or are we going to do this the hard way?” 
 
    “Huh!” Max sat up straight and rubbed his chin. “I was angry. I’m sick and tired of having to take orders from people who don’t have half my experience or knowledge. I suppose I can see why you might think I would do something stupid like that. But I didn’t. I knew Jacob Cimorelli. I’m not a monster.” He watched Erin’s reaction with hooded eyes. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” she said, “I don’t think you intended for anyone to die. But that doesn’t change the fact that someone did die, and that’s not even counting all the excess damage and delay your escapade caused.” 
 
    “But I didn’t do it,” Max repeated through gritted teeth. “You can’t pin this on me. If anyone messed up, it was one of the twin-morons in charge.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot. No one ‘messed up’. You can see as well as I can that this wasn’t an error. It was deliberate.” 
 
    “Well then I don’t know,” Max yelled, throwing up his hands. “I don’t know what happened, but I didn’t have anything to do with it. I can’t believe this! As well as having to work under inexperienced fools, I get blamed whenever something goes wrong. You want to know what happened? Talk to them, not me.” He jabbed a finger toward the next room, where Pippa and Anwen were waiting to be interviewed. 
 
    “Last chance, Max,” said Erin. 
 
    He blew out a frustrated breath and stood up. “I’m not sticking around for any more of this.” 
 
    As he strode toward the door, Erin ordered, “Wait outside. I’m not done yet.”  
 
    Without answering, Max marched out. 
 
    Erin decided to give him time to cool down and asked Pippa to come in.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked as she sat down. “Max is really mad.” 
 
    “Yes,” Erin said. “Something is wrong. Did Max leave?” 
 
    “No, he sat down in the waiting room. I guessed it had to be a serious matter, if we were summoned here to Carthage. Did you find out something more about the accident?”  
 
    “Yes, I found evidence,” said Erin. “But what surprises me is that you didn’t look over the same reports. They were sent to the Euphemia, as well.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “I assume you went through all the readings from the debris field?” 
 
    “No I didn’t, actually. That was Pippa’s responsibility.” 
 
    “But…” Erin paused and then sighed. “I said I wanted to speak to Pippa, Anwen. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “She was just finishing her drink. We didn’t think it would make any difference if you saw me first.” 
 
    <Pippa,> Erin called out to the other twin. <Please come in here.> “Anwen—” 
 
    Moments later, a shout came from outside the room, quickly followed by a crash and the sound of something hitting the wall.  
 
    “What the hell?” Erin ran to the door.  
 
    She opened it to see Max and Pippa on the floor in a corner of the waiting room, locked in desperate combat. They grappled wildly, each trying to get control of the other, but neither could manage to get the upper hand.  
 
    “Enough!” Erin shouted, and she ran over to pull the two apart.  
 
    <I’m calling Excelsior security,> Walter advised. <This guy needs some serious mental help.> 
 
    With a final heave, Max threw Pippa off and struggled to his feet.  
 
    “He attacked me,” Pippa exclaimed as she also stood up. 
 
    “Damn you all,” Max yelled. “You’ve all got it in for me. I’m not going down for something I didn’t do.”  
 
    He pushed Pippa aside. She made a grab for him, but he raced out of the room.  
 
    A guard was running down the corridor. “Should I shoot him?” he asked Erin as he reached the doorway. 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Pippa exclaimed. She pushed past Erin and the guard, and ran after Max. 
 
    “Pippa,” Erin called. “Don’t. Come back here.” 
 
    “Should I shoot her?” asked the guard. 
 
    Erin only gave a groan of exasperation. “Wait here,” she said to Anwen as she set off after Max and Pippa. “Come with me,” she called over her shoulder to the guard, who was glancing between Erin and Anwen. 
 
    <You’d think that we’d have better security down here,> Erin muttered to Walter as she ran down the corridor. 
 
    <He’s just a kid,> Walter replied. <You humans are in short supply, and a lot of colonists don’t want automatons everywhere.> 
 
    Erin knew that and didn’t reply. She still wished the guard had shot his pulse pistol and not waited for her OK. 
 
    Max had turned a corner in the corridor, and Pippa was also disappearing around it. Erin called out again for her to stop, but the woman ignored her. By the time Erin reached the corner, neither Max nor Pippa were in sight.  
 
    Beyond, a double door that led outside stood partially open. 
 
    Walter laid a map of the airport over her HUD, and Erin saw that the doors led out to a series of warehouses where cargo drones sorted outbound shipments. 
 
    By the time Erin reached the doors and stepped through, Max was weaving between cargo carts, almost at the closest warehouse, and Pippa was close on his heels, just a few meters behind the man as he ducked inside. 
 
    <Pippa! Stop!> Erin called out, seething with frustration that the other woman was taking this on herself. 
 
    She glanced back at the guard, seeing over the Link that his name was Fetzner.  
 
    <Do you have any people deployed around these warehouses?> 
 
    <No,> the young man shook his head. <Not as far as I know. Some scanners, I guess…and the cargo drones.> 
 
    <I’ve called in for reinforcements,> Walter advised the pair, reserving a feeling of annoyance for Erin as he addressed her privately. <I know you all want to pretend this is utopia, but I think training for general security needs to be taken more seriously.> 
 
    Erin stopped at the entrance to the warehouse, and Fetzner came to a halt beside her.  
 
    The warehouse’s main doors were wide open, and within, they could see long aisles of floor-to-ceiling shelves stacked with boxes of goods and equipment, waiting for transport off-world. A drone buzzed past, a small container swinging from its grapple. Then an autolift crossed the end of an aisle in the distance.  
 
    There was no sign of Max and Pippa, the general din of the place masking any sounds they might be making. 
 
    <Pippa,> Erin said. <Max. Come back to the entrance immediately. That’s an order.> 
 
    Neither replied, and the general EM interference in the warehouse didn’t allow for high fidelity triangulation of their Link signals. 
 
    <Walter,> said Erin, <can you tap the feeds and find out where they’ve gone?> 
 
    <Yeah, I got permission to access them. I’m searching, but the security coverage in here only covers the exits.> 
 
    <What about the drones’ feeds? Can you pull them? Or the autolifts’?> 
 
    <I can try. Most don’t have optics, though.> 
 
    For a moment, Erin thought she heard footsteps, but before she could pinpoint them, they faded away.  
 
    <This is ridiculous,> she said to her AI. <I have two runaway interviewees. All I wanted to do was question them. And I can hardly believe Max attacked Pippa. He must be desperate.> 
 
    <He does seem to be,> Walter replied. 
 
    She turned to Fetzner. “Walter, my AI, has called for backup and has the exits covered, but the man who ran away is dangerous. We have to comb through this place. Watch this exit till your team shows up.” 
 
    Leaving the guard to organize the search, Erin walked into the warehouse and ventured down an aisle, wondering what was going on. She knew that it was on the risky side of things, but if Max was in there hurting Pippa and she didn’t at least try to find them, she’d feel guilty forever. 
 
    She could understand why Max had made a break for it. He’d been found out and could expect the full weight of the governor’s wrath to fall on him. She could also kind of comprehend why he’d attacked Pippa; he probably felt as if she and Anwen were somehow responsible for his own appalling actions.  
 
    But why had Pippa run after him? There was no need for her to do that. If she hadn’t interfered, the guard might have had a chance to bring Max down before he got away. And why wasn’t she answering? 
 
    Whatever was the reason for Pippa’s odd behavior, Max had to be found. Given the use of antimatter, and the devastation it had wrought, Tanis may take over the interrogation herself. 
 
    Erin began to jog along the rows, realizing that the warehouse was far deeper than she originally thought, possibly as deep as half a kilometer. As she ran, she listened for any sound other than the whirring of the drones or the soft trundle of autolifts. She also repeated her command to Max and Pippa to return to the entrance, or at least to answer her, but she met no response. 
 
    <The drones’ feed isn’t indicating anything useful, I’m afraid,> said Walter. <They can detect obstacles to avoid—including humans—but unless they’re about to collide with them, they don’t log the events.> 
 
    <We have people on the exits, and have divided the warehouse into quadrants,> reported Fetzner. <Commencing search now.> 
 
    Erin slowed her jog to a walk as she turned down an aisle. <OK, the guards will eventually find them,> she said to Walter. <Now I just have to worry about one of them hurting the other. Pippa’s big enough to give Max what-for, especially with him spending most of his life in low-g.>  
 
    She was far enough into the warehouse that the guards weren’t yet close to her position, so she continued the search, focusing on the area that their pattern would hit last, growing more frustrated as the minutes passed. 
 
    Then she got an idea and reached out to Anwen. <Have you heard from Pippa? She isn’t answering me.> 
 
    <Uh, no. She isn’t answering me either. What’s happening?> 
 
    <She’s gone missing. She and Max are somewhere in one of the outbound transfer warehouses.> 
 
    <You’re kidding! I hope Max hasn’t attacked her again. Can I come over? I want to help look for her.> 
 
    Erin had forgotten that she’d asked Anwen to wait where she was, but she was a little surprised that the woman had listened. It was easy to see which of the twins had the less confrontational personality.  
 
    <Okay, it can’t hurt. I do hope Pippa’s okay. I don’t know what got into her, chasing after Max like she did.> 
 
    <Sorry. She can be a little headstrong at times. Though we’re twins, we…we aren’t very alike. I’ll be there in a minute.> 
 
    Suddenly, a figure walked across the far end of the aisle ahead of Erin. 
 
    “Pippa,” she shouted.  
 
    The woman turned and saw her. She waved and began to stride toward Erin.  
 
    As soon as she drew near, Erin said, “Where have you been? And what the hell do you think you were doing, running after Max when I clearly told you not to?” 
 
    Pippa hung her head. “I know. I’m sorry. I was just so angry at him. Anwen and I have put up with his constant complaining and sulking for months. Then while we were waiting to see you, he just lunged at me. I had to fight him off. You saw, right? I think he was trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Have you seen him in here?” Erin glanced around, frustrated at Max’s evasion, but glad Pippa was OK. 
 
    “No, I lost sight of him. But when I saw the guards were in here, I realized I might get shot if I was skulking around.” 
 
    “Smart move.” Erin gave a long sigh. “I guess Max must have figured that the game is over; he’s been found out, so he took his final opportunity to get his revenge.” 
 
    “What game?” Pippa asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The accident on Irridia was no accident. It was sabotage, set up by Max to discredit you and Anwen. He’s been angling for a position as chief engineer for so long, he got desperate. Only his plan backfired when he became a murderer.” 
 
    “Stars,” Pippa exclaimed, her eyes round as saucers. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “Really? That was one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. Anwen said you took responsibility for reviewing the data coming in from remote stations that caught the initial blast. How come you didn’t pick up on the missing beta particles?” 
 
    “Shoot, they were missing? I’m sorry. I don’t know how I missed that. I guess I was too focussed on getting the ore moved out so I could take samples from the blast site.”  
 
    “I guess that’s reasonable,” Erin replied, knowing she wouldn’t have made the same mistake, but not wanting to push the issue. “Well, I guess it’s all moot now anyway. Max all but proved his guilt when he attacked you and ran. He wouldn’t have done that if he had anything left to lose. Now all I have to do is find him.” 
 
    <Have you found Pippa yet?> asked Anwen. <I’m at the entrance.> 
 
    <She’s here with me,> Erin said. “Pippa, go out the way you came in and wait there with Anwen.” 
 
    “Maybe we could join in the search for Max,” Pippa suggested. 
 
    “Absolutely not, you’re in enough trouble. I want you to stay with your sister. Excelsior’s security is searching for Max; they’ll find him. I want you both to wait for me until this is over. I still have questions to ask you.” 
 
    “Okay.” Pippa turned as if unsure what direction to take. 
 
    “It’s that way,” said Erin, jabbing her thumb over her shoulder. “Turn left at the end.” She took a breath. <As much as I trust the guards…are you pulling the feed from the scanners at the entrances?> she asked Walter. 
 
    <Yes. No one has left the place. Max must still be here somewhere.> 
 
    <It’s just a matter of time until he’s found, then. What an idiot. He’s only delaying the inevitable. Walter, you seem to have a good understanding of humans….> 
 
    <Why, thank you. That’s quite a compliment.> 
 
    <I mean it. So could you put that skill to guessing at where a desperate man might hide in a place like this? Or maybe you could suggest what I could tell him to make him come out?>  
 
    Erin hadn’t given up attempting to reach Max on the Link, but she’d had no luck. 
 
    <I’m sorry,> Walter said. <There are thousands of spots in here large enough to fit an adult male human. I don’t think any are particularly superior to the rest, and Max wouldn’t have had much time available to be selective. I imagine he ducked behind the first storage container he came across as soon as he was out of sight of Pippa. I’ll see if I can maybe narrow down where that was.> 
 
    <Okay. It was worth a try.> “Max,” she yelled in exasperation, wishing this episode could just be done and she could make a third attempt at a vacation. “Come out and give yourself up. Stop being an idiot. You know you’ll never get out of here. Stop wasting everyone’s time.” 
 
    <Uh, wait a minute,> Walter said. <I’m detecting some interference in the security scanners. Damn, they all just cut out! I think Max has more means than we thought, if he can hack the security here.> 
 
    A drone turned down Erin’s aisle and flew toward her. Its path was erratic, and it collided with the edge of a shelf before rebounding, only to collide with the shelves on the opposite side before righting itself and wobbling toward Erin. 
 
    <I think you should get out of here,> Walter said. 
 
    <Do you think he’s set the drones to attack us?> 
 
    <Let’s not find out.> 
 
    Erin turned and began to run from the warehouse, following the route she’d indicated to Pippa. She contacted the guards, who were already aware of the situation and trying to combat it. Next, she reached out to Pippa and Anwen.  
 
    <If you’re anywhere near the warehouse, leave the area. Somehow, Max has control of the drones.>  
 
    The buzz of the careening drone behind Erin grew quieter. When she looked back, she saw that it had changed direction. She looked forward just in time to see an autolift speed across the end of the aisle. The background noise from the warehouse’s automated transports seemed to be growing louder, as if all the vehicles were converging on the area.  
 
     <Maybe I should follow that drone,> Erin said to Walter. <It might give us a clue about where Max is hiding.> 
 
    <There are hazardous goods in here. You’d better leave the guards to deal with it. Max might have anticipated that you would follow it, and set up a nasty surprise for you.>  
 
    <Why? What’s in here?> 
 
    <Further back, there are drums of aluminum powder.> 
 
    Erin knew what would happen if those were exposed to oxygen; she picked up her pace. Then, as if on cue, an explosion shook the ground and air around her. 
 
    <Core,> said Erin, her ears ringing as she stumbled. <Max doesn’t do anything by halves, does he?> 
 
    <I think he’s attempting to create a diversion so he can escape,> Walter said. <Something to get the guards away from the exits.> 
 
    Movement above caught Erin’s attention, and she leapt aside just as a drone dropped out of the air directly into her path. She managed to skirt it as it lifted back off the ground and began to wobble toward her.  
 
    A second blast shook the warehouse, and she felt this one more than the last. 
 
    Damn, that’s close by. 
 
    She was just a hundred meters from the exit, and pushed herself to the limit. Though her ears still rang, Erin could hear the noise of the warehouse transports growing even louder. She hadn’t spotted any in her aisle, though—she expected to see them block her escape at any moment. 
 
    Suddenly, the shelving to her left quivered. She blinked, wondering if she’d really seen the movement. 
 
    <Watch out,> Walter exclaimed. <Faster! Faster! > 
 
    <I’m going as fast as I can!> Erin shot back as the rack to her left began to lean further, and she realized what the autolifts were doing.  
 
    She was still forty meters from the end of the aisle when the shelf moved past its tipping point. All around her, containers began to slide off the shelves and crash to the ground. One fell right in front of her, and she dove to the side as it split open and cultivator blades flew out.  
 
    Then another crashed next to the first. Erin tried to stop herself, but she slid right into the pile, slicing open her shin.  
 
    Knowing there was no way she’d get out in time, she ducked down next to the container, tucking herself into a ball. Something hit her shoulder, causing her to gasp in pain. Blood trickled down her back. 
 
    Her hands over her head, Erin peered upward. The shelves were dropping like felled trees. She braced herself for impact, but it never came; the toppling rack smashed into the one on the right side of the aisle, and by some miracle, it held.  
 
    She peered around the crates, considering making a run through the narrow gap to the exit. 
 
    <Stay where you are,> warned Walter. 
 
    <I was just checking it out.> 
 
    <Right.> 
 
    With a slow groan, the row of shelves to her right gave way and fell, hitting the next row, which went down under the combined weight. Erin clasped her ears as the thunder intensified. It sounded like the entire place was collapsing, the cacophony seeming to go on forever. 
 
    When the din finally stopped, she looked up to see that the two crates together had managed to support the rack’s weight, saving her life. 
 
    She patted one and spoke into the eerie silence. “Glad you were better made than these racks.” 
 
      
 
    Erin peered out. To her left, the warehouse looked almost normal. Except for downed drones and halted autolifts, the storage area appeared as neat and orderly as before. To the right lay utter devastation. Row after row of shelving had fallen, all the way to the edge of the warehouse. It was like the shelves and containers had gone to war and, whoever had won, it was a pyrrhic victory.  
 
    “Wow,” Erin breathed. She moved to stand up. 
 
    Walter said, <Wait—> 
 
    <Please remain where you are,> said an unfamiliar voice. Erin saw it was Excelsior’s AI. <A number of items that are hazardous to human health are stored within the warehouse, and their seals may be broken. Rescue services are on their way. I repeat. Please remain exactly where you are.> 
 
    <Are your people safe?> Erin asked Fetzner. 
 
    <Everyone but Sal made it clear. She’s got a broken leg, but is close to the entrance. We’ll have her secure soon. Are you injured?> 
 
    Erin looked down at her bloody shin, and then remembered the cut on her back as well. <Just some scratches. I’ll be OK.> 
 
    <Erin,> Anwen burst into her mind, <Are you still in the warehouse? Are you okay?> 
 
    <I’m fine,> Erin replied, as Walter released an analgesic to dull the pain from her shoulder and shin. <I’m going to be here a while, though. Did you and Pippa get out in time?> 
 
    <Yes, we’re okay. Pippa had just reached the doors when everything started coming down. Thank the stars you’re all right. We thought you’d be crushed!> 
 
    <Not quite. I take it you haven’t seen any sign of Max?> 
 
    <No, sorry.> 
 
    Erin hoped that the man hadn’t been able to use the disaster to make good on his escape—she’d sorely underestimated him. 
 
    She consoled herself with the fact that, realistically, Max had nowhere to go. It would be nearly impossible for him to survive on Carthage without accessing the Link, and as soon as he connected, he would be identified and found.  
 
    Sooner or later, he’d be caught and would get his just desserts.

  

 
   
    A JOB IN PARADISE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.16.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Shuttle approaching Usha City 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shuttle entered Tyre’s upper atmosphere, and the window shutters lifted, giving Isa a magnificent view of the world’s surface. Watching the world slide by below, she accessed its welcome infopacket, matching the recitation against what she was seeing.  
 
    ‘Of the four habitable planets in the New Canaan system, Tyre orbits closest to Canaan Prime and is the only planet that did not require terraforming. Tyre’s land masses lie primarily along its equatorial line, yet due to the high altitudes of the central regions, their climates aren’t tropical. The past seventy-eight million years of tectonic activity have resulted in several mountain ranges all but girdling the planet. However, nowadays, most of Tyre’s volcanoes are dormant, and earthquakes are rare.  
 
    ‘Tyre’s three major cities are Ushu, Kedesh, and Mount Carmel. Ushu is the planetary capital—' 
 
    Isa peered down to see the settlement that was the site of the air and spaceport, but something else distracted her and caused her to catch her breath. Poking out from the cloud cover was the tallest mountain she’d ever seen. She hadn’t noticed it at first because the slopes were the same blue-white of the columns of cumulus that were hiding Ushu. But the mountain rose much higher than the highest cloud. 
 
    ‘The tallest of Tyre’s mountains is the supervolcano, Mount Athos. Several peaks crown the mountain, but the highest is 28,562 meters above sea level.’  
 
    The plain words did no justice to the sight that greeted Isa as the shuttle bore her down. Quickly, before she drew so close to the mountain she wouldn’t have a good view, Isa began to record what she was seeing. Just the prospect of viewing the spectacular natural structure in real life should be enough to draw visitors to Tyre, she reasoned.  
 
    She wondered if Mount Athos were tall enough that the peak would be visible from its slopes, due to the planet’s curvature. She thought it probably was. She would have to wait for a cloudless day to check, but as she planned on spending a couple of months on Tyre making her infomentary, that wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    Excitement was churning her stomach. It felt good to have a purpose again, and her former boss’s immediate acceptance of her application for the role had been a nice ego boost. She loved Erin and Martin, but being around two such smart, capable people dampened her self-esteem at times. 
 
    The shuttle dropped into the clouds, and for a while, all Isa could see was white vapor. Then the clouds broke, and Ushu spread out beneath her. The city lay to the south of Mount Athos, which entirely dominated its northern aspect. Grassy foothills and forested slopes were all that could be seen in that direction. Ushu was tiny compared to Landfall. When Isa looked up its population, she was amazed to see it was only twenty-one thousand. Ushu was barely a city, and yet it was the biggest one on the planet. 
 
    Tyre had plenty of scope for expansion, and Isa would make it her job to drive it. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    New Canaan’s chief planetary engineer, Tony, had offered to meet Isa at the air and spaceport and show her around before she began work. As she walked out of the arrivals gate, she guessed he was the curly-haired man who stood waiting near the barriers. It was an easy guess—he was the only person there to meet an arriving passenger.  
 
    She waved.  
 
    <Isa?> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    Tony began to walk toward her, smiling. “Welcome to Tyre,” he said when he was within speaking distance. “Did you have a good flight?” 
 
    “It was fine, thanks, though it was just my luck to make the trip while Tyre’s at its most distant from Carthage, so it was a little boring. And the ship was half-empty. Is that normal?” 
 
    “Yes it is, sadly. Only a two day flight between Carthage and Tyre, yet they struggle to fill it. The governor has put more resources into building up the military bases in the outer system, but with Tyre being the closest world to Canaan Prime, that puts us pretty far from the action.” 
 
    “No kidding. I didn’t realize things were that…uninhabited out here. I mean, I saw that the population of Ushu was low, but I didn’t know so few people were even visiting.” 
 
    “It’s true, and it’s a great shame. Tyre is a beautiful planet,” said Tony. “Er, shall we go? I’ve arranged transportation.” 
 
    They walked across the sparsely peopled arrivals area, the trolley carrying Isa’s luggage and following after them.  
 
    “Personally, I’d love to live here,” Tony said, “but my work means I have to base myself in Landfall. Still, I try to come out when I can. I hope your project succeeds in making Tyre a more popular spot for settling down. Most New Canaanites don’t know what they’re missing.” 
 
    “I hope so, too,” Isa enthused. “I read the information packet on Tyre that’s up on the Link, but it really doesn’t do the place justice, according to what I’ve already seen. People don’t want to know facts and figures about the topography and climate and career opportunities. If my work with Placement Services taught me anything, it’s that what people are most interested in is how to have fun. The original Intrepid colonists are already geared up to work hard, but they want to play hard too. And the people who joined the ship on Victoria are thirsting for adventure. If they weren’t, they would have stayed back at the Kap.” 
 
    Tony’s expression fell. “Lucky for them that they didn’t.” 
 
    A familiar shadow settled over Isa. She regretted mentioning the Kap and Victoria, as it brought thoughts of how that colony had later been wiped out. Though Isa hadn’t expected to see any of her friends or relations again any time soon, the hope that she might meet them one day had remained. So the knowledge that the Lumins had finally managed to get their revenge and destroy the colony often weighed heavily on her.  
 
    They walked outside to a parking lot and over to a small pinnace. The vessel was wedge-shaped and black. At their approach, doors lifted on each side, revealing a snug, two-seat interior. 
 
    “Hop in,” said Tony. “If you aren’t too tired from your flight, I thought I would take you on a brief tour of the immediate area before delivering you to your lodgings. I’ll be leaving on this afternoon’s flight back to Carthage, meaning the pinnace will be yours for the duration of your project.” 
 
    “A pinnace of my own?” Isa asked. “Thanks! But I’ve never flown one.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Unless you want to do something out of the ordinary, the thing just about flies itself. Just input your destination, and it will take you there.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Isa climbed into the passenger seat and strapped in. 
 
    As Tony started up the ship, he said, “The only caveat is she isn’t certified for anything more than quick jaunts up into the troposphere, so don’t try flying her back to Carthage, even if you do miss the one flight of the day.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Isa said. “Though it’ll be handy to have my own transportation. I thought I would have to rent something. Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    The pinnace lifted above the air and spaceport, then swerved sharply left, forcing Isa to the right. 
 
    “Whoops,” said Tony. “I’m used to flying her by myself. So—” 
 
    “Wow,” Isa exclaimed.  
 
    As the pinnace had turned, Mount Athos had come into view. The mountain was even more awe-inspiring up close than she had imagined it would be—even though the upper reaches were cloaked in clouds. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Tony said. “Impressive, huh? Had you heard of it?” 
 
    “I had,” said Isa, “but nothing compares to actually seeing it. It’s a supervolcano, right? Isn’t it a little dangerous for the capital to be situated so close to it?” 
 
    “No. Athos is entirely dormant; the upwelling of magma that made it has completely dissipated. It’s a magnificent backdrop to the city, though, don’t you think? Ushu is only in its shadow for part of the day.” 
 
    “Breathtaking. Carthage doesn’t have anything like it.” 
 
    “It would be a great selling point for Tyre,” said Tony, “if only people knew about it. But there’s more to the mountain than just the sight of it. The FGT excavated a chute right from the peak to the base—and they didn’t even mention it in the information they gave us! It was only when someone went to the top and found the entrance that the chute was discovered.” 
 
    “Maybe compared to everything else the FGT did, they didn’t think it was a big deal. But that sounds fantastic. So people can travel the whole way through the mountain?” 
 
    “In specially designed capsules, yes,” Tony replied. “I’ve done it myself. It’s quite a ride.” 
 
    He was flying them closer to the supervolcano. The clouds were clearing, revealing brilliant white slopes that faded from sight above.  
 
    “Carthaginians will be flocking here once they hear about this,” Isa said. “For a vacation at least, if not to stay.” 
 
    “Well, the more people who come to visit, the more people will decide to make Tyre their home.” 
 
    “That’s right. Are we going up to the crater?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s where we’re headed. It’s a caldera, actually. I’ll show you the entrance to the chute. Maybe later on, you can return and take the ride to the bottom yourself. You can command the pinnace to fly down to meet you afterward.” 
 
    “Sounds like my plan for tomorrow is decided,” said Isa.  
 
    Tony guided the pinnace up Mount Athos, skimming close to the surface and giving Isa a clear view of the thick stands of dark green, snow-dusted pine trees. As they sped higher over the slopes, the horizon beyond shifted to a curve. Peaks, valleys, and vast chasms spread out across the land, stretching down to the cobalt ocean. 
 
    “Here we are,” Tony said.  
 
    Isa had been so distracted by the landscape, she hadn’t noticed that the nose of the pinnace had crested the caldera’s edge at the ancient volcano’s summit.  
 
    Tony brought the pinnace around. The wide hollow held several small peaks created by smaller volcanic eruptions and was entirely coated in thick ice. Now Isa could see the large opening in the caldera wall that led to the chute through the mountain. A few pinnaces hovered in a line, waiting to enter it.  
 
    “You land the pinnace inside once you’re through the airlock,” Tony said. “The interior of the mountain is a controlled environment.” 
 
    “Fantastic. And it’s only a short distance from the city,” said Isa. “What else would you recommend that I include in the infomentary?” 
 
    “It’s hard to pick. Tyre is the only planet that was habitable when the FGT began work on the system, so rather than having to spend their time simply terraforming, they went to town on enhancing its features. Something that people often forget is that the FGT worked on the New Canaan system for almost a thousand years; most of it was spent engineering the other planets, but a team spent centuries crafting Tyre. They opened up remote caverns and canyons and made them navigable even for the nonexpert. This is really a playground for the adventurous.” 
 
    “That makes it sound like Athens.” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Tony. “It isn’t the same sort of adventure. There’s no tsunami surfing here. Athens is still settling down geologically; it’s a place for going wild. Tyre is more for discovering spectacular hidden gems. It has the tallest and widest waterfalls, and deepest and longest caves in all of New Canaan. I’ve been to deep caverns that are made entirely of crystal, and others that are lined with gems. And that doesn’t even get into the glacial caves,” Tony continued. “Kilometers of tunnels through the ice. Additionally, Tyre and Troy are the only two worlds that they seeded with animals, so you’ll also find some amazing creatures out in the wilderness.” 
 
    “It sounds like I’ll have plenty of material to work with,” said Isa.  
 
    “That’s right,” Tony replied. “And if you want any more suggestions, just let me know. I’ll be in Carthage, but I’ll reply as soon as I hear from you.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll do that. And maybe I could interview you, too, at some point? Your enthusiasm for Tyre really comes across strongly. It’s bound to sway viewers’ decision-making.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tony replied with a wink. “I’d be happy to. Like any good professional, I love to talk about my field.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, Isa squinted up into the sky above Mount Athos, her heart still racing from her experience of traveling down the chute. Sliding down what amounted to over one hundred and thirty-five kilometers of tunnel through the mountain had sent her adrenaline levels through the roof. She’d seen underground rivers, massive caverns, and open shafts that led almost all the way to the planet’s mantle. 
 
    She peered up toward the mountain’s peak, looking for her pinnace, which was on its way down to her. As she waited, she made a mental note to invite Erin and Martin to Tyre. When Erin’s investigation was over, they could continue their vacation, since it had been cut short on Athens.  
 
    She also debated where to go next. Placement Services had given her free rein on what to include in her infomentary. Her former boss had said that she would know what the clients would be interested in, so he wouldn’t try to guide her. But Tony had opened up such a wealth of possibilities, she hardly knew where to start. Or rather, riding the chute through Mount Athos had been the obvious place to begin, but it was what to do next that had her stumped. 
 
    The narrow, black triangle of her pinnace appeared against the snowy slopes of Mount Athos. As the vessel flew closer, she made up her mind. The mountain range that stretched away from Athos and formed the backbone of Tyre’s eastern continent held many possibilities for treasure seekers. What could be more enticing than the crystal caves and gem-studded caverns Tony had mentioned?  
 
    The pinnace came to a rest in the lot, and Isa walked over to it. At her touch, the driver’s door lifted, and she climbed inside. According to the sparse information on the Link, the entrance to one of the most spectacular caves lay nine hundred and ten kilometers away—a mere hop.  
 
    Isa input the destination into the pinnace’s system, and it lifted up and away, speeding around Mount Athos and into the mountain range beyond. Though she wasn’t traveling far, Isa soon found the skies empty of other vessels, and the mountain slopes devoid of human activity. To pass the time, she wrote a message to Martin and sent the packet. 
 
    When the pinnace set down in the lot outside the cave entrance, it was the only one there. She climbed out, bringing the a-grav pack that Placement Services had loaned her and a pack of remote recorders to help her make the infomentary. She’d also brought water and snacks to last her. 
 
    Above the entrance to the cavern, a name was eloquently carved into the rocks: Mount Ida Caverns. 
 
    A mild trepidation caused Isa’s innards to tense. If something went wrong, would she be able to access the Link deep within the cave? Possibly not. But, she told herself, the place can’t be that dangerous if it’s a playground sculpted by the FGT. 
 
    Isa put her fears aside. She picked up one of the helmets available for visitors to use, put it on, and walked into the cave. 
 
    She thought it would add authenticity to her infomentary if she recorded her thoughts and impressions as she visited each place on Tyre, yet as she walked into the cave and prepared to say something, she found she was immediately tongue-tied. She reminded herself that she could delete whatever sounded awkward or stupid. Looking up at the cave ceiling, she began recording.  
 
    “I’m at the south-eastern entrance to the Mount Ida cave system. The ceiling is about nine meters above me, and already I can see an entrancing aspect of this site. Let me show you.” She focused on a spot on the cave roof.  
 
    Within each crack and crevice of the cave’s ceiling, small birds nestled. Most were babies waiting for their parents, their small, black-capped heads poking out. The adults swooped in and out of the cave, their wings forming crescents.  
 
    She looked up the information on the Link. “They’re swallows, and they come here during summer. The birds take advantage of the natural cragginess of the rock for building their nests. In winter, they migrate to lower altitudes where it’s warmer so they can fatten up on insects.”  
 
    Isa sent a drone up to record an eye-level view of the chicks. As the drone neared a nest, however, one of the adult birds swooped toward it.  
 
    “Whoops,” said Isa. “I don’t think it appreciates aerial intruders.” She directed the drone to move away from the nest to avoid disturbing the birds, and then zoomed in. After recording a cute episode of a parent swallow pushing fat caterpillars into its babies’ beaks, Isa said, “Let’s go deeper in.”  
 
    She left the entrance and walked down the sloping floor of the cavern, sending drones ahead to record her progress. She had no desire to be any kind of celebrity, but she thought the sight of a person in the infomentary would make it relatable.  
 
    Motion-activated lights turned on as Isa moved deeper, and the wide cavern soon narrowed to a tunnel. Before long, she hit branching passageways. Looking up the map of the cave system, she saw that some areas had no network repeaters and would be off the Link.  
 
    No matter. She could drop relays as she went. As the only visitor that day—perhaps the first visitor ever—if she had an accident, she wanted to be able to call for help. 
 
    Isa decided to take the route that led to the largest cavern in the Mount Ida cave system. It was a hike of several kilometres, and the passage that led to it sloped steeply downward for much of the distance. Not wanting to bother with a long walk, Isa tightened the straps on her a-grav pack and activated it, setting it to one-eighth normal gravity. 
 
    Half-running, half-skipping, Isa bounced down the slope in long strides. The tiny drones sped up ahead of her, recording as they flew. She pulled their feed and watched it as she went along. As well as showing herself, the drones were picking up streaks appearing on the tunnel walls, glimmering faintly in the subdued lighting. Curious about what she was seeing, she looked up more information. The cavern was in an area rich in rare mineral deposits.  
 
    Isa smiled. She had a special appreciation for rare ores, even though in her past as a miner, their presence had meant that simply blasting the asteroids containing them was out of the question. Precious seams like this had meant using manual labor to drill them out of the surrounding rock.  
 
    She couldn’t help but smile at the knowledge that she could leave these be and enjoy their natural beauty. All the minerals that the people of New Canaan would ever need were held in the system’s moons, asteroids, and outer planets. The terraformed planets would never be mined. 
 
    She bounced to a stop and turned off her a-grav, the sight of a streak of soft, glittering, yellow halting her progress.  
 
    “Whoa,” she breathed. With a jolt, she remembered she was supposed to be recording what she saw. Isa swept her gaze over the rock surface. Wherever she looked, it faintly glittered. According to the description, what she was seeing was gold. She was surrounded by heavy deposits of the lustrous metal. As an experiment, she rubbed a fingertip hard against a thick strand of color. When she pulled it away, her finger glittered.  
 
    “This is astounding,” she said for the benefit of the recording. “I’ve never seen deposits so rich. Kids would love this place. Free sparkles.” 
 
    She checked the map. The entrance to the large cavern that was her destination lay only a few more meters away. She walked the final steps and pulled off her a-grav pack before turning sideways to ease through a narrow break in the rock.  
 
    The moment she was through, lights burst to life from where they were tucked into the vaulted ceiling, hundreds of meters above her head.  
 
    The space was so vast, Isa could hardly believe the cavern didn’t open to the outside somewhere. Then she remembered that, although she’d entered the caves high on the mountainside, she’d since traveled a considerable distance underground, as she’d bounded down the slopes with her a-grav pack.  
 
    But the cavern’s size wasn’t even the most spectacular thing about it. The walls were coming to life with colors. They were crowded with more of the bands of gold she’d already seen, and mixed in with them were red streaks that she guessed were probably magnesium ferrite or a red hematite. She also saw the brass-yellow of pyrite, and bands of sparkling green and blue that could be malachite and azurite.  
 
    As if the cavern walls weren’t enough of a spectacular sight, the effect was doubled by a wide lake that spanned most of the cavern’s floor. The water lay perfectly still and gave such an exact reflection of the walls and ceiling, Isa got a sensation of vertigo. She felt as though taking a step into the lake would cause her to plunge to her death.  
 
    Struggling with what to say that would do justice to what she was seeing, Isa sent her drones up to record details of the ore strands and masses of semi-precious gems.  
 
    “What an amazing sight,” she said eventually, feeling the inadequacy of her words. “I feel like I’ve stepped into a sim. I’ve always appreciated the efforts of the FGT in terraforming New Canaan’s planets, but I don’t think I really understood the technical skills and artistry that went into their work. This geological wonder has been left here for us to enjoy forever, and it’s only one of the many amazing places on Tyre.” 
 
    She could have spent hours in the cavern, just studying the stunning patterns on the walls, but if she took as long as she wanted at all of Tyre’s amazing sights, it could take her years to finish her project. Instead, she left her drones to survey and record the cavern walls. She would use the extra material in appendices for her infomentary.  
 
    Another wonder lay beyond the cathedral-like cavern that she knew would appeal to potential settlers just as much. Isa skirted the edge of the lake and then slipped through a narrow crack in the rock wall on the opposite side. 
 
    To reach the next part of the cave system, Isa would have to walk down a low-ceilinged passage through the rock. The passage led even farther underground, but the incline was gentler than the previous one. The grade and the lower height meant she couldn’t employ the a-grav pack to speed her progress, so she had more than half an hour’s walk ahead of her. She had a hunch it would be worth it, though. 
 
    The air temperature grew steadily warmer. Isa could feel a breeze, which meant that the FGT had cut vents into the rock, or perhaps installed hidden fans to create an air flow, but she still began to sweat freely. Ceiling lights flicked on in response to her movement, but they were few and far between, and for short distances, she was forced to rely on her headlamp to guide her. Isa didn’t mind. She’d endured far worse conditions when she’d been under the control of the Lumins, but she made a note in her record about the problem; perhaps the Tyrian authorities could install more lights. 
 
    Partway down the tunnel, her network connection was lost and Link access went out. She began dropping relays, which would also serve other visitors who came along the route. Deeper she went into the hot, humid dimness of the tunnel. All she could hear was the echo of her boots on the floor and her breathing. Millions of tons of rock surrounded her on every side, and she was a very long way from another human being. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she began to appreciate the notion of carrying an AI in her mind. It would be good to have someone to talk to in such situations. 
 
    Finally, she was nearly at her destination. She halted. 
 
    “So,” she said to her imaginary viewer, “when I read about this cave, I knew I had to see it—especially because there are no recordings of it. All that’s generally known about it is that it’s here. All my life, I’ve wanted to visit somewhere like this, but I’ve never had the chance. Now that I’ve finally made it here, I’m a little bit worried.  
 
    “You know how hype can make something sound better than it is? Maybe it isn’t going to live up to my expectations…. I’m really hoping that isn’t the case. Anyway, before I go in, I’m going to take off everything I don’t need. I’m soaking with sweat already and, according to the description, the cave is even hotter.” She unhitched her a-grav pack and placed it on the floor, then took off her jacket, folded it and put it on top of the pack.  
 
    “Okay. Here we go. No drones this time. I want you to see this the same way I do: with my own eyes, firsthand.”  
 
    Isa checked the map she’d downloaded from the Link. She only had fifty or so meters to go. She walked on. The tunnel floor was plain, dusty rock, in total contrast to the cathedral-like cavern, which had been like something out of a fairy tale. The ground dipped sharply and curved to the left. She braced herself against the wall to keep her balance.  
 
    High humidity had made the rock’s surfaces slick. The temperature rose another notch. Isa was glad she’d made the decision to lighten her load. She slowed down to avoid slipping on the wet floor. Breaking a leg down here wouldn’t be the end of the world, but it would be highly inconvenient.  
 
    The first signs of what lay ahead appeared in short order. Bands of crystal cut across her path, luminous white against the dark grey rock. She was nearly there. Her heart thudding, Isa took another few steps. The tunnel was widening, and the rock floor was giving way entirely to crystal.  
 
    Isa rounded another sharp bend, and gasped. No vid in the galaxy could have prepared her for what she saw.  
 
    Crystals. Gigantic crystals—some dozens of meters long—jutted out at all angles from the floor, walls, and ceiling. In fact, there was no floor, ceiling, or walls. Everywhere Isa looked was a medley of angles of crystal. Technicians had fitted lights somewhere, but she couldn’t tell where the illumination originated, because it bounced and refracted throughout the cave.  
 
    Isa felt tiny, like a microorganism that had wandered into a salt cellar. She stepped forward carefully; her eyes were so wide they were almost painful. She realized her mouth was hanging open, and she shut it with a snap. 
 
    It was hard to believe that what she was seeing was only selenite. It looked like some other, far more precious substance. She ran a hand down one of the shiny, slippery surfaces. Each crystal was perfectly formed.  
 
    Isa took another few, difficult, awkward steps, then feeling overwhelmed, she sat down as well as she could on an angled surface. What words could she record for the infomentary viewers that would do justice to what she was seeing? Nothing came to mind. She swept her gaze around, recording all that she saw. 
 
    Then the weirdness began. 
 
    The cave swirled around her. Isa grabbed at the crystal she was sitting on to steady herself. She felt sick. Her heart thumped against her breastbone. Insects were crawling all over her! No. It was the beads of sweat running down her skin. She blinked.  
 
    Where am I?  
 
    She couldn’t remember. 
 
    Was she enslaved by the Lumins again? She couldn’t be. She’d escaped from them a long time ago…but now, somehow, she was back. What had happened? She had to get out. 
 
    Isa tried to move, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t breathe. Was she missing her respirator? And why was it so dark? What had happened to the lights? Had there been an accident? She had to escape. That was it. They were going to escape and finally get away from the Lumins. But where was everyone? Had they left without her?  
 
    She’d been left behind at Sirius. She would never be able to leave. She was stuck in hell forever.

  

 
   
    AN END 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.17.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: High Carthage Station 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin sat on Max’s messy bed and wondered where in all of Carthage the man might have gone to hide.  
 
    In the two days since the incident at the cargo warehouse, there hadn’t been a single sign of him anywhere. She’d gone to his apartment in the hope of finding a clue the constabulary might have missed that could tell her where he might be.  
 
    She hadn’t found a thing.  
 
    Considering how bare the place was, it was surprisingly unkempt. Dirty clothes were strewn on the floor and, despite the air control, the apartment had a sour atmosphere.  
 
    Erin had checked Max’s contacts, but she’d only found bars and gaming halls. He didn’t appear to have any friends or even acquaintances from work. Given his attitude, that wasn’t unexpected, but it made Erin’s job harder. 
 
    She could have left the job of finding him to the constabulary, of course. Both Tanis and Martin had told her so. But she felt responsible for what had happened. She’d missed the clues about the sabotage right at the beginning of her investigation; if she’d paid more attention, maybe she could have figured out that the initial blast had been from antimatter. Then Max would have had less of an opportunity to cover his tracks. If she’d done her due diligence, she might have found enough evidence to arrest him aboard the Euphemia.  
 
    Erin stood up and walked to the window. Max’s apartment was close to the top floor of a downtown high-rise. As she looked out over Landfall, she mentally reviewed—for what had to be the hundredth time—the moments immediately following the disaster at the warehouse, wondering what she’d missed…. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After she’d received the all-clear that there were no hazardous materials spilled, she’d clambered out of the warehouse and waited impatiently from the outside while the troops brought in to deal with the incident entered the building.  
 
    A medic had arrived in the meantime to check her over.  
 
    “So the good news is you aren’t seriously hurt,” he said. “Just some cuts.” 
 
    <I could have told him that,> Walter remarked. 
 
    <He doesn’t know about you,> Erin replied. <He doesn’t know me from Adam. They’ve shut down all nonessential Link access in the vicinity.> 
 
    <You don’t have to tell me. I feel like I’ve lost most of my senses. Maybe we should move somewhere outside the dead zone so I can re-establish a connection.> 
 
    <I want to stick around here for a while. There’s a chance Max is still in that place.> 
 
    <That’s extremely unlikely. Unless the man’s entirely incompetent, he must have escaped during the chaos. There would be little point in him going to the trouble of creating that mess if he didn’t take advantage of it.> 
 
    <Maybe he wasn’t trying to escape,> said Erin. <Maybe he was only trying to get his revenge on me, the same as he did with Pippa. He must know it would be almost impossible to escape detection in Carthage. He would need someone to shelter him and provide for his basic needs, and from what we know of his personality, I doubt he has anyone who would be willing to take that kind of risk for him.> 
 
    <You have a point. And it does seem to be somewhat of a coincidence that the worst damage occurred exactly where you were located. On the other hand, if he accepts that his situation is hopeless, and he’s done his best to hurt you, why hasn’t he given himself up by now?> 
 
    <I don’t know. Maybe he’s injured.> 
 
    “Er, on the other hand,” the medic said, “maybe I should scan you again.” 
 
    Erin realized she hadn’t responded to the comment he’d made a few moments previously. “Sorry. I was just talking to my AI.” 
 
    “Ah, okay.” 
 
    “Thanks for checking me over.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m going to fix those two cuts then I’ll be done.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Are you really okay?” Anwen asked as she walked over from where another medic was checking the cuts Pippa had received when Max knocked her down during their fight. 
 
    “When we saw those racks start to fall, I was so worried about you,” Anwen said. “It sounded like the warehouse was being demolished. It’s a miracle that you managed to survive.” 
 
    “Well, only about half of the shelving collapsed,” Erin replied. “I was in the first row that went down, so there wasn’t enough weight to crush the crates that fell around me.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Pippa added as she approached. “Now I feel even worse for running after Max. If I hadn’t, none of this would have happened. I should have let that guard do his job.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” said Erin. “There’s no point in beating yourself up. Let’s just hope this stops here.” 
 
    “What’s happening now?” Anwen asked.  
 
    “They’re searching the warehouse in case Max is still in there.” 
 
    “And if they find him?” asked Anwen. “What will happen then?” 
 
    “Well, the investigation—” Erin stopped.  
 
    She’d been about to tell the twins that she still had to prove that Max was the perpetrator of the mining sabotage, but officially, the twins were still suspects.  
 
    Instead, she said, “After what he did here today, Max will be arrested. It’ll be good to have him in custody while I finish investigating the sabotage.” 
 
    “It’ll be nice to never have to work with him again,” said Anwen. “But what about us? What should we do while all this is going on?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you can’t do anything until all this is sorted out,” Erin replied. “You’re to remain here in Landfall.” 
 
    “Urgh,” said Anwen. “I’ll be so bored.” 
 
    “Nevermind, sis,” Pippa said. “I’m sure we can find something to do.” 
 
    “I’m not helping you reorganize your closet again. One color-coordinating session is enough.” 
 
    Pippa laughed. “Okay. Maybe we can find something else to do.” 
 
    <Ah,> said Walter. <We’re back on the Link. About time.> 
 
    <Great.>  
 
    Erin quickly checked for reports about Max. A general bulletin had gone out, giving his appearance and warning that he was dangerous and not to be approached, and saying that if anyone sighted him, they were to contact the constabulary.  
 
    <I wonder if someone is at Max’s apartment. He might go back there.> 
 
    <Yes,> said Walter. <Officers are already waiting there on the off-chance that Max is foolish enough to return.> 
 
    <Though judging by what he managed to do in the warehouse in a short span of time,> Erin said, <he’s nowhere near that stupid.> She turned her focus back to the twins. “You should go, it’s been a long morning. Go home and rest. But don’t leave Landfall unless I or the constabulary tell you you’re allowed.” 
 
    “Do you think Max might try to attack us?” Anwen asked. 
 
    “I don’t think we have to worry about that, do we?” said Pippa.  
 
    “He might,” Anwen said. “He attacked you. There’s nothing to say he’s given up yet.” 
 
    “I guess I could arrange guards for you,” Erin offered. 
 
    “No,” said Pippa. “I’d hate that. We don’t need special protection. We’ll be careful.” 
 
    Anwen’s eyes appeared troubled, but she didn’t say anything to contradict her sister. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    Days later, Max was still at large, though no attempts had been made to attack Pippa or Anwen.  
 
    <At least we know he’ll be confined to Carthage,> Erin said as she watched from the window in Max’s apartment as a shuttle came down to land at the Excelsior Spaceport. 
 
    <I wouldn’t be too sure about that,> Walter replied. <Max’s intelligence clearly surpasses his social skills. I wouldn’t be surprised if he managed to finagle a passage off-world.> 
 
    <I guess he might. But unless he can survive alone in the wild, he’ll be found sooner or later. Maybe he’ll come to his senses and give himself up.> 
 
    <Maybe, but don’t hold your breath.> 
 
    <Well, while I’m waiting for him to be found, I’m going to continue the investigation into the antimatter explosion. Then as soon as he turns up, I’ll have everything ready to nail him for the sabotage. If we can find out where he got the antimatter from, we might find some leads on accomplices or assets he has.> 
 
    <That’s right,> Walter said. <I’ll pull the inventories of all the ships that carry antimatter and check for anomalies.> 
 
    Leaning her forehead on the window, Erin looked down onto the complex of offices and small shops that comprised most of Max’s neighborhood. Night had fallen, and the streetlights were coming on. Like everywhere in Landfall, the place was clean, well-kept, and pleasant to look at. Carthage and the rest of New Canaan was quickly turning into the kind of almost-paradise that had been the hope of all the colonists. Everyone seemed to be leading productive, happy lives. What had motivated Max to behave so rashly and vindictively? If his ambitions were so important to him, he had a potential eternity to achieve them.  
 
    The more Erin thought about it, the more nonsensical Max’s actions seemed. She dug further into his background, looking for a reason for his behavior, but the only thing of note was—as she already knew—that he was a Noctus, like Isa.  
 
    Although Isa wasn’t anything like Max, Erin had become aware of her partner’s difficulties with the past. Perhaps Max suffered from similar problems. Not that they excused his behavior.  
 
    <OK, we have a lead on the antimatter,> Walter interrupted her thoughts.  
 
    <We?> 
 
    <Yeah, Angela gave me a hand—I guess someone looking up the antimatter storage on all ships tripped some alarms. She kicked off visual verification by automatons and on all ships in the system, and we hit paydirt almost right away,> Walter said. <The inventory for the Eos shows some bottles missing.> 
 
    <Bottles, plural?> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <But Max wouldn’t have used very much to create the explosions on the moon.> 
 
    <That’s right. Rather more than the amount required is missing.> 
 
    Erin’s brow crinkled with her frown. She moved away from the window. <Is it possible that it’s just a coincidence and we have the wrong ship? Perhaps the antimatter on the Eos was only misplaced, and Max stole a smaller amount from somewhere else.> 
 
    <That doesn’t seem likely. Once we had the Eos in our sights, I checked Max’s movements in the months prior to the sabotage. He was aboard the Eos immediately before the operation at Irridia began. That was where the project leads were briefed before the Euphemia arrived.> 
 
    <So he might have stolen some then, but why so much? I have a bad feeling about this, Walter.> 
 
    <Yes. It’s as though Max wasn’t only intending to make Pippa and Anwen appear incompetent. He was planning something bigger.> 
 
    Erin slumped onto a chair. <I’ll ask Tanis to have the Eos and Euphemia searched and this place torn apart, though there isn’t much of a chance we’ll find the rest of the antimatter. If it was aboard the Euphemia, it probably won’t be any longer. My guess is that he brought it back to Carthage…but what does he want to do with it?> 
 
    <I don’t have any ideas yet. I’ll continue to search the ships’ inventories in case we’re mistaken, though it seems unlikely.> 
 
    Erin contacted Tanis to update her on the situation.  
 
    <Angela has me up to speed, and I’ve just reached out to Landfall’s chief of police,> said Tanis. <She’s sending some cops over to search the place. You should leave and let them do their job.> 
 
    Erin nodded to herself as she pushed away from the window. <Okay.> 
 
    <And be careful. This guy’s already killed that pilot and tried to kill you.> 
 
    <Me?> Erin asked in surprise. 
 
    <You need to become a little more paranoid,> Tanis replied with a sardonic laugh. <Yes, you. He clearly targeted you in the warehouse. There’s no other way to parse that.> 
 
    <I guess…I figured it was just where the autolifts could congregate the fastest.> 
 
    Tanis didn’t hold back her laughter this time. <I like how trusting you are, Erin. Don’t lose that through all this. You know…now that I think of it, do you have a personal weapon?> 
 
    <Uh…no.> 
 
    <OK, on second thought, wait for the cops to arrive. I’m going to have them provide you with one.> 
 
    <You really think that’s necessary?> 
 
    <It won’t hurt, and I’d rather do that than explain to Martin and Isa why you won’t be going back to the beach house.> 
 
    <Ouch…you really do go right to the worst-case scenario.> 
 
    <That’s the only way I’m still alive, Erin. Damn…I have to go to a cabinet meeting. Keep me apprised if you learn anything new.> 
 
    Tanis signed off, and Erin left the apartment to wait outside for the search team. The walkway was open, overlooking a central courtyard. Erin propped herself against the wall opposite the door and tried to contact Martin. She wasn’t too surprised when she couldn’t raise him. Martin sometimes disabled his messaging queues. He said it was when he needed to concentrate deeply on something, but Erin knew it was mostly because he didn’t feel like talking to anyone.  
 
    She was considering reaching out to Eamon when footsteps sounded nearby, and she looked up to see three police officers approaching. When they reached her, they confirmed they were there to search Max’s apartment again for any clues to the antimatter’s location. One of the officers gave Erin a pulse pistol and a holster that she could wear under her jacket. When she put on the holster and slipped the pistol inside, it felt strange and bulky, but also reassuring.  
 
    She took the elevator to the first floor and stepped out onto the sidewalk, where pedestrians were heading home from work or going out for the evening. As she navigated the busy thoroughfares, she wondered where she should go to eat. She didn’t want to return to her apartment just then.  
 
    She wished that Isa hadn’t left to go to Tyre, or that Martin wasn’t on one of his solitary kicks. She needed some cheering up after the depressing atmosphere of Max Rasner’s apartment and the discovery that he was still in the market for mayhem. 
 
    Erin decided to head to the place on the edge of the Party Field where she, Martin, and Isa had agreed to embark on their slightly unusual relationship. The happy memories would lift her mood. 
 
    After walking for twenty minutes or so through Landfall, she eventually reached a lane that led to the field. The area was much quieter than downtown.  
 
    Erin turned into the empty lane. It was pedestrians only and flanked with shops that sold souvenirs commemorating the day of the colonists’ arrival. Most out-of-town visitors went elsewhere after dark, so the shops were all closed. A handful of street lights provided dim illumination. The shop windows displayed models of the sculpture of the four inhabited planets of New Canaan that took pride of place at the center of the Party Field. Tourists could buy seeds of the wildflowers that grew there and menus of the food that was served at the party. Framed pictures of notable partiers like Tanis, Jason Andrews, and Terrence Enfield were also for sale. 
 
    Erin was halfway along the lane, when a shadow suddenly swept across the sidewalk at her feet. Someone was running up from behind, swiftly and silently. The shadow raised its arms.  
 
    Erin barely had time to react. She dodged to one side, and felt something pass by her face. She swept around, reaching for the weapon that nestled under her arm, but before she could draw it, her attacker was upon her. 
 
    Smashed downward by a blow on her back, she hit the pavement face-first. She tried to get up, but what felt like two knees pressed against her back, and hands fastened around her throat.  
 
    Erin heard Walter send a distress call. Would someone reach her in time? She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t reach her attacker with her one arm that was free. Her other arm was trapped under her.  
 
    The strangling grip tightened. Blood engorged her head, and she felt her eyes bulge. She was beginning to black out.  
 
    With a massive effort, she lifted her torso a little off the ground. She didn’t have the strength to throw her attacker off, but she created enough space to reach the pistol.  
 
    Suffocating and unable to cry out, she inched the weapon from its holster. It slipped free, but it was still under her jacket. She pushed it against the fabric so that it was pointing away from her. Where it was pointing, she didn’t know.  
 
    She fired; pulse after pulse surged out.  
 
    It made no difference. The pressure on her throat didn’t ease.  
 
    “Hey,” a voice shouted in the distance. 
 
    Miraculously, the hands left Erin’s throat. She sucked air like a hull breach. The weight on her back was gone, then feet hit the ground near her face. She struggled onto her elbows just in time to see a figure in black running down the lane.  
 
    More running footsteps came from behind her, then stopped. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Erin watched as the black figure disappeared into the Party Field. A hand was on her shoulder, turning her over. Someone else ran past, chasing her attacker. 
 
    “I think so,” she said. Her voice came out as a whisper.  
 
    More people were running past, people who had responded to the distress call Walter had sent, or who had seen the discharge of her weapon.  
 
    Erin sat up, rubbing her throat.  
 
    “Medics are on their way,” said the man in a suit who knelt next to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” Erin whispered.  
 
    Her pulse was beginning to slow, and as she calmed down, confusion began to replace her panic. Though the lane was dark and she hadn’t seen much more than a glimpse of her attacker, the person had been stocky…not a willowy Noctus like Max.

  

 
   
    A NEW HAND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.17.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martin pushed his boat off the shore. A wave slapped the bow, lifting it up. He guided the boat over the swell and waded in after it, jumping inside as it reached deeper water. The sun was an orange semi-circle on the horizon, and the stars had nearly faded from sight. Yawning as he started up the engine, he input the destination coordinates, settled down, and opened the packet he’d just received from Isa. 
 
    ‘Martin, Tyre is amazing. Have you been here yet? I forgot to ask you. I already rode the chute down through Mount Athos. It was unbelievable. And I’m just about to explore the cave system at Mount Ida. When I get back to the hotel, I’ll send you the recordings. I might send you my commentary, too, and you can let me know what I should keep or add to it. I’ll probably forget something important.  
 
    It was a pity we had to leave Athens early, wasn’t it? But you were right. It wouldn’t have been the same without Erin there. Maybe when she’s finished working on her investigation, we can persuade her to take some more vacation time. Then you two can come and visit me out here. What do you think? 
 
    Anyway, let me know what you’re doing. I’m always interested to hear about your job. How’s the coral reef doing? I’m going to hold you to your promise to show it to me one day. I’m really looking forward to it.  
 
    But I’m also really looking forward to the next couple of months working on this project. It suits me perfectly. I get to see the most spectacular places, and I don’t have to deal with people complaining all the time—not like when I was at Placement Services. I can’t believe I’m being paid to do it. 
 
    I miss you already. Write soon. Love you.’  
 
    Martin smiled to himself. <What would you say to a trip to Tyre?> he asked Eamon. 
 
    <First Athens and now Tyre?> Eamon replied. <Have I been transferred to a different Martin’s mind? You’ve changed over the last few months. There was a time when I doubt even a planetary war would have dragged you away from our seeding site.> 
 
    <Have I changed? I guess I have. I thought I was perfectly content before. I was doing what I’d wanted to do all my life—it isn’t often a biologist has the chance to create his own ecosystem. But I must have been missing something without knowing it. Now I’m happier than ever.> 
 
    <And I’m happy for you.> Eamon’s tone may have contained just a hint of sarcasm, but Martin decided to ignore it. 
 
    <Thanks. And now that Erin’s on Carthage more often, you have more opportunities to speak to Walter. Hey, I forgot to ask you why you never told me you two were friends.> 
 
    <It didn’t occur to me.> Eamon’s tone was non-committal.  
 
    <What? You mean all that time that I was at loggerheads with Erin, you never thought to say, ‘By the way, I know her AI. Nice guy. Maybe I can get him to talk to her for you’?> 
 
    <I guess that might have helped matters. But Walter and I don’t often discuss our humans. I understand it must seem strange to you. The fact is, we AIs usually have other things going on in our lives that are more, well, interesting.> 
 
    Martin took a moment to assess this comment, wondering if he’d heard it right. <So we aren’t interesting, huh?> 
 
    <You seem offended.>  
 
    Martin was certain that Eamon’s wry remark was intended to get a rise out of him. 
 
    <No,> he said. <I’m not offended at all.>  
 
    He told himself the same. 
 
    <Let me ask you something,> said Eamon. <Have you ever discussed me with Erin?> 
 
    <Uhhh… No. I don’t think I have.> 
 
    <What?!> Eamon’s tone was mocking. <Not even after she told you that I was a close friend of her AI’s?> 
 
    Martin began to feel a little uncomfortable. 
 
    When he didn’t reply, Eamon asked, <Perhaps you discussed me with Isa?> 
 
    Martin winced.  
 
    <Have you discussed me with anyone, ever?> Eamon asked. 
 
    <I’m sure I must have at some point. It isn’t like I keep you a secret.> Martin heard Eamon’s chuckle. <Come on, Eamon. This isn’t fair. You know the answer. You know everything that I do.> 
 
    <Just making a point. So maybe now you understand that our humans aren’t our number one topic of conversation whenever we speak.> 
 
    Martin chuckled. <Point taken. My butt stopped hurting.>  
 
    <Glad to hear it. So you’re checking on the new island today?> 
 
    Martin checked the current maps and the weather reports, ensuring that everything was still favorable for the trip. <Yeah. I thought I’d squeeze in a visit out there before I start work. I’m curious about how big it’s grown. Of course, it might have disappeared too. I wonder how big it has to grow or how long it has to exist before it’s officially named. And who gets to name it.> 
 
    <Perhaps it’s you, as the discoverer,> Eamon suggested. <I can’t find any protocols around that. Should I ask Murry?> 
 
    <No, it isn’t important. Just wondering. Maybe they’ll hold a lottery, and the winner names the island.> 
 
    <I’m not sure that would be such a great idea,> Eamon said. <What if someone with a warped sense of humor wins? Who knows what we might end up with.> 
 
    Martin laughed. <I know what you mean. I’d hate to have to call the place Fart Island for the rest of my life.> 
 
    They were well out to sea now, and Knossos’ coastline had disappeared behind them. Martin considered recording a reply to Isa’s message while he had some time to spare. He’d been hard at work ever since returning from Athens, only stopping to eat and sleep. The animals required more checks as they grew larger, and he was constantly starting off more species. Getting the balance right was delicate work. Timing was vital too. He stressed over each release because the animals were on their own from that point on. If he hadn’t laid the groundwork properly, they would starve to death or be hunted to extinction by other predators. 
 
    Martin forced himself to stop thinking about work. Perhaps he could send Isa a vid of the new island when he reached it. She might like that, and it would be something he could offer in return for the recordings she’d promised to send of the sights of Tyre. 
 
    Isa remained somewhat of a puzzle to him. He got along with her better than he did with Erin, yet that was strange because of the two of them, Erin was the one he felt he understood best. It was probably because they were both from Sol, they both had AIs, and they both had demanding jobs that they loved. By contrast, Isa’s background and upbringing were something he could barely imagine. And what made her harder to understand was the fact that she rarely spoke about her past before her time on Victoria. Her days enslaved by the Lumins were almost a taboo subject.  
 
    Martin regretted it, because he thought that if she would tell him more about her former life, he would understand her better. 
 
    Isa was far more vulnerable than Erin, and more willing to bend to keep the peace. She would always intervene when he and Erin bickered. She didn’t seem to understand that their little arguments were only an aspect of how they related to each other, and entirely harmless. Playing peacekeeper between himself and Erin wasn’t necessary, but it touched him that Isa cared and was doing her best to protect their little family.  
 
    He only wished that he could help her too. He sensed that there was a deep, old sorrow in Isa that was difficult, if not impossible, to heal.  
 
    Clouds of gas were erupting from the ocean all across the horizon, cooling Carthage’s interior. A gust of sea breeze parted them for a moment, revealing a large black hill. Lava oozed down its side like a waterfall, only composed of molten rock. 
 
    <Would you look at that?> Martin exclaimed. <How much has it grown, Eamon?> 
 
    <It’s more than quadrupled in size since the last time we were here.> 
 
    Martin stopped the boat and threw out the anchor. He had to keep a safe distance from the island. The water around it seethed and bubbled, and steam rose from the spot where the orange-white lava hit the ocean. He recorded his sight of the new patch of land for a while as his boat bobbed on the waves.  
 
    I’ll look into seeding the surrounding area with tropical fish, he decided. They would thrive in the warm water. 
 
    But time was pressing. He had a lot to do that day. He lifted the anchor and started up the boat, inputting a new destination. That morning would be taken up with checking that the animals in artificial wombs were growing well. He was a little concerned about the blue whales.  
 
    Mammals were always tricky. When they were finally born, he would face the challenge of supplying enormous volumes of specially formulated, high-fat milk for six months, and then teaching them how to feed themselves before he could wean them. Compared to that gargantuan task, everything he’d done up until now was simple and easy.  
 
    In the end, it was well after lunchtime before Martin completed his tasks. Bone-tired and hungry, he headed home. He decided he would grab some food to take out with him that afternoon, when he was traveling offshore again to add some more coral species to the reef he was building. 
 
    A few meters from the shoreline, he hopped out of the boat and pushed it up onto the sand. After washing off the sand that clung to him in his outdoor shower, Martin walked into his home. 
 
    He stopped dead.  
 
    There was sand on the floor. A whole trail of it. Martin’s gaze followed the outrageous messiness until he found its source: a man was sitting in his armchair.  
 
    The man’s feet and calves were coated in sand. He shifted position as Martin’s gaze met his, and an avalanche of grains fell from his legs, adding to the pool of sand he’d already created. 
 
    “Hi,” the man said cheerfully. “I arrived a while ago. I hope you don’t mind that I let myself in. There was nowhere to sit down and wait for you outside. I tried to tell you I was here, but you’d disabled your message queues.” 
 
    Words whirled through Martin’s mind but refused to come out of his mouth.  
 
    All he could think to say was, “You couldn’t find anywhere to sit? On a beach?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I guess I could have sat on the sand, you know, but I didn’t want to get dirty.” 
 
    Martin stared at the man’s sand-coated legs and then at his face and then at his legs again. Nothing in his expression indicated that he was speaking ironically.  
 
    Martin clenched his jaw. “I don’t mean to be rude, but who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Huh?” The young man stood up. Martin flinched as more sand fell. “I’m sorry. I thought you were the scientist in charge of this site. I must have made a mistake. I’m looking for Dr. Ryland.” 
 
    <Martin,> Eamon said. <I believe this person may have something to do with the message that Cameron left for you. You know, the one you haven’t read yet?> 
 
    <What message?> Martin asked, thoroughly irritated. <Oh yes. That message.>  
 
    Eamon was right. As soon as he’d returned from Athens, Martin had gone to check on his animals. In his urgency to reassure himself that all his projects hadn’t been affected by his absence, he’d entirely forgotten to read his friend’s note. And then when Eamon had reminded him, he’d put it off; he’d seen with his own eyes that everything was fine with his site, what else did he need to know? 
 
    The man was waiting for him to reply.  
 
    “I’m Dr. Ryland,” said Martin. “Uh, I forgot to, uh…. Wait here a minute, please.” 
 
    He about-faced and stepped quickly outside, then closed the door and leaned on the exterior wall while he read Cameron’s message. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey buddy  
 
    Sweet site you have. I did everything you asked; boy, that was some list you left me. I checked every nursery, hatchery, and artificial womb, but I have to say, it nearly killed me. I was certainly glad when you said you were coming home early. Sorry I wasn’t there to meet you.  
 
    It looks like you’re having the same problems as me…. Now that the organisms we’re nurturing are growing bigger it’s becoming more challenging to keep on top of everything, right? I realized this weeks ago at my site, which is smaller than yours. The days just aren’t long enough to get everything done.  
 
    The only reason I could help you out was because I asked Murry if he could find me a young biologist to take on some of my workload. He was happy to oblige, and now I have Gemma to do the grunt work while I do the more specialized stuff. She learns on the job, and I get to concentrate on the things that really matter. It’s a win-win. 
 
    So before I left, I asked Murry to find someone for you too. He told me he’s sending along a young man named Malcolm Spearpoint. He’s done all his training, but he doesn’t have any practical experience yet. He’s very keen to learn, though. Should be a big help to you. You’ll certainly need him when those blue whales are ready to be born. What beauties! I admit I was jealous, but I’ll look forward to seeing them heading up my way one day. 
 
    Have fun with your new assistant. No need to thank me.  
 
    Cameron’  
 
      
 
    Martin cursed.  
 
    <There’s no need to be like that,> said Eamon. <I looked up the young man’s credentials. He was top of his class. You’re lucky to have him.> 
 
    <I am, am I?> said Martin. <What the hell am I supposed to do with him? I don’t have any idea why Cameron’s done this. It’s entirely unnecessary. I was managing fine without anyone’s help.> 
 
    <Hmmm. I’m not so sure about that,> Eamon said, <but look at it this way. With Malcolm here, you can expand your range of organisms. You were thinking about adding tropical fish to the ocean near the vents, weren’t you? Or perhaps you could bring the program forward and introduce the trickier species earlier than planned.> 
 
    Martin barely heard Eamon’s attempts to put his situation in a good light. He was struggling to grasp the idea of another person working with him on his project. What could he trust this Malcolm with? Nothing. He couldn't think of a single task that he would feel happy about handing over to someone else.  
 
    Cameron was an idiot. He might be okay with sharing his workload, but Martin most certainly was not.  
 
    But what could he do? This Malcolm—or ‘Sand Man’, as Martin was beginning to think of him—had arrived expecting to have an apprenticeship awaiting him. Could Martin turn him away? What would he tell Murry, after the AI had gone to the trouble of finding him? And, after all, almost everything Martin knew, he’d learned by working with experts. It would be churlish of him to deny someone else the same opportunity.  
 
    Yet every fiber of his being rebelled against the idea of another person taking over some of his responsibilities. No one else would do as good a job as he would. It wasn’t possible.  
 
    Martin cursed again. He couldn’t think of a way out of the situation.  
 
    Grimacing as he resigned himself to his fate, he set his shoulders and entered his home once more. While he’d been gone, Malcolm had left his seat and was now standing in Martin’s kitchen. The sand trail told the tale, even if the young man hadn’t been right in front of him, cooking.  
 
    Cooking. In Martin’s own kitchen. With Martin’s food. 
 
    Malcolm asked brightly. “Did you get it done?” 
 
    “Did I get what done?”  
 
    “The thing you forgot to do.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, yes.” 
 
    “Great. So you’re back.” 
 
    It was all Martin could do to prevent himself from replying, ‘Well spotted’.  
 
    “Yes,” he said instead. “Uh, there’s no need for you to do that.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m happy to,” said Malcolm. “I love cooking. It’s one of my favorite hobbies, you know. And I want to pull my weight while I’m here—I don’t want to be a drain on your time. I’m here to help, and to learn.”  
 
    He gave Martin a grin and then returned his attention to lunch. 
 
    “Great,” Martin said. “That’s just great.”

  

 
   
    HEAT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.17.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Crystal Cave, Mount Ida Caverns 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa was hot. Unbearably hot. Her clothes clung to her, soaked in sweat, and her hair was plastered to her head. She pushed away the strands sticking to her face. Where was she? All she could see were white geometrically shaped blocks. Was she dreaming? She struggled to sit up. Something sharp had dug a painful ridge in her back. As she pushed her upper half to a sitting position, more of the white blocks came into view.  
 
    Where the hell am I? 
 
    <Please leave the cave at once, Isa,> said an unfamiliar voice. <Can you hear me? A rescue team is on its way, but please try to move out of the cave if you can. Move into the tunnel, where the air temperature is lower.> 
 
    <What? Who are you?> 
 
    <Ah, good. I am Onyx, Tyre’s planetary AI. I’m glad you can finally hear me. I was worried there was a problem with your Link. Are you able to move? Your body temperature is dangerously high. I’ve done what I can to lower it through emergency protocols, but it would help if you could also leave the area. You’ve spent double the recommended time there. Medical help is due to reach you in approximately twenty-five minutes.> 
 
    The events of the previous few hours began to flash into Isa’s mind. She’d taken the chute through Mount Athos. Then she’d flown the pinnace to…. She remembered the gold in the cave’s walls. And a lake. And crystals. 
 
    She was in the crystal cave. What had happened to her? She’d been taking in the wonder of the place, then she seemed to remember becoming confused.  
 
    Did I pass out due to the heat? Or maybe I tripped and hit my head?  
 
    <Isa? Please return the way you came immediately.> 
 
    <Yes, I will. I’m moving.> Whoever was speaking to her had the right idea. She had to get out of there.  
 
    Still groggy, she managed to orientate herself and remember the return route to the tunnel. She turned on her knees, rose and crawled, then rose and staggered, weaving, to the cave’s exit. Once she was through it, the moving air in the tunnel hit her like a wave of fresh, cool water. Isa dropped to the floor, unable to move any farther. She lay on her stomach, resting the side of her face on the chilly stone. Her head hurt so much, she could hardly focus her vision or her mind. 
 
    <Can you move farther up the tunnel?> the voice asked. 
 
    <I don’t think so.> 
 
    <Okay. The medics are at the cave entrance. They will be with you shortly.> 
 
    <Who are you?> 
 
    <I am Onyx, Tyre’s AI. I have already told you, but perhaps you don’t remember.> 
 
    <No, I don’t.> 
 
    <I received an automatic signal that your vital signs were abnormal. Then I was talking to you for quite a while before I received a response. According to the pattern of your brain waves, you were not sleeping, so I’m unclear about why you didn’t reply.> 
 
    Isa silently thanked herself for dropping the Link relays. Though she’d finally come around, she didn’t think she could make it all the way out of the cave without help, and so few people visited the place, she might not have been found until it was too late.  
 
    <I’m not sure about that myself, Onyx. I don’t know what happened to me. Maybe I just got too hot and passed out.> 
 
    <You didn’t lose consciousness, according to the readings from your brain. In fact, the wave patterns indicated heightened activity. The doctors at the hospital can run more detailed scans. The good news is I’m not currently detecting any anomalies in your brain’s structure or functioning.> 
 
    <That’s a relief.>  
 
    Isa’s heart rate was slowing, and the ache on the right side of her head had eased a notch. She tried to recall her last memory before she heard Onyx speaking to her. She’d gone into the cave of crystals and had been amazed by the sight of them.  
 
    Then…  
 
    Isa closed her eyes as she tried to concentrate. She recalled feeling panicky and trapped.  
 
    No. Not trapped. Abandoned. She’d been terrified that she was being left behind.  
 
    A horrible familiarity swept over her. The memory of her strange mental attack had returned. Before she’d lost awareness of where she was, Isa had been experiencing one of her habitual nightmares. It was one of a few that still visited her with depressing regularity. One of the nightmares entailed reliving a moment when she’d nearly died, after a Lumin supervisor had refused to supply new respirators to the Noctus mining teams. That was the most common one. The nightmare she’d just experienced was another. It wasn’t based in reality, only fear. In the dream, she’d missed her group’s desperate escape attempt, to remain stuck in slavery to the Lumins for the rest of her life. 
 
    But up until then, the nightmare had only visited her while she was sleeping. This time she’d been fully awake. What had triggered it? Had it been the enclosed conditions or the heat? It was odd. Right when the delusion had struck, she’d been elated at the breathtaking sight of the crystal cave. Had her heightened emotion sparked some kind of psychological crash, taking her to the opposite extreme? Perhaps that had been it.  
 
    With an effort, Isa turned onto her back and lay gazing up at the crystal-striped ceiling. Perhaps somewhere deep inside, she’d decided she was too happy. Ever since she’d come out of stasis and learned of the fate of the people she’d left behind, she’d struggled to come to grips with what had happened at Kapteyn’s Star after the colonists left.  
 
    Underlying every moment of pleasure and joy was a sense of guilt. She had been so lucky in her life. Too lucky. All the Noctus that had been left behind at Sirius had remained in slavery. Everyone who had remained behind at the Kap had died. She was a survivor of survivors. What had she done to deserve her happy, easy life? Nothing. Or at least, she’d done no more than others who had died—in many ways she’d done a lot less. What right did she have to see places like the golden cavern or the crystal cave? Why should she be in a loving relationship with two wonderful people when so many thousands had never had that chance? 
 
    The sound of running footsteps came echoing down the tunnel, distracting Isa from her melancholy thoughts.  
 
    <Isa Chen? We’re Tyre Emergency Medical Services. We’ll be with you in just a moment. I can see you.> 
 
    Isa lifted her head to peer up at the approaching sound. Two figures were speeding toward her, carrying equipment slung over their shoulders. In a few moments, the man and woman were at her side.  
 
    “Isa, I’m just going to check you over,” the woman said. They quickly assessed her, and then the woman pressed the cold, metal end of a transfuser to her neck, passing fluids directly into her bloodstream. A few moments later, Isa felt her heart slow to its normal rhythm, and her uncomfortable, overheated feeling dissipate. 
 
    “Do you feel any pain anywhere?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Isa replied. “I feel fine. Much better since you gave me that.” She moved to sit up.  
 
    The woman stopped her, saying, “Please stay still for now. I have to say, you’re the shortest Noctus I’ve ever seen.”  
 
    When Isa rolled her eyes, the medic continued, “Sorry, I guess people must say that to you all the time.” 
 
    The man’s eyes were kind as he said, “We’ve given you something to return your temperature to normal, but we don’t want to take any chances until we’re sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “Did you come all the way from the capital?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Yes, we did. There aren’t enough people out here to justify staffing a medical base in the area. Otherwise we would have gotten here sooner. Of course, you being a few kilometers underground didn’t help.” He swiftly grinned. “I think you must be our deepest rescue. What do you think, Stefana?” 
 
    “I’d say so,” said the woman. 
 
    “How are you feeling now?” he asked.  
 
    “I feel much better,” Isa said. “I think I could even stand.”  
 
    “Wait a moment,” the medic said. He scanned her again. “You do seem to be over whatever was ailing you, but we’ve brought an a-grav gurney to bring you out. It’s going to be safer to do it that way. Then the doctor at the hospital can give you the all-clear before you try anything as ambitious as standing.” 
 
    Isa protested that she felt fine and wanted to leave the cave system the same way she came in: on her own two feet. But the medics wouldn’t hear of it, telling her that it was still quite the hike out of the cave, and they’d be chewed out by their superiors if they allowed a patient to walk out after a collapse.  
 
    They set up the gurney, and Isa relented, climbing onto it even though she felt embarrassed and dumb. Straps slid out from the gurney’s sides and snaked over her body, securing her firmly as the medics set her discarded gear—barring the a-grav harness, which the man slung over his back—by her feet. With the medics stationed at her head and toes, the procession set off.  
 
    Though Isa understood the need for the medics’ approach, frustration ate at her throughout the journey they undertook to leave the cave system. Her feelings were in marked contrast to what they had been on the way in. The golden cavern didn’t hold the same charms when she returned through it flat on her back, either, and the swallows at the entrance were no longer so enchanting. 
 
    As the journey up through the caverns and tunnels carried on, Isa found herself glad for the a-grav stretcher, though she still felt embarrassed at being taken out like an invalid. 
 
    “What’ll happen to my pinnace?” she asked the medics as the gurney approached their ambulance. “I don’t want to leave it behind.” 
 
    “Just tell it to follow us,” Stefana replied. “You can park it in the hospital’s lot. There’s plenty of space. We have hardly any patients. Not that it isn’t a good thing, but you’ll find things are quiet at the hospital; just kids who have fallen out of trees, and women giving birth. The doctors will be pleased to have something different to do.” 
 
    Isa noticed a drone hovering overhead. “What’s that doing there?” she asked. “Is that one of yours?” 
 
    Stefana squinted up at the drone. “No, it’s a news drone. Word must have gotten out about your rescue.” 
 
    “You mean I’m going to be on the news?” Isa asked.  
 
    “Unless something more interesting happens on Tyre today, you are. Sorry.” 
 
    “Well that’s just great.” 
 
    During the entire ride back to Ushu, Isa debated with herself about what she was going to tell the doctors when they asked what had happened. Despite years of nightmares and sudden attacks of anxiety, panic, and overwhelming sadness, Isa had never sought medical help for her problems. She wasn’t sure why. In the odd, rare moments when she really thought about it, she came to believe that her difficulties were her penance for surviving when so many others had died. If she sought medical help and achieved a cure of some kind, might that only increase her guilt?  
 
    She guessed that there was one guaranteed solution for her problems: memory erasure. Her most painful memories could be wiped from her mind so effectively that not even her subconscious would bring them up again. She would be entirely cured. Though she knew she was being perverse, that was the last thing she wanted. 
 
    At the hospital, a doctor quickly assessed that, physically, she was absolutely fine. Then, as she’d feared, he wanted to talk about other causes for her episode. He mentioned words like “disassociation” and “fugue.” As Stefana had predicted, he seemed a little excited about the different possibilities. 
 
    Isa told him she had to visit the bathroom; she needed time to collect her thoughts. Looking at herself in the mirror as she washed her hands, she came to a decision about what she would tell him. 
 
    When she returned to the examination room, the doctor said, “So, if we can go back to the beginning again, can you tell me the last thing you remember before you heard Onyx advising you to leave the cave?” 
 
    “I think I was just admiring the crystals. And I felt hot, but not so hot that I was uncomfortable. I guess I must have overheated, though.” 
 
    “Your body temperature was too high, yes. But not until you’d been inside the cave for a considerable length of time. I think the overheating came after you entered your odd mental state. As far as I can tell, you didn’t faint. Even if I didn’t have the brain wave readings that Onyx made, I would expect to see an injury from falling suddenly unconscious, but you have none. What I do know is that you seemed to be thinking intensely. Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    “I see. Have you ever had anything similar happen to you? Like strong memories resurfacing at odd moments?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Right. Do you suffer from nightmares?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hmm…” The doctor tapped his chin. “Well, I have to confess I don’t know what to make of what happened to you. The best I can suggest from the evidence is that you were intensely distracted by something, something that caused you to forget where you were and what you were doing. Are you sure you don’t remember anything like that?” 
 
    “No, nothing at all.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, your scans are entirely normal, so I’m not too worried. Hopefully this will turn out to be a one-off, idiopathic incident. However, if anything like it happens to you again, I would suggest further investigation including a psychological evaluation.” 
 
    Psychological evaluation.  
 
    The words caused Isa to inwardly shudder. He was right, though. That was what she needed. The ghosts of her past were haunting her, and they were becoming more insistent, intruding into her waking hours.  
 
    But she would never avail herself of the treatment. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    When Isa walked out of the hospital, it was early evening. She decided to head back to her hotel and eat in her room before going to bed. After a good sleep, she would be able to put the day’s events behind her and return to making her infomentary.  
 
    Three people were standing in a group just outside the exit, and, to Isa’s surprise, one of them walked over to her. 
 
    “Isa Chen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Isa replied, even more surprised.  
 
    “I’m Samuel.” He held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Rather confused, Isa shook his hand. Then she wondered, warily, if this was something to do with the news drone recording her rescue. Was this man a reporter who wanted to hear her story? 
 
    “I’m sorry about what happened to you. Are you feeling better?” Samuel asked. 
 
    “I am, thanks.” 
 
    “That’s great. I hope you don’t mind me introducing myself. I’m a friend of Tony’s. I heard about what you’re doing on Tyre, and I’d like to help. Tony suggested that maybe my friends and I could be your informal guides.” 
 
    “Tony?” Isa’s mind did a retake. “Oh, Tony. You know him? He didn’t mention any people he knew on Tyre.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve known him a long time. He always pops in to see me whenever he’s here. So, about your infomentary, my friends and I were wondering if you’d like some help? We’d love to show you around.” 
 
    “You want to help me make the infomentary?” Isa asked, a little embarrassed. Samuel probably thought she needed help staying out of trouble.  
 
    “That’s right. We were some of the first settlers, and we’ve gotten to know the place pretty well. This is Rahmin and Ada.”  
 
    The other man and woman had walked over while Samuel and Isa were talking. 
 
    “Sorry, this must seem a bit weird,” said Samuel.  
 
    “No, it’s fine,” said Isa, definitely feeling a little weird.  
 
    Everyone seemed to know everyone else’s business in Ushu; Samuel had known who she was the minute she left the hospital.  
 
    As if he could hear her thoughts, Samuel said, “News travels fast in a quiet place like this.” 
 
    “I can tell,” said Isa. “So what you’re saying is, all of Tyre knows I had to be rescued from a cave?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” said Ada, smiling.  
 
    “But don’t worry,” Rahmin said. “Everyone’s ecstatic to finally have something to talk about other than local gossip.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I could provide such an important service to the public,” Isa said. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” Samuel said, “we know all the best places. Some of them we discovered ourselves; they aren’t mentioned in the information given out to tourists. We can take you to see them.” 
 
    Although the offer was probably a gentle way of preventing her from getting into any more scrapes, Isa hesitated about refusing it. Perhaps some local guides wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. Who would be better at pointing out the attractions of Tyre than the people who’d chosen it over Carthage and the other planets as their home? 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” said Isa. “Thanks.” 
 
    “It would be our pleasure,” Rahmin said. “Any excuse to take a few trips out of town.” 
 
    Samuel said, “How about we go and get something to eat? We can talk about some places we could take you.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Isa, her mood lifting. Maybe it would be nice to have some companions on her travels after all. 
 
    Her new acquaintances took her to a restaurant near the hospital. Isa ordered what they recommended. A lot of food on Tyre was Carthaginian in origin, they said, but locally grown was better.  
 
    Isa spent the meal getting to know her new friends. Samuel was a vintner, Ada was a sanitation engineer, and Rahmin was a servitor specialist, though they didn’t talk about their jobs very much. Instead, they excited Isa with their stories of the thrilling things they’d done on Tyre and the places they’d been. When she told them she’d taken the chute through Mount Athos, they acted like it was old hat.  
 
    “Yeah, all the tourists do that,” said Ada, “but once you’ve been through the mountain over a hundred times, it loses its edge.” 
 
    “You should try wing-gliding from the top,” Samuel said. “Now that’s an experience that doesn’t get old.” 
 
    Isa excused herself to visit the restroom. She was glad she’d made the decision to spend some time with the Tyrians, and she was looking forward to seeing the places they could show her. Insider information really would be a good scoop for her infomentary. 
 
    She walked back the eating area, but before passing through the entrance to the tables, she saw something that made her pause: Samuel, Rahmin, and Ada were leaning toward each other in a huddle, their postures and expressions tense. Isa was within earshot of them, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying because they were whispering to each other.  
 
    Arguing, she realized.  
 
    The change in their behavior from only a few moments previously was so dramatic, she couldn’t guess what was going on.  
 
    Then Ada noticed her hesitating in the doorway and immediately snapped a smile. The other two quickly followed suit, moving back to open postures. The reactions were so fast that Isa almost wondered if she’d been mistaken in what she’d seen. 
 
    She rejoined the table, and the conversation continued as relaxed and amiable as it had been before. But Isa couldn’t shake her unease…. She now saw insincerity in the faces of the three Tyrians. Yet she’d already agreed to accompany them on several excursions.  
 
    Could she make an excuse and renege on their agreement? Should she? Isa was curious about what they wanted.  
 
    She didn’t know what the Tyrians’ true motivation for helping her was, but no credible reason for backing out of their plans sprang to mind. 

  

 
   
    GETTING COMFORTABLE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.18.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martin had discovered that Malcolm was fine with sleeping in the lounge area of Martin’s little beach house/laboratory. He was also fine with cooking in Martin’s kitchen and, best of all, he was totally fine with using Martin’s lab and all its specialized equipment. And when it came to the huge range of embryos Martin had in stasis, waiting for the correct moment to introduce them to the Med’s ecosystem, Malcolm was absolutely enchanted. 
 
    “What amazes me,” Malcolm said as he studied the thousands of tiny chambers that lined the walls of the lab from the floor to the ceiling, “is the complexity and intricacy of a self-sustaining biome, you know? And it’s so fragile. All it takes is a single species in the wrong place or at the wrong time, and it’s, you know….” He made a noise that sounded like something wet and gassy being squashed. “Destroyed. Annihilated. Kaput.”  
 
    A muscle in Martin’s jaw twitched. He was cleaning his kitchen. To the untrained eye it might look like it was already clean, but Malcolm had insisted on cooking the previous evening, and he’d left smears on the countertop.  
 
    “Yes,” Martin said, increasing pressure as he rubbed away at the surface. “Kaput.”  
 
    Malcolm squatted down. He ran his gaze along the rows of embryo chambers near floor-level.  
 
    “Whoa,” he exclaimed. “Balaenoptera musculus. Core, that’s so cool.” He leaned closer to the chambers. “But they’re empty. Wait. You already started growing them? Awesome. I can’t wait to see. Maybe I could do that today.” 
 
    “Well,” said Martin, “there isn’t much to see yet. They’re still quite small.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’d love to have a peek at blue whale fetuses of any size.” 
 
    “And they’re far out to sea,” Martin continued. “They need a lot of space. I didn’t want to have to move them more than once when they grow large.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” said Malcolm. “I love diving, you know.” 
 
    “Right. But they’re at an extremely sensitive growth stage.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll be really careful.” 
 
    “Okay, but….” Martin wracked his brain for a good reason that would stop Malcolm from going anywhere near his precious blue whale fetuses.  
 
    <Maybe you could tell him they aren’t receiving visitors today?> Eamon said with a chuckle. 
 
    <Oh, be quiet,> Martin replied. <I can’t let him near the blue whales. They really are very sensitive to disturbance.> 
 
    <What do you think Malcolm’s going to do to them?> Eamon asked. <He knows what he’s doing. He’s trained to handle sensitive organisms.> 
 
    <So what if he is? He isn’t house-trained, that’s for sure.> 
 
    “Wow,” Malcolm exclaimed. “Archelon? You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Martin replied through his teeth, “I deliberately mislabelled a set of stasis chambers for the sole purpose of playing a joke on you.” 
 
    Malcolm had his nose against a chamber to peer at something. When he heard Martin’s reply, he turned toward him.  
 
    “Huh?” he grunted, frowning, but then his brow cleared, and he laughed and pointed at Martin. “Good one! I like working with people who have a sense of humor, you know. So, when are we heading out?” 
 
    Martin couldn’t decide what part of Malcolm’s utterances sounded worse. Was it the ‘we’ part, or the bit where he mentioned ‘heading out’? 
 
    “Ah. I need to talk to you about that,” he said. “Before you can begin helping with the practical element of my work here, you have to complete an introduction to its basis in ecological theory. You should also be fully conversant on what I’ve already used to begin the population of the system, and what I’m preparing for the second, third, fourth, and fifth stage releases.” 
 
    “Okay,” Malcolm said. “That shouldn’t take me too long.” 
 
    “That isn’t all,” said Martin. “You must familiarize yourself with all the progress assessments, balance checks, contingency strategies, emergency procedures, and so on.”  
 
    “Oh. Right.” 
 
    “It’s all on the Link. I’ve given you access to my files and records.” 
 
    “So I have to read all that information first? I can’t just go out and have a look around?” 
 
    “No, you can’t. I’d feel better if you were up to speed on everything before you go out there. Like you were saying, seeding a system is a highly complex process. It’s very sensitive to even the slightest disturbance. I’m sure you understand. But don’t worry, reading everything through a couple of times shouldn’t take you more than two or three weeks. A month, tops. Then we can talk about taking you out to see some of the nurseries.” 
 
    While Martin talked, Malcolm’s face had been falling until it finally looked like it couldn’t fall any farther.  
 
    Despite his fear of letting the student loose on his site, Martin felt a twinge of guilt. “Actually, it’ll probably only take you a couple of weeks to read everything. And there won’t be any tests.” 
 
    “Do you really mean I can’t go into the ocean at all until then?” 
 
    “It’s probably better that you don’t.” 
 
    “Not even with you?” 
 
    An icy hand clutched at Martin’s heart. He lifted a finger and paused as he formulated the exact words to convey what he needed to say.  
 
    Finally, finger still raised, he said, “We need to be very clear on something. If and when you go near my organisms, you will always be with me.” 
 
    “Okay. Got it. But what about the beach? Surely I can go for a walk by myself?” 
 
    Martin considered. 
 
    <Martin!> Eamon admonished. 
 
    “Yes, of course you can,” Martin said magnanimously. “Just let me know where you’re going and how long you’ll be gone.” 
 
    Malcolm’s cheerful demeanor had entirely deflated. He left the stasis chambers and plodded to the sofa, where he sat down. Then he lay down, propping his feet up on the sofa arm. Martin gritted his teeth, but didn’t say anything; Malcolm was sand-free for the moment. The student closed his eyes.  
 
    Relieved that he’d forestalled Malcolm’s interference in his work for a while, Martin finished up cleaning the kitchen and gathered what he would need for his morning’s work. As he left the house, he stopped in the doorway and said, “You should pay special attention to the plankton species. It was tricky to put together the right mix.”  
 
    Malcolm didn’t answer.  
 
    Perhaps he’s fallen asleep. Martin shrugged and left. 
 
    Canaan Prime was already well above the horizon. Martin tutted and strode through the sand to his boat. Having a student around was going to be a drain on his time. 
 
    <Don’t you think you’re overreacting just a tad?> Eamon asked. 
 
    <Overreacting? No, not at all. It’s vital that Malcolm understands exactly what I’m doing here. Otherwise, who knows how he might mess things up? I can’t have just anyone working at my site.> 
 
    <But wouldn’t you say that Malcolm needs practical experience?> 
 
    <Of course he does. When he’s ready.> 
 
    <Right. And when will that be?> 
 
    Martin clenched his teeth. <When I say so.> 
 
    <Right.>  
 
    <I’m glad you agree,> Martin said. <Now I really have to hurry. I have plenty to do today and I’m already behind schedule. You would think that having an intern would be a help, not a hindrance, wouldn’t you?> 
 
    Eamon’s chuckle echoed in Martin’s mind. He didn’t know what the AI was laughing at, but he wasn’t interested to find out. He threw his equipment in his boat and placed his hands on the bow, preparing to push it out to sea.  
 
    <Martin. I just found out something you should know.> Eamon’s tone was serious. 
 
    <What’s that?> Martin took his hands from his boat and stood up.  
 
    <Isa has been involved in a rescue situation on Tyre.> 
 
    A shard of fear stabbed at Martin. <What? What happened? Is she okay?> 
 
    <I don’t know. She was taken to the hospital. I’ll contact the hospital, but I doubt they’ll release any information. Communication is over thirty minutes round-trip to Tyre right now.> 
 
    <How do you know about this?> Martin pressed. <Are you sure it was Isa?> 
 
    <I see the news reports from all the planets. Tyre’s report included a story of a woman being rescued from a cave. It didn’t give her name, but it said the woman was working on a project to raise Tyre’s profile as a settlement destination, and there was a vid of her being loaded into an ambulance. It was Isa.> 
 
    <Stars. I need to go there right away, but…> Martin put his hands on his hips and looked out to sea, thinking of everything within it that would need caring for while he was gone. <I’ll ask Cameron if he can stay for a few days again.>  
 
    When he contacted his friend, however, Cameron couldn’t oblige.  
 
    <Sorry, I can’t help you,> he said. <I have a jellyfish crisis going on here. I should have things under control in a week or so with a new release, but until then, I daren’t leave the place. Could you wait that long?> 
 
    <I can’t. I have to leave today. Don’t worry about it. I’ll figure something out.> 
 
    <What about your student?> Cameron asked. <Surely he should be able to hold down the fort while you’re gone.> 
 
    <What?> Martin snorted. <No way.> 
 
    <Why not? Doesn’t he know what he’s doing?> 
 
    <I, um. I don’t know. He only arrived yesterday.> 
 
    <But you must have asked him about his experience and background knowledge.> 
 
    <I haven’t yet, no.> 
 
    <Martin, seriously. Murry wouldn’t have recommended someone who wasn’t up to the job. Just tell him what he needs to do. I’m sure he’ll be fine.> 
 
    The biologist pursed his lips, frozen in place as the waves lapped against the prow of the boat. <I don’t know about that.> 
 
    <Martin, listen to me,> Cameron said. His voice had taken on an amused tone. Martin had an idea of what was coming. His friend knew him too well. <You left your site to come and help me last year, didn’t you?> 
 
    <Yes, but things weren’t so far along then. And I was only gone for a day or two. I don’t know how long I’m going to be in Tyre.> 
 
    <Right,> said Cameron. <Take a deep breath, and exhale slowly. Everything will be okay.> 
 
    <Very funny. I guess I am going to have to trust that greenhorn with my animals.> Martin said goodbye to Cameron and marched back to his house. He flung open the door, startling Malcolm, who swung his legs down and sat upright. 
 
    “I have to go away for a while. At least a week, maybe longer. Do you think you could look after the site for me while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Could I?” A huge grin broke over Malcolm’s face. “I’d love to.” 
 
    Martin’s stress level inched higher. “Great. Thanks,” he said heavily. “I’m going to write very precise instructions, and I expect you to follow them to the letter.”

  

 
   
    SOARING 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.20.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Mount Athos 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa’s pinnace crested the scarp of Mount Athos’s vast caldera and flew down toward the entrance to the chute. She was pleased to notice Martin’s eyes pop at the view of the ice-sheathed caldera. She’d been disappointed that he’d seemed unimpressed by Tyre ever since he’d arrived the previous day.  
 
    She guessed that it was mostly because he wasn’t there on vacation, but rather due to his worry about her. But she wanted him to have a good time, now that he’d come all the way to another planet. 
 
    Today, no other vessels were visible within the icy confines of the massive crater, and they didn’t have to wait long as the airlock doors drew open, and the ship passed through the grav field and into the bay. 
 
    “This grav tech sure is amazing,” Martin said. “I don’t get to see it in use much in my day-to-day.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Isa said as she glanced over at Martin. “We’re inside a mountain that is almost thirty kilometers high, and you’re impressed by the grav field?” 
 
    Martin cast her a serious look, then winked. “Don’t worry, I’ll save some excitement.” 
 
    The pinnace landed in a cradle, and they climbed out, walking across the bay and down a short corridor to the area where passengers were assigned pods. Though this was the second time for Isa, thrills were passing through her in anticipation of what lay ahead. Perhaps because it was her second time. She knew what was coming.  
 
    She took Martin’s hand and squeezed it. “You’re going to love this. I promise.” 
 
    He gave her a sideways hug. “We’ll see.” 
 
    A human assistant greeted them and asked if they wanted two single pods or a double.  
 
    “Let’s take a double,” Isa said. She wanted to see the look on Martin’s face at certain points of the ride. 
 
    The assistant ordered the double pod, and it popped out from behind a screen, sliding down the track to the boarding point. It was a two-seater version of the one Isa had used for her ride: long and slim, shaped for minimal air resistance. Passengers sat in reclined seats, their heads raised just enough to see where they were going.  
 
    They climbed in and snapped closed the locks on their snugly fitting safety harnesses. When the assistant handed them their safety helmets, Martin raised his eyebrows at Isa. She grinned and put hers on. 
 
    “Just a precaution,” the assistant said. “We haven’t had an accident yet.” 
 
    Martin took his helmet.  
 
    “So we’re about to drop twenty-eight and a half kilometers through a supervolcano?” he asked Isa. 
 
    “A dormant supervolcano,” she corrected. “and the base stretches a long way out, it’s about a hundred and forty kilometers of chute.” 
 
    Martin looked dubiously at his helmet before sliding it over his head. 
 
    “Any last words?” the assistant asked him mischievously. 
 
    Isa chuckled. There really was something about Martin that brought out the tease in everyone.  
 
    “I’m sorry?” Martin’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I meant, are you ready?” said the assistant. 
 
    “Yes,” Isa replied. “We’re ready.” 
 
    Domed transparent lids lifted and closed over each seat. Now Isa could only see Martin through the domes, though their seats were side by side, and they could reach underneath to clasp hands. She beamed at him. Their vehicle gave a slight shudder, and then they were moving. 
 
    The first drop was in pitch blackness, which was more terrifying than seeing where you were going. All Isa could feel were the sensations of speed and falling. 
 
    Very gradually, the chute evened out, slowing the progress of the pod. Lights appeared, showing they were still traveling at high speed. They slowed further, and the lights became brighter, highlighting the densely striated rock they were passing through. 
 
    Suddenly, the tunnel twisted sideways, and they plummeted another few thousand meters, periodically corkscrewing and then passing through a series of loops. The pod slowed for a second time until they were moving horizontally and sedately. The tunnel widened. At the end of the passage, a river crossed their path. The pod moved directly onto it, and the next moment, they were floating, borne along by a strong current. 
 
    Martin hadn’t said much up until that point, or maybe Isa hadn’t heard him over her own screams. But he was grinning stupidly, so she guessed he was having a good time. 
 
    “You’re going to love the next part,” she said. 
 
    They’d left the artificially created part of the chute and were traveling under arched natural rock, tastefully lit by concealed lights. The passage narrowed once again, and the river current grew stronger, speeding up the progress of their pod. The noise of rushing water penetrated the interior, and Martin looked questioningly at Isa, as if the sound was familiar. Just as realization dawned on his face, the river suddenly dropped out from beneath them, and they were carried over a waterfall and straight down. 
 
    At the bottom of the torrent, the pod smacked into more water and sank beneath the surface. For a short time, they were surrounded by water and bubbles. Then the pod popped out like a champagne cork and came to rest, bobbing on a lake. The pod’s motor kicked in and began pushing the vehicle along. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Martin exclaimed. “You’re right. I do love it. If you’d told me this is what we’d be doing, I wouldn’t have hesitated.” 
 
    “If I’d told you this is what we’d be doing, it wouldn’t have been a surprise.” 
 
    They were moving toward an archway that led to the rest of the ride. Isa was relieved at Martin’s delighted expression. She’d wanted to turn his trip to see her into something fun and rewarding on its own for him, and she’d succeeded. 
 
    As they floated across the underground lake, her mind wandered back to the conversation she’d had earlier with Martin—in the same restaurant where she’d eaten with Samuel, Ada, and Rahmin. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine, really,” she’d said. She had been deeply touched that Martin had come all the way to Tyre to check that she was okay. She knew how much it meant to him to leave his site.  
 
    He’d reached out and put his hand over hers. “You do seem fine, now. But I still don’t understand what happened to you. You’re sure the doctor couldn’t find anything wrong?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure. Why would I lie?” She wasn’t strictly lying to him—the doctor hadn’t been able to find anything wrong. Yet guilt still gnawed at her for not telling Martin the entire truth, and he seemed to suspect she was hiding something. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re lying,” he said. He took his coffee from the servitor. 
 
    Isa was grateful that he’d decided not to pursue the subject for the moment. “So what do you think of Tyre?” 
 
    “Seems okay, though I haven’t seen the oceans yet. Are we far from the coast?” 
 
    “Seems okay?” Isa was flabbergasted. “Did you notice Mount Athos? It’s so tall, you can’t see the peak.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed coming down in the shuttle. I’m not much of a mountain person myself.” Martin sipped coffee. 
 
     “There’s a chute that goes all the way through it.” 
 
    “Really?” Martin didn’t sound interested. “So how’s your work been going, apart from the unfortunate incident?” 
 
    “Really well. I love it, in fact. It isn’t at all difficult to be enthusiastic in the recordings when I’m showing off so many fabulous places. How about you? I was so surprised when you told me you were at the air and spaceport. Did you persuade your friend Cameron to look after your site again?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” Martin’s expression turned sour. “I have an intern.” 
 
    “An intern? You didn’t say you were taking on an intern.” 
 
    “I wasn’t. It was Cameron’s idea. He thinks I need help. I don’t know what makes him think that; I can manage the site perfectly fine by myself.” 
 
    “What’s your intern like?” 
 
    “He’s a student. Called Malcolm.”  
 
    Martin didn’t seem to be about to offer any further information, so Isa asked, “Do you know anything else about him?” 
 
    “He loves to cook, and he’s very bad at cleaning up. And he says ‘you know’ a lot.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    Martin was glowering so much, Isa fought the urge to smile. Erin had told her all about the darker side of Martin she’d seen when they first met. From the look he currently wore, Isa could imagine exactly what Erin had meant. 
 
    “It’s good that you have someone to look after the place while you’re away,” she said. 
 
    Martin took another sip of coffee, put down his cup, folded his arms, and looked out the window. “So you were saying something about a chute through the mountain?”  
 
    “Yeah, we should do that this afternoon. It’ll be fun,” said Isa. She reflected that Martin had to really dislike his new assistant if he was diverting the conversation to something that didn’t interest him. 
 
    He peered at Mount Athos through the windows. “How tall is that thing anyway?” 
 
    “About twenty-eight and a half kilometers.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s do it. As long as I’m here anyway.” 
 
    As they flew up the long slopes of Mount Athos in the pinnace, Martin’s enthusiasm for their upcoming adventure seemed to increase.  
 
    “It’s quite something, isn’t it?” he commented. Then he added, “what’s happening over there?” 
 
    Isa followed his gaze and saw distant squares floating slowly downward. “They’re wing-gliding. You borrow a suit, and there’s a jump-off point near the top. It takes an hour or so to reach the ground, I heard. The updrafts around the mountain are insane. We could do that instead, if you want.” 
 
    “Looks like fun, but let’s do the chute thing today.” 
 
    “So you’ll be here tomorrow, too?” 
 
    “Yeah. I haven’t decided when I’ll return to Carthage.” 
 
    Isa’s throat grew tight and hot tears stung her eyes. The sentiment behind Martin’s words was unspoken but clear: he wasn’t satisfied that she was okay, and until he was, he was going to stick around—even if it meant leaving his site in the hands of someone he didn’t like or trust.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The memory faded as they reached the end of the lake and found themselves racing down another watery shaft. Martin’s hand reached out and clasped hers, making this one her favorite ride. 
 
    “Just wait till we go through the ice tubes!” she said over the thunder of the water outside the pod. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    Their excursion the following day took them to a location Isa hadn’t yet visited. She tucked in her shirt and took a final look in the bathroom mirror. She was wearing practical clothes made from light, airy fabrics suitable for the semi-tropical rainforest climate of their destination.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Martin asked. “I think your friends must be waiting for us downstairs.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Isa replied. “I’m coming.”  
 
    Martin was sitting on the bed and putting on his boots. “You look like an explorer from old Earth,” he said when he saw her. 
 
    “I do? Is that good or bad?” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “You always look good. Doesn’t matter what you wear.” 
 
    “Awww, thanks.” Pleasure suffused her, and she reflected on how much she liked having Martin around. “You look good too.” 
 
    “I feel good. Really looking forward to seeing these fjords today.” 
 
    “Ha! What I think you mean is you’re looking forward to swimming in these fjords today.” 
 
    Martin smiled. “That too.” 
 
    They left the hotel room and walked down the single flight of stairs to the lobby. Samuel, Rahmin, and Ada had arrived and were similarly dressed for adventure. Their look of surprise when they saw Martin reminded Isa that she’d forgotten to tell them about him.  
 
    After the introductions were over, Samuel said, “Our pinnace is outside. I was going to suggest that you come along with us, Isa, but we only have a four-seater.” 
 
    “That’s no problem,” Isa replied. “Send me the coordinates, and we’ll meet you there.” 
 
    They passed through the double doors of the hotel and out into the bright, early morning sunshine.  
 
    “To reach the fjords, we have to pass through the Central Range,” Ada said. “Your pinnace will figure out the route. The views are spectacular.” 
 
    After walking out to the hotel’s parking lot, Isa and Martin climbed into Isa’s borrowed ship, while the Tyrians climbed into theirs. Isa input the figures Samuel had sent her over the Link, and started up the engine. The pinnace lifted as smoothly as ever. Isa wondered if she could afford to buy a similar vessel with the creds she would receive for making the infomentary. She probably wouldn’t have enough, but it was something to aspire to. It would be cool to fly around Carthage and pop over to Knossos to see Martin in her own aircraft. 
 
    The pinnace’s nose turned, and they swept over Ushu toward Mount Athos. The slopes were lightly gilded by the rising sun. Isa settled in for the ride, anticipating another awe-inspiring day on Tyre. 
 
    A while later, Martin said, “Hey, are you recording this?” 
 
    They were flying around Mount Athos, and the rest of the Central Range was coming into view. The line of magnificent peaks was breathtaking. It was almost impossible to believe that the mountains had formed naturally and had only experienced a little tweaking by the FGT.  
 
    “I am now,” Isa replied, gazing steadily at the panorama. Pulling the dry facts from the Link and adding her personal perspective, she created some commentary to go with the recording.  
 
    The pinnace was flying them swiftly along the range, seemingly heading for a gap that would allow passage through to the northern side. Sure enough, a short time later, they began to bank to the left. A low saddle between the peaks appeared, and white, craggy slopes rose on each side of them, highlighting the brilliant blue of the sky opening up ahead.  
 
    The land that spread out on the northern slopes of the range was clothed in deep, rich green. The Tyrians ship—which they had lost sight of at some point—could now be seen in the distance. It had flown beyond the shadow cast by the mountains and was glinting in the daylight. 
 
    Isa and Martin had been chatting about the Athens trip and Erin and other subjects of mutual interest. Martin had finally found the words to describe Malcolm, carefully explaining how annoying he was.  
 
    Isa didn’t think Malcolm sounded half as annoying as Martin was making out, but his words reminded her of her unease about her Tyrian friends.  
 
    They’d taken her to see several places in the days since she’d left the hospital, but she’d never again seen the odd behavior she’d witnessed that first time in the restaurant, yet it had left an impression that hadn’t been erased.  
 
    When Isa caught sight of the Tyrians’ pinnace, she remarked, “I probably sound paranoid, but I should tell you I think there’s something odd about Samuel and the others.” 
 
    “Odd? In what way? I only saw them for a moment, but they seemed normal enough to me.” 
 
    “I’m not saying they aren’t normal. But there might be something more to their befriending me than they’re telling.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    Isa explained about the whispered argument she’d witnessed the day she’d first met her new acquaintances. Relating the incident out loud made her realize how weak her evidence sounded. “I don’t know. I can’t explain it well, but it isn’t only that they stopped arguing the moment they saw me. I get the impression that they aren’t being themselves—I just feel that there’s more to their offer to show me around than they’re letting on.” 
 
    “Do you know what other reason might they have?” Martin asked. 
 
    “No, I haven’t figured that part out yet. I’ve just been avoiding them as much as I can, making excuses. I’ve only been out with them a couple of times, but I thought you would really enjoy what they had in mind for today, so I took them up on their offer.” 
 
    “Maybe they want the fame of appearing in your infomentary.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t that. If anything, they seem reluctant to appear in any shots.” 
 
    “In that case, I don’t know either. Why would they go out of their way to help you unless they were proud of their planet and wanted to promote it? Nothing else makes sense.” 
 
    “I know. Maybe I’m….” Isa was about to say ‘crazy’, but the word hit too close to home.  
 
    She did worry sometimes about her mental health, but that had nothing to do with the Tyrians. She was sure of it. This was something else. 
 
    “Paranoid?” Martin asked with a smile. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    He squeezed her knee. “Interesting. If they do have some kind of malicious or ulterior motive for accompanying you on these trips, we might be able to figure it out together.” 
 
    “That’s true.”  
 
    A short while later, the pinnace began to lose height. The coast was approaching, its aquamarine and white lines stretching wide. 
 
    “Look at that,” exclaimed Martin. “I think that must be where we’re going.” 
 
    To their right, a series of convoluted cliffs and chasms lifted from the sea and reached deeply inland, as far as the foothills of the mountain range. Isa began to record what she was seeing. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe that at one point, all this would have been covered in ice,” Martin remarked as they drew closer to their destination.  
 
    “Would it?” asked Isa.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it would. Geology isn’t my subject, but as far as I understand, fjords are created by glaciers. Tyre must have undergone at least one ice age, and glaciers must have grown out from the mountain range, slicing out deep valleys as they worked their way to the sea. The ice probably stretched out into the ocean too, calving huge icebergs.” 
 
    “Sounds amazing,” Isa said, “but I’m glad the ice retreated. Look what it left behind.” 
 
    Below them, deep fjords sank down to the water, their rocky faces dotted with trees that clung impossibly to the vertical faces.  
 
    Martin clutched Isa’s arm. The words to describe what he was seeing eluded him, but he was jabbing a finger at a spectacular waterfall. A wide, silver curtain was pouring from the top of a fjord into the shadowed, watery depths of the ocean below, rainbows glistening among the drops. 
 
    Isa immediately zoomed in on the stunning sight and continued to record.  
 
    “We have to go there,” said Martin finally. 
 
    Isa replied, “I’m sure we can, somehow. In fact, it looks like that’s where we’re going.”  
 
    The Tyrians’ pinnace had slowed, and Isa and Martin had nearly caught up to it. The vessel dropped out of the sky and landed just beyond the top of the waterfall. Isa’s pinnace soon lowered itself down nearby. By the time she and Martin had climbed out, Ada, Samuel, and Rahmin were at the edge of the fjord, standing near the shallow river that fed the waterfall. They were already wearing their a-grav packs. 
 
    Isa and Martin took theirs out of the pinnace and joined the Tyrians. A stiff, salty breeze was blowing from the ocean, and the air was loud with the sound of falling water. 
 
    “The best way to go down is through the waterfall,” Ada explained. “It’s fairly fine, so the force of the water isn’t so strong that it’s uncomfortable. You can change into swimwear now if you’d prefer, but your clothes will dry quickly, anyway, in the warm wind.” 
 
    Martin was standing at the very edge and peering down to the bottom. 
 
    “Tell me you aren’t thinking of diving from here,” Isa said.  
 
    Martin turned toward her and beamed. 
 
    “It must be a hundred-meter drop,” said Isa. 
 
    “According to Eamon, it’s a hundred and forty-eight meters,” Martin replied. “But there are no rocks in the water at the bottom.”  
 
    He had a glint in his eye that Isa remembered from Athens, when he’d decided to compete with Usef at tsunami-surfing acrobatics. 
 
    “But maybe another time,” he went on, walking back to the group. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Rahmin. “Floating through the waterfall is cool too, and the fun lasts longer.” 
 
    Isa put on her a-grav pack. Samuel was already stepping off the cliff, and Ada quickly followed him. It wasn’t long before Isa was doing the same, her heart racing when she found herself looking between her feet at the deep blue water below.  
 
    She guided the pack to take her in amongst the jewel-like drops of the waterfall, and was quickly soaked in tepid water. The spray, mist, and rainbows around her took her breath away. Taking her time, she sank lower and lower, passing greenery that sprouted from the wet rock and small, intriguing caves. 
 
    Just before she reached the ocean, she saw that the others were floating sideways out of the stream of water to a rock ledge. Isa moved in the same direction and joined Martin and the rest of the group, perched on the flat rocks.  
 
    Martin was removing his pack and stripping off his clothes. “Coming for a swim, Isa?” He clearly couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    “Okay,” she replied. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    “We’ll join you,” Rahmin said. 
 
    Martin put his stuff in a pile and positioned himself at the rock edge. He lifted onto his tiptoes, jumped, and executed a perfect swan dive. Isa watched as he entered the waves, making barely a ripple. She waited for him to break the surface before jumping in and making somewhat more of a splash. The water was cold but not unbearably so. As soon as she surfaced, she swam over to Martin, who was treading water. 
 
    “You know,” he said. “I love my seeding site, but this place is beautiful. Just beautiful.” 
 
    As she looked at the green and grey of the tall rock cliffs, the delicate waterfalls, and the aquamarine ocean, Isa couldn’t help but agree. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    The day at the fjords with Martin and the Tyrians was a fantastic diversion—so much so, that Isa forgot to mention to the Tyrians that she was going to see Tony that evening.  
 
    He was scheduled to arrive on the daily flight from Carthage after agreeing to talk further with her about about Tyre’s attractions. It was coming in late, so Martin had returned to the hotel to relax while Isa waited at the spaceport. 
 
    She could have created a holo that would make it look like she and the planetary engineer were at an exciting location for the interview, and it would have looked entirely authentic, but that felt like she’d be cheating the viewers. Besides, she knew that actually being on Tyre would spark a natural enthusiasm in Tony’s expression and tone that she’d want to capture. He hadn’t minded at all when she’d made the request, only saying that he was glad of the excuse to visit his favorite planet. 
 
    While she awaited his arrival at Ushu’s air and spaceport, she considered possible locations where they could record the interview. Perhaps they could go to the peak of one of the lower mountains, or somewhere even more spectacular. Her only problem was that there were so many places to choose from.  
 
    Should I take him to the fjords? 
 
    Despite her reservations about Samuel, Rahmin, and Ada, the day had been magical. Compared to the solid, artificial structure of the air and spaceport, her memory of the fjords seemed almost unreal. But then again, so had the chute at Mount Athos, the golden cavern, the crystal caves, and everywhere else she’d been. It was like living in a fairy tale. 
 
    She spotted the curly-haired engineer coming out of arrivals, and caught his attention with a wave.  
 
    “I appreciate you coming all this way,” she said when Tony had walked over to her. 
 
    “No problem,” he replied. “I was due to pay a visit in a couple of weeks. I just brought my plans forward. How have you been getting along? You look as though you’re enjoying your stay.”  
 
    “Do I?” Isa asked. “I guess it must show. I think Tyre is amazing, and I’m dying to tell everyone about it.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. While it might be nice for Tyrians to have this place all to themselves, it isn’t really fair to keep the secret from the other New Canaanites.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Isa replied. “There’s plenty here for everyone. By the way, I met your friend Samuel. He’s been showing me around, along with some of his friends.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Samuel. And he introduced me to two more Tyrians, Ada and Rahmin.” When Tony continued to look blank, Isa said, “You probably heard about my cave rescue?” 
 
    “I did, but I also heard that you were okay. I was glad nothing serious happened.” 
 
    “Thanks. The only damage was to my pride,” said Isa ruefully. “Anyway, a man named Samuel came up to me as I was leaving the hospital, and told me that he knew you. He said he’d heard what I was doing on Tyre and he wanted to help. He said you’d suggested that he could be my informal guide.”  
 
    “There must have been a miscommunication somewhere,” said Tony as his brow lowered. “I don’t know anyone named Samuel.”

  

 
   
    DISCERNMENT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.20.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Government Center, Ushu 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tony had invited Isa to his office in the modest government building in Ushu. The place was dark and quiet. All the staff had gone home for the evening except for a single security guard manning the front desk.  
 
    Tony showed Isa into his room, which was sparsely furnished with only a couple of chairs and a desk that held a built-in holo display. He motioned to Isa to sit down.  
 
    On the way over, they hadn’t spoken at all about the Tyrians who had befriended her. Isa’s suspicions about them had been on the wane. None of them had done anything that she considered strange since the argument she’d walked in on at the restaurant. She’d told herself the spat could have been about anything, and that the three friends undoubtedly had private business between themselves that they didn’t want to share with new acquaintances, so it wasn’t hard to explain their sudden change in attitude when they saw her returning from the restroom.  
 
    But that was before Tony had said he didn’t know anyone named Samuel. Now she had another reason to suspect their motives. Why would Samuel lie about something so trivial? 
 
    “I’m not sure what to make of all this,” the planetary engineer said, “but I am concerned. It sounds like someone’s used my name as a way to manipulate you, which is odd. I mean, it isn’t like you’re working on anything politically sensitive or even significant.” 
 
    Isa raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Important though your project is,” Tony hastily added.  
 
    “I’m just kidding,” said Isa. 
 
    “On the other hand,” said Tony, “what this person, Samuel, has done isn’t exactly a crime. I think we need to find out who he and his friends are. Then maybe we can figure out why they’ve done what they did and what they might want.” 
 
    “Okay,” Isa replied, “if you say so. Though I don’t plan on having any more to do with them now. It’s giving me the creeps just thinking about them.” Her years spent mining asteroids, when everyone relied on others for their safety, had given her a healthy disrespect for people who demonstrated they couldn’t be trusted.  
 
    “Do you know their surnames?” Tony asked. 
 
    “No, they only used the most basic Link presence, and it only revealed given names—or they just don’t have last names.” 
 
    “Do you have any images of them? I guess it’s possible that I do know this man Samuel after all, and I’ve just forgotten. Not that it would excuse the lie about me asking them to show you around Tyre.” 
 
    Isa wished she had augmented vision like Erin and could record everything she saw. However, she did have the recordings for the infomentary and searched through them for her friends. She realized that her offhand comment to Martin earlier that the three Tyrians’ seemed reluctant to appear in her shots hadn’t been hyperbole. They’d somehow successfully managed to avoid appearing in any recording she’d made. She almost felt like contacting Martin to check that Samuel, Ada, and Rahmin did actually exist.  
 
    “I don’t have a single image of any of them,” she told Tony, “but I can describe them to you.” 
 
    “You said they met you outside the hospital, didn’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right. That was where Samuel approached me.” 
 
    “Let me see if any security scanners cover the area.” Tony spent a moment searching, then shook his head. “No luck there. Okay, we’ll go ahead with your descriptions. Wait a moment.” He paused for a moment, his eyes ticking up to the left in his Link-tell. 
 
    <Hi, Isa. How are you doing?> It was Onyx, Tyre’s planetary AI. 
 
    <Hi,> Isa replied. <I’m better now. Thanks for your help.> 
 
    <That’s good to hear. What can I do for you?> 
 
    <We’re hoping you can identify some Tyrian citizens for us,> Tony said. <If Isa describes these people to you, could you try to find who they might be? We have first names, but I’m not sure if they’re accurate.> 
 
    <They also took a pinnace north at the same time I did this morning,> Isa added, hoping that civilian flightpaths had some monitoring. 
 
    <Cool,> Onyx said. <I love detective work, though we don’t have full satellite coverage over Tyre for monitoring flight paths—a bit low on the totem pole in the requisitions department out here. But that’ll just make this more fun to figure out. Shoot.> 
 
    Isa had spent several days with the three Tyrians, so it wasn’t hard for her to recall what they looked like. Isa described Samuel, Rahmin, and Ada to the AI. Then she and Tony waited while Onyx searched her data on the settlers.  
 
    <I think I have them all,> Onyx replied a few seconds later. <Sending the details to you, Tony.> 
 
    He activated his holo display.  
 
    “Rahmin Butler,” he said as a holo of a man appeared above his desk. 
 
    Isa didn’t need to take more than a cursory look at the spinning figure of a very tall, well-muscled man with shaggy, light brown hair down to his shoulders.  
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    “Ada Grey.” Tony switched the holo for one of a red-haired woman dressed in a boiler suit. 
 
    Isa gave a short nod. “That’s Ada.” 
 
    “And Samuel Jefferson.” 
 
    Samuel’s familiar figure replaced Ada’s.  
 
    The dark-skinned holo figure didn’t take more than a turn before Isa said, “Right again.” 
 
    <Thanks, Onyx,> Tony said. 
 
    <You’re welcome,> the AI replied. <Any time. And if you have anything more difficult I can help you with, let me know. That was pretty easy.> 
 
    <That’s all for now,> Tony said, <though we might need you again. I’m not sure where this thing’s leading us.> “Poor Onyx,” he remarked to Isa with a wink. “I’m sure we could have sorted that out using the public databases, but Tyre’s population is so small, and there’s so little going on, I think she’s bored out of her high-capacity mind.”  
 
    He altered the holo display to show all three holos in a line before studying them carefully.  
 
    Finally, he said, “I don’t recognize any of these people. As far as I know, I’ve never seen any of them before.” 
 
    Isa recalled all the time she’d spent with the Tyrians, feeling slightly nauseated. She also felt duped.  
 
    “And yet,” Tony went on, “I don’t think they intend anything sinister.” 
 
    “How can you know?” asked Isa. 
 
    “For one thing, they used their real names. If they had something illegal or subversive in mind, I would have thought they would give false names, wouldn’t you? Onyx found them in a flash.” 
 
    Isa didn’t answer. He had a point, but something else had sprung to mind that puzzled her. “Samuel told me he makes wine, Ada’s a sanitation engineer, and Rahmin designs servitors. Are those facts true too?” 
 
    Tony looked up the information. “Yes. They weren’t lying. That is what they do.” 
 
    “That’s a strange collection of professions for a set of friends.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t understand what the connection is,” said Isa. “I mean, I have friends in Placement Services in Landfall because that’s where I worked when I came out of stasis. When I was a miner I knew other miners. What might have brought a vintner, an engineer, and a robotics expert together? They don’t seem to be in a romantic relationship.” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that,” Tony said, “but don’t forget that with a low population, society is small and close-knit. There’s a lot more mixing of groups here compared to Carthage.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Isa, momentarily stumped. Then she said, “How do you think they knew what I was doing here?” 
 
    “Ah, now that’s easily answered,” Tony replied. “There was a news report that plans were under way to entice more settlers to Tyre, including the arrival of the settler placement specialist, Isa Chen, who would be filming of an infomentary on the planet’s most spectacular attractions.” 
 
    “Ugh, of course,” Isa said. “And then they would have seen the report on a person rescued from a cave and made an educated guess as to who it might be.” She recalled Samuel asking her name when she left the hospital, and Martin had told her that he found out about her accident from Eamon, who had seen a vid of her rescue on the Tyre daily news reports. “So now we know how these three oddballs could spot me.” 
 
    “It’s all slotting into place,” Tony said. 
 
    “But I still don’t understand…. Why did Samuel lie and tell me he knew you? Why didn’t he and the others just introduce themselves and offer to show me around?” 
 
    “If he hadn’t told you he was my friend, would you have accepted his invitation?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, probably not. I was having a good time exploring Tyre by myself, despite my accident. It was only because of Samuel’s supposed connection with you that I took him up on his offer. Actually, there’s something else you don’t know.”  
 
    Isa told him about the heated conversation she’d interrupted at the restaurant, and Tony steepled his fingers as he mulled over the facts. While she waited for his response, she looked out the office window over sleepy Ushu. Its streetlights stretched to Mount Athos, which was now a gigantic black shadow hanging over the city’s outskirts.  
 
    “Well,” Tony said finally, “I wonder if that argument they were having was about Samuel’s lie? Maybe he’d told them what he’d said and was asking them to back him up, and the other two were telling him he shouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Isa said. “It happened soon after they met me, so it fits. The others weren’t there when Samuel told me you and he were friends. They came over afterward.” 
 
    Tony eased back in his chair and chuckled. “My first instinct is to call this Samuel out. It would be funny to see his face when I walk up to him with you and make it plain that I have no idea who he is. But that seems a bit cruel. I think it’s because his lie was so easily revealed. It was only a fib he told because he really wanted you to agree to his suggestion. He’s just a Tyrian who’s a bit too enthusiastic about selling Tyre to new settlers.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Isa. She was still annoyed at Samuel, but Tony’s explanation did seem the only one possible. “But I won’t be comfortable hanging out with him and his friends any longer. I’ll make excuses so I don’t have to see them anymore. It’s a shame, because they took me to some beautiful places that aren’t even mentioned in the official guide. Tomorrow won’t be a problem. I’ll tell Samuel that I’m meeting you to do an interview, and he’ll stay well away. Then after that… I don’t know yet, but I’ll think of something. I was planning on leaving Ushu soon anyway.” 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” Tony asked. “Samuel sounds like a bit of a fool, but I’m sure he and the others are harmless.” 
 
    “They probably are, but I don’t like being around people who aren’t straight with me.”  
 
    In other circumstances, Isa might have overlooked the deceit, but it wore on nerves already frayed from the nightly dreams of being left behind on Sirius while the other Noctus made their escape. 
 
    She rubbed her eyes, hoping that with Martin present she’d finally manage a good night’s sleep.
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    After the attack, Tanis had insisted that Erin accept full-time protection.  
 
    She wasn’t comfortable with the idea of being accompanied wherever she went, but Erin had to admit that Tanis had a point. Until Max Rasner had been found and the investigation was concluded, her life was at risk. Perhaps even afterward, too, if her suspicion that it hadn’t been Max who’d attacked her was correct. Although murdering someone on New Canaan would be hard, it wasn’t impossible, as she’d discovered.  
 
    Erin was also well aware that there was no way the governor would take no for an answer, so she hadn’t bothered to protest.  
 
    While she waited in her apartment for the guards to arrive, she reread the message from Martin. 
 
    <Erin, Isa’s had some kind of accident on Tyre. She had to be rescued from a cave, and she was admitted to hospital. I don’t think it was anything too serious, but I’m going out there to make sure she’s okay. I’ll let you know how she is and what happened as soon as I find out.>  
 
    <Stars, I hope Isa’s all right,> Erin said to Walter. <What a pain in the ass to be working on this damned sabotage. I wish I could go out to Tyre too.> 
 
    <Tanis might allow it if you ask her,> Walter said. <She did say that the case falls under the responsibility of the Carthage constabulary now. As a technical expert, you established the existence of the crime, but you don’t personally have to bring the perpetrator to justice.> 
 
    <I know, but I can’t get that poor dead ore handler out of my head. I have to be sure I’ve done everything I can to catch the person who caused his death. And we know that this thing is bigger than Max’s attempt to blacken his superiors’ reputations. He has much more anti-matter than he used on Irridia, and after my attack, I’m pretty sure he has accomplices. I really want to get to the bottom of what’s happening.>  
 
    Erin said the words as much for herself as for Walter. She was worried about Isa, but she knew that no one would care for her better than Martin.  
 
    <From what I saw, which was as little as you, I agree that Max isn’t operating alone,> said Walter. <Although it would have been convenient for us if your attacker hadn’t had the foresight to wear gloves. A DNA trace would have been useful.> 
 
    <That’s another thing. It was a carefully planned attack, not like when Max lost it at the ground spaceport and attacked Pippa. Someone was following me, waiting until I was in a quiet part of town where it would take a few minutes for help to reach me. They were waiting until they thought they had enough time to kill me.> Erin rubbed her neck as a ghost of the feeling of strangling hands returned. 
 
    <One positive conclusion we can draw is that these people haven’t infiltrated the military or constabulary,> Walter said.  
 
    <How can you be sure?> Erin asked. 
 
    <Because then they would have had access to weapons, and you wouldn’t have stood a chance.> 
 
    <Ugh, you’re right. That doesn’t bear thinking about.> 
 
    Her door chime sounded. When she checked who was outside, she was both surprised and delighted. 
 
    <Usef?! Come in.> 
 
    She opened the door. The major blocked the sunlight for a moment and then stepped into her apartment.  
 
    “Reporting for your guard detail, ma’am.” 
 
    Erin could see the shadow of another Marine who had stationed himself outside. 
 
    “It’s great to see you again,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting this at all. I thought I would be assigned a couple of privates. What a coincidence that it’s you.” 
 
    Usef was standing at attention and looking straight ahead.  
 
    “When the General put in a request with my division for civilian guard duty and mentioned who it was for, I suggested that an experienced officer such as myself might be appropriate along with a regular detail. The general agreed.” 
 
    Erin found it amusing how the military never called Tanis ‘governor’; to them, she was always ‘the general’.  
 
    “You volunteered yourself? That was sweet of you, Usef.” 
 
    The major’s expression flickered, as if he was wincing inwardly, and Erin remembered the agreement they’d made aboard the Odyssey. “I mean, ‘Major’.”  
 
    Almost imperceptibly, Usef’s facial muscles relaxed.  
 
    “This is Private Karla,” Usef said, gesturing to the Marine outside the door. “She and several others from the battalion will be on the rotation. Currently, they’re outside securing the building’s perimeter and setting up monitoring. I won’t always be here, but when I’m not, there will be a lieutenant present.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s necessary?” Erin asked. “It’s a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Usef gave a barely perceptible shrug. “General Richards thought it was necessary. I’ve learned to trust her judgment in these matters.” 
 
    Erin knew there would be no dissuading the man. She pulled the door wide, stepping out of the way. “Why don’t you sit down? Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to stand, ma’am. And I’ll take refreshment when I’m off duty. I’d like to do a sweep inside your apartment and then I’m going to check on the perimeter myself.” 
 
    “And then will you come inside?” Erin asked.  
 
    Usef inclined his head. “It will depend on what our threat assessment is.” 
 
    “So that’s a ‘yes’?” 
 
    “Perhaps, ma’am. Excuse me.” Usef stepped past her and performed a sweep of the apartment, her own limited augmentations noting that he’d deployed a host of nanoprobes and drones. 
 
    Glad I took the time to tidy up, she thought, as he wordlessly completed his sweep and then nodded to her as he pulled open the door to leave.  
 
    As the door closed, Erin asked the major, <How was the rest of your vacation in Athens?> 
 
    <It was satisfactory, ma’am,> came the reply. 
 
    Erin chuckled. Usef’s refusal or inability to loosen up even over the Link while on duty was entertaining. <We were having a blast until I had to come back to Carthage,> Erin continued. <Isa said you go to Athens a lot.> She recalled the previous time she’d worked with Usef, when they’d caught the criminal, Hart. The major had been deeply tanned at the time. <Is that where you were before the assignment to catch the picotech thief?>  
 
    <That’s correct, ma’am.>  
 
    Recalling Usef in his thong as he surfed a tsunami, Erin said, <You’re awesome on a surfboard, Major. I was deeply impressed.> 
 
    <Thank you, ma’am.> 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes. It was no use. It didn’t look like Usef was capable of being anything other than perfectly professional while in uniform.  
 
    Just as she was about to give up on getting an interesting conversation out of him, he added, <Your friend Martin isn’t any stranger to surfing either, from what I could tell. He knows how to handle a wave.> 
 
    <Thanks. I’ll tell him that. He’ll be flattered. You two had quite a competition going on, as I recall.> 
 
    <We did. I’d say that it was a draw in the end, but I’d be gratified if you’d let Martin know that I’m happy to take him on for a rematch.> 
 
    <Sure. I’ll do that.> 
 
    <He might not be so lucky next time,> the major said in a tone that finally carried some emotion.  
 
    Erin smiled at the note of challenge in Usef’s mental tone. He was mostly joking, but not entirely. The major has a human side while he’s on-duty, after all.  
 
    She returned to her work. Others were combing the scene of her attack for clues. For Erin, nothing had changed. Aside from the possible introduction of an accomplice for Max, the investigation details remained the same. She went over everything she had relating to the sabotage, Max’s background, and the incident at the warehouse, for what had to be the fourth or fifth time. The report from the Eos had come in a couple of hours previously. The missing antimatter hadn’t been found, despite a thorough search of the ship. No one knew exactly when it had disappeared, only that the discrepancy hadn’t been noticed until Angela had requested an eyes-on verification of the reserves.  
 
    It didn’t look like Erin would be able to prove who had taken it. And the sabotage site on Irridia was utterly destroyed, including any evidence of who had planted the antimatter that had caused the explosions.  
 
    Erin ground the heels of her hands into her eyes. She was at a dead end. She needed more information if she was to move forward with her understanding of what was going on. The best source of that information was Max, she guessed, but he was nowhere to be found. The constabulary had spoken to the few contacts he had, but they’d all reported that they hadn’t seen him since his previous downtime on Carthage. 
 
    She was missing some important pieces to the puzzle. Where could she find them? 
 
    The only other potential sources of information were Pippa and Anwen. They’d both been on the Eos too, and they might have noticed something important, even if they didn’t know it was significant. Neither of the engineers had been officially excluded from the investigation, and Erin hadn’t had the opportunity to question them properly before all hell had broken loose at the warehouse—though with the suspicion landing squarely on Max, there had been little reason to do so.  
 
    Her mind made up that the engineering twins were her next avenue of exploration, Erin prepared to leave, telling Usef that she was going out for a while. 
 
    <We will accompany you, ma’am,> he replied. 
 
    <I thought you would, but it’s going to feel weird walking around Landfall with Marines by my side.> 
 
    <Why? It’s how I spend most of my time. I imagine it’s probably preferable to being strangled.> 
 
    She laughed, realizing that the major had just made a joke. <You got me there.> 
 
    During their banter, Erin had looked up where Pippa and Anwen lived. Predictably, they shared an apartment only a few streets away. Most workers employed on off-planet projects rented small places in downtown Landfall; unless you had someone at home on a more permanent basis, there was little point in living anywhere more substantial. 
 
    Erin drew plenty of stares on her way to talk to Pippa and Anwen, flanked as she was by Major Usef and Private Karla. Yet the major was correct; it really was better than being strangled. Then again, most things were. 
 
    A body modification center occupied the first floor of the twins’ apartment block, and several clients of the center passed Erin and the Marines as they drew closer to their destination. One of the customers had a third eye fitted into his forehead, but Erin couldn’t tell from the glimpse she caught if the eye was functional. Another had a row of long protrusions shaped like canine teeth running down her spine—which were easy to see, as she wore only a thin, skimpy top. The effect was striking, but Erin suspected that the woman would soon tire of struggling to sit and lie down comfortably. 
 
    The twins had been told not to stray far from home while the investigation was still underway, but when Erin tried to tell Pippa she was coming over, the woman didn’t answer. Erin contacted Anwen instead. She replied immediately.  
 
    <Hi, Erin.> 
 
    <Hi. I need to talk to you and your sister about the sabotage again. Is Pippa home? She didn’t answer me. I’ll be there in a few minutes.> 
 
    <Okay, that’s fine. But, um, Pippa isn’t here.> Anwen’s voice held an undercurrent of worry.  
 
    <She isn’t?> Erin asked.  
 
    Another body modification client emerged from the clinic. Erin stepped aside for a man whose skin was scaly like a fish’s. She suppressed a shudder, then smirked as she thought of someone she knew who might be interested in that adaptation.  
 
    <Do you know where she is? I hope she hasn’t gone far.>  
 
    She was tempted to admonish Anwen with a reminder that she’d asked them both to stay available, but the woman sounded upset about something.  
 
    <I—I don’t,> Anwen replied 
 
    <Anwen, is there a problem? Do you think your sister might be in trouble?> Erin’s stomach tightened, wondering if Pippa had been attacked as well. 
 
    <I don’t know,> she said. <I haven’t been able to raise her either. I haven’t spoken to her for quite a while.>  
 
    <You haven’t spoken to her for a while? How long has it been exactly?> Erin’s worry began to turn to anger.  
 
    <She…> Anwen’s mental anguish flooded Erin’s mind. <She left yesterday. She just packed up and left without a word of explanation. I don’t know what’s gotten into her. She’s never done anything like this before. I didn’t know what to do. I guess I should have told you. I’m sorry.> 
 
    <Dammit, Anwen. Yes, you should have told me—or the constabulary. She packed her things?> Erin asked. <Like she was moving out?> 
 
    <Yes. Well, no, not exactly. She took clothes and other stuff she would need if she was going away on a trip. I went out for a walk last night, and when I got back, she’d gone. She didn’t even leave a note. Nothing.> 
 
    <Okay, I’m coming up there. Don’t touch anything.>  
 
    As Erin took the elevator to the twins’ apartment, Walter proposed checking with Murry about Pippa’s movements.  
 
    <Good idea,> Erin said. 
 
    When Erin stepped inside the apartment, followed by Usef’s hulking figure, Anwen was standing in the center of the living area, her arms dangling. She looked as though she hadn’t slept all night.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she repeated.  
 
    “Just tell me exactly what happened,” Erin said. “When did you realize Pippa had left?” 
 
    “It took me a while to figure it out. When I returned from my walk and she wasn’t here, I thought she’d only popped out for a while. I didn’t bother trying to speak to her over the Link to check where she was. I didn’t think a lot more about it until she’d been gone for over an hour. Then I started to get concerned. I reached out to her, but there was no reply. I was worried then, especially after what Max tried to do to her at Excelsior Spaceport. I thought I’d better contact you or the constabulary, but I…. Well, I had a funny feeling about it all. It wasn’t like her to not tell me where she was going.” 
 
    “Didn’t you think she might need help?” Erin asked, giving Usef an incredulous look. 
 
    <Something has scared her,> Usef commented privately. 
 
    Anwen looked down. Erin had the distinct impression that she’d guessed Pippa was doing something she shouldn’t have been, and she hadn’t told anyone her sister had disappeared because she was covering up for her.  
 
    This new information threw an entirely new light on things. Had Erin taken a wrong path in her investigation? 
 
    Anwen swallowed and took a breath. “I checked her room and saw that her case and a lot of clothes were missing. I figured out that she’d left and expected to be away for a while. Maybe forever.” Anwen’s face crumpled, and she hid it in her hands. When she spoke again, her voice was thick. “I don’t understand it. We grew up side by side, we’ve always done everything together. Why would she do this to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erin replied gravely. 
 
    <I don’t either,> said Walter, <but I know where Pippa went. She caught yesterday’s flight to Tyre.> 
 
    <I’ll get a ship ready.> Usef’s voice was sober. 
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    Isa had spent the previous day recording an in-depth interview with Tony, gleaning all his specialized knowledge about Tyre while also capturing his enthusiasm for the place. Now it was her last day in Ushu. After spending the day visiting another of the locale’s sights, she and Martin would be traveling to Mount Carmel that evening.  
 
    The more remote region promised infomentary segments aimed at Carthaginians who loved wild places and might be tiring of the relative accessibility of their home planet. 
 
    “What are you going to say to them?” Martin asked about Isa’s Tyrian friends as he and Isa were packing up their things in their hotel room. “Do you want me to deal with it?” 
 
    “Why would I want you to deal with it?” Isa asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. You’ve known them longer than I have. They act like they think you’re all friends. It’s going to be awkward explaining that you don’t want anything more to do with them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine,” Isa said. “I have my faults, I admit—”  
 
    “Oh? Do tell,” Martin interjected jokingly. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Isa. “Anyway, getting my point across isn’t one of them. The only danger is I might be too blunt, but if they take offense, who cares? When it comes down to it, Samuel lied to me. It doesn’t matter how harmless his intentions were, that was deceitful and uncool. I mean, I appreciate all they’ve done to show me around their special places in Tyre, but I don’t have anything to apologize for, Samuel does. So I won’t feel bad about it. Besides, it’s only one day. I wasn’t going to see them again after today, unless they planned on following me all over the planet.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Martin said. “I’ll leave it up to you.” 
 
    He’d received a message from his intern, Malcolm, and he was looking happy and relaxed. Isa guessed that things were going well at his site and that Malcolm’s report had inspired Martin to feel more confident in the intern’s abilities. The knock-on effect was that Isa felt less guilty about Martin’s presence there. He seemed to be enjoying himself, too. Their time in Tyre was turning into the vacation they’d missed out on in Athens; it was a pity that Erin couldn’t join them. 
 
    “Are you having second thoughts?” Martin asked, watching her as he closed and fastened his case. “Would you like me to speak to our Tyrian acquaintances after all?” 
 
    “No, definitely not. I was thinking about Erin. I miss her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I miss her too. It’s strange we haven’t heard from her.” 
 
    “I guess she’s still busy with her investigation,” Isa said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Martin picked up his case “Let’s go.” 
 
    They’d checked out over the Link, so all they had to do was take their cases to the pinnace, then they could set off for another day’s sightseeing. As they were leaving early, Isa thought she’d still have plenty of time to contact Samuel and cancel that day’s plans, but to her surprise, when they reached the bottom of the staircase, she saw that the Tyrians were already at the hotel and waiting in the lobby.  
 
    Perhaps the conversation was going to be awkward after all. 
 
    After Isa greeted them less than enthusiastically, there was an awkward pause. 
 
    “I’ll take these,” Martin said, holding out his hand for Isa’s case. Samuel and the others said hi, and Martin nodded as he walked around them, carrying the two cases through the lobby to the front doors. 
 
    Ada turned to Isa and said, “Are you ready? We have something really special planned for today.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ada,” Isa replied. “We changed our minds—we’re going out by ourselves today. I wanted to thank you all for showing me all the sights around Ushu, but it looks like it’s goodbye for now.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” said Rahmin. “What caused the change of plan? We have everything set up. We wanted to take you to one of the deepest chasms in Tyre. Hardly anyone knows about it.” 
 
    “That sounds really fun, but I’m going to have to turn down the invitation,” said Isa.  
 
    Looks were exchanged between the friends as they took in this new development. 
 
    “Sorry,” Isa added, not very sincerely. “Thanks for everything. See you around sometime.” 
 
    She moved to follow Martin and reached the hotel’s doors, but then Samuel stepped in her way.  
 
    Isa halted, a little shocked and alarmed.  
 
    “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” He laid a hand on her upper arm. “This is your last day at Ushu, and you won’t find the chasm by yourself. I bet your viewers would love it.” 
 
    Isa didn’t reply. She looked into his eyes and then down at his hand. 
 
    He removed it and put both hands in his pockets. “I just want to help you make the best infomentary you can.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Isa as she pushed the door open, pausing to look back. “I get that. I understand that’s why you lied to me about knowing Tony.” 
 
    “Oh,” Samuel said. “You know about that, do you?” 
 
    “Yes. And the fact that he didn’t suggest you could be my informal guides.” 
 
    “I told you,” Ada hissed.  
 
    Martin climbed back up the front steps. “Are you coming, Isa?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied to Martin. She then glared at Samuel before turning away.  
 
    “That seemed a little more tense than you expected,” Martin noted as she approached, a look of concern on his face. 
 
    “Yeah…. I think he was embarrassed.”  
 
    Without another glance at the Tyrians, she walked down the steps with Martin. 
 
    “Huh. Well, I could feel the frostiness from outside,” he said. “I guess you laid it on the line.” 
 
    “I just told them the truth,” Isa said. “Nothing wrong with that. Samuel had the cheek to lay a hand on my arm.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    Martin had left the luggage at the base of the stairs and now carried it to the pinnace waiting on the nearby pad. Once it was stowed, they climbed inside.  
 
    “Core, those three are strange,” Martin remarked as Isa closed the doors and started up the engine. “When you think about it, who goes to the trouble they have in playing the host to a visitor to their planet? They seemed okay, but that attitude is almost fanatical.” 
 
    “Yeah, now that you put it in that light, they sure were enthusiastic to give me a lot of their free time,” Isa said. “At least since that time in the restaurant after I first met them, I was never entirely comfortable with them. Still, that’s the last we’ll see of Samuel and his crew. Unless they plan on stalking us, that is.” 
 
    “Stars, don’t go there,” Martin said. “So, where are we going today?” 
 
    “Somewhere special, but I don’t want to tell you too much or it’ll spoil the effect. What I can say is that we’re wing-gliding today, so I’m going to fly up to the summit of Mount Athos first to collect some suits.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Martin.  
 
    When they reached the summit, the conditions at Mount Athos were perfect for wing-gliding: zero cloud cover, and a steady wind blowing up the mountain slopes. Isa almost changed her mind and proposed that they wing-glide down the mountain, but from what Tony had told her, her initial plan was even more spectacular. 
 
    An automatic dispenser doled out the wing-gliding suits to the thrill-seekers who braved the death-zone conditions at the caldera’s edge. The suits came equipped with face masks and oxygen tanks so the gliders could breathe until they reached the lower atmosphere. Where Isa and Martin were going, they could dispense with the face masks, so she only took two suits from the dispenser. She crammed the large suits into the back of the pinnace, and set the destination coordinates for their next stop. 
 
    Their vessel followed the opposite route than the day they went to the fjords, instead turning south and skirting the edge of the central sea for a time before they moved inland over another region of vales and fjords. 
 
    “I wonder if there are any hidden waterfalls down there,” Martin said longingly. 
 
    “We can go back to the other spot another day if you like,” Isa said. “But I have all the recordings of that place that I need. Today’s trip will be just as great, I promise.” 
 
    “Those fjords are a tough act to follow,” said Martin. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    The subtropical rainforest began to thin out; the trees shrank down to scrub, and patches of open, rocky ground appeared.  
 
    “Just another few minutes,” said Isa, checking the pinnace’s ETA.  
 
    Boulders replaced the rocks, and the vegetation dwindled away. Soon, the Central Range was far behind them, but new ridges and elevations appeared in the landscape. These were more regular than mountains. As they drew closer, Isa could make out tall pillars of rock in a range of thicknesses and heights.  
 
    “Don’t tell me we have to hop between those,” Martin said.  
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Isa replied. “Look.” 
 
    Coming into view up ahead, the granddaddies of all the pillars were rising majestically into the sky. They were flying over the smaller versions, and Isa saw that they indeed had hollow centers, as Tony had explained. The effect he’d described probably wouldn’t be apparent until she and Martin exited the pinnace.  
 
    “There are no lots here where I can set us down,” Isa said. “We’ll have to leave the pinnace on top of one of the pillars, then summon it after we reach the bottom. I have Link connectivity, so that shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “So we’re wing-gliding down into the valley here?” asked Martin, sounding disappointed.  
 
    Isa knew why. On the face of it, the prospect didn’t look as exciting as the same activity on Mount Athos, but Martin didn’t know everything yet. 
 
    The pillars, sand-colored columns, continued to increase in size against the brilliant blue sky. Finally, they reached the center of the formation, where the tallest pillars rose kilometers into the air. These were as hollow as the others.  
 
    “What’s that?” Martin asked, listening intently.  
 
    Isa could hear it, too—or rather, feel it. Their vehicle was vibrating. She cracked a window a few centimeters. Warm wind rushed in, but more strikingly, melodious tones accompanied it. Deep basses, smooth tenors, dulcet contraltos, and piping sopranos came from all around. The breeze passing over the tops of the hollow pillars was resonating in their inner chambers, creating a natural orchestral sound. 
 
    “Whoa.” Martin was smiling. “Now I see, I mean hear, what you mean.”  
 
    He opened his window too, and they hovered over the central pillar for a while, just listening. As the wind ebbed and waned, the sound of the pillars shifted. Always sweetly melodic, always changing, it was truly an auditory natural wonder.  
 
    Isa set down the pinnace on the edge of the tallest pillar. The space was wider than their ship, but not by much. They climbed out, carefully avoiding the steep vertical drops on each side. The drop on the outer edge led to a narrow gap between that pillar and the next, and the other drop vanished into darkness within the interior. 
 
    “Was this place created by the FGT?” Martin asked, raising his voice over the fluctuating notes that echoed around them. “It seems too conveniently perfect to be entirely natural.” 
 
    “Tony told me that these are the plugs from an ancient volcanic eruption. It was one where instead of making a single peak, a lot of low mountains were created. The mountains are all gone, but these plugs remain,” replied Isa. Then she switched to the Link to make it easier to talk. <He didn’t tell me if the FGT tweaked the holes in the plugs, or if they were already there. Either way, it’s pretty amazing.> 
 
    She pulled the wing-gliding suits out of the pinnace and handed one to Martin. The bulky suit swamped Isa when she put hers on, and she was worried it wouldn’t fit well, but then it adjusted, shrinking to match her short stature. Strong, thick, wind-resistant material stretched between her arms and legs; the suit would allow her to glide fairly effortlessly. She could adjust her position to turn, speed up, or slow down as she descended, and a small a-grav pack on the back would prevent any disasters if she got into trouble. The suits also had built-in safety helmets. Isa lifted hers over her head and slotted the visor into place. 
 
    <Are you ready?> she asked Martin. 
 
    He was fastening his helmet. He gave her a thumbs-up.  
 
    Isa looked out over their descent route. The valley floor lay far in the distance, three thousand eight hundred meters below, past sets of hollow pillars decreasing in height. Above, Canaan Prime shone down, dazzling and hot, baking the wind-smoothed rock beneath her feet. All around, multitudinous notes filled the air, rising up into a cobalt sky.  
 
    Isa grinned at Martin. <One, two, three.> 
 
    They jumped. 
 
    Immediately, the wind caught in the material of Isa’s suit, spreading it out and sending her soaring over the pillar tops. She swept across the natural flutes like a bird of prey scouting its territory. Wheeling around, she saw Martin on a similar ecstatic flight. She turned again, delighting in the motion, while her mind was filled by the song of the pillars. 
 
    Martin was too far from her to hear her voice, though she could have spoken to him over the Link. She didn’t, however, and he didn’t speak to her. Words couldn’t express the sensations she was experiencing, and she guessed he felt the same. It was enough to share the moment. 
 
    Isa banked left, taking herself in a wide swoop across the site. She couldn’t see any other wing-gliders or pinnaces in the area. As had been the usual case during her visits to these spectacular Tyrian sites, she and Martin seemed to be alone. 
 
    She banked again, taking her closer to Martin, and for a while, they circled each other, lifting on an updraft and then lowering a little, skirting the surfaces of the black hollows below. Isa caught the faint sound of Martin’s long, drawn out ‘Ooooo-weeee’ from afar. 
 
    Of all her excursions on Tyre, even including Mount Athos’s chute, the golden cavern, the crystal cave, and the fjords, this was the best, Isa concluded. She’d have to persuade Erin to come with her one day. With Martin’s help, she was sure she could do it. 
 
    Her arms and legs were beginning to ache, but she didn’t care. She was determined to make the most of the experience.  
 
    For another half an hour, Isa wheeled and soared, maintaining her height without excessive effort. Eventually, she couldn’t ignore the tiredness of her limbs. She began to circle downward, toward the valley floor. When she finally touched down, Isa removed her helmet and unfastened her suit, ripping apart the sticky fabric strips that held it together, and leaving it hanging around her hips. The music of the pillars was just as loud at ground level.  
 
    She looked up and spotted Martin still soaring amongst the heights. She watched him for as long as he remained in the air.  
 
    He eventually came to a running touchdown some distance from her, near one of the lowest pillars that rose from the sandy valley floor. She was too encumbered by her suit to walk over to him, so she began to take it off. She pulled her legs out of the lower section, and soon the wing-glider suit lay in a wrinkled lump on the ground. 
 
    Isa looked up again, ready to walk over to Martin, but stopped when she saw three figures leaving the shelter of a short pillar and approaching her partner. Even at that distance, she recognized Samuel, Ada, and Rahmin, and could see the tip of their pinnace poking out from behind the pillar.  
 
    She could also see that the Tyrians were holding weapons. 
 
    For a moment, shock froze her. What are they doing? What do they want? No answer came to her, but the mildly annoying, slightly sinister Tyrians were showing their true colors at last.  
 
    Martin was folding up his wing-gliding suit and had his back to the three figures. He clearly had no idea they were there.  
 
    Instinctively, Isa yelled his name, but he didn’t hear her. The music from the pillars was too loud.  
 
    <Martin!> 
 
    He didn’t reply or react, even to her call over the Link. 
 
    <Martin!> 
 
    Still no response. The Link had worked earlier; the Tyrians had to be broadcasting a dampening field.  
 
    Isa began to run. “Martin,” she bellowed.  
 
    Whether he heard her or her motion caught his attention, Isa didn’t know, but he finally noticed her. He straightened up and stared at her as she raced closer. 
 
    “Behiiiiind yoooooou!” 
 
    He turned.  
 
    Too late.  
 
    The Tyrians had reached him. Samuel was pushing a weapon into his stomach, and Martin was falling. Ada was putting a bag over his head. 
 
    “Martin,” Isa screamed. 
 
    Rahmin left Samuel and Ada to deal with their captive, and began to run toward Isa, aiming at her. 
 
    She skidded to a halt, sliding on the dust overlaying the rocky ground. Panic struck her. What should she do? She had to help Martin, but she was unarmed. And she was one against three; she could never defeat the Tyrians by herself. If they wanted Martin, they wanted her too. She had to get out of there. She had to get help.  
 
    Isa spun around and fled. This time, she flew without wings, adrenaline banishing the aches from her limbs. No one knew she and Martin were there, and by Onyx’s own admission, there wasn’t full planetary coverage of air traffic.  
 
    They were not expected to return to Ushu; if they disappeared, no one would miss them for days. She had to—  
 
    A pulse struck her back.  
 
    The ground rose up and smacked into her face, and she knew no more.

  

 
   
    ARRIVALS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.22.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Sark, departing High Carthage 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Sark had pulled away from High Carthage a day after the flight Pippa had taken to Tyre, but the TSF corvette was much faster than the civilian transport. 
 
    Captain Dala estimated that they would arrive more than four hours ahead of the commercial vessel, which would give Erin, Usef, and the Marines he’d brought along ample time to prepare. 
 
    Traveling to Tyre was bittersweet for Erin. Isa and Martin were there, but she wouldn’t be able to see them, so she thought it was better they didn’t know she was on the planet. She would have to remain incognito as they monitored their target.  
 
    The plan was to watch Pippa and see what she was up to—while there was no direct evidence of the engineer being involved in the sabotage, her actions were not those of an innocent person. If the woman saw Erin, she would know she was being watched. Additionally, the Marines would be in civilian clothes and Erin had to stay out of sight as much as possible. 
 
    As she sat at an auxiliary console on Sark’s bridge, she ran through the many possible answers to the puzzle of Pippa’s sudden departure. The woman’s decision to leave Carthage when she’d been explicitly ordered to remain meant that she was clearly up to something, and Erin had to reassess all of the engineer’s actions.  
 
    Pippa—and Anwen, who was now in custody—had also been present on the Eos when the antimatter was stolen. Though there had been no reason to suspect her until she disappeared, the engineer had just as much opportunity to sabotage the mining operation on Irridia as Max.  
 
    Erin pondered the implications of the incident at Excelsior Spaceport. What had the fight between Max and Pippa been about? The woman had run out of the waiting room just in time to prevent the guard from shooting Max. Had that been by design? And both of them had gone missing in the warehouse for a long time. Had they both arranged the diversion that had allowed Max to escape? 
 
    And what about Anwen? The fact that Pippa had left her sister behind seemed to show that Anwen wasn’t involved. She’d been distraught and apparently clueless about what her sister was doing. Nevertheless, Erin wasn’t dismissing the other twin yet. She’d been fooled once; it wasn’t going to happen again.  
 
    Tanis was right. Though she hated the idea of it, Erin had to stop thinking that all of her fellow colonists always had the best of intentions. 
 
    Were Pippa and Max in love, and some weird twin thing was going on that meant Pippa was hiding it from her sister? 
 
    She posed the possibility to Walter, who snorted in response. <That sounds somewhat far-fetched.> 
 
    <Yeah, my imagination is running riot, right?> 
 
    <You might say that,> Walter said. <Maybe things will be clearer when we see what Pippa does on Tyre.> 
 
    <I hope so—> “Oh!” Erin clutched her hand to her mouth, fighting the urge to laugh. Usef had walked onto the bridge wearing a suit, but it was far too small. The pant legs ended several centimeters above his ankles, and the shirt was barely holding itself together over his wide, muscled chest. Gaps yawned between the buttons, revealing copious amounts of skin. The jacket wouldn’t have closed at the front if he’d lost twenty-five kilos. 
 
    “You’d better not sit down in that,” Erin said, pitying the major. There had been a sizing mistake in the order for the Marine’s civilian clothing, and though the clothing was autofit, it still wasn’t able to handle the mountain of a man that was Usef. The mistake hadn’t been discovered until after the Sark was underway, and there had been no time to go back. 
 
    Usef looked ruefully over his shoulder at his pants’ seat. “I was thinking that too, ma’am. I might have a wardrobe crisis on my hands. This was all that was available in the stores. I wanted to ask your opinion: do you think I’ll stand out if I wear this? It’s important that we blend in.” 
 
    “Honestly? I think you might.” A guffaw burst from her lips, and she doubled over in tears of laughter.  
 
    The captain’s shoulders were shaking, and the other flight officers weren’t even trying to control their snickers.  
 
    Usef heaved a sigh and turned around. As he exited the bridge, she could hear Marines laughing from one of the rear cabins.  
 
    When Erin was finally able to block the image of Usef in his too-tight suit from her mind, she returned to trying to understand what Pippa and Max might be up to. Then something else interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    <A message has arrived for you from Carthage,> said Walter. 
 
    Erin opened it and read the short message from Tanis. 
 
      
 
    ‘Erin,  
 
    Angela and I have checked over all of Pippa’s movements ever since she came out of stasis three years ago. This isn’t the first time she’s been to Tyre, it’s the fourth. The third was right after the briefing on the Eos, just before the mining operation began. According to the passenger transport’s logs, each time she went there, she was alone, leaving her sister behind. We also checked Max Rasner’s movements, but he’s never been to Tyre, unless he managed it under another name. He’s stayed on Carthage, only leaving to work, and we didn’t find anything else about his behavior that you might call irregular. I think it’s safe to assume that Pippa has secreted the antimatter somewhere on Tyre. Securing that is your top priority. Good luck. With Major Usef with you, you’re in good hands.’ 
 
      
 
    The mention of the major reminded Erin of her recent sight of him, and she began to chuckle. Everyone else on the bridge knew what she was laughing at, and they started up again. Erin struggled to stop, but the bridge crew kept triggering her, and she them.  
 
    Her stomach was hurting, and the pilot was begging for everyone to quit, when Usef reappeared at the open bridge door. When he saw them all giggling, he hesitated. He was about to walk away, when Erin said, “I’m sorry, Usef. I mean Major. Please come in.” 
 
    Usef strode onto the bridge. He’d changed his clothes; now he was wearing long, flowing robes bearing a floral pattern. The look was so very much at odds with his sizeable, square-jawed face and close-cut hair, that, though the robes fit him much better than the suit, the effect probably wasn’t what he was hoping for.  
 
    Something Erin’s shrieking laughter attested to as she fell to the floor, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    When she managed to open an eye, she saw Usef standing patient and composed in the center of the bridge while everyone around him could barely remain upright.  
 
    After a couple of minutes, during which Erin hoped that Walter was prepared to save her from a heart attack, Usef eventually gave her a slow wink before he turned and walked out, his head high and his dignity clearly intact. 
 
    <Did he just do that on purpose to mess with us?> she asked Walter. 
 
    The AI made an uncertain sound. <I may be pretty good at discerning humans’ intentions, but Usef is entirely opaque to me. I think there’s a lot more going on with him than meets the eye.> 
 
    Despite the fact that Usef may have worn the flowery robes on purpose—or perhaps because of it—it took Erin ten minutes to gain full control of herself. When her laughter finally subsided, she was weak and drained, and her aching face was wet with tears. She dragged herself back to her seat and slumped into it. 
 
    <I hope to hell that Usef doesn’t have any more costumes to try on, or I might not make it to Tyre alive,> she said. 
 
    <I have to admit,> Walter replied, <he did look pretty funny, even to me.> 
 
    <I really do wonder if he did that on purpose. Do you think he did? Maybe it’s his new weapon: death by wildly inappropriate wardrobe choices.> 
 
    <That would be innovative, for sure.> 
 
    <And not a bad way to go, now I think about it.> 
 
    The bridge door opened. Usef stood there once more. 
 
    “No,” Erin cried out. “Please.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be concerned, ma’am,” the major replied. As he walked onto the bridge, Erin saw that he was back in uniform.  
 
    “Thank the stars,” she breathed. “I don’t think I could have survived another attack.” 
 
    “Attack, ma’am?” 
 
    “It’s okay. Nevermind.” 
 
    “I thought I might be fortunate enough to find alternative civilian clothing in some of the ship’s stores, but perhaps I’d best figure something else out.” 
 
    “You found that kaftan in the Sark’s stores?” Erin exclaimed.  
 
    “I did, surprisingly,” said Major Usef. “Don’t worry, I co-opted one of the 3D printers in engineering to adjust the suit I tried on earlier.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Captain Dala said with a wink. “If it wasn’t for your head, I think that flowery number would have worked.” 
 
    Erin snorted and covered her mouth. 
 
    “My head?” Usef lifted an eyebrow. “Is something wrong with it?” 
 
    “Well…it just doesn’t go with yellow and pink flowers. I think it’s your coloring,” Dala said with a grin. 
 
    Usef nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    “I wonder what could make it work,” Erin mused. “Maybe a hat could make a big improvement to the overall effect.” 
 
    “Yes, I see. A hat. Or perhaps a wig?” 
 
    Erin’s lips twitched. “Yes, or a wig, but I really doubt that there’s a wig available on the Sark.” 
 
    “A hat or a wig,” Usef said. “Thanks for your advice. I’ll see what I can find.” The major gave everyone on the bridge a deadpan look, and then turned and left. 
 
    Captain Dala turned to Erin, a look of concern on her face. “Did he just subtly mock us, or did we just accidentally convince him to add a hat and wig to those robes and actually wear that getup?” 
 
    A fit of giggles came over Erin as she thought of Usef in a wig.  
 
    “I have no idea, but I can’t wait to find out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon at the capital city of Ushu when the Sark reached Tyre. So few flights arrived at Ushu’s air and spaceport that Major Usef had judged it too risky to take a military pinnace down from the corvette in full view of whoever might be watching. Instead, they came in low and landed several kilometers outside the city. There, they were met by the head of Ushu’s tiny constabulary.  
 
    The woman who represented the local authorities seemed thrilled to meet the military group all the way from Carthage. As she waited at the bottom of the pinnace’s ramp, she shifted from foot to foot and looked expectantly toward the ship’s entrance. 
 
    Erin wondered how she would react to what she was about to see. Erin was in her normal clothes, and the other Marines had selected civilian attire that fit them. By some miracle, the 3D printers in the Sark’s engineering department had been able to modify Usef’s suit so that it also fit, though it looked a bit like a child had made the alterations.  
 
    The group proceeded down the ramp to where the head of Tyre’s law enforcement watched avidly as they appeared.  
 
    “Chief Kang?” Major Usef asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the woman replied with a puzzled look on her face. “I was expecting Marines that…well…looked like Marines.” 
 
    “We’re blending in,” Usef said, his back ramrod straight. 
 
    The police chief’s brow lowered, and she gave a slow nod. “Ummm, well, Major Usef, welcome to Tyre. Governor Richards has requested that Tyre’s constabulary assist you, and I’m happy to do so. My officers are at your disposal, though I’m not clear on what’s happening or how we can help.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Usef. “We don’t have a lot of time. It would be best if I explain the situation to you while we travel to the spaceport.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kang said. “I have your transportation ready. Please follow me.” 
 
    They walked from the Sark’s pinnace to the multi-person police vehicle. Behind them, the pinnace’s ramp rose, and the ship lifted off, skimming through the valleys on its way back up to the orbiting Sark.  
 
    Erin sat with Chief Kang and Major Usef in the police transport for the trip into the city and explained to the police chief their main purpose in Ushu. As she and Usef had previously agreed upon, Erin didn’t go into the history of the events that had culminated in Pippa’s imminent arrival in Tyre, but she told Kang that the engineer was a suspect in a criminal investigation and that she was to be followed and watched. 
 
    “So this is an undercover operation?” Chief Kang asked. She glanced at the Marine’s civilian attire. “That explains a lot.”  
 
    “The suspect may only have traveled here to try to avoid arrest,” Erin said, “or she may have another motive. There’s a lot about what’s happened in the case that doesn’t add up yet. I’m hoping that by watching what Pippa does here, we might learn some answers.” 
 
    “Well, with our low population, it’s certainly an easy place to hide, provided you have supplies or someone supplying you,” said Chief Kang. “There are probably places on Tyre where no one’s set foot yet. As to this person’s surveillance, I can see that additional police officers at the air and spaceport might spook her, but I can offer you plainclothes officers as backup for your operation.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” said Usef, “but we would appreciate your help with local information on Tyre.” 
 
    “Of course. Our planetary AI, Onyx, can tell you all you need to know.” 
 
    Erin was tempted to ask the police chief if she’d heard about the infomentary that was being made about Tyre to attract to new settlers, but she decided against it. It was hard enough knowing that Isa and Martin were close by and she wouldn’t be able to see them. Talking about Isa’s project with Chief Kang would only make her feel worse. And now that she’d come to understand just how small Ushu’s population was, she was even more worried that one of her partners might spot her and blow her cover in front of Pippa. 
 
    Their transport drew up a short distance from Ushu’s air and spaceport. They had less than half an hour before the flight from Carthage arrived, bringing Pippa with it. The police chief said that she was too well-known in Ushu to remain with their group, so she departed after impressing upon Usef that her forces would be at his disposal as soon as he said the word. 
 
     When they stepped into the arrivals hall, Erin’s heart sank. The place was nearly empty and devoid of decorations. There would be no hiding among the crowds. The presence of the squad of large men and women entering the room was already attracting some stares. 
 
    “Major,” Erin said, “this isn’t going to work. Got any suggestions?” 
 
    Usef’s eyes were thoughtful as he surveyed the hall. 
 
    “We don’t need to be as close as this to have a good view of the subject. Our best bet is to deploy drones and wait outside where there’s more cover.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” said Erin.  
 
    Major Usef directed his team to deploy a standard drone package, and then led them out of the arrivals area. They walked past the transportation zone, where land vehicles and private pinnaces were arriving to meet the arriving passengers.  
 
    Erin said. “If Pippa leaves in a pinnace, can we track her?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken to Chief Kang about it,” Usef replied. “The local police are ready to trace any transportation she takes, and the Sark is in geo overhead.” 
 
    A shuttle appeared, soaring low over their heads. Erin checked the time. The shuttle was from the Carthage flight. They only had ten minutes or so before Pippa disembarked. 
 
    The Marines began to disperse, a few loitering near the pickup lanes, but most moving across the road into a park that stretched away from the edge of the spaceport. Usef moved to a large boulder, and Erin followed behind.  
 
    <I’ll patch you into the security feed, ma’am,> Usef said. 
 
    <Thanks,> Erin replied. 
 
    The feeds showed her the air and spaceport arrivals lounge from several viewpoints, one of which was as if she were standing only a few meters away from the transportation zone. She checked the time again. The passengers would begin to pass through the arrivals area any moment now.  
 
    The first arrivals appeared. Two couples traveling together and a family of three. A businessman marched quickly across the hall. 
 
    Outside, the door to a private pinnace opened, and a man climbed out, ready to meet a passenger. A woman climbed out after him. The couple stood outside the pinnace, peering into the arrivals section. The woman waved at someone. Erin switched her view to the arrivals section again. 
 
    There she is!  
 
    Erin would have recognized Pippa’s Amazonian form and strawberry blonde pigtailed hair anywhere. She walked out the exit, her bag over her shoulder. The Tyrian woman from the pinnace hugged her. A second man left the pinnace and joined the group. After they were done greeting each other, they climbed back into the pinnace. The doors closed, and the vehicle lifted into the air. 
 
    Erin was relieved that Pippa had actually arrived. She’d worried that she might have managed to fake her passage to Tyre and send them on a wild goose chase. Max had already disappeared without a trace; if Pippa hadn’t been aboard the flight from Carthage when it arrived, Erin didn’t know where she might begin to look for the woman. 
 
    Now they knew where Pippa was, even if they didn’t know why she was there. It was time to follow the Tyrians’ pinnace and find out. 
 
    <Are you able to identify the individuals Pippa met?> Usef asked.  
 
    <I have,> Onyx replied, and Erin realized that the Major had added her into a conversation with the planetary AI. <Their names are Samuel Jefferson, Ada Grey, and Rahmin Butler. What’s more, this isn’t the first time I’ve been asked to identify them.> 
 
    <Huh? You’ve had reason to check up on those people already?> asked Erin.  
 
    <The planetary engineer, Tony, asked for my help with identifying them. I’m not sure why, but it might be something to do with an infomentary maker from Carthage. She's here working on a project to encourage settlement in Tyre. She was with Tony when he made his inquiry.> 
 
    Erin’s chest contracted. Is Isa mixed up with a group of Pippa’s associates? She tried to keep her breathing steady. <Did they spend today together?> she asked the AI. 
 
    <No, Isa and her friend Martin left on their own today, destined for a site far to the south. This group made an excursion to the north, and was back before too long.> 
 
    <Stars, that’s a relief,> Erin said with a heartfelt sigh.

  

 
   
    SWELTER 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.22.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Unknown 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa woke to a hard, wet surface pressing into her cheekbone, and hot, sticky sweat coating her skin. She felt contorted, her shoulders oddly stretched behind her and her legs held together at her ankles. Vague recollections and images battled in her mind. Something bad had happened, but the memory was mixed up with something else bad. 
 
    She opened her eyes to a sea of white in odd, angular forms She couldn’t focus on anything. Heat and humidity oppressed her breathing. 
 
    A flash of panic mixed with fear hit her. Martin! The Tyrians had Martin.  
 
    The impetus to act seized her. She had to do something, anything. She tried to move, and the reason for her odd sense of constriction became clear. She was bound. ‘Hog-tied’, she believed it was called. Her wrists were tied behind her back, and connected to her ankles, which were also bound.  
 
    Where is Martin? Where am I?  
 
    White shapes swam in and out of focus, and she could barely breathe. She was also incredibly hot. Isa twisted her body around and slipped on the hard surface that had been flattening the side of her face. The feeling was familiar. She’d been in this place before. 
 
    A sharp edge resolved in her vision and stayed there. Isa recognized the perfectly straight corner of a crystal.  
 
    She blinked, forcing her eyes to focus, though sweat stung them and they swam with tears. The varying shades of glistening white she could see began to separate. Individual crystals a few meters thick, and many more meters long, became visible. There was no doubt about it: she was back in the crystal cave. For some reason, the Tyrians had brought her to the place she’d experienced her dissociative episode. She couldn’t afford to allow her surroundings to trigger another attack. She had to find Martin. They had to get out. 
 
    <Onyx?> Isa called out. <Onyx?>  
 
    It was an attempt without hope. No kidnapper with any brains would leave their victim with Link access. Either the Tyrians had removed the relays that Isa had placed, or they were suppressing the signals like they had at the musical pillars. She was leaning toward the relays being gone, as she couldn’t pick up any signal at all. 
 
    The image of the vile Tyrians attacking Martin replayed in her mind. Where was he? Had they even brought him to the same place? 
 
    “Martin?” 
 
    “Isa? You’re here? I called your name for a while, but you didn’t answer. Where are you?” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” 
 
    His voice was coming from behind her. With a great effort, Isa turned over. Martin’s booted feet were just visible beyond the edge of a crystal. 
 
    “I’m near you,” Isa said. “I only just came to. Did they hurt you? I saw them stick something in your stomach.” 
 
    “They were only stunning me. I’m okay, but it’s hot as hell in here. I feel like I’m going to pass out. What’s going on? Why have they brought us here? I mean, you only refused their offer to take you on a day trip. Seems a bit of an overreaction.” 
 
    “I have no idea, but I think I know where ‘here’ is,” Isa said, gasping as she moved closer to Martin. Wriggling like a worm on her side, she inched across the crystalline surface. 
 
    “You do?” he asked. “Do you know how to get out?” 
 
    “I’m not completely certain, but this is a lot like the place where I had my episode and had to be rescued. There can’t be many caverns like this on Tyre. If it is the same cave system, I remember roughly how to get out, but I can’t see the exit from here. We must be deeper than I originally went. Everywhere looks the same; if I could get free, I might be able to figure it out.” 
 
    Martin was also moving toward her, his long legs gradually coming more into her view.  
 
    “Is it far to the surface?” he asked as he grunted with effort. “I guessed from the heat that we must be deep underground.” 
 
    “It’s a long way up. It must have been quite a task for Samuel and the others to get us down here.” 
 
    “Do you know why they might have brought us here in particular?” asked Martin. 
 
    “No, I don’t. But they must want us alive for some reason. Otherwise they could have just dropped us from their pinnace out in the ocean. We would never have been found. Hey, speaking of pinnaces, mine must still be out at the musical pillars. Unless they managed to override the security, it should only respond to me. The most they could have done to hide it would be to push it off the rock with their ship. It would be difficult to spot among the columns.” 
 
    “Eamon says that’s unlikely,” Martin relayed. “It would right itself and return to where we’d parked it. Though either way, the chances of someone stumbling across it accidentally must be pretty remote.” 
 
    “I’m glad Eamon is OK,” Isa replied. “But all that means no one will even be looking for us for some time.” 
 
    She could see more of Martin now that they had edged closer together. Moving across the ridged floor was painful and difficult, but it was worth it. Isa was finally rewarded for her effort with the sight of Martin’s face. They both gave a half-hearted smile.  
 
    Isa lay still for a moment, resting. Like hers, Martin’s skin was slick with sweat and it had drenched his clothes. She wondered how much longer they could survive in the heat. When she’d been rescued from the cave, the first thing the medic had done after assessing her was transfuse fluids into her to counteract her dehydration.  
 
    But they had no water. Isa recalled the wide, still, cool lake in the golden cavern, but that was hundreds of meters, perhaps kilometers, above where they lay, and just wriggling around to see Martin had exhausted her. 
 
    “Trying to think of a way to escape?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Of course. Though the way things are, I don’t think we’ll survive more than a few more hours in this heat.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s look on the bright side. If we can’t get out of here, at least our period of captivity will be short and sweet.” Martin followed his words with a rueful laugh. 
 
    Isa winced.  
 
    “Sorry. Just being realistic.” 
 
    “Well, If we can find the way out of this part of the cave, we might make it to the tunnel outside where the conditions are much better. We might even be able to work our way up to a higher level where there’s a lake. But just moving to another location could buy us time. The Tyrians don’t seem to have finished with us yet, which means they’ll be back. If we can hide, they might not be able to find us. We might also be able to access the Link if we’re closer to the surface.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Martin said, “and it’s better than lying here like beached whales, waiting to die. Moving would be a million times easier without these restraints, though. Can you turn over so I can get a good look at yours?” 
 
    Isa had to try several times before she finally found the strength and the right sequence of movements that allowed her to face away from Martin. She could hear him shuffling closer, then she felt a tugging.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m trying to get some nano on them to see if it can cut through the straps. Getting my hands on them would be too tricky, so I’m using my mouth.” 
 
    “Just don’t waste any moisture,” Isa gave a single laugh at her joke. 
 
    Martin groaned, but Isa realized it wasn’t at her joke.  
 
    “Eamon tells me that my nano can’t cut through these straps…not in the next ten to twelve hours, at least. Looks like they’re actually military-grade—though normally used on the front with more slack between our ankles and wrists.” 
 
    Isa sighed. “Damn. Do you think this was always the Tyrians’ plan? To kidnap us?” 
 
    “Who knows? They did seem pretty salty when you told them we weren’t going with them today. Looks like they had something special in mind. Right now, I don’t care why we’re here. What we need to focus on is not being here.” 
 
    “Right,” Isa said. “I guess there’s no chance of you chewing through my restraints?” 
 
    “No way. The material’s tougher than overcooked calamari.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Calamari. I’ll make it for you sometime, when we’re free again and back in Carthage—which, by the way, I doubt I’ll ever leave again. This experience is changing my mind about foreign travel.” 
 
    “Ugh, mine too,” said Isa. “And I’m going to have mixed feelings about that infomentary from now on, assuming I finish it.” She was facing a substantial segment of crystal. One of its edges was almost touching her nose. “Hey, I’ve thought of something. If your nano’s not enough, maybe we can rub our restraints against a crystal edge to cut through them.” 
 
    “Eamon says it’s pretty unlikely, but let’s try it anyway,” Martin said. “But let me take the first crack; you rest for a while.” 
 
    Isa heard him shuffling and panting behind her. She began to slowly work her way around in a semi-circle to see what he was doing. By the time she’d managed to move to a position that gave her a view, Martin had his back to a crystal’s low edge. He was straining with the exertion of sliding his restraints up and down the margin. 
 
    Isa didn’t hold out much hope that her idea would succeed—she recalled that the crystals weren’t particularly sharp, and the material the restraints were made from seemed to be practically indestructible. 
 
    “Martin,” she said, “I’m sorry. I don’t think that’s doing any good.” 
 
    “You’re probably right, but it gives me something to do.” 
 
    “We should save our strength for getting out of here.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m not going to argue. Eamon was telling me to quit, too.”  
 
    He stopped what he was doing and rested his head on the floor. He was pale, his hair was plastered to his head, and he looked exhausted. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I got you into this,” Isa said. “If I hadn’t had my stupid episode in here, you would be at your site on Knossos, growing and releasing your sea creatures.” 
 
    “And you would be alone here,” Martin countered. “Do you think I would want that?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “And besides, I’d be stuck with Malcolm for…company. I much prefer you.” 
 
    “Even trapped in a hot, humid cave, kilometers below ground?” 
 
    “Even trapped in a hot, humid cave. This place is actually pretty spectacular, now I think about it. If I’d chosen to come here, I would love it.” 
 
    “But not right now?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Not so much.” 
 
    “Let’s try to get out of here, then.” The symptoms Isa had experienced the last time she’d been in the cave were doubling up. Her pulse was quickening, and her head pounded. They had to try to leave. “I don’t know which way to go, but I’m going to head up here. I already feel like a lump of cheese that’s been grated, and this way has the least bumps.” 
 
    Martin peered in the direction Isa was referring to. “Go for it. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    As she wriggled along, Isa imagined they must look like oversized caterpillars, fat and ready to turn into butterflies, trying to find a safe place to become cocoons. The thought reminded her of Martin’s comment about the ancient textile used for their bedsheets in their Athens hotel.  
 
    “Hey,” she gasped. “I think you were wrong about that fabric on our bed in Athens.” 
 
    “What?” Martin was below Isa’s feet. “What makes you say that? Now? Here?” 
 
    “How could anyone make a material out of cocoons?” Isa asked. “They’re too hard.” Growing up aboard a space-borne mining platform, Isa hadn’t seen many insects until she’d lived on Victoria. She still had a love/hate relationship with them, especially the flying kind, but she did know a little about them. A caterpillar’s transformation into a butterfly was a fascinating mystery to her. 
 
    “You’re thinking of chrysalises,” said Martin. “They hold developing butterflies. Moth larvae spin cocoons from silk.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Ow!” Isa’s head had struck a crystal. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s take a rest though, huh?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Isa relaxed. Her shoulders, wrists, and ankles were balls of pain, and one side of her body felt raw where she’d scraped it along the ground, her sweat increasing the friction. She guessed that she and Martin had only moved a few meters, and they didn’t even know if they were heading in the right direction. She didn’t want to say it aloud, but it looked to her like their situation was desperate. Trying to escape was only a way to pass the time before they met the inevitable outcome. 
 
    Had Samuel and the others put them there for no other reason than to ensure slow, agonized deaths? Isa couldn’t guess what she had done to antagonize the Tyrians to such an extent. Though they all clearly had some hidden agenda, she didn’t think any of them were insane. 
 
    “Isa?” Martin said. 
 
    “Yeah?” She hoped he wasn’t going to suggest moving again just yet.  
 
    “You never said what happened to you the last time you were down here.” 
 
    “I didn’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Uh….”  
 
    “If you don’t want to tell me, it’s okay.” 
 
    “I don’t mind, really,” she said, though her reply finished there. 
 
    Martin remained quiet, perhaps allowing the silence to stretch out so that she would fill it, or perhaps giving her an out if she still didn’t want to open up. Sweat dripped from her cheek and ran into her eyes. Their dire situation didn’t seem an appropriate time to tell Martin what she guessed was the source of her problems, but she couldn’t think of a better time, either, considering that they might not have much longer to live.  
 
    “To be honest, even I’m not sure exactly what happened to me,” she said. 
 
    “But you have an idea.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because you avoid talking about it,” Martin said. 
 
    “I just don’t see any point. It can’t be fixed.”  
 
    “How do you know? Did you ask someone about it?” 
 
    Martin was moving again, shuffling up toward her. When Isa looked down, she could see the top of his head near her knees.  
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Isa said. “I guess what I mean is I don’t want it to be fixed.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Isa tensed up, and it had nothing to do with her current circumstances. She hadn’t ever told anyone what she was about to tell Martin. If she was going to tell him. She hadn’t yet decided. 
 
    Okay, she told herself. This is it.  
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but Martin said, “Can you hear something?” 
 
    Aside from the noises they made, the cave had been utterly silent. Isa listened intently.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    She could hear the voices, far off but steadily growing louder. People were approaching.

  

 
   
    OVERWATCH 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.22.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Tyrian Constabulary Pinnace Darting Fire 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Tyrian constabulary’s pinnace was hovering in the sky above the central mountain range to the north of Ushu. 
 
    Chief Kang had explained that with a respectable stealth system and grav drives, the pinnace was the one piece of new equipment her small force had managed to requisition. The rest of their ships and equipment had already seen considerable use back at Kapteyn’s Star. 
 
    Usef had considered calling down the Sark’s pinnace, but the constabulary’s was larger, and its grav drives more efficient. 
 
    Chief Kang had also made the point that her force ought to be involved in the operation, as they knew the world far better than Erin and the Marines.  
 
    She’d also brought a half dozen of her officers along and one of her pilots was at the helm of the ship. 
 
    <So where are they?> Erin asked Onyx. 
 
    <All four suspects have now entered Mount Ida’s cave system,> Onyx replied. A tiny light appeared on a holo that gave a bird’s-eye view of the mountains. The AI had tracked the Tyrian pinnace ever since it had left the air and spaceport, leading Erin and the Marine team to the coordinates where it had landed. 
 
    Erin spread the holo image wider with her fingertips. The light that identified the cave entrance shone out from a wide opening in the mountainside. A clearing lay in front of it where pinnaces and shuttles could land, though there was just the one at present.  
 
    The map didn’t identify any other installations or habitations nearby. The area was just a tourist zone. 
 
    “They’re spelunking?” Erin said to Usef. “At night?” 
 
    “Night or day,” he replied. “It’s all the same underground.” 
 
    “I guess,” she said. “But caving at night isn’t what you would normally do after work, is it? Or directly after arriving on a long flight from another planet?” 
 
    “No,” the major agreed. 
 
    “Any guesses why they’ve come here specifically?” Erin asked the room.  
 
    Neither Chief Kang nor her officers had any answers. Onyx had already related all the details she had on Samuel Jefferson, Rahmin Butler, and Ada Grey. All three had arrived on Tyre soon after leaving stasis, and from that moment onward, they’d done nothing to interest the authorities. They seemed to be upstanding citizens, following their professions of vintner, servitor specialist, and sanitation engineer. 
 
    <I don’t know if it’s significant,> Onyx—who was tied into the pinnace’s audible systems—spoke up, <but Isa Chen was rescued from this very same cave system. Though she wasn’t with them at the time, she was alone….> 
 
    <Really?>  
 
    Erin recalled Martin’s message that Isa had been in some kind of incident and had been taken to hospital. That must have been the same rescue Onyx had just referred to, and now it formed another link to Pippa’s Tyrian acquaintances. The connection seemed too much of a coincidence to be meaningless, but she couldn’t imagine how Isa could be involved with Pippa’s machinations.  
 
    “I’m going to reach out to Isa,” she said to Usef. “I wasn’t going to tell her I was here, but it won’t hurt just to speak to her. Maybe she can tell us something about Pippa’s friends.”  
 
    Erin connected to the planet’s public networks and searched for Isa, but couldn’t find her. She tried Martin next, but he seemed to be missing also. 
 
    <Onyx,> said Erin. <I can’t raise Isa or Martin. Do you know why that might be?> 
 
    <They were on the Link earlier today, but as I mentioned, much of the planet is too far from the relay towers. They could be somewhere without Link coverage or just deep underground. We’re still developing a lot of our infrastructure. Over the last few days, Isa and Martin have frequently been off the network grid.> 
 
    <I guess that’s probably it,> said Erin. <She would be going in a cave to make her infomentary, and like Major Usef says, it wouldn’t be unusual for her to do it at night. I’ll try her again later.> 
 
    “Maybe the planetary engineer, Tony, might have some answers,” said Chief Kang. “I’d like to know why he was interested in those people.” 
 
    <Yes,> Erin said. <Where is he, Onyx?> 
 
    <He caught this evening’s flight to Carthage.> 
 
    <Darn it,> said Erin. 
 
    “That doesn’t have to be a problem,” Usef said. 
 
    “You’re right,” Erin said. “We can send him our questions via a packet.” 
 
    “Do that,” he suggested. “I’ll also send a message to the ship to come back and drop him off. Given his knowledge of Tyre, it would be good to have him on hand, and we will have only delayed the passengers for half a day.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Erin, rather enjoying the Marine’s ability to simply order civilian ships to do his bidding. “Let’s do that. And while we’re waiting for Tony to return, what do we do about Pippa and company? Do we follow them into the cave system and try to find out what they’re doing?” 
 
    “We could go in with stealth suits,” Usef said, “but caves are often hard to navigate without making a lot of noise, even with military-grade stealth. For the moment, it’s best if we stick to surveillance. If they hear us, they’ll immediately be suspicious; it doesn’t seem like many others come out here.” 
 
    <You’re right, they won’t,> Onyx said. <No one comes out here—especially at night.> 
 
    “So then what are they doing in there?” Erin asked in frustration.  
 
    The knowledge that Isa, and possibly Martin too, had somehow become involved with these dangerous people made her deeply uneasy. What had been a professional investigation was morphing into something much more personal. 
 
    “They’ll have to come out sooner or later,” Usef said. “Maybe what they do next will give us some more information we can act on. In the meantime, all we can do is wait.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Erin said, resigning herself to the fact. “While they’re doing whatever it is they have to do, I’m going to go over everything we have on Pippa’s friends. I might be able to read something between the lines.” <Could you send me everything you have on them, Onyx?> 
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    Erin went to a seat in the corner of the pinnace’s central cabin and settled in for the wait. 
 
    She studied the details on Samuel Jefferson first. Like Pippa and the other two Tyrians, he was originally from Earth. Before booking passage on the Intrepid, he’d been a renowned carpenter-sculptor who had created functional works of art from driftwood. He’d also been a vocal member of a movement that advocated population control and a return to a simpler style of living. 
 
    The popularity of Samuel’s artwork and his stated interest in teaching others was a part of his acceptance to the colony, but it still seemed odd to Erin that he’d elected to go outsystem. He seemed like a real traditionalist, more the type to remain in Sol.  
 
    That he’d chosen Tyre as his home when he’d come out of stasis made total sense; as the least-altered planet, it was closest to its original state of the four habitable worlds of New Canaan. Erin guessed that it had appealed to the man’s conservative sensibilities. But Tyre’s low population meant that Samuel Jefferson wouldn’t be able to recreate his lucrative artistic living there, however much driftwood was freely available along the planet’s extensive coastlines. 
 
    Instead, he’d become a vintner. Erin checked the procedures. He’d claimed the maximum allocation of suitable land, and soon afterward, he’d purchased more.  
 
    Erin paused. Where had Samuel Jefferson gotten the money to buy more land?  
 
    It took two or three years to bring wine to market from scratch, even when farming genetically enhanced, fast-growing vines. Where had the money come from that had allowed Samuel to expand his operation? Erin searched the Link, but couldn’t find any records of accounts for his business. 
 
    <Onyx,> she addressed the planetary AI. <Can you dig into the transactions for the land Samuel has purchased? He can’t have earned enough credit to buy so much so soon.> 
 
    <Of course, I’ll see if I can track it down, though it may take a bit to get approvals from the banks.> 
 
    Erin sighed, wondering how long that would take. 
 
    <Don’t worry, though. Angela is one of my mothers. I’ll reach out to her for any approvals I need,> the AI added without prompting. 
 
    Given the location of the two planets in their orbits, that could take about forty minutes. Erin hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.  
 
    <Thanks, Onyx,> she replied before she returned to perusing the rest of the details she had on the man.  
 
    She brought up a map of Tyre and input the coordinates of his vineyards. The pin-prick dots of light lit up in a range of locations—an extremely wide range. Samuel Jefferson owned land on nearly all the landmasses of the planet.  
 
    Erin studied the location data, looking up information on the soils and climates. Were these viable vineyards or not? She didn’t know much about grape-growing, so that was something she queued up to query Onyx about.  
 
    But the facts were that the man not only owned far more land than he should, but the land was also spread across most of Tyre. Erin couldn’t think of a single reason why it might make sense to grow grapes in so many different areas of the planet. Logistically and economically, the practice held no advantages that she understood. She had a strong suspicion that if she were to visit any Jefferson vineyard, it would be devoid of vines. 
 
    So what was the real reason for Samuel’s land holdings? 
 
    <Onyx,> she said, about to ask the AI for her help, but Onyx spoke to her simultaneously. 
 
    <Erin, a message has just arrived for you from Carthage. It’s from the governor.> 
 
    <Oh, thanks.>  
 
    Erin opened it, hoping that Anwen had given some useful info, but more worried that it was some new dire news. 
 
      
 
    ‘Erin, sorry to have so much bad news. We found Max Rasner, or rather, his body. A cargo handler out at Sparta had a nasty surprise when she unpacked a crate. It wasn’t pretty. Someone had caved in Rasner’s head before tucking him away. 
 
    It looks like the crate was taken out of the warehouse by an autolift just as the racks all came down on top of you. It wasn’t logged properly, so no one checked the ship it was delivered to. 
 
    Anyway, I think you’ll agree that the list of suspected killers is just one name long.’ 
 
      
 
    <Usef, you need to see this,> Erin said. She sent a copy of the packet to the major then continued reading. 
 
      
 
    ‘Pippa Dhami is now wanted for murder. I understand that you might want to delay arresting her to uncover more information about the missing antimatter, but please keep a close watch on her. She mustn’t be given the opportunity to kill again. 
 
    Good hunting, Tanis Richards out.’ 
 
      
 
    Erin leaned forward, putting her elbows on her knees and her face in her hands. The scenes at Landfall’s Excelsior Spaceport flashed through her mind. Pippa’s fight with Max, her running after him, both of them disappearing into the warehouse, the search for them, and Pippa’s reappearance. 
 
    While they were both missing, Pippa must have killed Max and hidden his body. What else had she done when no one was watching? After Erin had told her to go to meet her sister at the warehouse entrance, how long had it taken for her to arrive? Had it been during that time that Pippa hacked the security system and commanded the warehouse portage devices to push over the shelving? Or had she fixed it all up directly after killing Max? And had she intended the chaos to make it seem likely that Max had escaped and perhaps to help cover up what Pippa had done, or had Pippa been trying to kill Erin too? 
 
    <Dammit, Walter,> she whispered in her mind. <I got Max Rasner killed. If I’d had more security…or believed him….> 
 
    <It’s not your fault vile people do vile things,> Walter replied in a conciliatory tone.  
 
    Erin was now certain that when Max had run from Pippa, it was because she’d been the one to attack him, not the other way around. What had happened in the waiting room? Up until the moment Erin interviewed him, he’d thought the sabotage was an accident. While he sat and fumed, had he realized something that told him Pippa was to blame? It would be just like Max to blurt out something to accuse the engineer rather than keep his cool and tell Erin what he knew.  
 
    <I can’t believe that Pippa duped us all—except for Max. Right up until she left for Tyre—> 
 
    Erin sat up. The packet from Tanis threw a whole new light on things, though it still didn’t explain the bigger picture. Pippa really was very good at deceiving people. Erin wondered if Anwen knew the truth about her sister. From what Erin could tell, she didn’t think Anwen had any idea what Pippa had been doing, but maybe she was just as good at deception as her twin. 
 
    A shadow loomed at Erin’s side. 
 
    “This is a significant development,” Usef said. 
 
    “You can say that again,” she replied. “The worse of it is we still don’t know what Pippa’s intending to do with the extra antimatter. The most obvious possibility is that she brought it here. She came to Tyre directly after the briefing aboard the Eos. I’m guessing that the low population makes it easier to move around unseen.  
 
    “Given that she’s a murderer, should we move in on her and her crew, or should we carry on watching them? I’m worried they might have more accomplices lurking on Tyre. If someone else has access to that antimatter and they hear that Pippa and the others have been arrested, they might go to ground, and we’ll never find them or the antimatter.” 
 
    Usef’s brow lowered, and he pursed his lips. “If we rush in, they may be killed in the altercation and we may not find the antimatter. The strongest possibility is that they’ve hidden it here and are retrieving it. We should wait a little while longer.” 
 
    Erin nodded, though half her mind was on the fact that Isa had been hanging out with people who were the friends of a murderer.  
 
    She tried to contact Isa again, and then Martin, but to no avail.  
 
    The pinnace was beginning to feel like a cage. She desperately wanted to find out if Isa and Martin were OK, but there was no way to leave without disrupting the operation to stop a killer and a terrorist.  
 
    Erin bit her lip and nodded to Usef. “OK, a little while longer.”

  

 
   
    CRYSTALS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.22.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Mount Ida Caverns 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was little Isa or Martin could do except wait for whoever was approaching to arrive. The idea of escaping in their current condition was laughable.  
 
    As the voices grew louder, Isa recognized Samuel, Ada, and Rahmin, but she thought she could also hear a fourth person. A stranger. A woman.  
 
    The voices were slightly muffled, and Isa guessed that their captors were still in the tunnel that led to the cave. That was good; it meant that she and Martin weren’t far from the cavern’s exit. Now all they had to do was get there. 
 
    Suddenly, the voices were louder and clearer. The Tyrians were almost upon them.  
 
    “It’s boiling down here,” said the new woman. “Are you sure they’re still going to be alive?” 
 
    “Probably,” Samuel replied. “They’ve only been here a couple of hours. Besides, it doesn’t matter too much if they’re dead. The point was to stop them snooping. If we can find out something useful from them now it’ll be a bonus, but I’m almost certain we don’t have anything to fear. We did a good job of keeping the Noctus bitch’s nose out of our business.” 
 
    The sound of tramping feet accompanied the voices.  
 
    “Where did we put them?” Ada asked. “I thought it was round about here.” 
 
    “No,” Rahmin replied. “It was further in. I remember I had to guide the a-grav transporter around that big crystal.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ada. “That’s right. So they should be somewhere over there.” 
 
    Isa wished she could use the Link to speak to Martin. If this was to be their last few moments of life, there were some things she wanted to say to him. She rested her forehead against the warm, wet, hard floor and smiled grimly to herself. Of all the possible outcomes of her work project, this wasn’t one that she’d anticipated.  
 
    “Huh?” said Samuel. He was very close by, though Isa still couldn’t see him or any of the others. “I could have sworn we left them here. Where have they gone?” 
 
    “Have they escaped?” the strange woman asked. “Didn’t you tie them up?” 
 
    “Of course we did,” Rahmin said. “There’s no way they—” 
 
    “I see them,” Ada exclaimed. Her footsteps came closer. “They’ve moved a bit, that’s all. They must have woken up.” 
 
    Though Isa craned her neck, her captors remained out of sight. Then she heard Martin grunt as they moved him. She looked down, and a moment later, a hand grasped her shoulder and roughly turned her over. She cried out as her arms twisted under her back. Rahmin’s face was in hers, staring down at her cruelly.  
 
    “There you are.” A grin settled on his lips, but it was not a pleasant one. 
 
    Ada was with him. Their expressions were so different from what she remembered, Isa hardly recognized them. Their features were hard and stony. For the first time, she felt like she was seeing them as they truly were.  
 
    She heard scuffling and looking down beyond her feet again, she saw that Samuel and the new woman were dragging a struggling Martin further away, toward an open area. The woman was strong-looking and tall and wore her hair in a single pigtail. 
 
    Isa’s observations were interrupted by Ada grabbing her ankles and tugging her in the direction the others were taking Martin. The back of Isa’s skull hit rock, and her hands scraped against the rough floor. 
 
    “Are you going to help or not?” Ada asked Rahmin, her voice strained with effort.  
 
    The shaggy-haired Tyrian gripped one of Isa’s ankles. She kicked out at both of them, momentarily freeing her legs. Her freedom was short-lived, however, as both Ada and Rahmin grabbed her calves tightly.  
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Isa yelled. “Let us go!” She twisted out of their grasp. 
 
    Ada made another grab for Isa’s ankle, but Isa kicked the woman’s hand away. Her restraints meant that she couldn’t lash out with any significant force, but she’d be damned if she was going to let these people do whatever they wanted without putting up a fight. 
 
    “Dammit,” Ada exclaimed. “Maybe we should just shoot them now. Can’t you do something to stop her fighting?” she asked Rahmin irritably. 
 
    He stumped the two steps it took to reach Isa’s head, drew back his leg, and kicked her in the ear. The force snapped her head around, and for a few seconds, she was senseless. When she came to herself again, her head ached so much that it almost masked the throbbing agony in her limbs. Ada and Rahmin were dragging her over the ridged floor. The wet, slick sweat that soaked her hair was being replaced by viscous blood. 
 
    They let go of her when they’d reached Martin. He was lying in a backward ‘C’. Samuel and the pig-tailed woman stood over him.  
 
    Isa looked into his eyes, and the concern for her she saw there nearly broke her heart. She wished he wasn’t there, if only so that he wasn’t suffering at the hands of these maniacs. 
 
    Rahmin and Ada joined Samuel and the new woman. Now that she could see them clearly, Isa noticed that Samuel and Pigtail were carrying guns.  
 
    “Which one?” Ada asked. 
 
    Samuel indicated Isa with a nod of his head. “She arrived first to check out Tyre; I bet she knows something. And she’ll feel it. He won’t—he has a rather sophisticated AI.” 
 
    Prickles ran down Isa’s back. What did they intend to do? And how did they know about Eamon? Then she remembered the day at the fjords, when Martin said Eamon had measured the drop from the top of the cliff to the sea. 
 
    “I agree,” Ada said. “She made a beeline here almost right after she arrived. She knew exactly where to snoop.” 
 
    Pigtail sauntered over to Isa and angled the muzzle of her weapon at her head. “Tell us what you’re doing on Tyre.” She lifted a foot and pressed her boot into Isa’s shoulder. “Tell us why you really came here.” 
 
    “Your friends know why I’m here,” Isa replied. “What kind of a stupid question is that? Why are you doing this?”  
 
    She heard a click, and white-hot pain shot up from her thigh. She screamed. She could smell her own flesh burning. 
 
    “Stop it!” Martin roared. “Isa, are you okay?” 
 
    It took a moment for Isa to realize that Pigtail had shot her in the leg. Between the waves of agony, she managed a nod.  
 
    “Now tell us why you’re here!” demanded Ada. 
 
    “We don’t know what you’re trying to find out,” said Martin. “You’re making a big mistake, but if you stop this here and now, maybe we can still salvage this situation before it’s too late for you.” 
 
    Pigtail laughed. “The only people it’s too late for here are you two. And everyone else on Tyre, of course. And hopefully all the New Canaanites, by the time we’re done.” 
 
    “What?!” Martin exclaimed. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Samuel barked a short laugh. “I know you must find it surprising that we’re further along with our plans than you thought, but don’t pretend you don’t have any idea. I always knew you guys were dumb, but you can’t be that dumb.” 
 
    “They’re bluffing,” said Rahmin. “Keeping up their act.” 
 
    “Shoot her again,” Samuel said to Pigtail. “She can tell us something useful. I know it. It’ll help if we know what we’re up against.”  
 
    “No,” Martin shouted. “Look, we really don’t know what you’re talking about. But if you tell us, maybe we can help you.” 
 
    “No,” said Isa. “Don’t, Martin. Don’t help them.” 
 
    His face twisted as he replied, “What difference does it make, Isa? Let’s face it, we aren’t getting out of here alive. I don’t want you to suffer more. Maybe we can tell them what they want to know. Then they’ll leave us alone. Right?” He turned slightly onto his back and looked up at Samuel. 
 
    “Now there’s a sensible man,” Samuel said.  
 
    “Don’t get taken in,” Rahmin said. “He’s still bluffing.” 
 
    “So what if he is?” said Pigtail. She returned to Samuel’s side. “Let’s play along. We have time. Then if they still don’t tell us anything we can use, they die painfully. Or at least she does.” 
 
    Isa didn’t know what Martin was up to. Maybe he was only buying time to think of a way out of the situation. If so, she hoped he came up with something, because she was out of ideas.  
 
    “We know you were here to find out what we were doing with the antimatter,” said Ada. “You were here to look for signs of drilling, weren’t you? Detonation sites.” 
 
    “Yes,” Samuel said. “Tell us what you found, and what your friend Erin knows.” 
 
    Despite her pain, Isa blurted out, “Erin?” 
 
    “Cut it out,” Rahmin yelled. “Quit the innocent act, okay?” 
 
    For a terrifying split-second, Isa thought the Tyrians had captured Erin too, but then she realized that if they had, they probably wouldn’t be interrogating her and Martin.  
 
    Is this whole thing tied up with Erin’s investigation? Is she under threat too? 
 
    “We don’t know anyone named Erin,” said Martin.  
 
    Isa guessed he had the same fear she did, that Erin was also in danger.  
 
    Pigtail coolly walked in front of Martin and kicked him in the stomach. He gasped and then groaned, turning his head to the side. 
 
    “Don’t lie,” Pigtail spat. “We’ve kept tabs on Erin ever since I found out she was the investigator assigned to the Irridia incident. We know you three are connected. You all went to Athens together and stayed in the same room at a hotel in Marathon. Then she suddenly turns up here.” She pointed at Isa. “Coincidence? No. We aren’t that stupid. She was sniffing around, chasing leads. Then you arrive,” she said to Martin. “We know you were searching, trying to connect the dots. Good job. Very smart. But you were too late. Even if you have found some sites, you can’t possibly have discovered more than a few. Samuel, Ada, and Rahmin kept you too busy for that. So whether you tell us what you know or not, Tyre’s going up. In a few hours, this planet will be uninhabitable. Maybe you’ll live long enough to experience it.” 
 
    “The explosion on Irridia,” Isa exclaimed. “The sabotage. That was you!” 
 
    Pigtail’s expression shifted to a sneer. 
 
    “You’re going to…?” Martin asked. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Is this guy dumb or what?” Rahmin asked. “We’re going to crack Tyre open like a rotten egg. Break things up a touch. Should be pretty,” he added to the others. “From space.” 
 
    “But why would anyone want to…” said Martin. He paused and swallowed, then suddenly, he looked drained and defeated. “You’re SSS.”  
 
    SSS?  
 
    Isa wondered what Martin was referring to. She’d never heard of an organization that went by that name; not that it mattered. Pigtail and the others were dangerous fanatics, that was all she needed to know. ‘SSS’ probably stood for ‘Screwy Senseless Simpletons’ or ‘Strange Schizo—' 
 
    Suddenly, Martin leapt up. His restraints were on the ground in a pile behind him. He elbowed Samuel in the face, sending the Tyrian reeling, allowing Martin to snatch the other man’s weapon. 
 
    Isa could see that something was wrong with one of Martin’s arms—it hung uselessly while he held Samuel’s rifle one-handed. He ducked as Pippa fired, then shot up at her.  
 
    The woman ran, quickly darting behind a crystal. Ada and Rahmin were running too as Martin sprayed fire, but Martin still managed to hit Rahmin in the back and Ada in her thigh and ass.  
 
    “Isa,” Martin shouted.  
 
    Samuel made a grab for his legs, and Martin shot him in the chest. 
 
    Isa knew immediately what Martin meant. She turned over so that he could see her restraints. She would have to put her trust in his one-armed aim. A burst of fire sounded behind her, and the tension on her shoulders and ankles disappeared, though they were still bound together.  
 
    Martin knelt down behind her and her wrists came free. She pulled them around in front of herself as he worked at her ankles. 
 
    “Eamon couldn’t cut through the straps, but the locking mechanisms had a remote release. He was able to hack it—I wanted to say something, but then they showed up.” 
 
    Her ankles came free, and Isa cried out from the pain in her thigh as she straightened her legs. 
 
    “It’s OK,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Can you walk?” he asked, helping her to her feet. 
 
    Isa leaned heavily on a crystal rising from the relatively flat area in the cavern. “Maybe…a bit.” 
 
    She took one step, but shots echoed through the cavern, and the crystal next to her head shattered. 
 
    “Run!” yelled Martin as he fired toward where Pigtail must have taken cover. 
 
    Isa lurched forward, half aware that Rahmin was nearly dead and that Ada was still alive but incapacitated. Once she began to move, it was easier to keep going, and she picked up speed, running lopsided, favoring her good leg. At first, she didn’t head in any particular direction; she only knew she had to move fast.  
 
    She was ducking under a crystal that jutted across her path when she realized that she shouldn’t get too far from Martin. The sounds of two weapons firing still echoed in the cavern, but then the weapons fell silent.  
 
    Isa swung around. Her leg seemed to scream. She peered back the way that she’d come, only to see that Pigtail was aiming right at her.  
 
    “Hey,” Martin shouted.  
 
    He was right behind Pigtail. He fired, but the woman dove out of the way, and Isa resumed her hobbling run, desperate to find safety. 
 
    She wove around, under, and over the myriad crystals, trying to keep her balance on the uneven floor, keeping her body bent double, expecting every moment to feel a fatal shot in her back. The cavern seemed hotter and more humid than ever, and the throbbing from her wound occupied nearly all her attention.  
 
    All she could hear was her own breathing and the noise her movements created, echoing faintly from the never-ending, hard, reflective surfaces. After some time, she knew she couldn’t go any farther without rest. She glanced back and saw nothing but a sea of crystals.  
 
    Martin, Pigtail, and the Tyrians had disappeared.  
 
    She halted and knelt down, tucking herself into a narrow gap amidst a cluster of crystals that would conceal her but allow her to see out through a narrow crack. 
 
    Then Isa waited and watched.
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    “I think it’s time we make our move,” said Usef. “I know there are risks, but the time they’re taking…well, it’s too long for simple retrieval of the antimatter. They’re up to something else. If we get Pippa Dhami in custody, we can extract useful information from her. As it is, we’re playing a guessing game and letting them take the lead. I don’t like it.” 
 
    Seniority between Erin and Major Usef regarding the assignment had never been established, but Erin had a suspicion that if push came to shove, the major would have his way.  
 
    In all honesty, he was being generous in giving her a say. She suspected he was also right. They had been following and watching long enough; it was time to act. Erin was also growing more and more desperate to find out what had happened to Isa and Martin. Pippa’s associates might be able to tell her, or she could mount a search once they were in custody. 
 
    “Okay, Major,” she said. “I’m in agreement. It’s time to go caving.” 
 
    The major gave the command to his squad of Marines, and they began to prepare to leave the ship, assembling the equipment and weaponry they would need for the operation to extract Pippa and the Tyrians from the cave.  
 
    Chief Kang saw what was going on and correctly guessed what it meant, though the major hadn’t yet told her.  
 
    “You’re going into the cave?” she asked. “My officers will accompany you. They’re familiar with the territory and will know what to expect.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, ma’am,” Usef said. “But I don’t think that will be necessary. My Marines know how to work as a team and have been studying the cave’s layout the entire time we’ve been up here. Adding more individuals to the mix will complicate things and may make us less effective.” 
 
    The chief chewed on his response for a moment before nodding reluctantly. “We’ll be ready to back you up.” 
 
    “We’ll need to land somewhere soon to disembark,” Usef said. “Can you recommend a place near the cave entrance where we can set down unnoticed?” 
 
    The chief took the bone he’d thrown her and said, “That won’t be a problem. Give me a minute, Major.” 
 
    “I want to try to take them by surprise if we can,” Usef explained to Erin. “I’ve looked at the cave system map that Onyx provided, and if they know we’re coming and get away from us, there are thousands of places they could hide. I don’t want to spend forever down there trying to find them.” 
 
    When she got a chance to study the map, Erin could see what he meant. They would have to go in quickly and quietly. But the only place near the cave that was flat enough to land on was the lot directly outside the entrance. If they touched down there and the suspects were on their way out of the cave, they would likely hear the craft even in stealth mode.  
 
    The night was windless, and the mountainside would be quiet, especially at that time of night. Pippa and the others might then run back into the cave, and then it would be a long game of hide-and-go-seek.  
 
    Chief Kang walked over to consult the holotank which still displayed an image of the mountainside. She chatted with Usef and told him where the pilot would land the ship, and laid out the best route to the cave entrance. They would approach from up slope, Erin guessed.  
 
    <Are you going, too?> Walter asked. 
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    <The major may object,> said Walter. <You are a civilian, and the suspects could be armed.> 
 
    <I was a civilian on the Hart case as well, and as to the other objection, you know I have that covered. Which reminds me….> 
 
    Erin left the pinnace’s central room for one of the rear storage areas. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the police cruiser was gently lowering toward a small clearing. The Marines were queued up, waiting to leave the ship, and Erin joined the end of the line. Major Usef spotted her. 
 
    “I was going to recommend that you remain aboard the ship,” he said.  
 
    “I guessed you might,” Erin said, “but as you can see, I came prepared.” She was wearing the armor that Usef had requisitioned for her when they were working together to defeat the picotech thief. Erin’s small stature meant that though the Marines’ armor conformed to most sizes, it was far too big for her. She suspected that Usef had counted on that. 
 
    “I didn’t know you’d brought that along,” Usef countered.  
 
    “Just thinking ahead, Major. So, if I might have a weapon too? I have a pulse pistol, but….”  
 
    The major still wavered, so Erin added, “I hope I don’t have to remind you that it was me who spotted Hart at the space elevator site and who fired the first shot. And hit him.” 
 
    The major’s broad forehead remained creased in a troubled frown, but he told a private to fetch a rifle for Erin. Then he returned to the side of the line, muttering something that sounded like, ‘Stars save me from the logical minds of engineers.’ 
 
    When the private returned with Erin’s weapon and handed it to her, Usef gave her a serious look. “Don’t point that—” 
 
    “At anything I don’t want to kill,” Erin finished for him. 
 
    His eyes briefly flicked heavenward, then he looked Erin up and down and said, “And if we encounter fire, feel free—” 
 
    “To stand behind you,” said Erin. “I remember that, too.” She settled her helmet on her head, ready to face whatever may come. 
 
    The police cruiser swayed a little, then bumped as it touched down. The ramp began to lower. Usef faced the front and told his Marines to get ready to disembark. 
 
    Despite her confidence in front of the major, Erin was growing more and more agitated. She was worried about Isa and Martin. The evening was getting late; even if they’d been beyond Link access for some innocent reason, like being on a caving trip, they should have been on their way back to their hotel by then, and easily contactable. Unless they were spending the night at an extremely remote location, Erin could only conclude that there was a more sinister explanation for their silence. 
 
    The ramp was down, and the Marines were stepping off, each soldier disappearing from view as they activated their armor’s stealth systems. A chill wind swept into the cruiser, due to the night temperatures and altitude, though Erin didn’t feel it—it only registered as a number on her HUD, one of many, as she followed the major, last to disembark.  
 
    As they stepped through the dark forest that covered the mountain, Erin saw the night terrain and heard the night noises through her helmet’s sensors. She realized that Usef was moving amazingly quietly despite his size. She stayed in his footsteps as they made their way down the trackless slope, their only natural light coming from the stars of the Cradle shining through the canopy of leaves overhead.  
 
    Chief Kang had said they would reach the cave entrance after a trek of seven or eight minutes. Erin hoped that their targets hadn’t left the cave in the interval. They’d already been down there an awful long time. 
 
    She was about to ask Usef if he thought that was likely when he added her to the combat net, and she saw a feed from a drone that was watching the cave’s entrance.  
 
    Erin’s thoughts turned once again to Pippa and her plan. The woman had to know that Erin would discover that she’d left Carthage before long, and would follow her to Tyre sooner or later. Did she know that her disappearance had been discovered so quickly? She’d relied on Anwen’s silence, and, as it turned out, she’d been correct in predicting that her sister wouldn’t tell on her, even if she guessed that Pippa might be doing something prohibited. Especially if she thought Pippa might be doing something prohibited. 
 
    The ground was becoming more precipitous, and Erin was grabbing the tree trunks to prevent herself from sliding down on the leaf litter. Below them, a single light shone out above the entrance to the cave. Every so often, a black shape would pass in front of it. Bats, or maybe owls, she supposed. Erin could just make out the black wedge shape of the Tyrians’ pinnace in the lot opposite the entrance.  
 
    A slim trail had appeared between the trees, probably created by the local wildlife. The Marines at the front of the line were already heading down it, walking the last fifty meters or so to the cave. Swiftly, Usef and Erin followed, slipping around the rocky margin that marked the opening and then through the entrance.  
 
    As soon as they were under the cave’s overhang, two Marines split off from the group and stationed themselves on each side of it, finding dark alcoves to slip into. They both disturbed large bats that fluttered from their hiding places and out into the night.  
 
    The major, Erin, and ten more Marines remained to find Pippa and her Tyrian friends. The cave system map Onyx had supplied showed a vast complex. Erin’s heart sank as she studied it and saw its extent.  
 
    <Sending out nano,> Usef said. 
 
    That’ll help, Erin thought.  
 
    The deployment of nano wasn’t sufficient to inspect every nook and cranny of the place, however. The major split his squad into pairs and sent them out to conduct a manual search. The Marines moved off quickly across the wide cavern that led to the many branching passageways of the system. Automatic, motion-sensitive lights flicked on in response to their progress.  
 
    “This way,” said Usef, highlighting a path that led through the cavern and into one of the tunnels that descended deeper into the caverns. 
 
    Erin trotted beside him, taking two steps for each one of his. She held her weapon nestled in her arms, and read the running display on her HUD, which was currently giving information on her immediate location including temperature, humidity, and distances to junctions they were approaching. Usef passed several openings. The cavern was narrowing, and the ceiling getting lower. Usef turned and passed through a gap. Erin followed and found herself in a rough tunnel that soon began to slope steeply downward.  
 
    <We’re going right down to the deepest level of the system,> said Usef.  
 
    <Any particular reason?> Erin asked. 
 
    <The suspects have been in here a long time,> Usef replied. <I’m guessing that the reason might be because they’ve traveled a long way.> 
 
    <Makes sense. I still haven’t figured out what they’re doing. Do you have any ideas yet?> 
 
    <Other than retrieving the antimatter, no. Blowing it here wouldn’t do much—other than killing us. Too far from other people.> 
 
    Well that’s morbid, Erin thought, adding that to her list of worries. 
 
    The tunnel became even steeper and rockier, so that Erin had to lean back into the slope and scramble down. Her HUD told her that the temperature and humidity had risen a little. Sparks and flashes were coming from all around them; the walls, floor and ceiling were twinkling like a galactic cluster.  
 
    <What’s that stuff I can see glittering in the rock?> Erin asked Onyx. 
 
    <Gold,> the AI replied. <You’re passing through a particularly rich seam.> 
 
    <No kidding,> said Erin.  
 
    <The upper reaches of the system are clear,> Usef reported. <The nano found nothing, and the manual search confirmed it.> 
 
    <Still plenty more to check, though,> Erin said. 
 
    <It’s a big place, but we can cover it.> 
 
    Erin was panting with exertion. <I wish we could have brought a-grav packs. It’s going to be a pain in the ass to climb out.> 
 
    <A-grav would certainly be handy,> agreed Usef. 
 
    When they finally reached the bottom of the passage, they climbed through an opening into a gigantic cavern. Brightly colored mineral deposits and gems covered the walls, and a wide lake spread away from their feet across the expanse of the cavern floor, doubling the display. As Erin looked at the lake, she noticed that the rock along the shore was wet, as if the water had recently been disturbed and washed over the stones. She couldn’t think of anything else except the passage of feet that would cause the lake water to slosh over its margins. 
 
    <Usef,> she said, momentarily forgetting to call him ‘Major’. 
 
    <I can see it too, ma’am. Noted.> 
 
    It looked as though they’d drawn the winning ticket. Of all Usef’s teams deployed on the search, they were the ones to follow the path taken by the targets.  
 
    They walked the same route the suspects had taken, skirting the edge of the lake. There was only one other exit from the cavern. A crack split the far wall, appearing just above ground level and continuing high up the wall, narrowing the higher it rose. At its base, he gash looked just wide enough to allow a person to pass through it. 
 
    <That’s where they went,> said Erin. 
 
    From the angle of his head, the major seemed to be studying the crack intently. <Yes,> he said. <But can we?>  
 
    <Of course,> Erin replied. <Why not?>  
 
    When they reached the other side of the lake, she stepped up to the gap, turned sideways and edged through it, holding her weapon tightly against her chest. What she saw beyond was the beginning of another tunnel. She turned back to the crack. 
 
    <Now you,> she said to the major, but as she spoke, she realized what was bothering him. 
 
    Major Usef approached the gap and turned sideways as Erin had. He put one leg through it, moved the rest of his body to follow, and promptly got stuck. The edges of the crack pressed against his back and massive chest. 
 
    <Maybe if you squat down,> Erin suggested, gesturing to the increased width toward the bottom. 
 
    The major bent his knees and lowered his bulky frame and tried again. He had more room, but he still couldn’t fit through. The space just wasn’t sufficient to accommodate his chest muscles.  
 
    Erin peered down the tunnel. It remained dark and silent. She returned her gaze to the jammed major. 
 
    <I can go on by myself,> she offered.  
 
    She was armed, and as far as she knew, Pippa and the others were not. Major Usef also had ten other, somewhat slimmer Marines who could come to her aid if necessary. She wouldn’t take any risky chances. 
 
    <No,> Usef replied. <Not happening.> 
 
    He stepped away from the crack and studied it. <I could probably shoot at it, but I might alert the suspects that we’re here.> He paused. <I’ve got it. Wait a minute.> 
 
    He moved back into the cavern and unclipped his helmet. He put it down on the ground and then began to take off his armor.  
 
    <Is that a good idea?> asked Erin. 
 
    <It’s the only way I’m fitting through that gap. It won’t take me long, and I can put it all back on at the other side. Don’t go any farther alone, Erin. I am certain that the suspects are at the end of the next section. There isn’t any way out of there except the way they went in, and we know they haven’t left yet.> 
 
    Erin saw on her HUD that the temperature and humidity in this new section was even higher. She looked down the tunnel, noting that the lighting was sparse and there were no jewels or gold seams to be seen. She wondered what might lie at its end. 
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    Nothing moved—except for a drop of sweat that fell from Isa’s nose.  
 
    Her leg throbbed. What had happened to Pigtail? Had she given up her chase? The woman had said that it didn’t matter what Isa or Martin told them, that Tyre was going to be ‘cracked open’ anyway. Had Pigtail left the cave? And what about Ada? She’d been injured, but was still alive the last time Isa had seen her. Did the two women intend to leave the planet soon in order to escape the catastrophe they’d set up?  
 
    If Isa and Martin didn’t get out of the caves in time and raise the alarm, about a hundred thousand Tyrians were going to lose their lives.  
 
    Stars, where are you, Martin?  
 
    The only saving grace was that Erin remained on Carthage, safe from these crazies and their insane schemes. Why would anyone want to destroy a planet and its population? Martin had said they were SSS, but Isa didn’t know what the letters stood for. She guessed the group had to be from ancient Sol, if Martin knew of them and she didn’t. 
 
    Now that her adrenaline had begun to subside, Isa realized she was nearly at the end of her strength. She was also incredibly thirsty and her leg hurt so much she dreaded moving it. But she had to move. She had to find Martin and get out of the caves.  
 
    She hadn’t heard anything for several minutes. She tentatively peeked out from her hiding place. The angled columns of white crystals filled the space around her with barely any room to move between them. Which way was the exit? And where was Martin? She couldn’t call out to him. If the Tyrians were still in the cave, they would hear her.  
 
    Slowly and painfully, Isa eased out from her nook. She didn’t know which direction to take, only that she had to go somewhere. She put her weight on her good leg and, bending at the waist, she hobbled a few steps while listening intently and sweeping the cave with her gaze.  
 
    The last time she’d been there, she hadn’t gone this deep inside. On the other hand, the last time she’d been there, she’d been half out of her mind. But she’d made it out then and she could do it again. She only needed to find a place she recognized, somewhere that would help her figure out where the exit lay. She limped on.  
 
    At least her sweat was beginning to dry up, though she was still incredibly hot. She actually seemed to be getting hotter and hotter. 
 
    Suddenly, a shape flitted across a gap in the crystals ahead of her. Isa ducked down and froze. Adrenaline surged again. Who had she seen?  
 
    Her heart beating a tattoo, she crawled a little way forward. If the figure had been one of the Tyrians, that could mean she was near the exit; Either Pigtail or Ada might be guarding it to prevent Isa and Martin from escaping. 
 
    Isa swallowed. To get out, she might have to kill one of them. She decided that if it came to it, she would do the deed. None of the Tyrians had thought twice about leaving her to die there.  
 
    She crawled around a crystal that lay across her path, and peered ahead. The area ahead was devoid of movement again. Isa strained her ears, but all she could hear was her own breathing. 
 
    And something else. A soft sound, coming from behind her. Someone was sneaking up on her!  
 
    Isa swung around and a hand grabbed her mouth. She struggled violently, almost throwing off the person who was holding her, but their grip was too strong. Then a cold, metal muzzle was pushed against her skull. She stopped struggling.  
 
    “You’re coming with me,” a woman said, her voice low and harsh. She dragged Isa to her feet and pulled her forward.  
 
    Pigtail had Isa in her grip, but she hadn’t shot her when she had the chance. 
 
    “Your boyfriend’s trying to hunt me down,” Pigtail murmured. “Trying to stop me from leaving. But you’re my exit ticket.” 
 
    With one arm wrapped around Isa’s neck and the other holding the weapon against her temple, Pigtail pushed Isa along. She was obviously familiar with the route. She navigated the crystals quickly and efficiently, though unconcerned with whether or not Isa was scraped against them as they went.  
 
    “I heard all about the Noctus bitch posing a threat to all our plans,” she muttered. “Ironic that you’re going to be the one who ensures it all goes forward in the end, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re deranged,” said Isa. “Carrying a grudge for hundreds of years? Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme? Maybe you should try therapy.” 
 
    “What would you know about it? You’re the offspring of filthy colonizers. You shouldn’t even exist. And pretty soon, you won’t.” 
 
    When they’d traveled some distance through the cave, the surroundings began to look familiar to Isa. She thought she might be able to guess the way out from there. Now all she needed to do was to get rid of the nutcase with the gun. 
 
    Pigtail pushed Isa forward, hard. Isa pretended to stumble, then crouched down quickly so that Pigtail’s momentum carried her over, unbalancing her.  
 
    The woman’s hold on Isa’s neck loosened, and the muzzle of her weapon slipped from Isa’s head.  
 
    Isa took her chance.  
 
    Isa grabbed the woman’s weapon arm, forcing it away from her. Pigtail’s finger was already on the trigger, and she squeezed, firing shots that hit the ceiling and rained crystal shards down around them. 
 
    “Isa!”  
 
    It was Martin. His voice came from somewhere behind her, but Isa couldn’t turn. She couldn’t move; locked in a struggle with Pigtail, who was forcing her weapon toward Isa’s face. Centimeter by centimeter, the muzzle crept closer. On top of that, the woman had gotten a hand back around Isa’s neck and was slowly choking her. 
 
    “Stop!” Martin demanded. “I’ll shoot, I mean it!” 
 
    The two women grappled, fear of death lending Isa exceptional strength. She shifted side to side as she did all she could to escape the deathly grip and the inexorable movement of the gun toward her head. But try as she might, it wasn’t enough, and Isa began to weaken. She knew she was no match for Pigtail. Terror of her impending death had kept her alive for a few moments, but her muscles were trembling and about to be overpowered. She had only seconds to live. 
 
    Then a round hit the crystal by her side. Martin was living up to his word, trying to hit Pigtail while at the same time trying to avoid harming Isa.  
 
    Then the pressure on her was released; Pigtail had let go of her.  
 
    Isa dropped like a stone. She heard another round fire, and cringed, waiting for it to hit.  
 
    But it didn’t.  
 
    She looked up. Before her gaze made contact with Pigtail, she saw Martin falling, blood running from his chest. 
 
    Pigtail had let go of Isa in order to fire at Martin—and she’d hit him center mass.  
 
    A primal scream began to issue from Isa’s lungs. Pigtail was turning the weapon toward her, but before the muzzle lined up with her face, Isa flew at the murderer, knocking her from her feet.  
 
    The impact knocked the weapon from Pigtail’s hands. It skittered across the floor, tumbling across the crystalline ridges. Both women went for it, but Isa was smaller and faster. As her hands alighted on the stock, she was already turning. She swept the weapon around at Pigtail, who was a second behind her. 
 
    Realizing she was too late, Isa’s attacker shifted direction. Isa fired, but her shot went wide. She squeezed the trigger again, and this time, the round passed through the space Pigtail had occupied a moment before, as her enemy dove out of the way, landing behind a crystal. Isa fired for a third time, chipping the white surface. 
 
    Then she was on her feet, running, chasing the woman who had shot Martin. She caught glimpses of her, but each time she shot, Pigtail was already behind another crystal. Isa ran on, cursing the obstacles that dogged every step she took.  
 
    Pigtail was getting away. She couldn’t catch up.  
 
    Eventually, she lost all sight of her.  
 
    Pain and exhaustion began to bite. Isa knew that every step she took chasing Pigtail was a step that took her farther away from Martin. He was hurt. She had to give up the pursuit and go back to him. 
 
    She stopped, reversed her direction, and began to return the way she’d come, retracing her steps as well as she could in the confusing maze. Now that she was armed and Pigtail had no weapon, she hoped the fanatic would leave them alone—providing she could actually move Martin and get out of the cursed cave at last.  
 
    Isa ducked under a crystal. As she came up on the other side, something hard cracked into her head, and the world went black.  
 
    She could feel herself falling, but she didn’t register hitting the ground. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    When Isa came to, she briefly wondered how many more times she could pass out before her body gave up trying to regain consciousness.  
 
    Her head was a torment of pain, and blood had seeped stickily across her face. Her weapon was gone. How much time had passed? She had to assume that Pigtail had circled around her, intent on regaining her pistol once more. 
 
    She must have thought she’d killed me…kinda feels like she did. 
 
    Isa rose to her hands and knees, grimacing against the excruciating waves of agony that passed through her head. She couldn’t stand, so she crawled. She had to find Martin. If it was the last thing she did, she had to find him. 
 
    As she clambered over the jagged crystals, cutting her hands and knees, Isa wondered if she was going in the right direction. It looked right, and she was sure it was the way she had been going at first, but in all honesty, she had no choice but to continue. She couldn’t bring herself to give up on Martin.  
 
    Soon, all that existed for her was the cave floor and the ache of her head, legs, hands, and knees. 
 
    Before long—at least she thought it hadn’t been long—she saw blood ahead on the ground. She looked up and recognized the area where Martin had been shot. A darkening trail of blood ran across her path. Somehow, Martin had moved, though he’d been bleeding heavily. Isa changed direction to follow the hideous trace and crawled on. 
 
    Finally, she found him. Lying on his back, his own blood pooled around him, his chest barely moving. Isa reached for him. She touched his face. His eyes opened.  
 
    “Hold on,” she whispered. “I know the way out from here. I’m going to the upper levels to reach the Link, then Onyx will send an ambulance. You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    He’ll be okay.  
 
    The medics from Ushu had rescued her from there, they could rescue Martin, too. He would be okay. 
 
    Martin looked up at Isa, meeting her gaze. His lips parted, and he gave her a half-smile. And then he died.
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    Usef was nearly done removing his armor, but the wait was still driving Erin mad. She had a feeling that something terrible was happening and they were going to be too late to spot it. 
 
    While she waited for Usef, she walked a little way down the tunnel. She wanted to keep going, but Usef had reminded her that Pippa was a ruthless murderer who crammed people into shipping crates. 
 
    Even so, she just wanted to see what lay ahead. 
 
    Lights flicked on in response to her approach, but they were weak and spread apart, as if only intended for the crew who would go on to make the place suitable for regular tourists. The tunnel wasn’t as steep as the one that led to the huge cavern, and its walls were fairly uniform. Erin wondered if the FGT had opened out and smoothed the surfaces of an existing natural passageway. She checked the map and saw that the cave it led to was full of selenite crystals.  
 
    <It has to be where they hid the antimatter, right?> she asked Walter. 
 
    <I hope so. I’d like for this to be over. I can’t help but think that the explosion on Irridia was a trial run—one where they thought the presence of the uranium would mask the antimatter explosion.> 
 
    Erin nodded. She’d been thinking something along the same lines. Pippa must have expected—not incorrectly—that the ‘accident’ would be blamed on the universally disliked supervisor.  
 
    <She had to have expected it to cause a blast as large as what came about,> Erin said. <She may be a psycho, but she’s still good at her job.> 
 
    <Then it was entirely on purpose,> Walter confirmed.  
 
    A sound from behind Erin distracted her, and she turned to see Usef. Clad only in the kinetic baselayer he wore under his armor, he was easing himself through the crack. 
 
    He made it through the gap this time, though only just. Immediately, he reached back for his armor to bring that into the tunnel too. 
 
    Knowing it would take Usef just as long to gear up as it had taken him to remove it, if not longer, Erin wandered a little farther down the passageway.  
 
    As she pondered the problem of what Pippa intended to do with the antimatter, she remembered that she’d meant to ask Onyx about Samuel Jefferson’s land holdings. She tried to reach the AI, but as she took another step deeper into the tunnel, she lost access to the Link. 
 
    “Dammit,” she muttered.  
 
    She was about to turn and report the issue to Usef, when movement further down the tunnel caught her attention. 
 
    Someone had appeared around a distant bend in the passageway and was running up toward her. The figure’s head was down and they didn’t seem to have noticed her yet.  
 
    Cycling her vision for the low light, she almost swore aloud as she recognized the figure. 
 
    Pippa!  
 
    They’d found her at last.  
 
    Then Erin saw the woman’s gun, and she backpedalled until she had Link access once more. 
 
    <Major! Pippa Dhami is approaching, and she’s armed.> 
 
    Usef had been in the process of stepping into the legs of his armor. In one smooth motion, he stepped out again, picked up his weapon, and reached back into his armor for something. 
 
    Seconds later, he was running down the tunnel, and Erin pressed herself against the wall as the human maglev blew past her.  
 
    Without a thought toward any danger, Erin ran after him.  
 
    At the sight of Major Usef bearing down on her, Pippa wasted no time and turned about, running back the way she’d come.  
 
    “Hold it!” Usef commanded.  
 
    He fired, but Pippa had disappeared back around the bend.  
 
    Usef ran on, his great feet slapping against the smooth tunnel floor. Erin raced along in his wake, rejoicing that they’d finally found the foul woman. Now, if Usef didn’t kill her first, the woman would pay for Jacob Cimorelli’s and Max Rasner’s deaths, and Erin might finally get some answers.  
 
    Usef fired a second time. He must have caught sight of Pippa again. It was irritating that the tunnel twisted and turned so much. If Usef could get one clear shot, Erin was sure he would take Pippa down.  
 
    She noticed he was dropping something from his free hand as he ran. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Link relays,” he called back. “Should be up in a minute. Then I’ll order my team in.” 
 
    Erin nodded as she noted her HUD warning her that the temperature and humidity were rising quickly, though her armor kept her cool. Usef lacked that benefit, though, and she suspected that he would soon be suffering.  
 
    Her own armor wasn’t powered to a great extent, and the additional weight was taking its toll. She was relieved to see that, according to the map, they only had a short distance to go. They had to catch Pippa before she reached the cave of crystals, or they would have another long search to conduct. Still, there was no other exit to the place. No matter how long it took, they would find her. She was a rat in a trap and so were all her friends. Erin wondered where they’d gotten to.  
 
     Usef rounded another bend and Erin soon followed. In the distance, a light shone from an opening. It had to be the entrance to the cave of crystals…. But the tunnel was empty.  
 
    They’d lost Pippa for the moment. 
 
    Without breaking pace, Usef sped down the remaining stretch and reached it way ahead of Erin. He stopped and scrutinized the interior, then waited for her to catch up, his great chest heaving, but he wasn’t sweating. 
 
    He must have some sort of internal mods for heat regulation, Erin surmised. 
 
    <Backup’s on its way,> he said, <but I want to begin the search now. The longer we wait, the longer it’s going to take to find her. She was leaving empty-handed, which makes me think she has something automated happening with the antimatter. Stick with me, though, okay? There are three more suspects unaccounted for.> 
 
    <Whatever you say, Major,> Erin replied, still catching her breath. 
 
    Erin followed close on Usef’s heels, and they entered the cave of crystals. In all her centuries and time spent on the worlds of Sol, the Kap, and now in New Canaan, Erin had seen few places as amazing as this. If she hadn’t already been exhausted, the sight of it might have taken her breath away. Even so, the gigantic crystals that protruded from all sides briefly transfixed her. 
 
    Her HUD told her that the conditions inside the cave were extreme. She hoped, if only for Usef’s sake, that they would find Pippa and her accomplices before too long. She worried that he wouldn’t last forever in there without his armor to help cool him. 
 
    Erin was battling to stick close to the man. The nature of the terrain made it hard for two to walk side by side or on the level. The place was like an obstacle course laid across broken down stairs. 
 
    <I’ve deployed nano,> Usef advised. <So far, they’ve not found anything. The angles in here are making it hard for them to navigate.> 
 
    Everywhere Erin looked, the cavern was a picture of utter stillness, there wasn’t even a hint of motion in the reflections from the copious hard, angled surfaces. Erin gazed off into the distance. The crystals seemed to go on forever. Even when backup arrived, it would take them an age to root out Pippa and the other suspects.  
 
    They had arrived at a pit that blocked their path. Rather than waste time going around it, Usef jumped over it, but Erin’s stature made the same feat impossible. She was forced to take the long way while Usef waited on the other side. She followed the edge of the pit to the right, planning on catching up to Usef a few moments later, but something anomalous attracted her attention. She could see a patch of blue in the sea of white.  
 
    Erin stopped and looked more closely at the spot of color, just visible in a gap. She realized she was seeing part of a leg in dark blue pants. The leg was horizontal, as if the person was lying down. 
 
    <Usef,> she said as she walked forward. <I think I found one.> He would see where she was heading.  
 
    <Take it easy,> the major replied. <Don’t reveal yourself. I’ll be there in a second.> 
 
    Erin didn’t recall Pippa wearing blue clothes at the airport. Was this one of the Tyrians? She raised her weapon in front of her and, keeping low, crept closer. By angling her head to the left, she was able to see more of the leg.  
 
    A feeling of familiarity grew on her. The leg seemed to belong to a man. Was she looking at Samuel or Rahmin? But Erin didn’t think she’d had a close view of either of the male Tyrians—not enough of a look to be able to recognize one of their body parts by itself, anyway. 
 
    Then it hit her. She was looking at Martin’s leg.  
 
    Immediately following that realization, she saw the blood. Deep red on white in a wide pool. Martin was injured and bleeding. 
 
    She ran forward without hesitation. 
 
    <Erin!>  Usef said. 
 
    She didn’t slow, jumping a crystal that jutted into her path. 
 
    <Erin,> Usef yelled. <Stop and wait for me.> 
 
    She sped around another crystal and halted, standing stock-still. A dreadful scene confronted her.  
 
    Martin was sprawled on his back, his eyes closed, his chest still, and his skin colorless. The blood Erin had seen lay all around him. So much blood. 
 
    Isa was kneeling next to him, her long, black hair in disarray.  
 
    At Erin’s sudden appearance, Isa looked up, horror and grief carved on her features. Blood trickled down her face and stained her knees and hands. 
 
    Above Isa stood Pippa. Her legs were spread wide, her arms held out straight, both of her hands gripped a pistol that she was pressing against Isa’s head.  
 
    She gave a ghastly grin as her gaze locked on Erin’s helmeted head and said, “She’s coming with me, and you’re going to let me out of here.” 
 
    Isa looked down at Martin, her spirit crushed and devoid of hope.  
 
    Erin lifted her eyes from Isa and Martin, and in one smooth motion, she raised her weapon and fired.
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    Isa knelt by Martin’s side, holding his limp, cooling hand, wishing she could will life back into his body, wishing she’d had the strength to defeat Pigtail when they’d fought, wishing she’d done something, anything, to stop her from shooting the sweet, kind, loving man who had tried to save her life.  
 
    If she hadn’t had her stupid episode in that cave, she wouldn’t have had to be rescued, Martin wouldn’t have heard about it, and he would never have come to Tyre; instead, he would be at his beach house on Landfall, swimming, diving, and tending to his sea creatures. He would never have been dragged into this ridiculous, deadly intrigue with the crazy Tyrians and their mad, evil friend. He would still be alive.  
 
    Isa could not even cry. The tears wouldn’t come. She could only sit and stare at Martin’s still face, utter helplessness and regret overwhelming her. 
 
    Pigtail seemed to have gone. Isa had heard her movements for a short while, and then nothing. She must have left the cave. Isa wanted to go after her and try to warn Tyre’s authorities about Pigtail’s plans, but she found she couldn’t move. Even if she’d found the emotional strength to leave Martin, she was beyond exhaustion. She could barely remain upright, and her head and leg throbbed with a vicious intensity. All she could do was remain with Martin and wait for death to take her too. 
 
    Then there would be four dead bodies in the crystal cave: Samuel, Rahmin, Martin and her. If Pigtail’s plans succeeded, they would stay there forever, burnt by lava or buried in an earthquake.  
 
    Isa wondered what had happened to Ada. The last she’d seen of the Tyrian woman, she’d been lying somewhere further back in the cave, injured and incapacitated. Had she somehow made it out? Had Pigtail returned to her and helped her? 
 
    Isa heard soft footsteps. They were firm and regular, which meant it wasn’t Ada she was hearing. No, the footsteps had to belong to Pigtail. For some reason, she’d come back. 
 
    Isa tensed. She knew she should move. She should hide from the maniac. But she lacked the strength to stand and she didn’t want to desert Martin—not again. She couldn’t leave his lifeless, bloody body alone in that horrible place. The crystals had lost all their wonder and splendor now; the cave had turned into a venue of terror and death. 
 
    Pigtail’s footsteps came closer. She wasn’t even trying to be quiet. Isa waited for her, defenseless. Pigtail had taken her weapon when she’d knocked her out, and the weapon Martin had snatched from Samuel lay somewhere else, perhaps where he’d been shot, or somewhere along the trail of blood he’d left while he was dying.  
 
    Isa had known for so long that her life was a fluke, a miracle that she’d done nothing to deserve. Everyone she’d grown up with remained enslaved at Sirius or had died in the massacre at Victoria. People who were better than her, smarter, more skilled, more able at everything. What right did she have to live? None at all. And now her time had finally come.  
 
    A step sounded behind her.  
 
    “So glad to see you again,” Pigtail said. A metal barrel pushed against Isa’s head.  
 
    She didn’t know why Pigtail had returned to kill her, but she wouldn’t fight her fate. She couldn’t. She didn’t even cringe or hold her breath as she waited for the shot to come.  
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    A second passed, then another. The hard muzzle remained firmly pushing into the back of her head. What was Pigtail waiting for?  
 
    Isa wondered if she was dreaming. Had she slipped into another waking nightmare? But this wasn’t like any other nightmare she’d ever had.  
 
    She turned and peered upward to see the underneath of Pigtail’s chin, and her long arms extending downward to the weapon she held in two fists. The woman was looking to the side, casting about as if watching for something or someone. 
 
    Pigtail felt Isa’s movement and shoved the weapon harder into her head. “Don’t move,” she said between her teeth. “They’ll be here any minute. Then you and I are going for a walk.” 
 
    Isa had no strength or willpower left to argue. Time inched along. Isa, Pigtail, and Martin remained frozen in their grim tableau. Isa closed her eyes and gently gripped Martin’s hand, replaying in her mind scenes from the times she’d spent with him. She recalled the dinner he’d cooked for her and Erin at his beach house, and the magical evening they’d spent outside eating it, their meal lit only by candlelight and the Cradle. She remembered getting drunk with him on the Odyssey, bound for Athens. She recollected his ridiculous surfing competition with Usef. 
 
    Perhaps it was because she was so lost in her thoughts, or perhaps it was because the woman moved so quietly, but Isa didn’t notice the Marine until she’d crept into the narrow space where Martin lay and Pigtail held her hostage. When Isa saw her, the Marine was already standing upright, though she was the shortest Marine Isa had ever seen. 
 
    Pigtail certainly seemed to be taken by surprise too. Her arms jerked, knocking her gun against Isa’s head at exactly the place where she’d previously struck her with a rock. Agony surged from Isa’s skull, and her stomach threatened to empty out its contents. 
 
    “She’s coming with me,” said Pigtail, “and you’re going to let me out of here.” 
 
    The Marine didn’t speak. Almost faster than Isa could follow, the woman lifted her weapon and fired.  
 
    The barrel that had been pressed against Isa’s head disappeared. Less than a second later, Pigtail’s body crashed to the ground behind her.  
 
    Isa spun around. Pigtail had a hole in her head. Blood was soaking into her blonde hair, and her eyes were wide and unseeing. 
 
    The Marine ran to Isa and grabbed her, crushing her. Isa was relieved but confused. Though she was grateful for the woman’s intervention, she seemed excessively emotional. The Marine said something, but her voice was muffled by her helmet. 
 
    <It’s me,> she repeated via the Link. 
 
    The Link is back! 
 
    Then, as Isa realized who had spoken to her, the Marine’s visor became transparent.  
 
    Erin. 
 
    Isa could barely believe it. She crushed Erin to her, finding new strength in her happiness. 
 
    “How long’s Martin been…like this?” Erin asked urgently. 
 
    Then Isa remembered what had happened, and grief engulfed her again. “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “How long?” Erin urged, tightly gripping Isa’s upper arms. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t know,” Isa repeated. She’d lost all sense of time. 
 
    Usef appeared, drenched in sweat and, for some reason, not wearing his armor. He took one look at Pigtail and cursed.  
 
    “She was an information source,” he barked at Erin.  
 
    Then he saw Martin. His arm dropped, and his weapon hung loose. 
 
    Erin jumped up and faced their bulky Marine friend. “He hasn’t been dead long,” she said. 
 
    Usef hesitated. “We have to—” 
 
    “Usef, please,” Erin said, her voice choked with emotion.  
 
    Another moment’s hesitation later, the major nodded. Slinging his weapon over his shoulder, he leant down and grabbed one of Martin’s arms. He pulled his limp form upward, put his other shoulder into Martin’s stomach, and hoisted him up onto it.  
 
    He took a moment to balance Martin’s body, then said, “Stay right here, and don’t do anything else this stupid. Backup’s on its way.” 
 
    Then he turned and sped from the place. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Isa asked. “Where’s he taking Martin?” 
 
    “There’s a chance…” Erin said, then her words dried up.  
 
    She was chewing her lip and blinking away tears. Her visor became opaque and she swung around, watching. When Isa also tried to stand, she pushed down on her shoulder.  
 
    <Stay still. There are more of them.> Erin lifted her gun.  
 
    <No,> said Isa. <There aren’t. Or what I mean is, two of them are dead and the other one is injured. Martin shot them.> 
 
    <Seriously?> Erin asked. She squatted down to Isa’s level. <Do you know where the injured one is?> 
 
    <I think I can find her again,> Isa said. <If she’s still there. I think Pigtail might have helped her escape.> 
 
    <Pigtail? Oh, Pippa. No, she hasn’t helped anyone escape. She was alone when she tried to leave. She ran back when she saw Usef.> 
 
    <In that case, Ada might still be here,> Isa said. 
 
    <Great. Take me to her, if you can. Can you walk?> 
 
    Isa nodded. She would find the energy from somewhere. But when she stood up, she wobbled precariously. The cave was moving toward and away from her like waves on a beach. Erin slipped under her arm and grabbed her hand so that Isa’s arm was resting on her shoulder. With Erin supporting her, Isa thought she could manage to go a little farther.  
 
    <Did Ada have a gun?> Erin asked. 
 
    <No,> Isa replied. <I’m pretty sure. But why do you need to find her?> 
 
    <I have to find out what Pippa was planning,> Erin said. <She stole antimatter, but I don’t know what she was going to do with it. Not anything good, that’s for sure.> 
 
    <I know what it was,> said Isa. <Pigtail and the others are planning to…. She said something about cracking Tyre like an egg. They were planning on ruining the planet. Martin knew who they were; he called them SSS.> 
 
    Erin’s grip on her loosened, and Isa nearly fell. Erin grabbed her again and pulled her close.  
 
    <SSS?> Erin repeated. 
 
    Isa heard a muffled curse through Erin’s helmet.  
 
    Erin didn’t explain the significance of what she’d just learned, and Isa was too weak and exhausted to understand an explanation, even if it had been offered.  
 
    <Do we still need to find Ada?> she asked. 
 
    <Yes,> Erin replied. <More than ever.> 
 
    They carried on walking, Erin half-carrying Isa across the difficult terrain. Concentrating on finding the Tyrian was all Isa had strength for. She could barely focus as she tried to recognize familiar spots in the mass of crystals.  
 
    The sound of running, booted feet began to echo around the cave.  
 
    <What’s that?> Isa asked. 
 
    <More Marines,> Erin replied. <I’ve set them to searching for the injured Tyrian. She’s the only one who can help us save Tyre.> 
 
    <I don’t think she’ll tell us anything,> Isa said. <She’s crazy. They all were. I knew it, deep down. I always knew there was something off about them. But I had no idea just how insane they were.> 
 
    <She might be insane,> said Erin, <but she’s is going to tell me what I need to know, whether she likes it or not.> 
 
    Hearing the ice-hard tone in her partner’s voice, Isa believed she was right. There was a side to the woman she loved that she’d never seen before. The way Erin had taken one look at Martin’s body and immediately executed Pigtail in cold blood had shocked Isa, even though at the time she’d mistaken Erin for a Marine.  
 
    Isa halted as they came to the open space where Martin had broken free of his bonds. 
 
    <What is it?> Erin asked. 
 
    <Ada’s through here,> Isa replied. <I’m sure of it.> 
 
    Another few steps brought them in sight of Ada’s feet. As they walked closer, it became clear that they were too late. Ada’s arms were thrown up as if she’d been trying to defend herself. Her mouth was half-open, and her eyes were wide with fear or surprise. Isa saw the wound that Martin had inflicted, but that hadn’t been what had killed her. Another wound had opened her stomach and chest.  
 
    <Pigtail must have murdered her,> Isa said. 
 
    Erin dropped to her knees, bringing Isa down with her. 
 
    <Dammit. Dammit. Dammit!> she exclaimed, kicking at one of the nearby crystals.
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    Erin stared at the corpse of the Tyrian.  
 
    SSS?  
 
    She could barely believe it. The idea that Sanctity of the Sol System terrorists had made it all the way to New Canaan boggled her mind. Everyone had thought the sabotage at Estrella de la Muerte to be their last-ditch attempt to stop the Intrepid. That some of their number had risked death as a final backup was hard to swallow. 
 
    And not only that, their desire to wreak havoc remained wholly intact, despite the Intrepid’s journey far into the future. It was no wonder she’d struggled to work out what Pippa was up to; predicting the actions of people who thought nothing of waiting centuries to destroy entire colonies, meant envisaging their madness. 
 
    But Erin had no time to try to wrap her head around the philosophy of the SSS. She had to find where the group had planted the antimatter bombs. The sites would be along the planet’s fault lines, yes, but those stretched across thousands of kilometers. 
 
    Suddenly, Isa collapsed, falling from Erin’s grasp and slumping to the cavern’s floor. Erin crouched next to her, touching her shoulder. 
 
    <Isa?> 
 
    <I believe she’s lost consciousness,> Walter said. 
 
    “Shit…oh, Isa.” Erin knelt beside her love, her armor’s scan gathering the woman’s vitals. She was overheating and dehydrated. On top of that, her blood pressure was dangerously low. <I’m an idiot. I have to get her out of here.> She contacted Tyre’s AI, further chastising herself for standing idle while Isa was on the brink of collapse. <Onyx? Isa Chen requires urgent medical care. Can you help?>  
 
    <A medical unit is already on its way,> Onyx replied. <Major Usef put in the request. However, it would save time if Isa was at the surface when they arrive.> 
 
    Erin switched to the Marine’s channel. <Can someone help me? I have a kidnapping victim who requires immediate transportation to the cave entrance.> 
 
    <With you in two,> came the reply from Private Karla.  
 
    Erin brushed the hair from Isa’s face and frowned with concern. Initially, she’d thought all the blood on Isa had been from Martin, but on top of the heat and exhaustion, she realized that her lover had been shot in the leg and sustained a head injury. Not to mention, her knees and hands looked like someone had taken sandpaper to them.  
 
    Erin had been clinging to hope for Martin, but now she worried that she should have the same concerns for Isa. 
 
    As she waited for the Marines who would carry Isa to the surface, she thought of Usef racing up the tunnels with Martin over his shoulder, bearing the weight of an adult man as he ran, fighting gravity up the steep passageways…  
 
    If anyone can perform that feat of strength and endurance, it’s Usef. He might do it. He might make it. He might save Martin. 
 
    The image of Pippa standing over Martin’s corpse flashed into Erin’s mind. Shooting the woman had been a reflex; Erin wouldn’t have been able to stop herself had she wanted to. But she didn’t even hesitate to put an end to the terrorist’s life.  
 
    Pippa deserved to die. In the same circumstances, Erin would have done the same thing in a heartbeat…. Except maybe Usef had been right. It could have waited until after she’d interrogated her. 
 
    Erin returned her attention to Isa, who hadn’t moved at all. Erin was no doctor, but Isa looked like she was barely clinging to life.  
 
    Where are the damn Marines?  
 
    Then suddenly, they were right behind her.  
 
    <Thank the stars,> Erin said as they stepped around her and lifted Isa up, one of them grasping her under her knees, and the other lifting her under her arms, supporting her head on his chest. Isa’s tangled, matted hair hung down raggedly. 
 
    Isa would hate that, Erin thought, swallowing hard. She was always careful with her hair. 
 
    <Don’t worry, ma’am,> Karla said. <We’ll have her out of here in no time.> 
 
    Erin watched the pair carry Isa out, then she returned to the problem at hand, struggling to focus on what she needed to do. There was nothing more she could do for Martin or Isa. She had to find the antimatter bombs.  
 
    She looked down at the last hope for information from the terrorists, murdered by Pippa to prevent her from divulging the SSS’s secrets. 
 
    The fact that all the terrorists were dead, as far as Erin knew, didn’t diminish the threat they posed. There was a risk that the bombs could be on a countdown, and no reason to assume there was much time before they went off.  
 
    She considered that Pippa would have known that Max’s body would be discovered soon, and then her guilt would be clear—which was why she’d left Carthage even while under suspicion.  
 
    The woman had come to Tyre expressly to set the SSS’s plans in motion. 
 
    Why had the SSS terrorists come to this cave? Usef’s prior concern came to mind. Am I sitting on one of the detonation sites? 
 
    Erin brought up a map of Tyre’s tectonic plates.  
 
    Bingo.  
 
    One of the fault lines ran right under the crystal cave. But, assuming she could find the bomb, how could she deactivate it? 
 
    <Got any ideas, Walter?> 
 
    <I don’t know for certain,> he replied, his voice filled with more sorrow than she’d expected.  
 
    Then she realized that Eamon might have been injured along with Martin. Before she could ask if the other AI had been responsive, Walter continued.  
 
    <But perhaps the Marines’ nano might be able to do that. I assume they have the programming for deactivating bombs> 
 
    <I bet you’re right,> Erin said. <You’re a genius.> 
 
    <I know,> Walter replied, but Erin was already on her feet and reaching out to the Marines who remained in the cave.  
 
    <I think there’s an antimatter bomb in here. Sergeant Grey, if we find it can you disable it?> 
 
    <I’ll know for sure when we get eyes on it, but my AI, Arla, has experience with this sort of thing,> Grey replied.  
 
    <Don’t get your hopes up,> Arla chimed in. <Antimatter bombs don’t really take much to set off.> 
 
    Even though Arla seemed uncertain, Erin resolved to be optimistic. She had to be.  
 
    <They’re trying to trigger an explosion right on the fault line, probably as deep as they can manage so they can carve a hole down to the mantle.> 
 
    The Marines spread out in their search, and eleven anxious minutes later, Sergeant Grey called out. <Found it, down a crevasse. It’s a small containment vessel, probably a kilogram, from the looks of it.> 
 
    “Shit,” Erin muttered, knowing that a kilo of antimatter was easily equivalent to a very large fusion bomb.  
 
    This deep in the crust, on a fault line below an old volcano…it would lead to tremendous damage. 
 
    <Looks like a simple release timer, though,> Arla announced. <I can stop it, then we just have to get the bottle out before it loses power.> 
 
    <Standby,> Sergeant Grey announced to everyone on the local network. 
 
    Erin realized she was holding her breath, waiting for the AI to inform them of her success. When the word came that the bomb was disabled, she gasped for air. 
 
    <Good work, that’s really good work.> 
 
    Erin realized she had to leave. The Marines had that site covered, but she had the rest of Tyre to protect.  
 
    She turned and rushed through the obstacle course, returning to the cave entrance. As she jogged and weaved around the crystalline obstructions, she contacted Usef and Chief Kang.  
 
    Erin explained the situation to the pair. To her credit, the police chief’s reaction was calm as she faced her planet’s imminent destruction.  
 
    <I’ll mobilize everyone we have,> Kang said as Erin finally got out of the crystal cave and its sweltering heat. She began running up the passageway that led to the lake cavern, listening to Kang while also trying to figure out, based on what she knew, where the SSS had planted the bombs. 
 
    <I’ll give the order to evacuate everyone living within proximity of a fault line,> the chief was saying. <We’ll have to move everyone as far from the danger zones as possible. From what you say, it won’t save us, but it might buy us some time. I’ll dispatch messages to Troy and Carthage for ships to help. They might be able to pick up survivors. The Carthage-Tyre ship is on its way back, and we have several spaceworthy craft planetside at the moment; the Sark is up there too. It isn’t much, but it’s something. I’ll arrange evacuation lists. I don’t want a panic on my hands.> When Erin didn’t reply, Kang said, <Can you hear me?> 
 
    <Dammit! Of course! I know where they are,> Erin blurted.  
 
    <You know where who is?> Usef pressed. 
 
    <Not who, what. The detonation sites,> Erin said. <They’re in Samuel Jefferson’s vineyards. He owned land all over Tyre; I’m sure that’s where the SSS drilled the bomb shafts. Onyx,> she said to the AI, <please cross-reference the coordinates of Jefferson’s land holdings with Tyre’s fault lines.>  
 
    She was at the narrow gap leading to the great cavern that Usef had struggled to pass through. As she squeezed through, she had the vague impression that something was wrong, but couldn’t put her finger on what it was.  
 
    <A one hundred percent match,> Onyx said. <Every one of Jefferson’s properties is located above a fault line. I’ll scan for anything that might be a shaft.> 
 
    <They might have disguised them to look like something else, like wells, for instance,> Erin said. <Or they might have drilled the shafts inside caves, like here at Mount Ida.> 
 
    <I’ll send out officers to search each place,> said Chief Kang.  
 
    <I’ll have the Sark send down the rest of my Marines in its pinnace and other shuttles,> Usef added. <You coordinate the search, though, Chief—you have more personnel for this.> 
 
    <You got it,> Kang replied, already sounding distracted.  
 
    <Usef’s Marines figured out how to disarm the bomb—> Erin began, but the major interrupted her.  
 
    <Arla has already sent up the information, Erin. Onyx will get it to each team.> 
 
    The calm in his voice reassured Erin, and she nodded to herself as she traversed the tunnel. <I just hope we’re not sending people into—>  
 
    <It’s what we have to do,> Kang interjected. <What choice do we have?> 
 
    Erin didn’t respond. She knew her worry wouldn’t help matters. Kang’s officers and Usef’s Marines had a difficult, urgent, dangerous job ahead of them, and they all needed to focus to find the sites in time—stars knew there were enough of them. Samuel had eleven ‘vineyards’ that were directly situated on active fault lines. 
 
    Not caring if she got wet, Erin cut partway across a shallow section of the great lake, splashing through the water to reach the narrow tunnel that led further up through the steep passageway.  
 
    The ascent promised to be arduous, and a few minutes later, her breath was coming in harsh gasps as she sped up the tunnel to the surface, heedless now of the sparkling walls.  
 
    Far below her in the crystal cave, Sergeant Grey called up.  
 
    <We’ve retrieved the bomb. It’s safe and sound.> 
 
    Erin was about to reply when a shot rang out, her armor absorbing the round as it hit her side. She spun away instinctively, aghast and bewildered as she ducked behind a protrusion of rock just in time to avoid a second shot, which grazed her shoulder. 
 
    Her chest heaving, Erin tried to make sense of the situation. Who the hell could be attacking her? And how could she fight back? She was weaponless.  
 
    No, that wasn’t true. Before supporting Isa to help her walk, she’d slung her weapon across her back. It had been hanging there this whole time.  
 
    Stars, Usef would never let me out of my apartment if he knew about this. 
 
    Erin drew the gun over her shoulder and set the stock against her shoulder.  
 
    She had a rough idea of the location of her assailant from the direction of the fire. It had been coming from a nook on the opposite side of the tunnel and above her current position. Erin angled her weapon and fired, but she couldn’t shoot directly into the shadowy recess. 
 
    A third shot from her enemy flew behind her, glancing against the backs of her calves. 
 
    Stars, she couldn’t stay where she was forever, trading shots. She had to return to the police cruiser to help in the search.  
 
    Erin ran out from behind the rock protrusion and up the tunnel, spraying fire. She sped toward the crevice that hid whoever was intent on killing her, round after round spurting from her weapon. 
 
    No answering fire came. Holding her gun in front of her, she mounted the last couple of steps to the nook. Was it a trick designed to give her opponent the opportunity to shoot her at close range? Erin couldn’t help that if it was. She had to get past her assailant. 
 
    Just as she reached the hidden spot, a pair of legs in armor splayed out. Erin jumped back, stumbling a little down the slope, but the rest of the armored body quickly followed, falling toward her.  
 
    Erin stepped hastily aside. The body passed by and continued to tumble, bouncing off rocky outcrops before finally coming to rest half-hanging from a jutting rock. The person who’d been shooting at her was a Marine. 
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    Erin scanned the steep passage. No other surprises seemed to be lying in wait.  
 
    She took the long steps required to get down the rocks to reach the hanging body. The armor wasn’t latched together properly, just resting against the man’s body. She lifted the helmet and leaned forward to get a clear look at the dead man’s face. Not recognizing him, she sent the grisly image to Onyx.   
 
    <Any idea who this is?> 
 
    <Yes,> the AI replied. <That is, or was, Rahmin Butler.> 
 
    <One of the crew who latched onto Isa?> 
 
    <The same.> 
 
    Of course, the brief glimpse Erin had of him at Ushu’s air and spaceport had looked nothing like the lifeless face hanging in front of her. 
 
    <Core,> she said. <Isa told me he was dead. She thought he’d died in the cave with the other guy, Samuel. But it looks like she was wrong; for a while, anyway.> 
 
    <It’s a good thing that Usef’s armor wouldn’t properly activate for him,> Walter commented.  
 
    Erin suddenly realized what had been wrong at the narrow gap: Usef’s armor had been missing. 
 
    “Nice try, buddy,” Erin muttered, turning away. She didn’t have time to waste looking at a corpse.  
 
    She began to run up the tunnel again and asked Chief Kang for an update. 
 
    <Good news,> she replied. <My officers have located and deactivated one of the bombs near Mount Carmel. The shaft was inside an empty building secreted under a grape crusher. We have a better idea of what we’re looking for now. I’ve also focused evacuation efforts on everyone living anywhere near Jefferson’s properties.> 
 
    <Great,> said Erin.  
 
    It looked like they had a slim chance to stop this before it started.  
 
    The tunnel seemed longer going up than it had coming down. When would she reach the top? Her side hurt a little, and she remembered that was where Rahmin Butler’s shot had hit her.  
 
    Why was he there waiting for me?  
 
    Erin guessed he must have left the cave before Pippa, or she would have killed him as well as Ada. His wound would have made his progress slow.  
 
    What had he been trying to do?  
 
    Perhaps he’d been hoping he might still survive, and he’d wanted to reach the pinnace in the lot outside and escape. She and Usef must have passed him on their way down, but he’d hidden from them. Usef must have also passed him when he’d returned with Martin on his shoulder. 
 
    It had been lucky for her that she’d been armed, or Rahmin Butler might have died more satisfied. Erin wondered about her reaction when she was attacked and cornered; it hadn’t been hard to fight back with lethal force. Killing seemed to come easy to her these days. 
 
    She reached the end of the steep tunnel. At last. She leapt into the passageway that led to the entrance cavern. She was gasping, and her leg muscles trembled from the effort to rush up the kilometers of tunnel, despite the powered support of her armor. The level ground in the entrance cavern made the going easier for her, and she sped across the space, sending bats flying, until she ran out into the starlight.  
 
    An ambulance shuttle was lifting away, and Private Karla and the other Marine who’d taken Isa out of the caverns were walking toward her.  
 
    “Thank you,” Erin said, relieved that Isa was on her way to Ushu’s hospital.  
 
    She also noticed that the terrorists’ pinnace that had stood in the lot was gone. She guessed that Usef had commandeered it to get Martin back to the capital. If Rahmin Butler had somehow made it to the surface, he would have been disappointed. 
 
    “Of course,” Karla said with a nod. “There’s a shuttle coming down for us from the Sark. Once the sergeant gets up here, we’re off to the next site on our list.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Erin replied with a nod before turning to climb the short distance to the police cruiser, parked in the clearing above. She ran around the outside of the cave entrance and up the faint trail into the tree-filled slopes of Mount Ida. More uphill running faced her, this time through the trees that she and Usef had walked down among recently, though now it seemed like a long time ago. 
 
    The police cruiser was no longer in stealth, and its interior lights shone from its open ramp, seeming to invite Erin in. She walked up the ramp, all her energy drained from her exertion. She headed directly to the control room, where Chief Kang was coordinating the efforts to save Tyre.  
 
    Erin stepped into the space, removing her helmet. The officers who had accompanied Kang and the chief herself were alive with action as they buzzed around the holo of Tyre, which hung in the center of the holotank.  
 
    They were almost too busy to notice her, but then Kang said, “Erin, you came back. I thought you might stay with the Marines.” 
 
    “I wanted to help out here,” said Erin. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Nothing much more to report just yet. The search teams are moving as fast as they can, but they have a lot of ground to cover. Samuel Jefferson sure knew what he was doing when he purchased his land. I was doubtful at first that the terrorists’ plans would have their desired effect, because so many of Tyre’s fault lines run under the oceans, but Onyx did an analysis which showed that the SSS had figured a near-optimal layout. If even half of those bombs go off, the planet is going to see hundreds of volcanoes erupt. It’ll be entirely unviable for decades…maybe longer.” 
 
    “I hope they manage to find the shafts quickly,” said Erin. “If we had a week or two, we might get everyone off the planet, but we don’t have anywhere near that long.” 
 
    “What’s your estimate?” the chief asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing that once Pippa joined up with the other members of the SSS, they had no reason to delay any further. I think they were in the crystal cave to set the charge for the final bomb, then they were going to go off-world while the detonations took place. Maybe they would have gone to Troy afterward, or even Carthage, to try to continue their wave of destruction.” 
 
    Chief Kang shook her head. “Why Tyre? What did we ever do to them?” 
 
    “Just exist,” Erin replied with a heavy sigh. “Like the rest of the New Canaanites, Tyrians are an abomination to the SSS adherents. You had to be wiped out. But don’t worry, none of those fanatics are ever going to hurt anyone again. Now we just have to destroy their legacy too. What are you doing now? Can I help with something?” 
 
    “I think we have everything covered. I’ll show you.” The chief walked with Erin over to the holo of Tyre. “It’s really just a matter of coordinating the search and disarm teams. My officers, Karin and Edgar, are dealing with that. Thank stars the Sark was here, though. Without it, we’d be looking at hours to reach all the sites. Everyone who’s living near a danger zone is evacuating. Luckily the remoteness of the locations means that the people living at those sites have access to fast, efficient transportation. Onyx is helping too. We’re doing everything we can, as fast as we can.” 
 
    Erin watched the dots streaming over Tyre’s globe. Would their efforts be enough? Moving away from a detonation site might save the Tyrians for a short time, but if enough bombs went off, their deaths would be inevitable, only slower.  
 
    “Oh shit! Fuck! A bomb’s gone off,” one of Kang’s officers cried out.  
 
    The holo switched to a satellite view from the site. It was on the Eastern Tyrian continent, a thousand kilometers south of the musical pillars. White-hot heat rippled out from the blast zone. A gigantic cloud of ash was forming. Magma would be boiling up through the cracked crust, sending out poisonous gases, devastating everything it came near. 
 
    Erin drew in a breath. If one bomb had exploded, that had to mean the others would quickly follow. The SSS wouldn’t have set wide intervals between each detonation. For a truly devastating effect, all the bombs would have to go off close together, timed in such a fashion that the waves running through the crust and mantle would amplify each other and not dissipate or cancel one another out. 
 
    Erin slumped against a bulkhead. It’s too late. She’d taken too long to figure out what Pippa was doing. And now Tyre would be destroyed. 
 
    Kang gripped the holo display table. “Where is it? Did we have a team there?” 
 
    “No,” the officer, Edgar, replied. “That site wasn’t at any of Jefferson’s properties.” He consulted his readings. “The nearest city is Kedesh, but according to the blast data coming in, it shouldn’t be affected. We don’t have any records of habitations in the affected zone. As far as I can tell at the moment, no one should have been hurt.” 
 
    <Given the timer settings on the two bombs we found, and this explosion, I’ve determined a pattern based on time it will take for waves to propagate through the planet…adjusting priorities,> Onyx announced. <We can still stop the rest…if we find them fast enough.> 
 
    “Good work, Onyx,” Kang said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Despite the AI’s assurances, Erin waited tensely to hear the announcement of another detonation, and then another. Was it only a matter of time? She counted the seconds as they ticked past.  
 
    Onyx placed detonation estimates on each of the suspected sites, and Erin’s eyes were welded to them as the team progress reports came in.  
 
    Everyone in the room barely drew breath as team after team called in that they’d successfully defused their bombs. After forty minutes, there were just two more. One that a search and rescue team was heading to on the far southern reaches of Western Tyre, and the last, Sergeant Grey’s squad was flying to, four thousand kilometers north of the Mount Ida Caverns.  
 
    The teams reached their sites with mere minutes left on Onyx’s estimated detonation timers, and Erin found herself gnawing on her lip, begging the stars for the teams to find them quickly.  
 
    <Found it!> Sergeant Grey called in a minute before the search and rescue team.  
 
    The final seconds saw Chief Kang pacing, while officers Karin and Edgar clenched their fists in mute fear. Erin tasted blood in her mouth and forced herself to stop chewing her lip just as both teams called in. 
 
    <Target deactivated,> came from Sergeant Grey. 
 
    <Shitting stars, we’re secure here,> the search and rescue team called in seconds later. 
 
    The room erupted in cheers, with everyone crashing into one another for a trembling embrace.  
 
    “Onyx?” Kang asked a minute later. “Are we in the clear?” 
 
    <Yes, there’s a high probability the crisis is over. That one blast appears to have activated seven volcanoes and we’re in for a slight climate change, but unless there’s another terrorist group intent on planetary destruction, that’s the worst we can expect.> 
 
    Erin exhaled with relief as tears of joy streamed down her face.  
 
    Tyre was saved.

  

 
   
    RECOVERY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.23.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Ushu Hospital, Ushu 
 
    REGION: Tyre, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa woke to the sound of voices speaking quietly and the tapping of footsteps on floor tiles.  
 
    She was lying in a dimly lit room, though brighter light shone through a half-open door. She felt calm, peaceful, and extremely woozy, like she’d drunk more than one of Mikkel’s famous cocktails aboard the Odyssey. She felt so woozy, in fact, that at first, she only lay still, without bothering to figure out where she was or trying to remember how she’d gotten there. The room’s single window was set to a soft green opaque color, so she couldn’t even tell what time of day it was. 
 
    Eventually, however, a few events from her memory filtered through to her conscious mind. She recalled that she was on Tyre, and she’d been in a cave full of crystals. Then she seemed to remember something weird had happened. She’d imagined she was back on Sirius and that she’d been left behind, but after that, she realized she wasn’t there at all, and some people had come to rescue her from….  
 
    No, that wasn’t right. Something else had happened. 
 
    But she couldn’t remember what. Though she was back in the hospital; she knew that. In Ushu. She’d been making an infomentary for Placement Services. 
 
    Isa continued trying to figure it all out while her thoughts gradually cleared. When a shadow blocked the light from the door, Isa turned to see that it was someone in a medic’s uniform. As their eyes met, the man smiled and walked into the room.  
 
    “So you’ve come around at last,” he said. “We were running a sweep. I lost. I thought you would wake up at least an hour ago.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    The medic smiled again. “The doctor gave you something to keep you under for a while and give you time to recuperate. It turned out that you were a little oversensitive to the medication, so you’ve been asleep longer than we expected. But don’t worry. You’ll feel fine in a little while. Your system has processed most of the drug.” 
 
    Isa lifted a hand to her head. She remembered she’d hit it on something. Or something had hit it. But the pain was gone now. She touched her scalp through her hair, but she couldn’t feel any scab or bruising. 
 
    “You had quite a wound there,” the medic said. “And some micro-hemorrhages in your brain tissue, but we fixed all that for you.” He was checking the screen above her bed. He looked down at her. “I guess I’m not making a whole lot of sense right now, am I?” 
 
    And my leg, Isa was thinking. Something happened to my leg.  
 
    <Isa?> 
 
    Isa’s heart leapt, and happiness flooded through her. <Erin?> 
 
    <So glad you’re awake finally,> Erin said. <I’ve been trying to talk to you for hours. How are you feeling? Are you okay?> 
 
    <I think so,> Isa said. <But… > She frowned, still trying to make sense of it all. 
 
    “You seem to be recovering well,” the medic said, apparently picking up that she was speaking to someone on the Link. “I’ll be back in a while.”  
 
    Isa barely noticed him leave. 
 
    <What a relief,> said Erin. <I thought I might have lost you.> 
 
    What was Erin doing on Tyre? Isa battled the fog that was clouding her mind.  
 
    <Erin, what’s going on?> she asked. <Why are you here?> 
 
    <Don’t you remember? It’s okay. You’re probably still recovering. Don’t worry. I’m sure everything will come back to you later when you’re feeling better. And I’ll be there tonight so I can catch you up on everything then. I would come over now, but I have some things I have to do here. I just wanted to make sure you were all right. I have to go. Try to get some rest until this evening, and don’t stress about anything. I love you.> 
 
    <I love you too.> 
 
    Then Erin was gone.  
 
    As soon as she was alone with her thoughts again, Isa’s memories of recent events came back in a rush. She groaned and lifted a hand to her face as she remembered Martin’s lifeless body. Pigtail had murdered him, but then Erin had shot her dead. Isa didn’t think she would ever forget the woman’s sightless eyes below the hole in her head. Yet the memory brought Isa no satisfaction, not if Martin was dead. 
 
    She also recalled the shot she’d taken to her thigh. She touched the spot, but her skin was healed, and the wound no longer gave her any pain. The terrible feeling of extreme thirst had gone too. She remembered crawling over the rough, sharp-edged ground inside the crystal cave, but when she looked at her hands, the skin was healed. It was fresh, pink, and soft. She imagined that her knees were probably the same. 
 
    On the outside, Isa was healed, but the inside was another matter. Her recollections sparked guilt in her, as thoughts like that always did. The feeling rose up, threatening to consume her. Once again, she’d survived when others had died. Why? What had she done to deserve it? She’d been the one at fault. She’d allowed herself to be taken in by the Tyrians. It was she who had introduced them to Martin. 
 
    Isa stared up at the ceiling. She knew she should feel relieved, joyful even, that she was still alive, but her feelings were leaden. She couldn’t understand why this gift was thrust into her hands again and again. Why was she always the exception? 
 
    “Hey,” a voice exclaimed. 
 
    Another figure stood in the doorway. Isa couldn’t make out who it was. It wasn’t the medic. This was a woman, but the light from the corridor was throwing her face into shadow.  
 
    “Is it okay if I come in?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Isa replied.  
 
    Though she didn’t know who she was speaking to, she welcomed the distraction from her thoughts. When the person walked closer, however, Isa realized she did know her. It was one of the crew who had rescued her from the crystal cave when she’d been there the first time. Isa remembered the woman’s name was Stefana. 
 
    “Is it okay if I sit down?” the medic asked. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Isa replied, though there were no chairs in the room. Instead, Stefana perched on the side of Isa’s bed. She was in uniform, so Isa guessed she must have finished a shift. 
 
    “So you returned for another stay?” Stefana joked. “You must love this place.” 
 
    Isa smiled wanly. “I had to be rescued from the same cave again, if you can believe it.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Stefana replied. “I heard all about the shenanigans that went down over there. I didn’t realize you were involved. Lucky escape for you, and the rest of us. Are you okay now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Isa. “I seem to be.” 
 
    Stefana didn’t answer immediately, as if weighing her words. Then she asked, “Are you sure?”  
 
    Isa was taken aback by the directness of the medic’s question. “Yeah, of course. I’m all healed up. Can’t you tell? They did a good job.” 
 
    “Good. They usually do.” Stefana let the silence stretch out. 
 
    “What makes you ask?” Isa said eventually. “Do you know something I don’t?” She was trying to be humorous, but her tone sounded flat and lifeless, even to herself. 
 
    Stefana studied her for a moment and said, “It’s probably none of my business, but you don’t seem okay to me. Not for someone who’s survived a life-threatening event. I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but I thought the same when we picked you up.” 
 
    “You did?” Isa said. Part of her wanted Stefana to shut up there and then, and part of her wanted to hear more. 
 
    “I did,” the medic said. “Isa, I love my job. I’ve done it for a long time, which means I’ve seen lots of people in medical distress of one kind or another. Lots of people who’ve been saved from a dangerous situation at the last minute. And in that time, I’ve gotten familiar with the typical reactions. Not everyone’s the same, you understand, but there’s a range. And you don’t fit in it.” 
 
    “You think I should be happier.” It was a statement, not a question.  
 
    “Maybe,” Stefana replied. “Like I said, there’s a range. Some patients are overjoyed, some massively relieved, some are still in shock. But you… Isa, I want to check, do you mind me telling you this? I’ll stop if you want.” 
 
    “No,” Isa said. She’d allowed the ball to start rolling; she might as well see where it went. “It’s okay. Go ahead.” 
 
    “All right. It’s possible I’m reading you wrong, so bear that in mind. And hell knows, I’m just a medic, not a psychologist. Also, not everyone wears their heart on their sleeve—you could just be hiding it well. Some people are reserved like that. But what I noticed is that you don’t seem to care that you survived. It almost seems like a burden to you.” 
 
    Isa heaved a sigh. “That’s…yeah. You’ve got it right.” 
 
    Stefana tilted her head. “Why would anyone feel that way?” 
 
    Later on, when Isa reflected on the conversation where Stefana had winkled the truth out of her—the first and last time Isa spoke of those things—it struck her as odd how easy it was to tell an almost-stranger everything that had been bottled up for so long. The words that flooded from her mouth would have been slow, hesitant, and difficult if she’d been speaking to anyone she knew well. Yet with the medic, she was finally able to break down the dam that she’d built up inside herself over years. 
 
    She told Stefana of all her fellow Noctus who remained enslaved at Sirius, and of everyone who had died at Victoria. She explained how it had been by the merest fluke that she herself remained alive, and how that fact filled her with guilt. She even told Stefana of the thoughts that overwhelmed her sometimes: that she owed something to the people who had died, and that she must live a perfect life in order to somehow make it up to them. 
 
    She also told her of the frequent nightmares she experienced, which returned her to the hard, dangerous life she’d once lived. Lastly, she confessed what had happened to her on her first visit to the crystal cave, where her nightmares had played out in her waking moments, mixed in with flashbacks to real events. 
 
    Finally, what seemed a long time later, Isa had told Stefana everything. She felt unburdened and somewhat relieved, also a little embarrassed. But overall, she was just as troubled as before. It had been good to get it all off her chest, but she didn’t really feel any better. 
 
    Stefana had listened in silence. She waited several moments, giving Isa time to say more.  
 
    When she didn’t, Stefana said, “I’m sorry. That has to be a horrible way to live.” 
 
    “No,” Isa protested. “It really isn’t. I have so much happening in my life, and people who love me—”  
 
    She remembered Martin, and her chest grew tight. 
 
    “But still, why go through all that when you don’t have to? You must know there are treatments for your psychological problems. I’m not a doctor, but I’m sure there’s a lot they could do to help you.” 
 
    Isa pressed her lips together and shook her head. 
 
    “Why not ask?” Stefana asked. 
 
    “I know about the treatments you mean,” Isa said. “You’re talking about memory modification. I don’t want that. I don’t want to forget those times.” 
 
    “Huh? Why would you want to cling to a past that keeps returning to haunt you?” 
 
    “It isn’t the past I want to hold on to,” said Isa. “It’s the people. Don’t you see? There’s nothing left of them. All they are is memories, and if mine are wiped, all those people will be gone forever. It’ll be like killing them again.” 
 
    Stefana shut her eyes. When she opened them again, they were wet. “I don’t think it has to be like that. Let me speak to someone for you, okay?” 
 
    Isa wasn’t at all convinced that Stefana was right, but she said, “Okay. If you want.” 
 
    The medic left, and Isa lay back on her pillows, suddenly exhausted. She slipped into sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    When she awoke for the second time, all her fogginess was gone, and the harsh reality of everything that had happened returned to her with a brutal speed. As she pushed down her covers and opened her eyes, she saw someone on their way out of her room. The person turned at the sound of Isa’s movements. 
 
    “Ah,” the doctor said, “I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Isa said and covered her mouth as she yawned.  
 
    “My name’s Dr. Hicks. Stefana, one of the hospital’s medics, came to see me earlier. About you. I believe she told you she was going to?” He smiled a small, slightly flustered smile.  
 
    “She did,” Isa said, “and I appreciate her concern for me, but I won’t be using your services. I can manage. I’m fine really.” 
 
    “Hmm… Perhaps if I could explain?”  
 
    Isa checked the time. It was mid-afternoon, so she had several hours to wait for Erin. “Go ahead,” she said heavily. She pulled herself upright and rested her arms over her covers.  
 
    “From what Stefana told me, I think you may have underestimated how far along we are with memory manipulation techniques,” Dr. Hicks said. “You seem to believe that all we can do is wipe selected memories. That isn’t true.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Really. The technique is far more advanced than that. It’s as selective as we need it to be. We can achieve a lot more than you probably imagine. I don’t want to be too premature…. I would need to complete a full assessment before I can suggest the exact ways we might help you, but in my opinion, you would be unwise to dismiss the treatment out of hand.” 
 
    When she hesitated, Dr. Hicks said, “Isa, what do you have to lose?” 
 
    He was right, she knew she couldn’t keep living like this. If Stefana and these doctors could see it impacting her, so must everyone else. “Okay,” she said.  
 
    Dr. Hicks contacted his colleague, Dr. Gabriel, and when the second doctor arrived, Isa had to go over everything she’d told Stefana, and more besides. The doctors asked her numerous questions about her memories and their associated emotions. They also asked her about all the mental symptoms she’d experienced over the years, their frequency and timing of their occurrence. By the time the assessment session was finally finished, Isa was tired of speaking about it all. 
 
    “Seems straightforward enough to me,” Dr. Hicks said to his colleague. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Textbook,” Dr. Gabriel replied. She said to Isa, “I’m very confident we can treat you. We can perform something called a limbic decoupling. You won’t lose your traumatic memories, but you won’t experience the negative emotions you currently associate with them. As a result, over time, the flashbacks and nightmares you suffer should gradually decrease, because your subconscious will have nothing to feed off.” 
 
    “I won’t forget anything?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” Dr. Hicks said. “You’ll be able to recall people, places, and events just the same as you can now, only the memories won’t have the same traumatic effects that you’ve been experiencing.” 
 
    “That does sound different from what I imagined,” Isa said. “But I don’t know. It almost feels wrong somehow. Like cheating.” 
 
    “Cheating?” Dr. Gabriel raised her eyebrows at Hicks. 
 
    “I mean, those things happened. They were bad. It’s normal that I should feel bad when I remember them.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dr. Hicks said. “I think I understand you, though my guess is that your objection is a symptom of your condition. But look at it like this. You came here yesterday with….” He looked up as he read her notes on the Link. “A shot to your thigh, abrasions on your hands and knees, severe dehydration, and head trauma. Right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re better now? Everything fixed? Feel okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good. Now would you say the treatment you received today was cheating? Would it have been fairer somehow if the doctors let you suffer a bit more, or maybe just didn’t treat you at all and let you heal over the course of weeks or months?” 
 
    Isa had no counterargument. “I see what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Great,” Dr. Gabriel said. “I’m glad we got that sorted out. So do you want to go ahead? It isn’t a run-of-the-mill treatment, but we’re pretty good at it, if I do say so myself. You’re not the first person—Noctus or otherwise—to have issues with what we all left behind.” She gave Hicks a knowing look, but then smiled at Isa. “It only takes an hour or so, depending on how many memories we treat. In your case, I would say a couple of hours, tops.” 
 
    “Okay then,” said Isa, feeling like a massive weight had been lifted from her shoulders. 
 
    “You want to do it?” Hicks asked. He clasped his hands together, looking like a kid who’d been given the Link access. 
 
    Fighting the urge to laugh, Isa said, “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “You don’t want to think about it for a while?” Dr. Gabriel asked. “You can come back any time, or have the treatment performed on Carthage. You’re from there, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” Isa replied. “No, now that I’ve decided, I want to get it over with. What about now?” 
 
    “If you’re positive this is what you want, now would be fine,” said Dr. Hicks. 
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
    Erin looked tired when she walked into Isa’s hospital room that evening. Isa was happy to see her and very ready to leave.  
 
    “Sorry I’m so late,” Erin said. “Lots of clearing up to do.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What all were you up to?” Isa asked.  
 
    “I was helping to dismantle the bombs and catalogue the antimatter, making sure it was all accounted for—which it has been, barring what we estimated went off here and on Irridia. Can’t leave that stuff lying around. But we got it all and it’s on its way to the Intrepid now. Safely out of the way of sticky-fingered terrorists.” 
 
    Isa said. “So you’ve been all over Tyre?” 
 
    “Yeah, just about,” Erin replied. “That’s why it took me so long. I’ve been to Samuel Jefferson’s vineyards. Every single one. I’ve never seen vineyards with so few grapevines before. Like, zero.” 
 
    “It’s just as well,” said Isa. “I bet any wine he made would have tasted terrible. So that’s where the SSS had planted the bombs?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin said. “I figured it out eventually. Tyre’s an interesting place. It’s a pity we have to leave, but I expect Tanis is going to want to conduct a face-to-face debriefing as soon as possible. This whole thing turned out to be bigger than we imagined. I hope New Canaan isn’t harboring any more SSS scum.”  
 
    “A debriefing? Will I have to go too?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Almost certainly. You were hanging out with a terrorist cell, after all.” 
 
    “I was, wasn’t I?” Isa said almost dejectedly. “And there I was thinking I was making a boring old infomentary. So I’ll get to meet the governor of New Canaan.” 
 
    “You haven’t met her yet?” 
 
    “No. What’s she like?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Tanis is really nice,” Erin replied, “in a scary kind of way.” 
 
    “Nice, but scary. Hmm. You aren’t exactly selling her, you know.” 
 
    “Don’t stress about it,” said Erin. “Just answer her questions as well as you can, and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’m not stressing about it,” Isa said. “In fact, I’ve never felt better.” 
 
    Erin hugged her. “You look great. I can hardly believe you’re the same person I watched the Marines carry out of the cave a little over a day ago. The wonders of medicine, huh? 
 
    “Yep,” Isa said. “The wonders of medicine. But we should go see him, then get a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    They were too late to catch that evening’s flight to Carthage, but Isa was looking forward to going home the next day. She’d had enough of Tyre for the moment. Though she hadn’t completed the infomentary for Placement Services, she was pretty sure her old boss, Stanford, would allow her some time to recuperate. She would return to the planet one day soon, though she didn’t think she would ever see it in the same light again.  
 
    “Sure,” Erin said as she stood and offered Isa her hand. “It’s time to visit Martin.”

  

 
   
    AFTER ACTION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.27.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Parliamentary Buildings, Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Tanis asked as Erin stepped out of the groundcar and walked up to the wooden house on the hill. 
 
    She watched Erin take in the sights around them: the house with a wraparound veranda; beyond, a grassy slope that led down to a lake; and to the right, a long barn with corrals alongside it. 
 
    “You know…without the barn, it would look a lot like your lakehouse on the Intrepid,” Erin said at last.  
 
    Tanis laughed softly as she held out her hand to clasp Erin’s. “Well, I’d like to think I did better work on this one. At least it hasn’t seen so many renovations that it tremors at the sight of a hammer.” 
 
    Erin barked a short laugh. “You seem a lot more relaxed, Governor.” 
 
    Tanis groaned. “Not out here, you don’t. That’s ‘Tanis’ to you. And as for being more relaxed, well, not having to worry about a bunch of SSS terrorists trying to destroy a planet with stolen antimatter does make me feel a lot better.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Erin replied as they turned and walked toward the house. “I’m sorry I didn’t pick up on Pippa’s duplicity sooner.” 
 
    <We all missed that,> Angela said, and Walter added in a feeling of agreement. 
 
    “There were a few errors made,” Tanis said darkly. “One of them in the enforcement of certain policies pertaining to the visual examination of antimatter reserves.” 
 
    Erin pursed her lips. “How did that happen, anyway? I don’t see how the Eos could have gone that long without anyone noticing.” 
 
    “They picked the right ship at the right time,” Tanis said as they climbed the steps to the veranda and walked around the perimeter of the house. 
 
    “The Eos’s crew was scheduled for shore leave, but the ship didn’t need any significant refit. I’m not going to name names, but there’s a chief of boat who won’t be chief of anything for a while, on account of heading to Athens without first verifying the antimatter reserves.” 
 
    “Damn,” Erin shook her head. “How…” She was at a loss for words and took the seat on rear deck that Tanis offered. 
 
    “Well, not everyone spent as much time out of stasis at Kapteyn’s Star as you and I did, Erin. To them, this is still the promised land, the utopia we all thought we’d come to. Even though we had to fight tooth and nail to get here…well, to a lot of people, those are just stories. Not something they had to live through.” 
 
    “I’ll not forget the cleanup on Victoria,” Erin said quietly. “Half the damage to that world was from our own ships.” 
 
    “Not our finest hour,” Tanis agreed. “But a lot of voices in the parliament had been clamoring for a decrease in our militarization. I’ve been trying to explain that we face real threats without. And now, it seems, within.” 
 
    “Does that mean you got the opposition to back down?” Erin asked. 
 
    Tanis nodded as a servitor came out with two glasses and a pitcher of lemonade. “Though it was an internal threat, the near destruction of a planet showed that we still must remain vigilant. And unlike the business with Hart, it’s something that everyone knows about. I won my resolution in parliament, and we’re going to start to see a few changes, Erin.” 
 
    Though Tanis knew that Erin understood what the stakes were—better than most—she could still see a hint of worry in the other woman’s face.  
 
    “That sounds ominous, Tanis.” 
 
    “Maybe a bit,” Tanis replied with a solemn nod. “But on top of this, the Transcend has increased the strength of their fleet at the heliopause. This may seem like a paradise, but make no mistake, we’re under siege. I’ve finally managed to convince all the right people of that, and can move forward with the next step for the fleet.” 
 
    <Which is to say, get the Gamma Sites doing what you created them for,> Angela added.  
 
    Erin lifted the glass of lemonade that the servitor had poured. “You know, Tanis. When I joined the colony mission, it was to build space stations. You know, nice, clean, orbital things where people live?” 
 
    “What?” Tanis asked with a wink. “You got to build High Victoria, wasn’t that enough?” 
 
    “Tanis….” 
 
    “I’m kidding. Of course I know that’s where your heart is—well, there and other places.” 
 
    Erin chuckled and took another sip of her lemonade. “I have an idea for an amazing station. I’ve been calling it ‘The Palisades’.  
 
    “Oh?” Tanis raised a brow. “That sounds like good name. Tell me about it.” 
 
    Erin brought up a holo and began to relate the station’s design and attributes to Tanis in the excited tones that only a true engineer could muster.  
 
    Tanis had to admit that it looked like a fantastic facility, and could make for a great location for running the ISF’s training academy.  
 
    As Erin was wrapping up, Angela interrupted. <They’re back.> 
 
    The women looked up to see two figures approaching on horseback, and Tanis rose. “Erin, would you like to say hi to Cary and Joe?” 
 
    Erin rose with a smile on her face. “Would I? It’s been ages since I’ve seen your little girl.”

  

 
   
    PICNIC ON THE SAND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 06.02.8937 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa spread a blanket on the sand and sat down. She took the cover off a large basket and lifted out the contents one by one, putting them down on the blanket. Cheese, olives, pickles, grapes, ham, salami, hummus, smoked salmon, sliced tomatoes interleaved with fresh basil and drizzled in olive oil, peaches, strawberries, figs, chutneys, sliced cucumber, potato salad, cold chicken, melon wrapped in prosciutto, guacamole, blueberries, egg salad, and bread fresh from Landfall that morning. She took out plates and cutlery too and arranged them. Everything was set, but she was the only one around for the celebratory picnic lunch by the sea. 
 
    “Hey,” she called to Erin. “Am I going to have to eat all of this by myself?” 
 
    Erin’s head and neck were the only parts of her that were visible above the waves as she floated, rising up and down just beyond the shore. 
 
    “I want to stay out here a little longer,” Erin called back. “It’s so relaxing.” 
 
    “But you’ve been there for hours,” Isa complained. 
 
    Erin did look as if she was having a great time, Isa had to admit, and she was glad. It was hard for Erin to take time off from work. The governor always seemed to rely on her to do one thing or another, and Erin was too conscientious and responsible to protest about her workload. The truth was, she was too competent for her own good. Isa wondered if she should encourage her to try to be a bit more dispensable, though deep down she knew there wasn’t much point. Erin was who she was, and no amount of gentle persuasion or nagging would change that.  
 
    Isa put down her hands on the blanket behind her and leaned back, propping herself up on her straightened arms and taking in the scene. Canaan Prime was high in the sky, its rays glinting on the rolling waves of the Med. In the distance, the ever-present gas clouds rose into space, dissipating into clouds of vapor in the upper reaches of the cobalt sky.  
 
    All she could hear were the waves and the steady, salty breeze that blew toward her. The day was perfect. Not too hot or too cold, pretty much like most days on Carthage.  
 
    It was a scene Isa had witnessed many times and expected to see many times more, now that she’d decided to make that spot her home. She didn’t think she would ever tire of it. For the moment, though, it looked like she was going to be the only one on the beach to enjoy it for a while.  
 
    Isa decided to make a start on the food. She was ravenous, and if she waited for anyone to join her, she might have to wait all afternoon. She picked out a fresh strawberry and bit into it, savoring the sweet juice that burst out. Next, she took a handful of blueberries and popped them into her mouth, and then she chose a perfectly ripe, luscious fresh fig.  
 
    The sound of someone sloshing through the water made her look up. Erin had finally decided to come and eat. She was probably worried that Isa would eat all the figs if she left it too long. She was wearing the barely-there bikini she’d worn when they’d tsunami-surfed in Athens, and she looked fantastic as always, despite the months she’d spent off-world. Not that Erin gave the slightest thought to how she looked, Isa was sure. 
 
    The sight of Erin in her bikini also reminded Isa of their night at the Athens hotel, when Erin had her revelation about the sabotage on Irridia and had leapt out of bed then stumbled around as she tried to find the manual switch to turn on the light, planning on returning to Carthage right way. Looking back, Erin had cut a comical figure, though it hadn’t seemed so—or at least not to Erin, Isa guessed—at the time. And of course, that moment had signalled the beginning of a particularly dark episode of their lives. 
 
    Erin was standing in Isa’s light, blocking out the sun, surveying the dishes. “This is quite a spread,” she said. “There’s enough here to feed Landfall.”  
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Isa replied. “I couldn’t decide what to leave out, so I didn’t leave out anything.” 
 
    Erin finally chose what she wanted to eat and reached over Isa to pick up a fig. 
 
    “You’re dripping on me,” Isa said. 
 
    “Mmm, sorry,” Erin replied through a full mouth. She walked around the blanket to the other side and sat down, not bothering to dry off. The breeze from the Med would dry Erin’s wet skin and hair soon enough. 
 
    “These are fantastic,” Erin said, picking out another fig. 
 
    “They are, aren’t they?” said Isa. She filled a plate with prosciutto-wrapped melon pieces and tore a piece of bread from a loaf before smothering it in guacamole. 
 
    “So when are we watching the infomentary?” Erin asked.  
 
    “Not now,” Isa replied. “Maybe later. Or never. This is just to celebrate finishing it. We don’t have to watch it too.” 
 
    “Why not? I bet it’s great.” 
 
    “Well, Placement Services seemed happy enough with it,” Isa said. “They paid me, anyway.” 
 
    “Don’t put yourself down. I saw some of it already, remember? I thought you did an amazing job. New settlers will be flooding to Tyre in no time. They’ll be turning them away.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Isa said. “The place needs a fresh start after what the SSS did. An influx of new people full of enthusiasm for the planet will help the Tyrians move on from how close they came to dying. Tyre can finally get on its feet.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” said Erin. “Do we have anything to drink with this?” 
 
    “I believe our drinks should be coming soon,” Isa said, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    As if on cue, a figure appeared at the door of Martin’s beach house carrying a tray. He walked across the sand toward them, taking care to keep the tray level and avoid spilling their drinks. 
 
    When he reached them, Malcolm squatted down. “Two ice-cold beers and one fresh lemonade,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks. You aren’t having a beer?” Erin asked Isa, taking hers from the tray. 
 
    “No,” said Isa. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable about it.” She looked down at the slight bump above her bikini line. 
 
    “I’m sure the docs can fix things so you can drink alcohol if you want to,” said Erin. 
 
    “Yeah,” Isa said. “I think they can, but I don’t mind not being able to drink.” She lifted her glass of lemonade off the tray. 
 
    “How’s the work going?” Erin asked Malcolm. 
 
    “Not too bad, you know,” he replied. “The blue whales are getting too big for their site, that’s the main challenge at the moment. They have to be moved farther out to sea soon. It’s when they’re born, though, that things will really go crazy. Everything I’ve done so far has had its learning curve, but that one’s going to be a doozy. Not that I’m complaining. I love it. Talking of work, I just remembered something I have to do. Back in a minute.”  
 
    He walked back to the house, slipping on the loose sand. 
 
    “What about your work?” Isa asked Erin. “What have you been doing?”  
 
    Isa actually found listening to Erin talk about her job pretty boring and sometimes more than a little confusing, but she knew that Erin liked to talk about it, so she would always ask her. This time, however, Erin had something interesting to relate.  
 
    She took a sip of her beer and announced, “I saw Usef just before I came back. He was on a heliopause patrol.” She had an expression that said there was more to the encounter than she’d stated. 
 
    “You did?” Isa exclaimed. “How is he?”  
 
    She hadn’t seen her friend since that terrible night in the crystal cave, and then she’d only seen him for a moment before he’d carried Martin’s corpse away.  
 
    “He seemed fine,” Erin replied. Then she added, “But he wasn’t speaking to me.” 
 
    “What? That doesn’t sound like Usef. Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I mean, he spoke to me a little bit, but only when absolutely necessary. When I tried to chat with him, he wasn’t having any of it. He gave me this really dark look and walked off.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. What’s gotten under his skin?” 
 
    “I think I know what his problem is,” said Erin. “You remember when I found you and Martin in the cave on Tyre, and I shot Pippa? Well, I didn’t do what he told me to. I didn’t follow orders.” 
 
    “He’s pissed at you because you didn’t follow orders?” Isa was incredulous. “But those circumstances were kind of special, and it all happened months ago, and you aren’t even a Marine!” 
 
    “I know, right?” 
 
    Isa was staring at Erin, round-eyed with amazement. “Actually,” she said, “after seeing the way he acted around you on our way to Athens, I can just imagine what he was like.”  
 
    She imitated Usef’s “on duty” face, looked Erin up and down, and then sharply swept her head to the side in an exaggerated gesture of avoidance. 
 
    Erin snorted with laughter, and Isa began giggling too. Erin was laughing so hard she had to put her beer down.  
 
    “He’ll come around eventually,” said Isa. “And you know what, I guess he has a point. I mean, you were taking a hell of a risk, just shooting that bitch in the head like that. Things could have gone a lot worse than they did in the end.” 
 
    Erin wiped her eyes as her chuckles dried up. “Yeah, I know you’re right. And I know Usef is right to be annoyed. Honestly though, Isa? I didn’t make a choice about that. I already knew that Martin was in a bad way before I stepped into the space where you all were. I knew someone had hurt him, and I was in this uncontrolled rage. Then the second I saw that Martin was dead and you were there too, and Pippa was threatening your life, I didn’t think about it. I just reacted.” Erin was screwing the bottom of her can of beer into the sand, looking somber and thoughtful.  
 
    “From my viewpoint,” said Isa, “until you raised your visor, I totally thought you were a Marine, although a particularly short one. That was how you behaved; minus the not obeying orders part, I mean. I didn’t know about that.” 
 
    “Huh,” Erin said. “I acted like a Marine? Maybe I’m in the wrong job.” 
 
    “From the sound of it, Usef wouldn’t have you if you asked.” 
 
    “No. But I prefer being an engineer anyway. Though I learned something about myself that day.” 
 
    “I learned that you’re a damned good shot.” 
 
    Erin reached out over the spread of food and tucked Isa’s hair behind her ear. “It helps when it’s close range.” 
 
    “Did you hear what happened to Pigtail’s twin?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Anwen? I did. A prison sentence seems a bit harsh. I’m convinced she didn’t know what Pippa was involved in, even though they were close. She was too trusting and too loyal. Blindly loyal to someone who didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    The sound of splashing attracted their attention. “Martin’s back at last,” Isa announced, somewhat gratuitously.  
 
    He wasn’t far from the shore and was swimming quickly closer. When he reached shallow water, he stood up to walk the rest of the distance to the beach. As usual, Isa found herself checking out his chest, though not for sensual reasons. The sight of it always reminded her of the wound that had nearly killed him—or rather, had killed him. Only, Eamon had kept his brain alive and the skilled doctors at Ushu’s hospital had completed the save by bringing his body back to life. When she saw Martin’s chest, she almost had to reassure herself that he was still okay. 
 
    She guessed she felt like that because her mind was easily affected by traumatic sights and events. When she’d undergone the limbic decoupling treatment, the doctors hadn’t mentioned why her memories affected her so badly. They’d only focused on removing the emotions associated with them that had prevented her from truly moving on.  
 
    Her more recent grim memories remained untreated, but it was a comfort to know that if she ever wanted to, she could remove the emotional component of those recollections too. For the time being, she was content to live with them. The upside of her experiences meant that she appreciated Martin and Erin even more. 
 
    “My,” Martin said as he stopped at the picnic blanket, “that’s a lot of food.” 
 
    Erin said, “I think Isa brought the entire contents of your kitchen out here.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” he replied, finding a corner of blanket to sit on. “She needs to eat a good diet now.” He gave Isa’s bump an affectionate rub. 
 
    “You’re sure you didn’t give our baby fins?” Erin asked, partially serious. 
 
    Martin replied testily, “I am sure our child is one hundred percent human.” He took a strip of smoked salmon, tilted back his head, and dropped it into his mouth. As he chewed, looking out to sea, he added, “Though I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl,” he added. “I left that to chance.” He picked up the second beer, pulled the tab, and took a long drink. 
 
    Malcolm walked up. “Oh.” He was looking at the beer in Martin’s hand. “I didn’t realize you were back.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Martin replied. “I had a great swim. Thanks for watching the store for me while I was gone.” 
 
    “Uh, you’re welcome,” Martin replied. He hung around for a few moments while the others helped themselves to food, and then turned and walked back to the house. 
 
    “You’re so lucky to have Malcolm around,” said Erin. 
 
    Martin put down his beer. “I’m lucky?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin said. “He does a lot around the place doesn’t he? Helps you out? And he seems to know what he’s doing.” 
 
    “He certainly does a lot of cooking,” said Martin. “And spreading sand around the place.” 
 
    “Aw, come on,” said Isa. “What about all that time you spent with me on Tyre? What would you have done without him then?” 
 
    Martin didn’t reply. He drank some more beer. His jaw muscle twitched. Finally he said, with great reluctance, “Yeah, I guess he helped me out when I needed someone.” 
 
    “What were things like when you got back?” Isa asked. “Had he kept everything ticking okay?” 
 
    Martin heaved a sigh. “Yes, everything was okay. Nothing had died, anyway. And,” he added, brightening, “his internship finishes next week. He’s going to complete his studies and graduate. Though he told me he’s decided to specialize in marine biology.” Martin’s brow furrowed again. 
 
    “Good for him,” Isa said. “Maybe you could give him a research position. I think he’d love that. And he already knows how everything works around here. He could be a real asset to the place.” 
 
    Martin gave her a look of horror.  
 
    “Think about it,” said Isa. “If you had someone else here long-term, you could go away whenever you wanted. We could all go back to Athens, for instance.” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t know,” said Martin. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Athens,” Erin exclaimed. “That would be cool. Just traveling there is fun. I want to try every cocktail in the bar on the Odyssey. And if we see Usef, I might charm him into being my friend again.” 
 
    “Usef isn’t your friend?” Martin asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you about it another time. Oh! But I forgot to say,” said Erin. “Usef wants to take you on for another tsunami surfing competition. He said you got lucky last time.” 
 
    “He said what?” Martin’s eyebrows lifted. “In that case, I’ll definitely think about having Malcolm back here, for a short time anyway. I got lucky, huh?” 
 
    Erin gave Isa a wink behind Martin’s back, and Isa mouthed a ‘thanks’. Though she wouldn’t be enjoying any of bartender Mikkel’s cocktails for the next few months, Isa hoped she could return to Athens with the others sometime soon. The planet had a special vibe that might not be there forever. Eventually Athens’ terraforming would be complete, and the New Canaanites might have to go elsewhere for their tsunami surfing. She also wanted to revisit the terraces of hot springs with adjustable streams of hot and cold water. Even staying in the old-style hotel rooms was fun. 
 
    Malcolm returned with a beer for himself and fresh drinks for everyone else. He was a nice kid and smart, too. Isa decided she would explain to him how he was triggering Martin’s grumpy side. Then the two would get along better, or Martin would like Malcolm more. Malcolm seemed entirely oblivious to how irritated Martin was by his presence. 
 
    “Martin,” said Erin, “I just want to check. Are you sure you didn’t add any marine genes to our baby?” 
 
    “Marine genes?” he asked. “What are marine genes, exactly?” 
 
    “I guess I mean you didn’t give our child genes that would confer an advantage in a marine environment, did you?” 
 
    “For the nth time, Erin,” Martin replied. “Our baby won’t have scales, a tail, gills, tentacles, a swim bladder, or even a blow hole. Now are you satisfied?” 
 
    Erin said, “Okay, but what about webbed fingers and toes?” 
 
    Martin stood up, facing Erin. He put his hands on his hips and narrowed his eyes at her. Isa’s stomach clenched. Were they about to have their first big fight? She hoped not. She didn’t want the day to be spoiled, just when everything had been so perfect. 
 
    Erin was looking up at Martin innocently. 
 
    Suddenly, he bent down and grabbed her, picking her up in his arms. Erin shrieked and struggled, laughing her head off. Martin strode down to the water’s edge and into the waves. He waded in until the water was up to his chest, carrying a wriggling Erin, then he heaved her up and out. She landed with a splash and sank out of sight. When she surfaced, she was laughing so hard she could hardly breathe.  
 
    Isa took the last fig on the plate. 
 
    Erin scooped up water and threw it over Martin, who was striding toward her to grab her again. Undeterred by the deluge, he lifted her up and tossed her into the air.  
 
    For a centuries-old top-rank engineer and killing machine, Isa reflected, Erin sure screams like a girl.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
    It was with typical trepidation that I dove once more into the fascinating Aeon 14 universe and began to plan out Tyre with Malorie. I already knew the basics of the planet, from the details given in earlier books, but plenty of wiggle room remained. I knew that Tyre would be an opportunity to go to town on interesting geological features.  
 
    Like all the habitable planets in the New Canaan system, Tyre isn’t only a safe place to live, it’s a world where the New Canaanites can play hard. The FGT has taken Tyre’s existing features and tweaked them to provide the colonists with extra-special experiences, like the chute through Mount Athos (Malorie’s idea), the golden cavern, the crystal cave and the musical pillars. 
 
    Tyre’s cities are named after real cities or places that existed near ancient Tyre. Ushu was a settlement on the mainland adjacent to Tyre’s island, and Kedesh and Mount Carmel were cities where the ancient Tyrians settled. Mount Athos and Mount Ida are mentioned in Homer’s Iliad; the mountains retain the same names today, though two Mount Idas are in existence. As I mentioned in the Aeon 14 Facebook group, the crystal cave was inspired by Cave of the Crystals at the Naica Mine in Naica, Chihuahua, Mexico. 
 
    The opera that Jacob Cimorelli listens to in the first chapter is Madame Butterfly. 
 
    It was fun exploring the slightly unusual relationship between Erin, Isa, and Martin as it continued to develop over the course of their experiences in Tyre. Polyamorous relationships aren’t common, so I don’t have much to go by, but on the other hand, they are just women and a man who are in love, which makes it simpler. I’m looking forward to meeting them all again in Troy for another adventure.  
 
    J.J. Green
New Taipei City 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.07.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin’s heart was hammering in her chest as she hoisted her weapon onto her shoulder and ran along the beach. Black figures were swooping down the cliff face, barely visible in the dark.  
 
    Tanis’s efforts to protect New Canaan from attack had failed. Enemy troops were invading Carthage, and Erin was discovering that defending your ship against boarding was one thing, but defending your home and the people you love was something else.  
 
    The attackers coming down the beach must be looking for the SATC. She had to prevent them from finding it. If she failed, information on all the New Canaanite vessels in the system would be available to them. Even worse, her family’s beach house lay directly in their path. She had to stop the troops from stumbling across it in their search.  
 
    Martin and Isa were at home with little Jude. What would the invaders do to them if they found them? Would the troops torture Martin or Isa to make them give up the location of the SATC? Erin didn’t think Isa even knew about the place. Would they threaten to hurt Jude to persuade her to talk?  
 
    The attackers would be ruthless and Erin wouldn’t be able to forgive herself if anyone in her family was hurt. 
 
    She ran up to the base of the cliff. Moving amongst boulders strewn along the beach, she’d reached it without being seen, and the slight overhang would hide her from gazes looking down from above. She turned her back to the rough rock surface and edged along the cliff, moving away from the beach house. She intended to put some distance between herself and the family beach home and then distract the attackers and draw them away. 
 
    But carrying out her plan also meant she’d temporarily lost sight of the enemy. All she could see was the empty beach and the ocean, which glittered as it reflected the brilliant stars of the Cradle. All she could hear was the wash of waves on the shore.  
 
    Then all of a sudden, a figure in black armor hit the sand right in front of her. He jerked backward, as if he too was startled by the surprise encounter. Almost before she registered the soldier’s arrival, Erin’s weapon was up and she was firing.  
 
    At nearly point-blank range, she couldn’t miss. All it took was three rounds before the man was down and dead. But her weapons fire would have alerted the other enemies.  
 
    It was too soon. She’d wanted to draw them away, farther down the beach. It couldn’t be helped, though. She had to move fast before they were all over her.  
 
    Erin ran along the base of the cliff, aware that more soldiers would soon be dropping to the ground behind her. Next to her head, the cliff face popped, and rock exploded. Red-hot stone chips rattled against her helmet and dust obscured her vision. Erin turned, spraying fire, and heard the thud of boots hitting the sand. She ducked and another shot burst overhead, showering her in rocky debris.  
 
    Her HUD identified the enemy’s location, and her gaze locked onto her assailant, followed by the rounds she was firing. The soldier leapt away, but it was too late. Halting her spin, Erin expended the rest of her magazine on the collapsing soldier, not stopping until the figure was still. 
 
    More enemy troops were appearing on her HUD, closing on her position. Erin couldn’t deal with them all with no backup, but she knew the terrain like the back of her hand. She recalled a patch of jumbled rocks that ran from the cliff base all the way to the water line, not far from her present position. If she managed to reach the rocks, she could hide amongst them and harass the soldiers, distracting them from their goal for as long as she could. She hoped that someone would turn up to help in the defense before it was too late.  
 
    She only had to reach the rocks. Swapping her rifle to beam mode while she exchanged projectile magazines, Erin burst from her now-useless cover. She sprinted across the beach, zigzagging randomly, heading toward the line of jagged rocks that were black silhouettes in the distance.  
 
    A fountain of sand spurted from a spot right next to her boot as her foot hit the ground. A round whacked into her shoulder, almost unbalancing her. Warmth spread from the site, but her armor held. 
 
    Only another few meters to go. Her HUD was giving her the positions of her pursuers, and she fought the urge to look back at them, knowing that a split second’s delay could mean her death. Worse, it would mean the enemy soldiers would resume their search and discover her family.  
 
    A force like a titanium fist punched the back of her helmet, sending her crashing face-first onto the sand. Pain began to radiate from her head, then relief came as Walter flooded her system with analgesics. Erin wrenched herself onto her back and fired low and wide, laying down her own cover as she scrambled backward. She only had to make it to the rocks. 
 
    Five or six soldiers were running toward her, the flashes from their weapons lighting up the night like a macabre firework display. Erin’s fire caught one across his knees and sent him tumbling forward. Another round from the enemy struck her knee. One more hit her arm.  
 
    Then her back finally slammed into solid stone.  
 
    At last!  
 
    Erin threw herself to her left, hoping she’d guessed correctly and that a gap between the rocks lay in that direction. 
 
    She took another hit before she found she’d been lucky. She scrambled through a crevice between two rocks and into a labyrinth of craggy surfaces. But she had no time to pause in her new refuge—her pursuers were only seconds away. Keeping low, Erin held on to her weapon tightly and ran softly among the jumbled rocks and boulders. 
 
    At first, she had no particular strategy in mind, only intending to keep the soldiers occupied as long as possible in their search for her, but then she had an idea.  
 
    She turned toward the ocean.  
 
    Though the information her HUD displayed regarding the enemy was limited, Erin found she could hear them plainly. The invaders were not taking care to be quiet. They were scraping and banging against the rocks as they searched for her. She would have loved to rise up and kill a few, but that would give away her location too soon.  
 
    With all the time she’d spent at the beach house, Erin had become familiar with the rhythm of the tides. She knew that, currently, the water was at its highest point, and no bare sand lay between the waves and the edge of the rocks. If she was careful, she would be able to slip into the ocean unseen. The enemy soldiers could search for her all night and never find her. 
 
    After a few minutes’ progress, partly walking bent double and partly crawling, Erin arrived within a few meters of the water. The noise of the waves was loud here, making it harder for her to hear the racket her pursuers were making. 
 
    She crouched and waited, ready to make her move.  
 
    <Any sign of anyone?> she asked Walter. 
 
    <I’m not able to help you,> he replied. <Satellite data feed has been cut.>  
 
    Great. It looked like she was on her own. Her armor was reporting that the damage from the enemy’s previous shots was fixed, so that was something. At least she wouldn’t find herself waterlogged. 
 
    Erin moved to cross the remaining distance to her escape, but a soldier passed right in front of her. She froze, nerves alive as she held her breath, praying that her armor’s stealth capabilities were better than her enemy’s scan systems.  
 
    Then he moved on. In a few moments, he was gone.  
 
    Exhaling, Erin crawled into the space the soldier had occupied. She passed through it and immediately slipped into the water’s rocky edge. A wave hit her. Keeping as low down as she could, Erin allowed the water’s retreat to tug her deeper into the ocean. Another surge arrived and washed over her. This time as the wave flowed out to sea, Erin propelled herself to follow it with her knees and elbows. After the third wave struck, she was in the water and swimming. 
 
    She waited until she was about thirty meters from the shore before surfacing. Then she swivelled around to look toward the field of rocks. Her HUD showed the outlines of soldiers still searching for her in the darkness, but with dismay, she saw they weren’t the only enemies on the scene. More troops were descending the cliffs. Some were already on the beach and heading in the direction of the beach house. Erin had to get there first. 
 
    Aided by her armor, her progress was swift as she swam, yet she could not cut through the water fast enough for her liking. If anything, it felt like the beach house, with its lights out, hiding in the shadow of the cliff, was growing more distant. 
 
    <What’s happening at home?> Erin asked Walter. <Have any enemies reached it? Has Eamon picked up on their movements?> 
 
    <No, he hasn’t,> Walter replied, <But without the satellite data, Eamon’s sensor range is as limited as mine.> 
 
    <Damn,> she exclaimed. She needed to find out what was happening. <Isa?> 
 
    <Erin,> Isa replied. <It’s so good to hear your voice. Are you OK?> 
 
    <I’m fine. I’m swimming back to the house. But soldiers are heading in your direction.> Erin registered Isa’s dismay and fear. <I’ll be there as fast as I can,> she assured her. Then she spoke to her other partner. <Martin, where are you?> 
 
    <I’m outside the house,> he replied. <I know they’re coming. I’ll be here waiting for them.> 
 
    <OK,> Erin said. <Be careful. I’m passing you my scan feed.>  
 
    She could imagine Martin waiting in the darkness, preparing to fight. Isa would be in Jude’s room, a gun in her hand. She would be the final line of defense for their child.  
 
    Erin battled on through the water. She felt like she was swimming through molasses. Had she done the right thing in going out to meet the attackers? If she hadn’t decided to lead the enemy on a wild goose chase, she would be with Martin and Isa already. But if she hadn’t tried to lead them away, soldiers would already be attacking their home.  
 
    The shore in front of the beach house came into Erin’s view. She began to swim diagonally. As soon as she left the water, she would be in plain sight, a prime target for the approaching soldiers. But her sudden appearance on the scene might distract the troops from the house or draw fire away from Martin. Perhaps somehow, between them, they could defeat all the soldiers who had arrived in search of the SATC.  
 
    The odds were impossible, but she had to try.  
 
    Her boot touched sand. A strong swell was pushing her in. As Erin crouched in the surf, her HUD registered ten armed figures heading directly for the dark grey structure of the beach house. They’d nearly reached it.  
 
    Light flashed from the shadows. One of the soldiers fell. Her HUD noted that Martin was shooting from near the cliff base, also trying to draw the enemy away from the house.  
 
    A barrage of return fire echoed against the cliff, and Erin fervently hoped that Martin had taken cover. 
 
    Three enemy soldiers moved toward the cliffs, advancing along its irregular surface, while another four moved toward the beach house. 
 
    Oh hell no! You’ll get to Jude over my dead body. 
 
    Drawing her weapon from across her back, Erin rose out of the water and began to run toward the soldiers, knowing that against superior numbers and with no cover, her dead body was a strong outcome.  
 
    She switched to a dual-fire mode, her rifle shooting beams and projectiles, using the combo of superheating and kinetic energy to crack armor. 
 
    The enemy soldiers had been so focused on the beach house that none had noticed her approaching from the ocean. Her attack was so unexpected that the soldier nearest Erin was dead before he even knew she was there. But the others immediately hit the ground and returned fire. At a range of just a few dozen meters, moving erratically wasn’t going to cut it. This time, her only strategy was speed.  
 
    I just have to make it to the stone firepit, that should give me enough cover….  
 
    Despite her words of reassurance to herself, Erin knew it would take a miracle to reach it safely. 
 
    She flew across the sand, spraying shots at the prone enemies, trying to keep them from getting clear shots of their own. As she ran, fire came from the edge of the cliff face, streaking out over the beach, hitting one of the soldiers as he rose to advance on Erin.  
 
    She was five meters from the firepit, her left foot off the ground, when a kinetic slug hit her in the stomach. The impact bowled her over, and she slid across the beach. Walter dulled the pain, but the alerts on her HUD told her that her gut was a mess.  
 
    Rolling over, she struggled to get up, grimacing as she got to her knees. To her right, one of the enemies approached, and she fired from the hip, her spray of rounds hitting him in the chest.  
 
    Something hit her back, the force throwing her forward, and pain lanced through her when she hit the sand, her weapon falling from her grasp. Her HUD was flickering as her armor’s sensors failed, and she rolled over, hands pawing madly through the sand in search of her rifle. A strange sensation came from her right side, and she glanced down, eyes widening to see that half her torso was gone, biofoam spilling out of her armor in an attempt to seal up her…everything.  
 
    Her armor’s last actuators gave out, and she fell to the sand, desperately telling her body to move, but unable to even twitch a finger.  
 
    Out of her peripheral vision, she could see an enemy soldier striding forward to deliver the killing shot. She screamed in her mind, finally getting an arm to respond, her hand barely grasping the butt of her rifle.  
 
    What happened to Landfall’s defenses? Where’s the surface Marine division?  
 
    It was their job to protect the SATC. Where were they? They had to be arriving soon.  
 
    Erin hoped that somehow, Martin and Isa and Jude would be saved.  
 
    A boot lashed out and kicked her weak arm away from her rifle. Then the end of a barrel tapped against her visor.  
 
    Everything went black.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.07.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Landfall, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin opened her eyes and sat up. She blinked, and the interior of the small booth at Landfall’s military training facility came into focus.  
 
    <Well, that wasn’t traumatic at all,> she said, swinging her legs down from the reclining seat and perching on the edge.  
 
    It always took her a few moments to return to reality after participating in an invasion sim. 
 
    Walter replied, <I have to admit, that was probably the most harrowing scenario we’ve encountered so far.>  
 
    <I mean, if New Canaan is going to be attacked,> Erin continued peevishly, <which seems inevitable, considering that everyone in the galaxy is out to get us, I guess I would rather be with Martin, Isa, and Jude when it happens. But that session has almost made me hope I won’t be home. Ugh.> She gave a shudder before asking the center’s AI, <Are my husband and wife still in the sim?>  
 
    <Yes, they haven’t completed their training sessions yet.> 
 
    <OK. I’ll wait for them in the lobby.> She stood up and walked to the door. <Walter, we’d better pick up something special for dinner. Isa’s going to need calming down after today. Can you think of some suggestions?> 
 
    <Hmm. You mean I should apply my vast intellect and countless resources to discovering what would be best to treat your wife with for dinner?> 
 
    <Yes. Do you mind?> 
 
    <I’ll get right on it.> 
 
    Erin opened the sim booth door and went out into the corridor, which was lined with closed doors that led to similar booths. The training facility was full as usual. Tanis had mandated that every New Canaan citizen complete a schedule of simulated and live training sessions to prepare them for an invasion.  
 
    Everyone knew an attack was coming. They just didn’t know when, and Tanis wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    Erin fully understood the need for the extensive training. In the years that had passed since the Intrepid’s arrival, individuals who had once been space-hardened had become accustomed to a soft life planetside. What was more, many of New Canaan’s settlers had never even seen combat, due to spending most of their long journey in stasis. Yet they were all sitting on a ticking bomb, and that bomb went by the name of picotech. 
 
    There was no question that, one day, the Transcend would return to claim the prize—if not them, then some other greedy, jealous, fearful enemy. 
 
    In all honesty, the Transcend had never left…a fleet had been guarding the system’s perimeter since the day the Intrepid had crossed the heliopause. 
 
    It was entirely right that Tanis should force everyone to prepare for an invasion. Erin didn’t enjoy the training, but she accepted the need for it. Unfortunately, not everyone felt the same way. Complaints in the media from ordinary civilians and prominent individuals alike had been loud. Erin was glad she wasn’t governor. Building massive shipyards concealed in moons and space stations had to be far easier than dealing with millions of opinionated citizens. 
 
    On her way to the lobby, Erin passed the training facility’s control center. The door was open, and she spotted a familiar figure in the room, talking to the seated training staff.  
 
    “Hey,” Erin said, leaning on the doorjamb and poking her head into the room, “Major Usef.”  
 
    The major was taking up most of the available space as he stood over two seated controllers. 
 
    Usef glanced back at Erin impassively, only lifting his eyebrows to acknowledge her presence. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” she continued, ignoring his cold response. “I didn’t know you worked here.”  
 
    Usef replied, “It’s only a supervisory visit. I recently took over responsibility for the civilian invasion training schedule.” 
 
    “You did?” said Erin. “That makes a lot of sense, the session just now was brutal. This is the first time I’ve actually died in a training sim. I’m guessing I couldn’t have survived no matter what I did?” 
 
    “That’s right, ma’am,” said Usef. “When I reviewed the selection, I noticed there weren’t any no-win scenarios. It’s essential to expose civilians to the entire range of possibilities they could experience in the event of an invasion, including the inevitability of their own deaths. Everyone must become accustomed to feelings of despair, hopelessness, and utter desperation, and learn to continue to fight anyway. We can’t have people giving up just because it seems like we’ve lost the battle and everyone’s going to die.” He spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “No, I suppose not,” Erin replied, wondering at Usef’s calm attitude toward the prospect of New Canaanites fighting to the very end despite apparently impossible odds. “So, considering that I was always going to die,” she said, “how did I do?” 
 
    “You’ll receive your report as usual,” Usef replied stiffly, but then he appeared to loosen up. “Unofficially, you didn’t do too bad—barring your desperate charge at the end. However, for your next session, I’d like you to take part in a military exercise, not a civilian one.” He paused a beat and added, “I want to see if you can follow orders this time.” 
 
    “Whoa! Hold a grudge much, Usef? That was years ago.”  
 
    Above the heads of his oblivious subordinates, the major gave her a subtle wink. 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes and walked out, deciding that her time would be better spent in finding a surprise for Isa than talking further with Usef.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.07.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Martin arrived at the beach house with Isa and Erin that evening, their home looked just as it had during the training sim. He supposed that Malcolm had set the windows to fully opaque; no light shone out from within the building. The low rectangular shape was little more than a dark shadow against the black backdrop of the cliff face. 
 
    The place had been Martin’s home ever since his arrival at New Canaan. It felt odd to think that this night would be the last he would spend there for the foreseeable future.  
 
    The autocab that had brought them home closed its doors and sped away, leaving Martin, Isa, and Erin standing on the beach. The two women seemed to be feeling the same as Martin. Everyone was quiet and still. Then Isa shivered, though the temperature was balmy. Martin wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “The Transcend isn’t waiting for us inside. It’ll only be Malcolm and Jude. Malcolm can only kill us with his cooking skills, and Jude’s too small to do any real damage.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do know that the enemy isn’t waiting on our doorstep,” Isa replied sardonically. “But sometimes I wish we didn’t have to do those drills. They’re so realistic.” 
 
    “They’re a sad necessity,” said Erin. “But it’s all over now, right? Let’s go in and eat. I hope Jude didn’t keep Malcolm too busy for him to start dinner.” 
 
    They trudged through the loose sand up to the door, which was unlocked as always. The beach was off limits to visitors, ostensibly due to the sensitivity of Martin’s ocean seeding site, but mainly due to the nearby presence of the SATC.  
 
    Inside the house, Malcolm was already preparing the evening meal. 
 
    “Hey, you’re back,” he said as they appeared. “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Horrible and scary,” Isa replied. “Let’s not talk about the training, huh? How’s Jude been?” She went into the kitchen to collect what she needed to set the table. 
 
    “He’s been great,” Malcolm replied. “He went into his crib about an hour ago and he’s been sleeping like a baby ever since.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Erin said, “considering he is one. How’s the food coming? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Errr, our son isn’t a baby any longer,” Martin said. “As one of his mothers, you should probably get your terms right. He really hasn’t even been a toddler for a while now.” 
 
    “Baby, toddler, what’s the difference?” she asked. “He’s a beautiful bundle of smiles and hugs who I miss too much every time I have to go away.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s been hard on everyone,” Martin said. “I’m glad your long absences for work have finally come to an end. No more months-long projects at the heliopause. The governor promised us that, and I’m going to hold her to it.” 
 
    Erin snorted. “Good luck. You know with Tanis the colony comes before any single person’s needs or wishes, including her own. But I think we’ll be OK, for a few years at least.” 
 
    “Take your seats, ladies and gentleman,” said Malcolm. “Dinner is served.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I forgot,” said Erin. “We brought some soup dumplings from Landfall. Could you put them in the steamer, Malcolm?” 
 
    “Soup dumplings? Yum,” he replied. “No problem. Pass them over. They’ll only take a few minutes.” He took the bag that Erin handed him and returned to the kitchenette. 
 
    “And I’ll pour us some wine,” said Martin. 
 
    Erin said, “I’d rather have—”  
 
    “Cream soda?” Martin interrupted. “Are you sure, Erin? I thought since it’s our last night here….” 
 
    “No wine for me. I never really liked it, and nowadays, it just reminds me of visiting every single one of Samuel Jefferson’s empty vineyards on Tyre, complete with their complimentary antimatter bombs. But I’ll have a beer.” 
 
    “Beer it is,” Martin said. As he fixed the drinks to accompany their last dinner at the beach house, he skirted around Malcolm in the small space. The young man left, carrying out a dish.  
 
    <You know,> Martin said privately to Eamon. <It’s strange, but I don’t feel at all uneasy about leaving the seeding site in Malcolm’s hands.> 
 
    <Really?> Eamon asked. <You should tell him that. It would be almost a compliment. He’ll be pleased. Surprised, but pleased.> 
 
    <I will,> said Martin. <In the morning, before we go. You remember how when he first came here, he used to be so annoying? I can’t recall why exactly. But then he changed. I guess he must have matured. Now I think he knows this place and all the creatures as well as I do. Though I have asked him to send me monthly reports all the same.> 
 
    <Personally, I’m looking forward to our change of scenery,> Eamon said. <Walter and I have a few things planned, now that we’ll be spending significant time within reach of each other.> 
 
    <Great,> Martin said. <It looks like things are coming together for all of us.> He carried the drinks out to the table, where Malcolm was arranging the food.  
 
    Erin had already sat down. She’d helped herself to a plate and cutlery and was in the process of lifting a large heap of noodles out of a serving dish with tongs. 
 
    Malcolm and Martin joined forces in staring at her wordlessly. 
 
    She had lifted a forkful of noodles halfway to her open mouth before she noticed them.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Can’t you wait five minutes?” asked Martin. “No one else has even sat down yet.” 
 
    “But I’m ravenous,” Erin replied. “I was running and swimming all over the place today during that sim training. And I died, don’t forget. That’s hungry work.” 
 
    Martin tilted his head. “We all died, remember?” 
 
    “I know. It’s just…. Oh, all right.” Erin put down her fork. “I guess I’m still operating on shipside manners.” 
 
    Isa took a seat. “The soup dumplings were a fantastic idea, Erin. We haven’t had these in ages.” 
 
    “Yeah, good idea, Erin,” said Martin as he also sat down. He glanced at Isa. “She had them delivered to the training center while we were waiting for you to finish your sim.” 
 
    “You mean while I was defending our child from evil attackers who threatened to hurt him in order to make me reveal secret information?” Isa asked. “Information that I don’t even know? Is that the sim you mean?” She lifted the lid off a dish.  
 
    “Erm, yes,” said Erin. “That one.” She pulled an ‘uh-oh’ face at Martin. 
 
    Catching the look, Isa sighed and said, “It’s OK. I’m over it now. But, please, let’s forget about today, and just eat. Pass me a dumpling, Erin.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “Though I better admit to you that these were Walter’s idea, or he’s going to sulk.” 
 
    “Hold up a minute,” said Martin. “Before we start eating, let’s have a toast.” He lifted his glass of wine into the air.  
 
    Malcolm and Isa followed suit. Erin lifted up her beer. 
 
    “To new beginnings,” Martin said. 
 
    “New beginnings,” the others echoed as they clinked glasses. 
 
    Erin held out the dish of steaming dumplings for Isa before taking a couple for her own plate.  
 
    Isa scooped her dumpling up in a spoon and used chopsticks to carefully tear a hole in the dough to allow the steam to escape. While waiting for her food to cool, she said, “But let’s not forget—first, Athens! Cocktails, late nights, and decadent pleasure.” 
 
    Erin swallowed before replying, “Yes, Athens! I can’t believe it’s taken us four years to return there and finish our vacation.” 
 
    “You can’t?” Martin asked. “It isn’t so remarkable. Athens is hardly the place to take a child. In fact, I’d prefer to wait another year or two before vacationing there. It isn’t like the planet’s going anywhere. It can wait.” 
 
    “Oh, loosen up,” Erin said. “Remember the tsunami surfing? Usef’s waiting on a return match.” 
 
    “And after three years of being a mom, I need to let my hair down,” said Isa.  
 
    “Yeah, you do deserve a break, Isa,” Martin said. “It’s only that I think Jude is still a little too young to leave behind with someone else. That was why I suggested you two should go without me. I don’t mind staying here with Jude while you enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    “No way,” Erin protested. “It won’t be the same without you. Anyway, everything’s arranged. First thing tomorrow, we send all our stuff to the new place on Troy. Then we drop off Jude at Tanis and Joe’s, and finally we’ll head to the spaceport to catch the shuttle to the Odyssey. When we’ve had our amazing vacation, we’ll pick up our sweet little boy and fly straight to Troy. You can start helping your friend with her underwater safari park, Isa can open her art gallery, and I finally get to build a space station. Yes!” Erin made a fist and pulled down, tucking her elbow in by her side. “It’s all decided. Right, Isa?” 
 
    Isa was sipping wine. She put down her glass. “Right.” 
 
    They both looked at Martin. Malcolm stifled a smile and looked at his plate. 
 
    Martin replied doubtfully, “OK.” 
 
    “There’s absolutely no need to worry about Jude,” said Isa. “He’s going to have a whale of a time. Cary and Saanvi adore him, and Tanis and Joe are very happy to have him around. And he’s so used to being at their lakehouse, he probably won’t even notice we’re gone.” 
 
    “I know, but….” said Martin. 
 
    “But what?” asked Erin. 
 
    Martin didn’t have an answer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.08.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Tanis’s Lakehouse, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin held Jude’s hand as they climbed the wooden steps that led up to the front door of Tanis and Joe’s lakehouse. Her son’s little legs could only take the steps one at a time, so progress was slow. Behind her, in the driveway, Isa and Martin were lifting several bags out of the trunk of the autocab. Erin had been amazed by the number of things one small child required for a stay of only a couple weeks. 
 
    As she reached the top of the stairs, the door opened.  
 
    “Auntie Tanis!” Jude exclaimed when he saw the tall, blonde woman standing in the doorway.  
 
    He clambered up the remaining stairs with added vigor, almost tripping over the top tread, then pulled his hand out of Erin’s to run to the door. 
 
    Tanis laughed and squatted down, holding out her arms to the little boy, who launched himself into them. As she stood up, Jude hugged her neck and wriggled with excitement.  
 
    “Auntie Tanis!” he said again. 
 
    “And how is Auntie Tanis?” Erin asked, laughing. She crossed the threshold and followed the Governor of New Canaan into her home.  
 
    “Pretty good,” Tanis replied. “Glad to be home?” 
 
    “You bet,” said Erin. “I’m even more glad to be going back to Athens with Martin and Isa. Thanks for offering to look after Jude for us. What’s been happening with you?” 
 
    Tanis’s eyes crinkled as she let out a rueful laugh. “Do you want the long boring story or the short boring story?” 
 
    “Uh, the short one?” 
 
    <I don’t think there is a short one,> Angela interjected. 
 
    “Ang, you’ll scare them off,” said Tanis. “Come around to the back deck. Isa and Martin will know where to find us.” 
 
    While they were waiting for the others to bring in Jude’s things, Tanis gave Erin a brief account of the political machinations she was dealing with. It all sounded tedious and irritating, and Erin was glad she was only hearing the short version.  
 
    Before long, Joe came up from the barn. Jude was clearly very familiar with ‘Uncle Joe’ too. He climbed down from Tanis’s lap, ran over to him, and grabbed his legs. 
 
    “Hey, little fella,” Joe said.  
 
    Then two people Jude seemed to like best of all ran up onto the deck. The minute he saw Cary and Saanvi, Jude lost all interest in Joe and jumped up and down, saying, “Let’s play fishing. I want to play fishing!” 
 
    Cary turned to Erin. “Is it OK if we take Jude out onto the lake? Last time he was here, we kind of promised.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Erin. “That’s fine. He’ll love it.” 
 
    As Tanis and Joe’s daughters were taking Jude down to the water, Isa and Martin finally made it out onto the deck.  
 
    “We put Jude’s bags in the hall,” Isa said. “Sorry, there are quite a few.” 
 
    “No problem,” said Joe. “Do you have time for a drink?” 
 
    “We do,” Isa replied. “We don’t need to be at the spaceport for a while. We wanted to allow plenty of time to get Jude settled in before we leave.” 
 
    “Great,” Joe said, sitting down in an armchair. “Let our servitor know what you’d like.” 
 
    “I don’t think we need to be concerned about Jude missing us,” Erin said to Isa and Martin, looking beyond the deck to the open threshold of the boathouse, where Cary and Saanvi were putting a lifejacket on the little boy. “He seems to feel right at home.” 
 
    Martin had walked straight to the railing that ran around the deck and was watching the children. He turned around and said, “I’m not sure that Jude’s safe out there.” 
 
    The servitor had arrived and began delivering their drinks as Tanis asked, “Out on the water? Joe told the girls that they have to make sure Jude’s wearing a lifejacket whenever he’s anywhere near the lake.” 
 
    “Ease up, Martin,” Isa said. “The kid’s in the sea more than he’s out of it. He learned to swim before he could walk, remember? I’m sure he’ll be fine.” 
 
    Martin appeared unconvinced, but he didn’t reply, simply returned his attention to the boathouse. 
 
    “I’ve been coming over here a lot, Erin,” said Isa with a knowing glance in Martin’s direction. “Probably too much, but Jude is really comfortable with the girls.” She looked meaningfully at Tanis, who returned a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    “Not at all,” she said. “We love seeing you, don’t we, Joe? It makes a nice change to talk to someone who isn’t a politician or in the military.” 
 
    Erin said, “We really appreciate you guys looking after Jude.” 
 
    “No problem,” Tanis replied. “It’s the least we can do, after everything you three have done for New Canaan.”  
 
    “That’s nice of you,” said Erin, “but I’ve only been doing my job. And now I get the cherry on the cake! An entire space station project all to myself. You wouldn’t believe how much I’ve been looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Is she going on about her space station again?” asked Martin, who had managed to drag his attention away from what was going on at the lakefront. 
 
    “Erin’s very welcome to talk about the new space station at Troy,” said Tanis. “I’m interested to hear about her plans.” 
 
    “See?” said Erin. “If the governor of New Canaan is interested, what do you have to complain about? Better than a boring old aquarium.” 
 
    “A boring old aquarium?” Martin’s eyebrows rose nearly to his hairline. “Are you referring to what will be New Canaan’s largest marine safari park, featuring an unheard-of range of underwater environments and aqua experiences?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erin said. “Exactly. A boring old aquarium.” 
 
    Isa said, “Please excuse my husband and wife. They love to wind each other up.” 
 
    Martin had become distracted once more, however. He was looking out over the lake, where Cary and Saanvi’s boat was gliding across the water. Saanvi was sitting with Jude in the bow and handing him a mini fishing rod. 
 
    “Looks like it’s fish for dinner,” replied Tanis. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that really doesn’t seem very safe,” Martin said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Isa. “Jude’s wearing a lifejacket, and the girls are great at looking after him.” 
 
    “Yes, but….” Martin’s jaw muscle twitched. “I should go over to the boat and help them out.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary,” said Isa. 
 
    But Martin was already walking down the steps to the lawn. 
 
    “What’s he planning to do?” Tanis asked. “We only have the one boat. I guess he could ask the girls to come back to the shore and pick him up.” 
 
    “Oh, he won’t bother with that,” said Isa resignedly. 
 
    Martin was striding into the boathouse. 
 
    “Is he…?” asked Tanis. “Don’t tell me he’s going to swim out to them.” 
 
    “Yeah, he is,” Isa sighed. “Honestly, ever since he got his mods, he’s been worse than ever.” She said to Erin, “I’ve been bringing Jude here to give him a break from Martin taking him swimming all the time. Now that Malcolm can deal with everything at the seeding site, Martin’s had the freedom to focus all his attention on Jude, which means swim, swim, swim.” 
 
    Out on the lake, Martin’s head broke the water’s surface and then dipped below it again.  
 
    “Unbelievable,” said Erin. “Do we even have time for this? How long is it before we have to leave for the spaceport?” 
 
    “About half an hour,” Isa replied. 
 
    “You know,” said Tanis. “Jude really is one hundred percent safe with the girls.” 
 
    “Of course he is,” Isa said. “We know that. Martin knows it too, or he wouldn’t have brought him here. He just gets….” She looked at Erin for the right word. 
 
    “Twitchy?” 
 
    “Yeah, twitchy,” said Isa. “It’s the first time ever he’s been away from Jude.” 
 
    “He seems so overprotective,” said Erin. “But I guess it’s different for me. I’m used to leaving Jude with you and Martin.” 
 
    “Well it’s my first time too,” Isa said, “but I don’t mind. Jude will be happy as a clam here with Tanis, Joe, and the girls, and I can’t wait to get back to Athens. Mikkel’s Cocktail Lounge, here I come!” 
 
    “It’s going to be great,” said Erin, her gaze focused on the lake, where Martin’s head had appeared next to the boat. He was talking to Cary and Saanvi.  
 
    “What will you be doing once you get to Troy, Isa?” Joe asked. 
 
    Isa’s eyes lit up as she replied, “I’m opening an art experience center. I have a place lined up, I just need to fit it out and set up my installations.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Joe. “What kind of installations?” 
 
    “They’re amazing,” Erin said. “Isa’s invented a new perceptive experience. She records natural landscapes and makes them dynamic and interactive, adding her own artistic twist. It’s hard to describe. If you’re ever in Troy, you should check them out.” 
 
    “We certainly will,” said Tanis. 
 
    They talked about Isa’s and Erin’s plans for a short while longer, until Martin emerged from the boathouse, his hair wet. 
 
    “Everything OK?” Erin called to him as he walked across the lawn. She gave Isa an amused look. 
 
    “Yeah,” Martin replied. When he’d returned to the deck, he added, “I wanted to check that Jude knew he mustn’t touch the fish hooks.” 
 
    “You could have asked one of the girls to tell him that from here,” said Erin.  
 
    “I know,” Martin said. “But I wanted to tell him myself.” 
 
    “That’s what being a parent is like,” said Tanis. “I wonder if we ever get to stop worrying?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Isa said. “But we only have one child to worry about. You have two on your mind.” 
 
    “We only have one for now,” Martin said. “We might have others soon.” 
 
    “Huh?” Erin said. “We might have other kids soon? Did I miss out on a discussion?” 
 
    “Then I did, too,” Isa laughed. “I think Martin’s been talking to himself. But if we do want to have more children, I want it to be remembered that last time, I was the one who took one for the team. If we do have another baby, it’ll be your turn to carry it.” 
 
    “What?” Erin squeaked. “Why? I don’t see why Martin shouldn’t do the honors, considering it’s his idea.” 
 
    “Me?” Martin asked. He mused for a moment and added, “Like male seahorses?” before returning his attention to the lake. 
 
    “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” said Isa. 
 
    “That would take some serious mods,” Erin joked. 
 
    “Isa mentioned you’ve already had some mods done,” said Tanis, clearly attempting to distract Martin from his worries. 
 
    Her ploy worked. Martin’s features relaxed as he replied, “I did.” He lifted one side of his shirt, displaying three slits at the base of his ribs. “I was never comfortable with the idea of body modification, so I’d been putting this off for a long time. But when I accepted the offer to consult on the marine safari project on Troy, I decided I had to take the plunge. Sorry for the pun. I thought if I was going to do it, I might as well go the whole hog. And it’s been fantastic. I never realized how inconvenient rebreathers and face masks were until I no longer had to use them. No more fear of getting the bends, either. I can go as deep as I like and resurface as quickly as I want. No more salt tongue, even. I wish I’d had it done years ago.” 
 
    “Glad you like them; I’ve had them in the past too. Did I ever tell you about the time I stopped the assassination of the Jovian oligarch on Europa?” Tanis asked with a wink. 
 
    “You what?” Martin asked, while Isa added, “The Jovian who?” 
 
    “Jovian Combine,” Tanis said to Isa. “They controlled most of OuterSol. They had an odd sort of oligarchy, and the head was simply known as ‘The Oligarch’. Anyway, I got caught up in an assassination plot against him that would have seen me framed for the deed. I ended up getting modded into a squidwoman for the job.” 
 
    “That sounds fascinating…a real squid, or some sort of fantasy creature?” Martin asked, the expression on his face a mixture of surprise and disbelief. 
 
    “I had my arms and legs removed, and then lots of tentacles added. Was the strangest undercover work I’ve ever done. But we saved him—though the asshat blackmailed me later. We managed to turn it on his head, though.” 
 
    “Waaaait a second….” Erin couldn’t keep the wonder out of her voice. “Was that when a pod of orcas captured the oligarch and demanded freedom for Europa in exchange for his return?” 
 
    “Yup, good ol’ Gerald,” Tanis replied. “He certainly turned that situation to his advantage. So anyway, I think the mods will serve you well, Martin. Back on Mars, I used to swim deep with the dolphins—always thought about getting gills just for that.” 
 
    Erin shook her head as she regarded the governor. “You’re just full of surprises.” 
 
    “That’s my MO,” said Tanis. 
 
    “OK, we should be getting along,” said Isa. “We don’t want to miss the shuttle.” 
 
    Martin’s forehead furrowed once more. “Is it time to leave already?”  
 
    “I’ll ask Cary to bring Jude over so you can say goodbye,” said Tanis. “He knows he’ll be staying here for a while, right?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Isa. “He’s so excited. He hasn’t shut up about it for days. He’s brought nearly all his toys to show to Cary and Saanvi.” 
 
    “We’ll send you a packet every day to show him so he doesn’t miss us too much,” Erin said. “Won’t we, Martin?” She paused when he didn’t respond. “Martin?” 
 
    His eyes were focused on Jude as the little boat headed back to the boathouse. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “I said we’ll…. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Martin had stopped watching Jude, but he wasn’t listening to Erin either. His head was down as he concentrated on a message arriving via the Link.  
 
    He looked up. “Sorry, that was Lindsey out at the marine park on Troy. A massive sinkhole has opened up in the seabed right in the center of the site. She’s asked if I can go straight there to help out. I think I should.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Isa said, her face falling.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Martin said. “You and Erin can go to Athens without me.” 
 
    “But we don’t want to go without you,” Erin protested. 
 
    “That’s right,” Isa said. “It won’t be the same.” 
 
    “Well I don’t know what to do,” Martin said. “Lindsey really needs my help.” 
 
    “I guess you have to go in that case,” said Isa, disappointment deadening her tone. 
 
    “Yeah, you should go,” Erin said. “I know what we’ll do. Let’s postpone our Athens trip for a couple of months. This problem with the sinkhole will be fixed by then, and I’ll be well into the space station construction. It won’t hurt to take a week off. Could you close your gallery for a while, Isa? Or leave someone else to look after it?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Isa replied. “All right. That’s what we’ll do. We’ll only be starting work a little earlier than we’d planned.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Tanis said. “I’m sure we’ll be free to look after Jude then, too. Though the girls are going to be disappointed.” 
 
    “We’ll be back soon enough,” Martin said. “But for now, we’ll go straight to Troy and take Jude with us.” He looked happier than he had for the entire visit.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.08.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Heliopolis, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anger and frustration gnawed at Myrrdan’s agent. Sitting in a hotel room balcony that overlooked Troy’s capital city, Heliopolis, the agent brooded on the challenges of stealing New Canaan’s prized technology and unique advantage in the struggle for galactic power: picotech. 
 
    In the years since the arrival of the Intrepid, picotech had been employed several times, but each of the agent’s attempts to steal the tech had failed. The failure that stuck out most painfully was that of the idiot Nathan Hart. Hart had enjoyed the luxury of two separate opportunities, yet twice he’d been unsuccessful.  
 
    The agent had even gone to the expense and trouble of supplying the man with superior body modifications to help him on his second attempt, but all to no avail. What was more, Hart’s endeavors had alerted the New Canaan government to the fact that their precious tech was under threat from within the colony. As a consequence, the security around the picotech’s employment had become and remained airlock-tight. 
 
    If Hart hadn’t died after his second failure, the agent would have killed him. The man’s incompetence had wasted their best chance. Such a favorable circumstance had never been repeated. The government only ever used the tech in well-hidden areas and under heavily armed protection. Myrrdan’s agent was confident that the security services had not detected any of the further attempts at theft, but that was small consolation.  
 
    As the years had passed, the agent’s frustration had grown. Every day that went by was another opportunity for the Transcend or another hostile power to invade the system and seize the tech for their own. That could not happen. The picotech must be Myrrdan’s, and it would be his alone after he used it to destroy New Canaan. 
 
    The agent gazed absently at the cityscape, lost in thought. Heliopolis glared with reflected sunlight from the sea of white buildings, stark and clean against an azure sky. The city’s main thoroughfare lay below the balcony and it was filled with Trojans out in force. Hawkers had set up stalls on the sidewalk, selling freshly picked local fruit, sticky, sweet nut confections, meat pastries, cream-filled buns, and other street food, and they were inviting passing pedestrians to sample their wares.  
 
    An unusual sight caught the agent’s attention: a woman walking six pets on leashes. The animals were a new kind that was becoming fashionable in the colony. An inventive genetic engineer had mixed canine, simian, and another ‘secret’ organism’s genes to create pets that were very smart yet also highly loyal. The simian genes seemed to have provided the greatest influence on the animals’ appearances and behavior, from what the agent could see. 
 
    The six pets were walking obediently, yet they were also intensely curious about everything that was going on around them. They were watching the street food sellers with great interest and seemed to be paying special attention to the handing out of purchases. The agent stood up and peered over the balcony, watching the spectacle more closely. The woman appeared to ignore her animals’ nosiness, only holding tight to their leashes as they strained to inspect the food on offer more closely. Passersby stopped the owner to ask questions about the beasts. She began nodding and pressing a hand to her chest with fake humility as she appeared to accept compliments with great pride. 
 
    The agent grimaced. New Canaanites were irritating beyond belief. So smug and self-satisfied about their little worlds. The day the system was wiped from existence could not arrive soon enough.  
 
    Suddenly, one of the pets turned its attention away from the food stalls and, for no apparent reason, began to jump up at its owner. The animals already reached the woman’s thighs, so the force of the creature leaping up almost knocked her from her feet. Then, even more inexplicably, four more of the pets joined in, leaping up at their mistress from all sides. They were pushing her with their front hands-like paws before dropping to the ground and immediately jumping again. They didn’t appear to be doing her serious harm, though their actions were vigorous and intense.  
 
    The owner’s surprised wails and shrieks drifted up from the street, above the hubbub of street noise. Bystanders’ reactions were predictable. Those who were closest tried to help the woman, grabbing the animals’ leashes and trying to hold them under control, but the pets were strong and full of energy and they soon wriggled free, immediately resuming their seemingly odd and pointless behavior. Other pedestrians only gawped. 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent was becoming bored with the trivial incident, but then one of the animals did something interesting.  
 
    From the distance of the hotel balcony, the agent was able to observe the wider picture of what was really happening. The sixth pet, which had been standing still while the others misbehaved, unfastened its harness. It was as if the animal had been waiting for its moment. A quick check around told it that its actions hadn’t been noticed, and then it began to edge away from the group.  
 
    Myrrdan’s agent smiled wryly, assuming the animal was going to try to escape, but the smile faded when it became clear that escape was not the creature’s intention at all. After carefully checking out the nearest hawkers, the sneaky pet slipped across to a stand, climbed up onto the structure, and stuffed its cheeks with sticky clusters of nuts. No one except the agent noticed what the animal was doing. The creature then filled its hands with the confections before jumping down and scooting back to its owner. 
 
    The fact that the other pets were in on the trick was obvious from the way they stopped their wild leaping when their companion had returned to the group. The snack thief quickly passed out the stolen treats in the confusion as the animals calmed down.  
 
    The owner’s wailing finally ceased. She bent down to stroke the animals, perhaps thinking something must have scared them. It was only then she noticed that one of her pets had slipped its harness. The crowd of concerned or nosy onlookers began to break up. After re-securing her pet, the owner walked away, flustered, dishevelled and, like everyone else present, entirely unaware that she’d been fooled. 
 
    Myrddan’s agent was gripping the balcony rail tightly. The pets’ antics had sparked the germ of an idea. The agent continued to think about it, and the idea built into a clear plan, while below, the business of the street continued unobserved. 
 
    The picotech was to be used on Troy soon, and the agent now knew how to steal it. This time there would be no mistakes. The previous attempts had been amateurish. Relying on weak, incompetent subordinates like Hart had been unwise. This time, the agent would be the one to snatch the tech, and this time, the outcome would be successful. 
 
    The incident in the street had demonstrated that all that was needed was a powerful distraction. When the picotech was deployed, something spectacular had to happen to divert the attention of the security forces. Yet they must not suspect what was happening, which meant that the event also had to be entirely credible. No one must suspect a connection, or additional backup would be on alert, and the plan would fail. 
 
    It could be done. All that was required was a handful of armed, mind-controlled individuals and a careful orchestration of events leading up to the decisive moment.  
 
    Feeling calmer and quietly optimistic, Myrddan’s agent released the balcony rail, sat down, and poured tea into a cup. The street below the balcony was growing quiet as evening drew on.  
 
    Heliopolis was peaceful for now, but that would soon change. Everything was slotting together perfectly. At last, the picotech would be Myrddan’s, and the agent would finally get his reward. 
 
    The agent experienced a peculiar sense of peacefulness at the notion. Maintaining a façade that was at odds with an entirely different psychological reality had become a strain over the years. It would be a relief when the subterfuge was finally over.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.11.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Family home, eastern shores of Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Martin, Isa, and Erin arrived at their new home on Troy, night had fallen. Martin had hoped to see the house in full daylight. He’d commissioned it to be built weeks previously, but he’d only ever seen plans, not the real thing. But the sight would have to wait until the morning. It was late, and he had a sleepy son to put to bed.  
 
    Jude flopped over Martin’s shoulder, as Martin carried him toward the door while clutching baggage in his other hand. Behind him, the autocab closed its doors and sped away. Isa and Erin followed behind, bringing the rest of their luggage. Apart from Jude’s things, they didn’t have much to carry. Very little in the way of clothing was needed when vacationing in Athens.  
 
    Isa caught up to Martin and touched his elbow, signalling him to wait a moment. He stopped. Isa was soaking up the sight of the house, with its dark windows and silent, untouched air. Erin had also paused on the path to absorb her first view of their Trojan home.  
 
    Troy’s three moons were full and high in the night sky: two spheres and a misshapen lump that the locals referred to as ‘the Potato’. A cool, salty breeze blew from the sea that lay on the far side of their home, though the water wasn’t visible in the darkness. The scent made Martin feel immediately at ease. 
 
    The new house was exactly as he had imagined it, from the tall windows at the front, to the pitched roof and gables. The building stood alone in the landscape, rising three stories high. It was also four times as wide as their little beach house by the Med.  
 
    Martin had chosen the spot to build the house due to its convenient location. The site was at the top of a bluff that overlooked the sea where his old friend Lindsey was creating her marine safari park. The space elevator that would take Erin to her orbital worksite lay only twenty kilometers distant, and Heliopolis, the Trojan capital where Isa would open her gallery, was only a half-hour autocab ride away.  
 
    “What do you think?” Martin asked the two women, adjusting his grip on Jude, who was sliding off his shoulder.  
 
    “I love it,” Isa breathed.  
 
    “Me too,” said Erin. “I think we’re going to have a great time living here.” 
 
    “Good,” said Martin. “We should go inside.” 
 
    They walked up to the front door, opened it, and entered their new home. 
 
    The first sight to greet them was a pile of their household goods and belongings, which had arrived from Carthage a few hours ahead of them. The pile was in the middle of the hall. The room’s windows reached to the ceiling two stories above, and they were set to transparent. The light of three moons poured through the clear panes, bathing the interior in a soft blue-white glow.  
 
    A wide, polished floor spread out across the hall, and a staircase on the right swept up to the second story. Upstairs were four bedrooms with attached bathrooms. The third floor was one large, open space where Isa could work at home if needs be. The first floor comprised a kitchen, living and dining areas, and entertainment rooms.  
 
    Martin knew that Erin didn’t have much of an appreciation for expansive living spaces, after the decades she’d spent aboard ships and stations, but he’d known Isa would like their house. He also hoped it would be a nice environment for Jude and perhaps his sisters and brothers to grow up. 
 
    “This is a bit of a change from the beach house,” Erin said as she dumped her bags and looked around. 
 
    “Isn’t it beautiful?” Isa asked. “It reminds me of the hotel we stayed at on Athens. Very traditional. Very Martin.” 
 
    “Wait,” Erin said with mock alarm. “Don’t tell me we have to turn on the lights with switches.” 
 
    Martin turned on the lights via the house system.  
 
    “Phew,” said Erin. “So here we are in Heliopolis, ‘the Sunniest City in the System’.” 
 
    “Technically, we’re outside the capital here,” Isa said.  
 
    “I know that, we’re on the coast of the Ithacan continent.” 
 
    “It’s good to hear you did your homework,” Martin said. 
 
    “I am building a five-hundred-kilometer-long station over this planet,” Erin protested. “I do kinda need to know what’s below it.” 
 
    “I know,” said Martin. “I’m only kidding. Messene Station is going to be spectacular. But I think Jude isn’t the only one who’s tired after our surprise diversion. What do you say we head to bed right away? I’ll be heading over to help Lindsey with the sinkhole first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Erin covered her mouth and yawned. “You bet.” 
 
    They climbed the sweeping staircase to the second story and walked the rug-lined hallway to the master bedroom. Inside the room were two more doors: one led to an adjoining, smaller room where a large crib awaited Jude, and the other led to the bathroom. 
 
    Jude was in the land of dreams. Martin carried him into his room and laid down the sleeping child. He pulled off his shoes and, not wanting to wake him to put him into pajamas, tucked a coverlet over him. Martin quietly closed the door behind him, and returned to the master bedroom, where Isa was changing into her nightclothes. Erin had gone into the bathroom. 
 
    “Glad to see you didn’t go for the traditional san, Martin,” she called out. 
 
    Isa smiled at him. “Gotta love how she always focusses on the basics.” 
 
    “Yep,” Martin replied. “That’s our Erin.” 
 
    Isa pulled back the covers and climbed into bed. “I’m so happy she’s back, though. Everything feels more complete with her around.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” said Martin. “I think Jude has missed her while she’s been working at the outer rim, too. He just isn’t old enough to tell us.” 
 
    “It’ll do them both good to get better acquainted,” said Isa. 
 
    “It will,” Martin agreed. “Everything’s falling into place finally. Now if we can only stop Erin from working every weekend, life will be perfect.” 
 
    “Huh?” said Erin, appearing from the bathroom in her pajamas. “Are you two talking about me?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Isa replied. “Come to bed. I’m tired.” 
 
    “Not too tired, I hope,” said Erin mischievously as she joined Isa under the covers and snuggled up to her. 
 
    “Hmm,” Martin said. “Gotta love how you always get down to business.” He stripped off and joined the two women before turning out the light. 
 
    A few minutes later, Erin suddenly sat up and pushed down the coverlet. “Darn it!” 
 
    “What?” Isa asked, also sitting up. She brushed her hair away from her face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We have shooting range practice tomorrow,” said Erin. “Didn’t you see the notification?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Isa replied indignantly. “When I’m indulging in marital relations, I’m not checking notices at the same time.” 
 
    “I saw it as well,” said Martin, as he also sat up. 
 
    “Huh?” said Isa. “Am I the only one around here who was concentrating on what she was doing?” 
 
    “Such a bummer,” Erin said. “I guess that now we’re on Troy, we’ve been put on the Trojan invasion drill timetable. It doesn’t matter that we already did target practice on Carthage a couple of months ago.” 
 
    “It’s a bummer for you guys,” said Martin. “Not me. Fixing the damage from that sinkhole counts as an emergency situation, so I’m excused.” 
 
    “Well aren’t you the lucky one?” said Isa.  
 
    “Wait. He isn’t lucky at all,” said Erin. “Have you seen what we’ll be practicing with? They’ve got the AC9CR! It’s a new tri-mode e-beam.” 
 
    “Erin!” Isa exclaimed.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still reading that notice. It would be nice if you could keep your mind on the job at hand.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Erin smiled sheepishly. She lay down and pulled the covers over her shoulders.  
 
    Martin lay down too. He turned the window opposite the bed transparent. Starlight and moonlight filled the room. 
 
    “Did you do that?” Isa asked him as she also reclined. 
 
    “Uh huh,” he replied, drawing her into his arms.  
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    Erin and Isa were sleeping soundly when Martin awoke the following day. Canaan Prime’s bright beams were shining directly into the room. Martin changed the window setting to translucent and gently eased himself out of bed to avoid waking the two women.  
 
    He regarded them both in silence for a moment. Erin was lying on her back, an arm flung over her head. Her mouth was open, and she was gently snoring. Isa was curled at Erin’s side, her hair spread over her pillow like fine, ebony seaweed floating in the current.  
 
    Time was getting on. Lindsey had sent more details on the damage at the sinkhole, which was considerable. Martin quickly descended the stairs and walked across the hall to the kitchen. The service company who had installed the furniture had also, at his request, supplied a few groceries.  
 
    Martin set the coffee maker going and then opened the French doors to the terrace. The Sea of Marmara stretched almost to the horizon. A cool breeze drifted in and filled the kitchen. Martin strode outside and arranged seats around the stone table before returning to the kitchen to collect his breakfast of croissants, eggs, fruit, and coffee. He sat down and took in the scenery as he ate.  
 
    <What do you think, Eamon?> he asked. 
 
    <Simply stunning,> the AI replied. 
 
    Martin smiled when Eamon said no more. It wasn’t often that his mental companion was at a loss for words. 
 
    The sea lapped the shore about fifty meters below the terrace, out of Martin’s sight. The sun was now streaming across the expanse. A dark line at its farthest edge marked the coast of Troy’s island continent, Syracuse. Lindsey had said the marine safari park stretched the entire distance below the water from Ithaca to its neighbor. Visitors could take an underwater maglev that would stop at significant places in the park, or they would be able to stay in underwater hotels for a longer vacation. 
 
    Martin was bursting with curiosity to see the safari site and the progress that Lindsey had made so far. The project was a massive seeding and engineering challenge. A few aspects, like coral reefs and tropical fish, sharks, and turtles were a given, but Lindsey had also told him about other plans: an octopus garden, a sea monsters area, a diatom spectacle, and a deep-sea dome full of organisms that dwelled in high-pressure habitats. Martin couldn’t wait to get started.  
 
    He was only a tiny bit disappointed that they wouldn’t be going to Athens. It would have been good to go tsunami surfing again—and to have a rematch with Usef. Yet Martin had also been relieved when it became clear they would have to postpone the trip. They could go to Athens any time, and Jude was still so young. Martin just wasn’t comfortable with leaving him with other people, even a family as trustworthy and responsible as the governor’s. 
 
    He finished his coffee and put down his cup. After returning to the hall to riffle through the baggage, he found his swimming shorts. He put them on and took off his robe, dropping it over the back of a chair. Unlike the beach house, their new home was serviced by servitors to keep it clean and tidy.  
 
    At the edge of the terrace, stone steps led down to a garden of salt-tolerant trees and plants. Martin walked down the stairs and then along a meandering path that ended at a gate in the garden fence. He was careful to lock the gate after passing through it. No barriers lay between the fence and the cliff edge, so it was important that Jude should never be able to escape the garden.  
 
    Martin walked to the drop-off and peered over it, the breeze pushing him backward. A large natural cave opened at the base of the cliff far below. Martin couldn’t see the cave due to the overhang, but he could see where the water was deep.  
 
    <How far down is it?> he asked Eamon. 
 
    The AI replied, <Forty-eight point three nine meters, rounded up, from here to the surface of the water.> 
 
    <Cool,> said Martin, noting the frothy surf below. <That’ll certainly shake the cobwebs loose every morning.> 
 
    Aiming for the darker water, he dove off the cliff and brought his hands together over his head as the rock face rushed past.  
 
    He only had time to think, What an incredible commute, as he dropped toward the waves. Just before he hit the water, a nictitating membrane slid across his eyes. 
 
    Slicing into the water, Martin shot into the briny depths. Feeling like he was finally in his element once more, he leveled out and opened his mouth to breathe. The sensation of water passing down his windpipe and out from between his lower ribs had taken some getting used to at first, but now it was second nature. 
 
    The body modders had also offered him an aquatic respiratory system option akin to that of a marine mammal’s; rather than gill-like slits in his ribs, he would have only required a discreet blowhole in the back of his neck. But in the end, Martin had decided that if he was going to take the step of a full body mod, he might as well go all the way. Now he was equally at home on land and in water. The webbing between his toes certainly helped with his swimming too. 
 
    <Looking forward to our first day in a new job?> Martin asked Eamon. 
 
    <I am,> Eamon replied. <I’ve been going over the latest plans for the park. Lindsey’s allowed her imagination to run riot. I foresee a number of challenges, but nothing we can’t deal with. You might want to read the report on the sinkhole, though. That’s put a hole in the plans, literally.> 
 
    <Yeah, I’ll do that now,> Martin replied. <How far am I from the complex?> 
 
    <Swimming at your current rate, you’ll arrive in twenty-eight minutes.> 
 
    Martin was traveling parallel to the coastline at a depth of four meters. The water was comfortably warm, and visibility was good. He had already encountered several fish species and other marine life that were probably local to the area, but he expected to hit the outer reaches of the marine park soon and see the early stages of Lindsey’s work.  
 
    The complex that was the center of management for the marine safari was about a kilometer south of his new home. The underwater labs and offices were about fifty meters from the shore and five meters down. The water was so clear, Martin could soon see the low, regular blocks of the structure in the distance and he propelled himself toward it.  
 
    Small coral began to appear, as the level of the seabed rose. Within a few moments, Martin was swimming above tall, branching colonies, cushions, wave-like structures, and weird convolutions similar to the surface of a human brain. The coral Lindsey had seeded were growing strongly, and reef fish were already teeming over them. Small reef sharks rested on the shallow seabed.  
 
    A cool shadow passed over Martin. He looked up to see the underside of a large sea turtle, its massive flippers steadily paddling.  
 
    He guessed that visitors would have the option of swimming into the safari park, as he was. If so, the reef was a great entrance into an underwater adventure.  
 
    The safari project buildings sat in a wide, shallow hollow. The complex consisted of several single-story, hexagonal structures conjoined by tunnels. Now that he was close to the buildings, Martin could see that all the tunnels and some of the walls and roofs of many of the structures were transparent. Figures were even visible inside. He spotted his colleague and old friend Lindsey through one of the windows. Her head was down.  
 
    She must be working on something.  
 
    Rather than alert her to his arrival via the Link, Martin decided to give her a surprise. He swam right over to the window and rapped on it hard with his knuckles. Lindsey looked up and after a moment’s recognition, she smiled and waved. 
 
    <The entrance is to your right,> she said, pointing. <Around the back.> 
 
    Martin followed her directions and saw the entrance to the building, which was an open portal. Held back by a grav field, the water ended in a clear line that spanned the opening. Martin swam over to it, grabbed the handbars on each side, brought down his legs, and stepped inside. As soon as his feet touched the floor, a blast of warm, dry air blew at him from vents, and the water that dripped from his body disappeared into the matting beneath his feet.  
 
    Martin slid back his eye membranes, shunted the remaining water from his lungs, and switched to air breathing. Lindsey approached him along the corridor, grinning. When she reached him, they hugged.  
 
    “I’m so glad you agreed to come to Troy and help me out, Martin. I promise you, you’re going to love it here.” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen so far,” he replied, “I think I will.” 
 
    “Let’s get you a lab coat. I wasn’t expecting you to swim in. Most of us arrive the regular way, through the tunnel from the surface.” She opened a door and handed him a white coat. “Are you OK with working in bare feet?” 
 
    “That’s how I usually work.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Lindsey. “I remember your beach house on the Med. OK, let me introduce you to the gang, then we’ll go straight out to the sinkhole.” 
 
    She led him through a tunnel toward a different building. Tropical fish swam overhead, and ripples on the water’s surface made the light dance.  
 
    As Lindsey entered the central building, she remarked, “So you finally went full-mod. What do you think?” 
 
    “Now that I’m used to it,” Martin replied, “I regret not doing it sooner.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is, you wish you’d listened to me?” Lindsey shot him a sideways glance and a grin. 
 
    “Is that your way of saying ‘I told you so’?” 
 
    “Hmm…. Maybe.” 
 
    “OK, Lindsey,” Martin said. “If it makes you happy, you were right. I should have gotten modded the minute I graduated, just like you did.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Actually, I wish I’d waited a while. The mods I got then with my recent college grad’s salary weren’t that good; some of our upgrades here are really impressive, though. I’ll have to make the time to go and see what improvements the modders can offer.” 
 
    A door opened, and Lindsey ushered Martin ahead of her into a lab where a man and a woman were working. The two assistants walked over to Martin to shake hands. Lindsey introduced them as Pietr and Margot. Pietr was tall and rangy, and Margot was rounded and rosy-cheeked. 
 
    “I heard you seeded the Med on Carthage,” Margot said. “Nice job. I went whale watching on my last vacation and saw a blue whale. That was one of yours, right?” 
 
    “The blues are mine, yes, but my assistant, Malcolm, helped to raise them. I can’t take all the credit.” 
 
    “Still, that’s quite an achievement,” Pietr said. “I’m happy to have you working with us. Lindsey’s been running us off our feet for the last two months. Isn’t that right, Margot?”  
 
    “What Pietr means to say,” Margot explained with a wink, “is that we have been busy doing a job we love. And we’re very glad to have you on board.” 
 
    “Great,” Lindsey said, clearly eager to get underway. “Now that the introductions are over, let’s go out to that damned sinkhole.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here, if that’s OK,” said Pietr. “We won’t all fit in the Torpedo.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Lindsey asked. “You could come along in a single seater.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mind. I have plenty to do.” 
 
    Lindsey opened a thick metal door. On the other side of it, a squat, dome-roofed, three-seater submersible sat in a waterlock. Two slim, single-person underwater vehicles were clamped to the lock’s walls. 
 
    “That’s the Torpedo?” Martin asked, eyeing the dumpy craft. 
 
    “Pietr has an ironic sense of humor,” said Margot. 
 
    They climbed inside, and Lindsey closed the seals. Water poured into the chamber from several spouts. When the Torpedo became buoyant, Lindsey started the engine. The water level eventually reached the ceiling, and then wide doors opened at the end of the lock, and Lindsey guided the craft out to sea. 
 
    She piloted the submersible parallel to the seabed, following a gradual slope downward. The water grew darker, but Martin’s modded eyes compensated, so he hardly noticed.  
 
    “We hadn’t done a lot in this area, thank the stars,” Lindsey said, “or the damage would have been much worse. As it is, I hate to think how many organisms were dragged in and killed when the sinkhole opened.” 
 
    “What happened?” Martin asked. 
 
    “A minor earthquake,” Margot answered. “Tiny little thing. They hardly felt it on the mainland. But it was enough to trigger a collapse of the seabed. It was lucky none of us was working near the site at the time.” 
 
    The dark hole in the sandy floor was becoming plain to see. The sinkhole was roughly circular, and larger than Martin had imagined—over three hundred meters at its widest point. Sand was running steadily into it from the edges.  
 
    Lindsey cut the thrust of the submersible’s engine, and they coasted closer to the pit.  
 
    A diver was swimming up out from the sinkhole, the beam from his headlight cutting through the dim water. Martin noticed the diver’s line as the man gave them a wave. 
 
    “Is it safe to go near it?” asked Martin, eyeing the diver’s progress warily. 
 
    “Yes, it’s fine now,” Lindsey replied. “Oh, sorry. I forgot to tell Tony you’re here.” She added another person to the team’s channel. <Tony, I have Martin, another marine biologist, with me.> 
 
    <Pleased to meet you, Martin.> 
 
    Martin recognized the man’s name and ident, though he’d never met him face to face. He was the planetary engineer Isa had interviewed for her infomentary on Tyre.  
 
    <It’s good to meet you too,> Martin replied, waving back. 
 
    <Everything’s stable down there, Lindsey,> said Tony. 
 
    <Great,> she replied. <Thanks a lot. We can handle it from here.> 
 
    Tony made an OK symbol with his hand and then gave a thumbs-up before he began swimming upward. A boat’s narrow hull bobbed on the surface above. 
 
    “As you can see,” Lindsey said to Martin, “this part of the park has been pretty much devastated.” 
 
    She was right. He couldn’t see any creatures around them or on the seabed, which was a smooth blanket of sand. 
 
    Lindsey continued, “We need to begin reseeding right away if we stand a chance of being ready in time for the opening,”  
 
    “Sure,” Martin replied. “But I haven’t seen any signs of construction. Aren’t the hotels and the rest of the facilities going to take the longest to put in place?” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t know yet,” asked Lindsey. “I had to skim over that part in the plans. The hotels and all the rest of the physical infrastructure are going to be the last and fastest stage of the project. Building all those things the regular way would be so boring, right? I didn’t want to be bothered with all that, so I asked for permission to use pico, and it was granted. We’ll grow the hotels right out of silica.”
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    “Cheer up,” Erin said as she and Isa walked through the entrance to the shooting range. “It’s only going to take until lunchtime, then it’ll all be over, and you’ll be free to do what you like.” 
 
    Isa had been looking doleful ever since they had settled Jude in at the daycare center. Their little boy’s sunny personality had ensured it hadn’t taken long before he was happily playing with new friends, so Erin guessed that the reason for Isa’s bad mood wasn’t due to worry about him. 
 
    “It’s OK for you,” Isa replied. “I’d much prefer to be checking out the building I want to use for my gallery. It’s empty and ready to view. I could be there now instead of practicing shooting people. I don’t enjoy this kind of thing like you do.” 
 
    “Me?” Erin asked. “What makes you think I enjoy this kind of thing?” 
 
    Isa threw her a look. 
 
    “OK,” said Erin. “I guess I do enjoy it. It’s fun.” 
 
    “And you’re good at it,” said Isa. “But I couldn’t hit a destroyer at twenty paces.” 
 
    “Now that’s an exaggeration.” But not much of one, Erin added to herself.  
 
    She’d seen Isa’s invasion drill reports. They were so bad, Erin had wondered if Isa had been missing the enemy soldiers on purpose. 
 
    They walked up to the front desk to check in for the session. At the same time, the entrance doors opened, and four women burst through the doorway, laughing and chatting loudly. They pushed past Erin and Isa to get to the desk first.  
 
    “Errr,” Erin said.  
 
    Isa shook her head, and Erin agreed their rudeness wasn’t worth arguing about. After a brief transaction, the four women disappeared down the passage that led to the range. 
 
    After checking in, Erin and Isa followed them. All the booths were taken except the one next to the group of women, who shot them glances as they took up their spot. Erin turned her back on their nosy neighbors. 
 
    The shooting range had been set up to mimic a variety of potential scenarios and enemies. The session playing at that moment featured an urban combat scenario.  
 
    “Do you want to go first?” Erin asked Isa. 
 
    “I don’t care,” she replied. “I’m going to be terrible at all of them.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. That’s why we’re here, right? To get better.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here. If I don’t score the minimum, I’ll have to do a repeat practice every week until I do.” 
 
    “Ugh,” said Erin. “I didn’t realize it was that bad.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Isa replied, picking up one of the weapons on the stand. “It’s that bad.” 
 
    Erin heard a titter behind her. She looked over her shoulder and saw that the women had been eavesdropping on her and Isa’s conversation. 
 
    When they saw Erin looking at them, one of the women said, “Hi. Can I ask where you’re from?” 
 
    “We arrived from Carthage yesterday,” Isa replied, giving Erin an ‘It’s fine’ look. 
 
    “Right,” said the woman. “I thought you probably weren’t Trojan. You Carthaginians are a bit soft, aren’t you? Victorians, not Taranians. Here on Troy, we know how to shoot straight.” 
 
    Erin turned her back to the women again, surprised that colonists in New Canaan had brought along that old rivalry from the Kapteyn’s Star System.  
 
    <Unbelievable,> she said to Isa. Pulling a snooty face, she mimicked, < ‘Here on Troy, we know how to shoot straight’.> 
 
    Isa began to chuckle, which she hastily tried to control as the rude woman looked on angrily, obviously aware that Erin was making fun of her.  
 
    The woman’s features turned hard, and she aimed her weapon at the holo, which displayed enemy troops running toward them down city streets. The scene was one of the more difficult ones because there was plenty of cover for the troops, and local civilians would frequently pop into view. 
 
    The Trojan woman picked off three soldiers with ease. Erin glanced at her in time to see the smirk she threw at Isa.  
 
    Anger welled up in Erin. The Trojan’s rudeness and posturing were bad enough, but the last thing Isa needed was someone trying to make her feel even worse.  
 
    Her jaw set, Erin grasped the AC9CR, feeling its weight and adjusting her stance to compensate. Once she was comfortable, she toggled her round to start and fired the weapon’s electron beam, downing four troops while also avoiding hitting a child who ran across the field of fire. 
 
    “Not bad,” said the woman, adding, “for a Carthaginian. But let’s see what your friend can do.” 
 
    “My wife isn’t here to perform for you,” Erin retorted. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” the woman said in a condescending tone. “There’s no need for her to learn how to shoot while she has you around to defend her. Is that how it is? That’s really sweet.” She smiled at her friends. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you seem to be confusing me with someone who cares what you think,” Erin replied. 
 
    <Ignore them,> said Isa. <I don’t give a shit what they think either.> 
 
    But all the Trojan women had stopped their own practice to watch Isa, and Erin didn’t want their scrutiny to make her aim badly again.  
 
    <Why don’t you imagine you’re firing at Stuck Up Bitch?> she suggested. <A nose like that is hard to miss.> 
 
    Isa chuckled, glancing at the rude Trojan. <Honestly, Erin. It doesn’t matter.>  
 
    She lifted her weapon and searched the holo for a target. She didn’t look confident, however, and Erin was sure she was going to miss again. 
 
    <I know,> she said. <What if it was Sirians who were invading? How would you feel about that?> 
 
    Isa gaped at her. Then her lips drew into a thin line, and she narrowed her eyes at the holo, firing off five rounds. Each was a perfect hit.  
 
    “One hundred percent!” Erin exclaimed. “Awesome…if you were a Trojan.” She threw the Trojans a wry look.  
 
    The rude woman’s expression became sour, and she turned away like she was trying to pretend that the conversation hadn’t taken place. 
 
    <I knew you could do it,> Erin said. 
 
    <You know my triggers,> Isa told her. <And if I keep your suggestion in mind, you just saved me from double practice sessions for a while. Let’s get this over with so I can go and see my new premises.>
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    Isa applied the security access key that the letting agent had sent her, and the lock snicked open. She pushed on one of the heavy double doors, which swung inward, revealing a dim, dusty interior, lit only by beams of sunlight through rectangular windows high above. She stepped inside the building and saw for the first time the site of her new business endeavor.  
 
    As she closed the door, the bustle of the street quietened to a soft hum. Isa’s gaze roved the large, empty space. She’d chosen the building from vid advertisements because the place had seemed to fit her needs perfectly. And now that she was there, she saw she’d been right.  
 
    Isa walked to the center of the floor and looked upward. She could see all the way to the roof. On her right, a mezzanine jutted out at second-floor level, and on her left was another mezzanine at the level of the third floor. A stepped walkway linked the two, passing across the open space.  
 
    It was easy to see how the building had once functioned as a storage warehouse for Troy’s famous spices. Isa thought she could still detect the scents of cinnamon, nutmeg, vanilla, cloves, and pepper.  
 
    Excited anticipation coursed through her. She had read all about Troy’s valleys, plains, rainforests, and inland seas. She would hire an aircar to fly to all those places and record the sites as she had on Tyre. Then in her workroom at the new house, she could recreate all those amazing landscapes and add an imaginative spin, turning the recordings into psychological experiences. 
 
    <Ms. Chen?> 
 
    Isa’s landlord had arrived, as they had arranged. 
 
    <Mr. Singh? I’m inside already. Please wait a moment.> 
 
    She opened the door and saw a slight, dark-haired, pale-skinned man. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr. Singh,” said Isa. She took a step backward to allow him to enter.  
 
    He ducked his head slightly as he walked through the doorway. “Pleased to meet you too.” He stopped just beyond the threshold in order to sweep the place with his gaze. “I have to confess it’s been a while since I was here. Is everything to your satisfaction?” 
 
    “I only arrived a minute ago myself,” Isa replied. “I underestimated how long it would take to travel here from the shooting range. I had to take part in training practice this morning. I haven’t had a chance to look around properly yet.” 
 
    “No problem. I can show you the place myself and answer any questions you might have. I suggest we start at the lower mezzanine. The elevator’s this way.” 
 
    Isa followed Singh as he led her toward a corner of the building.  
 
    “Do you mind if I ask if you’re a Trojan?” Singh asked as they reached the elevator. It was an open, no-door, step on, step off type that started up as they drew near it.  
 
    “No,” Isa replied, wondering why people kept asking her where she was from. “I’m from Carthage. I only arrived yesterday, in fact. This is the first time I’ve been to Troy.” 
 
    “I see,” said Singh. “I was Carthaginian too, but I’ve been here a while now and I plan to stay. I wish I’d come here sooner. I prefer life on Troy, and it’s easier to get ahead here. I’ve become quite prominent in the upper social circles, if I say so myself.” 
 
    An elevator floor appeared and they stepped onto it. Immediately, the machine’s mechanism sent out a low, grinding hum. 
 
    Isa looked questioningly at Singh, whose features creased with embarrassment.  
 
    “That noise isn’t anything to worry about,” he said. “This elevator hasn’t been used in a while, is all. But I’ll arrange for someone to take a look at it to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “How long has the building been empty?” Isa asked. 
 
    “About eighteen months. I bought it from the previous owner not long after I arrived, thinking I would be able to let the place quite easily. But yours was the first inquiry I received. I suppose it’s due to the building’s structure. It’s fairly unusual, right?” 
 
    “It is, but I think it suits my needs.” 
 
    They had reached the mezzanine, and they simultaneously stepped out.  
 
    “The owner put the place up for sale soon after the last tenant moved out,” Singh continued. “I believe it was because the company went out of business. Such a pity. I heard they supplied the best saffron in the system; you can’t buy it in Heliopolis now, you have to order it from the other side of the planet.” 
 
    “That is a pity,” Isa said. 
 
    “The problem is, if you’re running a company that exports to other planets, it’s hard to compete with Carthaginian businesses. In most cases, they were the first to be set up after the Intrepid’s arrival, so they were always one step ahead. Licensing fees imposed by the New Canaan government don’t help, either. You would think the system-wide government would give the younger economies a break, wouldn’t you? But it doesn’t. Everything has to be ‘fair’.” Singh made quote marks with his fingers. 
 
    They were strolling across the mezzanine to the rail where they could overlook the first floor.  
 
    “What is it you’re planning to do here?” Singh asked. “I can’t remember if you told me. The commercial use restrictions on the section are fairly open, though you can’t live here.” 
 
    “I won’t be living here,” said Isa.  
 
    She went on to explain her installations, but Singh didn’t seem to understand. 
 
    “So you’re going to open an art gallery?” 
 
    “Yes, a kind of interactive gallery.” 
 
    One of Singh’s eyebrows lifted. 
 
    Isa said, “Clients participate in recordings—” 
 
    “You mean it’s going to be a sim center? Heliopolis already has several of those. I’m not sure if you’re aware.” Singh looked glum, as if he expected imminent loss of his rental income. 
 
    “No, not a sim center,” Isa said. “I guess the best way to describe it is as something halfway between a sim and a deeper psychological experience.” 
 
    “Right,” Singh nodded, clearly failing to understand what Isa had in mind. 
 
    “You can come to the opening,” she offered. “Take part in a session free of charge if you want.” 
 
    Singh’s features brightened. “I might take you up on that. And I have some friends in the art world I can introduce you to. Anyway, as you can see, everything here is in good condition. Let’s cross to the other side.”  
 
    They climbed the steep walkway to the second mezzanine. 
 
    “Will your visitors be walking around the place?” Singh asked as they stepped off the stairs. 
 
    “They could, but they don’t have to.” 
 
    When Singh looked confused again, Isa said, “It’s a new concept, but I’m confident there’s a market for it.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” said Singh. “I can’t afford to have this place sitting empty, business isn’t good. The Trojan economy is weak and getting weaker.” His tone had become more heated and his eyes danced with ire. He went on, “It’s all very well for the big shots in Landfall to fix things to protect their local market, but they don’t seem to think about the effect on the rest of New Canaan.” He paused, leaned toward her, and murmured, “If you ask me, the faster Troy secedes, the better.” 
 
    Isa blinked. She didn’t know how their innocent conversation had evolved into a political discussion, or rather, a diatribe. 
 
    “Did you know there’s a parliamentary election next week?” Singh asked. “I’ll be voting for the Independence Party. They’re new, but feelings are running high. They might just win. If the New Canaan government won’t help us out, I say we make it official and stand alone.” 
 
    “Um, OK,” said Isa.  
 
    “The days of colonization are over,” Singh almost yelled. “It’s time we decided our own destiny. Central government has stuck their noses in and dictated to us long enough!” 
 
    “Right,” Isa said.  
 
    Awkwardness forced her to walk to one of the slim, rectangular windows that ran along the front and back walls just below the ceiling. She peered out.  
 
    It didn’t seem to her that Troy’s economy wasn’t doing well. Heliopolis was bustling with life. Shuttles and drones criss-crossed the skies, and the streets were filled with vehicular and pedestrian traffic.  
 
    Singh joined her at the window.  
 
    “Did you notice that the building can also be accessed from the roof?” he asked in an even tone, as if he hadn’t been ranting only seconds previously. 
 
    Studying her landlord from the corners of her eyes, Isa asked, “It can?”  
 
    He pointed upward. A hatch was embedded into the ceiling directly above them. 
 
    “The roof can hold two or three aircars,” said Singh. “And this is private property, so no one else can land there. That’s what the previous owner told me anyway. I’ll find the details and send them to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Isa said.  
 
    The option to land her aircar on the roof would be convenient. All in all, she was pleased with her choice of building. Everything appeared to be going well for her new venture…with the possible exception of the mental health of her landlord.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.12.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Elevator Terminal, Heliopolis, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    After parting from Isa at the shooting range, Erin took an autocab directly to Troy’s space elevator, which sat at the far eastern edge of Heliopolis. 
 
    Other than a few drones working on the terminal’s exterior façade, the structure was all but deserted, something that would change once the station above was completed and the majority of off-planet transportation moved from the spaceport on the far side of Heliopolis to the strand. 
 
    A flare of light to the east caught Erin’s eye, and she knew it was one of the support strands waiting to anchor additional sections of the station.  
 
    Messene Station was the first full-scale, low-orbit station to be built in the system, and Erin was filled with pride that Tanis and Earnest had entrusted her with its construction.  
 
    All prior stations she had built needed to be further out on the strand to generate enough centripetal force for comfortable gravity. Messene was different. At only five thousand kilometers above Troy’s surface, it was almost gravity neutral without the use of a-grav systems. A benefit was that construction was much simpler, but it also meant that Erin had to take extra steps to ensure that if the a-grav systems failed, the station and its occupants would be safe.  
 
    If the work on Messene went well, she’d take that expertise and begin to plan for an even larger station over Tyre. 
 
    She stood outside the facility for a minute longer, looking up at the glinting light from the body of the station that hung far above. During the last few days, her team had brought in the central hub and anchored it to the strand. That five-kilometer-wide tetrahedron would become the anchor for the rest of the station, which would come in at over five hundred kilometers in length. 
 
    She pulled her eyes away, thoughts lost in plans regarding the impending delivery of the main arches from the manufacturing facility on Troy’s furthest moon, as she walked to the terminal’s automatic doors. As they were sliding shut, the sound of a vehicle approaching caught her attention and she turned to see an autocab.  
 
    She’d expected to ride the elevator alone, but as soon as the car’s occupant exited, he called out her name. She was surprised to see Tony, the planetary engineer she’d met on Tyre. 
 
    “Long time no see,” Erin said as he approached. 
 
    “That’s right. OK if I tag along?” 
 
    “Be my guest. Things too quiet for you on Carthage?” 
 
    “Waaaay too quiet,” Tony replied as he followed Erin into the terminal where automatons directed them toward the first available elevator car. “That’s why I thought I’d come over and see what’s happening on Troy. But I’ve had a little fun over the last couple of days fixing an underwater sinkhole.” 
 
    “No kidding. I heard about that. My husband’s working on the marine project at that site.” 
 
    “Really? I think I might have met him today.” 
 
    They walked through the security arches to the departure area, continuing to exchange pleasantries as they approached the departure area and Car 01.  
 
    The current conveyance up to the station was a small car that rode a single strand. Later, the full-scale cars that would encompass three strands each would be in operation, but given the low population of the planet, there was no need for bulk transportation yet. 
 
    Settling into two of the twenty seats in the car, the pair silently gazed out the window as the car started to rise. Heliopolis quickly grew smaller, and Tony shook his head with a sigh. 
 
    “The FGT really didn’t leave much for me to tinker with on any of the planets except Athens,” he said. “I’ve been at loose ends for a while now. It was pure luck I happened to be around when the sinkhole opened. How about you? I bet you’re looking forward to building Messene.” 
 
    “Am I,” Erin replied. “This is my favorite part of my job.” 
 
    “I was a little surprised to hear you were in town,” said Tony. “I heard you were back in the inner system more or less permanently, but I didn’t think you were coming to Troy for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “I was supposed to be going on vacation, but then there was a change of plan. It’s fine, though. I don’t mind. Manufacturing is ahead of schedule, and I want to be present for the major segments coming in anyway. My team’s good, but in all honesty, this is the best part. Then once that’s done…well, let’s just say that I have so many ideas for this place, I can’t wait to get started.” 
 
    “I bet,” Tony replied. “What’s in the cards?” 
 
    “The spaceport comes first of course. Tanis wants that completed and loaded up with defense drone production facilities.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Tony. “Hey, is it true that you were hollowing out moons in the outer system to build military shipyards?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. I guess it’s pretty much an open secret now.” 
 
    “Glad to hear the rumors are true. It’s good to know we’ll have some surprises up our sleeves when the time comes.” 
 
    “Exactly. Which is why the spaceport is the priority. Then we’ll be building enough accommodations to house the populations of several cities.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Tony. “Is there a need for that yet? I know New Canaan’s population has increased a lot over the last few years, but the planets can hold billions, and we’ve not crossed over ten million.” 
 
    “We aren’t, but you know New Canaanites. They love to breed. I even have a little one myself, and if his dad has any say in the matter, we’ll soon have more on the way. It wouldn’t be wise to be caught napping when it comes to providing homes for everyone. Besides, there are plenty of people who never got used to living planetside, and we want to keep our worlds as pristine as possible. There’s a demand for returning to the black, even if it’s only above a planet’s surface. I sometimes feel like that myself.” 
 
    While Erin and Tony had been talking, Troy’s horizon had developed a pronounced curve. The blue sky had transformed to the darkness of space. The car’s interior began to rotate, using a-grav systems to make them feel comfortable while the planet’s surface shifted from ‘down’ to ‘up’.  
 
    “You do?” Tony asked. “I’ve gotten used to the ground under my feet, personally.” 
 
    “I thought you might feel like that, I watched your interview with Isa in her infomentary on Tyre,” said Erin. “Hey, I don’t think I ever thanked you for your help with extracting the antimatter bombs the SSS planted. Couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Thanks, though I’m sure you would have done fine without me,” Tony replied. “Thank stars only one blew. What a freakin’ disaster that could have been. But the Tyrians got everything back on track pretty fast, and the planet’s thriving now. So tell me more about your plans for Messene.” 
 
    Erin told him at length. It was a while before she realized Tony couldn’t get a word in edgewise. She decided she’d better wind down.  
 
    “If I include everything I have in mind, the project will run for several months, but I don’t have the budget for the extended plans yet. In all honesty, when I’m ‘done’, most of the station will still just be a vacant shell.” 
 
    “Things always seem to come down to productivity and credits these days, don’t they? Not like before, when all we needed was Tanis’s approval.” 
 
    “Huh, I wish that’s all it took now,” Erin said. “Tanis would approve what I want to do here in the blink of an eye. She has the vision for it. But the system and local governments? Not so much.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. These are the people I have to deal with all the time. Have you been following the local news? Did you hear what’s been happening in their government?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t heard anything. We only just arrived, and, honestly, I’m not that interested in politics.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but there’s a breakaway faction arguing that Troy should secede from the rest of the system. They’ve formed a new coalition party in the wake of the recent elections and, from what I hear, they’re gaining support. For now, they don’t control a majority, but if they get one, it could spell trouble for your project.” 
 
    “Stars, what do you mean?” Erin asked. 
 
    “If the new faction gets their wish and Troy secedes, all bets will be off regarding planning agreements. Troy could renege on the whole deal if it wants. If the government decides to withdraw its portion of the funding, there won’t be anything anyone can do about it.”  
 
    Erin asked, “Surely Tanis won’t let them?” 
 
    “She might not want to, but she’s only one person, even if she is governor. She’s the one who established the federal parliament and planetary legislatures, ceding her power to them. She’s still the head of the military, but for things like this, she has to go through channels.” 
 
    “Well, shit. Does the charter even allow for secession?” 
 
    Tony’s shoulders rose and he cocked his head to the side. “So much of what was in the charter is null and void already, getting anyone to stick to what’s left is well-nigh impossible.” 
 
    As he spoke, the elevator car reached the tetrahedron that was Messene Station and passed through a grav-field airlock before slowing as it rose to a debarkation platform.  
 
    During the ride, the car’s pressure had adjusted to match the station’s, and the ‘safe exit’ light came on without delay. Erin and Tony rose from their seats and walked out onto the bare platform, unadorned plas and metal surfaces surrounding them.  
 
    “Cheery place,” Tony said with a laugh, and Erin shrugged. 
 
    “It’s getting there. In a few days, we’ll have plants in place, and the walls will be vistas from the four planets.” 
 
    Tony inclined his head in acquiescence, and despite her new disquiet over the political issues on Troy, a comfortable familiarity settled over Erin. She could tolerate living planetside, and spending time with Isa, Martin, and Jude was great, but she wondered if she would ever truly feel at home anywhere except in space.  
 
    They took a station car down the large concourse leading off the platform and drove the short distance to the control center, while Walter checked the progress that had been made.  
 
    Erin’s team was already hard at work. MacCarthy and Linch were there, as well as a few other engineers she’d worked with when she’d been hollowing out Laconia and the other moons. When she’d put out the call for a team to build Messene, she was able to pick the best of the best.  
 
    After greeting the team and introducing Tony, she took her seat. She laughed softly when she saw that someone had already placed a cream soda next to it.  
 
    Erin wished that her pleasure at embarking on an exciting new project hadn’t been tainted by Tony’s news. Now that she was finally getting to build her space station, were some stupid politicians going to pull the rug out from under her?  
 
    “OK, folks,” she said, “let’s get to work.” 
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    STELLAR DATE: 04.13.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Heliopolis, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Myrddan’s agent paused on the wide avenue that led up to Troy’s Government House. The building stood at the center of Heliopolis, and the city’s main roads radiated out from the imposing structure. The architect who had designed the place had been ambitious and blessed with a visionary imagination. Four round towers occupied the outer margins, each marking the corner of a square. The fifth and main building filled the central space: a rising spiral increasing in width to the middle and then decreasing again up to the final floor, which was topped by a spike. At night, the spike glowed, repeating rainbows of color that were visible from all across the city. 
 
    When the spike wasn’t lit, the government building’s only color was white, like most of the constructions in Heliopolis, yet the simple hue didn’t diminish the imposing effect. If anything, the plain color added solidity and an air of ancient strength, as if the place had been built on Earth tens of thousands of years ago and brought along on the Intrepid to be reconstructed piece by piece. 
 
    The building was far more impressive than Carthage’s parliament, and it epitomized the pride and deep-seated desire for independence that had increasingly characterized the Trojan spirit as the years of colonization wore on. It was this spirit that Myrrdan’s agent had been inflaming for the last few weeks. 
 
    The agent’s gaze shifted from Government House to the people, likewise standing and staring or walking up and down the avenue. Most of them were tourists, many probably from other planets, recording their views of the attraction. Some of the pedestrians would be governmental employees arriving for work. A few would be politicians—a parliamentary session was scheduled for that afternoon.  
 
    The agent’s challenge was to impart mind control to a select number of key individuals. The task was a tricky one. Physical contact with the subject was required to implant the control, but one could not simply approach and touch certain required people without attracting notice and perhaps arousing suspicion.  
 
    The debate was due to begin soon. The agent walked quickly up the avenue.  
 
    Passing the security checks to enter the public gallery at Government House was easy. The agent carried no weapons, and an identity check would return crystal clear results. No underhand dealings or suspicious activities marred the agent’s history. The act of maintaining the squeaky-clean public persona had required considerable effort, but it had been essential, and now it was doubly paying off. 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent took a seat at the front of the gallery and, while waiting for the proceedings to begin, checked out the layout of the chamber to see where and how it might be possible to closely approach the targets.  
 
    The Trojan People’s Party was currently in power. Their representatives occupied the right-hand side of the room on serried benches. On the left-hand side, two political parties took up the seating, though the majority of the spaces were filled by members of the Alliance Party of Troy. In the remaining space sat a party whose formation had been the agent’s doing: the Trojan Independence Party.  
 
    Myrrdan’s agent smiled grimly. Prompting the formation of the new party had only been a case of giving a voice and a platform to the underlying discontent in Trojan society; no mind control had been necessary. It had been as if the malcontents on Troy were happy to work in Myrrdan’s favor. They were fools, of course. There was nothing special about their home planet that gave it an advantage over the others. Without bargaining power to secure advantageous trade deals, Troy would quickly become the weakest and poorest world of the four.  
 
    The agent felt the gentle nudge of an elbow. 
 
    “Would you like one?”  
 
    A woman in the next seat was holding out a bag of candies, but eating was the last thing on the agent’s mind at that moment. However, as always, the maintenance of a pleasant persona was paramount.  
 
    “Yes, thank you,” the agent said, taking a candy. “These debates can go on for some time, can’t they? What brings you here?” 
 
    “A vested interest, unfortunately,” the woman said. “I run a sim center. I’m hoping the bill doesn’t go through. Off-planet visitors aren’t going to react well to being charged more than Trojans.” 
 
    “Maybe nothing will come of it.” 
 
    Taxes on tourists was the subject for the debate that was about to begin. Someone had proposed that a small tax for non-residents should apply to hotels, tours, entrance fees to attractions, and other tourist venues and activities. The reason given was that the Trojan government subsidized the tourist industry in many areas, so it was only fair that it should draw back some of those credits to reduce the burden of taxation on the local population.  
 
    To Myrrdan’s agent, these were petty concerns. Only small-minded individuals argued over such minor details in the operation of worlds and planetary systems. The only aspect of the debate that held any interest was the inclusion of the marine safari park that was currently under construction.  
 
    The agent’s interest in the marine park lay in the picotech that would be used there in the near future. It was an odd coincidence that the debate should center around the park that day. 
 
    The proposer of the bill continued to speak. Ignoring the woman’s words, the agent carefully assessed the security situation in the room. The armed personnel comprised one guard at each doorway into the areas that were off-limits to the public. The agent would have to secure control of at least one or two of the guards and rely on them to rally others to the cause. 
 
    How to do it?  
 
    The agent wasn’t without influence in New Canaan. Perhaps directly approaching one of the representatives wouldn’t seem odd.  
 
    The debaters droned on. The agent watched and brooded. Just a few weeks more, and the years of waiting and scheming would be over. Then it would be possible to leave this walled-off system. 
 
    The neighboring woman was offering candies again. Drowning the scowl that rose in response, the agent smiled and took another one. 
 
    After a length of time that seemed interminable, but in reality was less than two hours, there was an intermission. The members of the public gallery rose at the same time as the politicians, and everyone lined up to file out. Deftly, the agent eased through the queue and slipped down the steps that led to the floor of the debating chamber. The guard at the bottom was facing into the chamber, which gave the agent the opportunity to ‘accidentally’ bump into her.  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” said the agent. “I tripped on that last step.” 
 
    The guard turned, her expression hidden behind an opaque visor. “No members of the public are allowed into the debating chamber.” 
 
    “I know,” replied the agent. “I just…. There she is. Representative Strong! Representative Strong!” 
 
    “Step back,” the guard warned. “This area is off limits.” 
 
    The woman the agent had called was the proposer of the tourist tax bill. When she heard her name, she turned and walked over.  
 
    “I wondered if I could talk to you about your proposal,” said the agent. 
 
    At first, Representative Strong looked as if she was about to curtly refuse, but then, with relief, the agent saw recognition in her eyes. 
 
    “Aren’t you—” 
 
    “That’s right,” said the agent. “I have a couple of suggestions you might be interested to hear. It’ll only take a few minutes.” 
 
    “Sure, I’m interested,” said the representative, adding to the guard, “It’s fine. Let this person through.” 
 
    In three steps, the agent was at Representative Strong’s side and immediately touched her arm.  
 
    One guard, one representative, and now the chance to make physical contact with several more key figures in the plan.  
 
    The picotech was as good as won. 
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    Martin had always prided himself on being a fast, efficient, dedicated worker, but even he was finding Lindsey’s pace demanding. He guessed the excessive speed she wanted everyone to work at was partly because the sinkhole’s appearance had seriously set back her timetable. Yet he had a feeling that pushing herself and everyone around her to the limits of their endurance was also normal for her. Both Pietr and Margot had confessed to him separately that they’d been relieved when he joined the project. Lindsey wouldn’t hear of taking on any more workers, though.  
 
    “No one else is available who has the specialist knowledge or skills we need,” she said, “and I don’t have time to train anyone.” 
 
    Martin sympathized with her viewpoint. He saw something of himself in her attitude and had begun to realize that he possibly had problems with letting go, too. But he also worried that despite everyone’s best efforts, the park wouldn’t be ready in time for its scheduled grand opening. Lindsey needed to accept that possibility and give everyone a break. He decided to try to talk some sense into her.  
 
    “You know what, Linds?” he said after arriving at work not long after sunup. “I haven’t had the chance to take a tour of the site yet. Why don’t we do that this morning? I feel like I need to see the place as a whole to get a proper handle on what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she replied, “we don’t have time. We were going to work on the diatoms today, remember?” 
 
    “Pietr and I can do that, Lindsey,” Margot said. “We’re ahead on the deep-sea crustaceans, aren’t we?” She looked toward her workmate for confirmation.  
 
    He gave a brief nod and looked away. She was telling a white lie, as agreed upon by Martin the day before. 
 
    “Come on,” Martin said. “Take a couple hours’ break and show me around. You know you want to.” 
 
    Shy pride broke through his friend’s tired features. “All right. I’ll send you the steps for the diatoms,” she said to Margot. 
 
    “We know the steps,” Pietr said in response. 
 
    “Let’s take the Torpedo,” suggested Martin. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin let Lindsey decide where to take him first. The reason for the one-on-one outing wasn’t entirely made up. He really did want to see the whole site. He was tired of working like a dog in the labs and then nipping out to seed an area before rushing back to the lab again. If it hadn’t been for the opportunity for a swim before and after work, he might have had to put his foot down. 
 
    Lindsey pushed the Torpedo to its top speed, explaining that she would take Martin to the far side of the park at the Syracuse coast so they could work their way back, visiting all the sectors as they went. 
 
    “Actually,” she said, “this is a really good idea. I should complete an overall evaluation of our progress. This will help.” 
 
    Great, Martin thought. She’s managed to turn the excursion into another work exercise. He focused his attention inward, to his AI. 
 
    <Any suggestions on what I should to say to her?> he asked. <Now that I have her out here, I’m not sure how to broach the subject.> 
 
    <Sorry, you’re on your own,> Eamon replied. <But I’ll be interested to see one obsessive talk another obsessive out of being so obsessed.> 
 
    Martin tutted. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Lindsey asked.  
 
    “No. What’s at the Syracuse coast? I haven’t been that far out yet.” 
 
    “The octopus garden. I thought of creating another coral reef in the shallow water, but I wanted to do something a little different.” 
 
    “An octopus garden,” Martin repeated. “Nice.” He was a little jealous that he hadn’t thought of the idea. 
 
    “Are you living on Syracuse or Ithaca?” Lindsey asked. “I don’t think you ever mentioned where you’re staying.” 
 
    Martin told her about his house on the cliff. 
 
    “That’s your place? It’s beautiful. We noticed it being built and wondered whose it was. I never got around to buying a home here. I’ve been staying at a hotel in Heliopolis.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s something to think about,” Martin said. “It’s nice to have a home and family waiting for you at the end of the day.” 
 
    Lindsey looked pensive. “Yeah, maybe. When I have time.” 
 
    She was quiet for the rest of their journey across the Sea of Marmara. Martin assumed she was working on her evaluation.  
 
    He thought up several approaches to the subject of her overworking herself and her staff, but then disregarded each of them. Eamon had hit the nail on the head; Martin saw Lindsey’s point of view too well to convincingly persuade her out of it. 
 
    The sunlight beaming through the water was strong. It was another hot, sunny day. Isa would either be out somewhere with Jude, recording a landscape, or at home with him, creating an installation. Erin would be at work on the underside of Messene Station in the shadow of Canaan Prime’s brilliant light. Martin had a hankering to cut down on work and spend more time with his family.  
 
    “Here we are,” said Lindsey, powering down the engine and turning the submersible one hundred and eighty degrees.  
 
    Martin had been too lost in his thoughts to notice they’d arrived at the Syracuse coast. Lindsey had spun their craft to face the way they’d come, and Martin got his first look at the octopus garden she’d mentioned. His mouth fell open. 
 
    “When you said ‘octopus garden’, I thought you meant a habitat to suit a range of octopus species. I didn’t realize you meant an actual garden.” 
 
    The water was clear and the visibility good. An underwater garden stretched as far as Martin could see. Seaweeds, sea grasses, corals, kelp, algae, shells and pebbles had been arranged into beds and decorative features. Small bridges crossed the spaces between boulders, and the sand beneath had been sculpted to resemble a river. In open areas, the seabed had been swept into elaborate patterns and embellished with shells. A kelp forest rose to the surface in one spot, and fish swam through the branches like birds. 
 
    “This is phenomenal,” Martin said. “No wonder you have to do everything else in a rush. This must have taken weeks.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me who did it,” Lindsey said. 
 
    “So it’s Margot and Pietr’s work?” 
 
    Lindsey’s expression was pained. “Wrong again. It was the octopuses.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. How?”  
 
    Octopuses were incredibly intelligent, but Martin didn’t think they were capable of creating something so complex and pleasing to the human eye. Then he realized the answer to the puzzle.  
 
    “Don’t tell me they’re uplifted.” 
 
    Lindsey grimaced and nodded. 
 
    “Great. Just great. Whose idea was that?” Martin couldn’t believe it was hers.  
 
    Octopuses had a weird sense of humor. He hated to think what they would do with extra smarts and the ability to communicate with humans.  
 
    “Cameron’s,” she said. “They started causing trouble at his site—”  
 
    “Well, duh!”  
 
    “So he asked me if he could send them here. I agreed. I felt I owed him, after my urchins were eating all his kelp that time when you came to help him out. Do you remember?” 
 
    “I do,” he replied. “But you brought him the sea otters. You made it up to him and then some.” 
 
    Lindsey’s eyes widened. “I knew there was something I’d forgotten. Sea otters! I have dolphins, seals, sea lions, walruses, all the usual suspects in the marine mammals section, but I’d totally forgotten about sea otters. The visitors will go crazy over those cute little guys.” 
 
    <Your plan doesn’t seem to be working as well as you hoped,> said Eamon. 
 
    <You think?> He sent the AI a mental scowl. “Lindsey,” Martin said, “we all have enough on our plates already. Sea otters would be nice, but there’s only so much we can do in time for the opening. Why not make otters part of stage two of the park’s development? I mean, this garden alone is a fantastic attraction.” He frowned, realizing that something important was missing from the scene. “But where are the octopuses?”  
 
    Not a single sign of an octopus was in sight. Not an eye, not a siphon, not a limb moved anywhere in the garden. 
 
    “You don’t think they’re…watching us, do you?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but let’s leave, huh? And don’t take us over the garden again. Go that way, toward the drop-off.” 
 
    Lindsey drove the submersible along the edge of the garden.  
 
    “You think accepting Cameron’s uplifted octopuses was a mistake, don’t you?” she asked. “When I saw what they were creating here, I thought I’d made a good decision. But you’re right. Uplifted octopuses could mean trouble.” 
 
    Martin didn’t want to add to his friend’s problems. “Let’s worry about the octopuses later. I’m sure they won’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    <Not intentionally anyway,> Eamon chipped in. 
 
    <You know, you’re really not helping.> 
 
    <You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll try to think of something to slow her down.> 
 
    They were approaching the ocean shelf. The strait between Ithaca and Syracuse was a shallow sea, but beyond both continents lay a wide, deep ocean. It was at the point where the sea ended and the ocean began next to a deep underwater cliff that Lindsey had set her ‘monsters of the deep’ attraction.  
 
    Martin hadn’t been to this area before. He was curious to see the creatures, some of which he had never personally attempted to create. Leviathans like gigantic squid, whale sharks, spider crabs, lion’s mane jellyfish, and archelons would roam within the invisible boundaries of their home. 
 
    The work creating the massive sea creatures had been the first part of the project, which Lindsey had begun alone months previously. Genetically enhanced growth rates in the animals would ensure that they reached imposing sizes much faster than nature originally dictated.  
 
    “How are things coming along with the ‘monsters of the deep’?” Martin asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I haven’t had time to go out there recently. I set it all in motion, but Connor monitors everything for me. He hasn’t reported any problems.” 
 
    Connor was Lindsey’s AI.  
 
    <Nothing to report,> he chimed in. <Everything’s growing well. You did a good job, Lindsey.> 
 
    <Thanks.> 
 
    They were nearing the drop-off. The current was stronger, and the water above more turbulent. Instead of the bright, shallow water of the sea, the ocean depths were a dark blue deepening to black. 
 
    “Will visitors be allowed to swim in this sector?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Not sure yet. What do you think? I’m reluctant to make any part of the park out of bounds for one-on-one interactions with the animals. On the other hand….” 
 
    “I know what you mean. Accidents could happen.” 
 
    It wouldn’t be hard for an inexperienced diver to become entangled in the tentacles of a gigantic squid or find themselves in the mouth of a whale shark. Then if the creature decided to dive with their find…. Not all the visitors would be modded to survive at great depths.  
 
    “I might ask visitors to sign a waiver if they want to go out there,” Lindsey said. “I’ve included a viewing platform all the way along the edge of the drop-off, so there isn’t much of a need to swim out to see them. Animals like that are better viewed from a distance anyway.” 
 
    She turned the Torpedo around to face Ithaca. Martin looked out into the inky water where the leviathans were lurking. He expected to see a few of them as they traveled along. 
 
    “Remind me to take you to see the whirlpool on the way back,” said Lindsey. “Margot started it up yesterday. Said it’s working perfectly, but I’d like to check on it.” 
 
    Martin was also interested to see the never-ending whirlpool that would pull visitors through the swirls to the bottom of the spiral and then spit them out so they could swim up to the beginning again. He planned on trying it out himself when he had a spare moment, though that didn’t look to be arriving anytime soon. 
 
    “Look,” said Lindsey. “Something’s coming.” 
 
    Martin looked in the direction of her gaze and saw it too. A dark shape in the surrounding blackness was growing rapidly larger. The animal’s head was facing them, making it difficult to recognize it from the shape of its body. Martin guessed it was a whale shark.  
 
    He was a tiny bit disappointed. Whale sharks were a little meh. He’d been hoping to see a plesiosaur, which he knew Lindsey had also bred for the park. The long-necked aquatic dinosaurs were notoriously tricky to create, and it was a testament to Lindsey’s skill that she’d generated several.  
 
    The creature was approaching them fast, its body moving from side to side due to the powerful thrashing of its tail. Then it opened its mouth. This was no whale shark. Two rows of massive white teeth gleamed it its mouth, catching the light from the upper waters. The Torpedo would fit easily within its jaws, which seemed to occupy most of the creature’s head. 
 
    Martin knew exactly what the animal was. His grip on his armrest tightened as Lindsey didn’t change course, heading straight for it. Martin could see right down the creature’s throat.  
 
    At the last second, it turned its nose upward, and the underside of its head skimmed the roof of the submersible. The gigantic fish passed over them.  
 
    Craning his neck, Martin saw it continue on its path to the water’s surface, breach, and splash down again. Then with a flick of its tail it quickly sped from view, returning to its dark realm below. 
 
    Martin was stunned. He turned toward Lindsey and lifted a hand. She slapped it in a high-five.  
 
    “Megalodon,” he said in awe. “Awesome, Linds. Just awesome.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    As the pair journeyed back toward Ithaca, they visited the deep-sea dome, the whirlpool, the marine mammals district, the diatom domicile, and other areas in the rest of the park that were approaching readiness for the opening. Each visit was quick, yet it was well past lunchtime before they decided to return to the labs. 
 
    <I haven’t come up with any suggestions to persuade Lindsey to cut down on the workload for this project,> Eamon said. <After all, nothing I said ever persuaded you. Have you thought of anything?> 
 
    Martin had actually forgotten the reason for the trip. Seeing the octopus garden, the megalodon, and the other sights and activity areas, had heightened his enthusiasm for the place. He could see Lindsey’s point of view more than ever.  
 
    Yet Eamon was right. The team couldn’t continue at its current breakneck speed. One way or another, there had to be a change of plan. 
 
    <I’m still working on it,> Martin replied. 
 
    “Do you want to take a quick peek at the sinkhole before we go back inside?” asked Lindsey. “It’s on our route.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said.  
 
    Another stop along the way would give him more time to think.  
 
    In a few minutes, the submersible was at the edge of the sinkhole. Lindsey angled the craft downward, and they slipped into the darkness. 
 
    The geological layers in the wall were distinct as the pair dropped downward. A layer of sand, then another of firmer, chalky sand, and then finally, hard rock. The submersible’s lights cut through the murky water, and gazing into the darkness, Martin thought he saw a deeper black in the wall of the hole.  
 
    “Can you see that?” 
 
    “I can now that you’ve pointed it out,” said Lindsey. “The Torpedo’s scanner is picking up a hollow area too.” 
 
    They were near the base of the hole, where a giant crack had opened. Tony had placed structures in the base, presumably to prevent it from opening wider, but Martin was more interested in the enigmatic gap higher up. He peered ahead as Lindsey piloted the submersible closer to the space. The vehicle’s lights revealed a wide expanse inside.  
 
    <Eamon,> said Martin, <am I looking at what I think I’m looking at?> 
 
    <If you think you’re looking at a huge underwater cave system, the answer is yes. It must have opened up in an aftershock…or maybe it was filled with silt before, because the sonar scans hadn’t picked it up at first.> 
 
    “Cool,” Martin said. “Looks like we have another feature to add to the park.” 
 
    “Yes! A cave system is exactly what this park is missing.” Lindsey was grinning with excitement. “I couldn’t have wished for a better disaster to happen. What a blessing in disguise this turned out to be, right?” 
 
    <Er,> said Eamon. 
 
    “Well,” said Martin, rapidly backpedalling in his mind, “what I was thinking was, this might be an idea for the second stage of the park. You know, later on. When we have more time.” 
 
    Lindsey’s expression fell. “But it would be amazing. Just imagine all the awesome cave-dwelling species we could seed in there.” 
 
    Martin was finding them very easy to imagine.  
 
    “Yeah, but….” He was at war with himself. “It can wait, right? An underwater cave isn’t even in the plans. And, frankly, even with all four of us working all night and day from now until opening, the park isn’t going to be ready in time.” 
 
    “You don’t think so?” asked Lindsey in a small voice. 
 
    “I know so. Come on, Linds. So do you. This isn’t like seeding an ocean on a new planet, where we can take as long as we want to get it right.” 
 
    She sagged in her seat like a jellyfish out of water. “I guess you’re right. I thought with you onboard too, we would be able to get everything done.” 
 
    “It was a great ambition, and we will get everything done eventually. And some parts are nearly ready; why not open only those, or have a smaller opening rather than the grand one you had planned? Invite some of the prominent people in town, politicians, business owners and so on. That’ll keep them happy and give the media something to talk about.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s quite a good idea,” said Lindsey. “We could have a ‘soft opening,’ where visitors can see the progress we’ve made so far and get a glimpse of what’s to come. That would be a great opportunity to iron out any glitches and figure out what rules we’ll need to implement, like the access to the monsters of the deep we were talking about earlier.” 
 
    Lindsey steered the Torpedo away from the cave entrance and upward out of the sinkhole, her brow creased in thought. 
 
    <I can’t believe you actually did it,> Eamon said. <You, of all people.> 
 
    <Thanks,> replied Martin. <That’s almost a compliment.>

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.26.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Isa’s Gallery, Heliopolis, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa stood on the upper mezzanine, surveying the results of her weeks of work at the gallery. The difference in appearance compared to how the old spice warehouse had looked when she first saw the place was remarkable. She was satisfied with the progress she’d made, and warm excitement rose in her belly at the thought of opening the business.  
 
    Singh had arranged to have the elevator serviced, and a company that specialized in custom systems had put in all the electronics required for her products to function. Isa had also created artworks that served as introductions to the deeper experiences that visitors would participate in.  
 
    But there was one corner that remained empty. Though she possessed plenty of recordings she could use to create another installation to fill the space, Isa had in mind a special Trojan landscape area she hadn’t yet visited. She only had to finish up at the gallery before collecting Jude from daycare and taking him on another ‘venture’, as he called their jaunts around Troy. 
 
     The door chime sounded. Isa was puzzled as to who could have arrived. She wasn’t expecting Singh, and he would have contacted her over the Link anyway. No service workers were due.  
 
    She stepped into the elevator and rode it down to the first floor. Wondering if word had gotten out about the gallery and a visitor had turned up too early, she walked to the door and opened it. 
 
    A tall, thin woman stood on the stoop. Her clothing was so remarkable, Isa couldn’t stop herself from staring. A small, cylindrical scarlet hat perched on the visitor’s head, and a peacock blue feather sprouted from it, arching backward over her head and reaching as far as her hips. The woman wore a tight skirt suit the same color as the hat, with gold buttons. The suit’s sleeves stopped at her elbows, and the skirt ended a centimeter below her buttocks. Her long legs were tattooed in abstract patterns all the way down to her feet, which barely balanced her in impossibly high heels. 
 
    “Ms. Chen. Delighted to make your acquaintance.” The woman’s smile was so wide, her head threatened to split in two.  
 
    Finally, the penny dropped.  
 
    Singh had told Isa in passing that he would introduce her to some of his friends in the upper echelons of the Trojan art world. She guessed this had to be one of them. 
 
    “You’re, er….”  
 
    “That’s right! Elora Pennypuddy.” She held out her hand, long-fingered and bony. “Jahil told me all about your little endeavor.” 
 
    When Isa shook the woman’s hand, she felt like she was being held in an ore manipulator.  
 
    Pennypuddy released Isa from her grip and folded her arms while looking at her expectantly. 
 
    “Would you like to, er, come in?” Isa asked, pointlessly hoping her visitor would say no. She didn’t like the look of the woman and, more importantly, she had plans in mind for her and Jude. 
 
    “I would love to,” Pennypuddy replied. “I’m dying to see what you’re doing.” 
 
    Isa hesitated. She didn’t want to offend the woman, who was probably influential in the nascent art scene on Troy. On the other hand, she had just turned up out of the blue and expected to be let in, which was rude. She was already peering nosily over Isa’s head at the gallery beyond, her eyes hard and critical.  
 
    Isa was beginning to feel as though Pennypuddy was less a kindred spirit, and more a scout, sent by the gaggle of other self-important people in Troy’s art circles to snoop on what she was doing and report back. Clearly, whatever Singh had told them had excited their curiosity but hadn’t been sufficient to satisfy it.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Isa said, “on second thought, it’s really inconvenient for me to see anyone right now. I was on my way out.” 
 
    Pennypuddy started with shock. “You’re going out? But I traveled a long way to get here. Are you sure you can’t spare even a few minutes? Do you know who I am?” The last sentence was delivered with mounting outrage. 
 
    “I’m new to Troy, I’ve no idea who you are.” And I care even less, Isa added mentally. “I only want to run an art business here, so if you wouldn’t mind….” She began to close the door. 
 
    The corner of Pennypuddy’s lip lifted. “I guess I can forgive your ignorance, but this isn’t how things run here.” 
 
    “Like I said, I have to go.”  
 
    Her unwelcome visitor was glaring at her. Could the woman hurt her business if she was offended? Isa had a lot riding on her venture’s success: invested credits and time, and her own sense of achievement. She relented a little.  
 
    “Would you like to attend the opening event?” she offered. 
 
    Pennypuddy looked a tad mollified. “I may be able to, if I’m free. I’ll have to check.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll send you an invite.”  
 
    Isa closed the door.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    That afternoon, Isa was happy to dismiss Elora Pennypuddy from her mind as she flew her aircar through a pass in a mountain range, angling the vessel to sweep smoothly down to her destination: a wide grassland that bordered the Black Sea. The area was entirely deserted, which suited her just fine. She would be free to record all she wanted without fear of disturbing anyone or being disturbed herself. 
 
    The aircar was on long-term lease, and although Isa felt a little guilty at the extravagance, she couldn’t deny that it made touring Troy so much easier. To reach her current location without flying in, she would have had to take the newly built maglev across the Sea of Marmara, change at the stop on the Syracuse coast, take another maglev to the end of the line, and then hail an autocab, by which time, Jude would already be tired and hungry. 
 
    As it was, the little boy was playing contentedly with the shells Martin had brought home for him the previous night. Isa set down the aircar on an upward slope within walking distance of the water. She wanted to record an approach to the sea as well as the sea itself and the surrounding mountains. 
 
    “Here we are,” she said. “Ready for another adventure?” 
 
    “Yes! ’Nother ’venture.”  
 
    Jude fiddled with the lock to his safety straps, trying to open it himself. Isa undid the device and opened the door of the pinnace. Instantly, a sun-warmed, rich scent filled the vehicle. Not far away, meadow birds were singing.  
 
    Isa grabbed her bag of equipment, climbed out, and walked around the other side of the aircar to lift Jude down before he grew too impatient and decided to take a flying leap to freedom.  
 
    “Wheeeeeeeee,” the little boy exclaimed.  
 
    As soon as his feet hit the ground, he started off, running through the long grass.  
 
    Isa had discovered during her son’s short life that he had an unerring instinct for heading toward the most dangerous part of the landscape. The shore of the Black Sea lay a couple of hundred meters distant, and Jude was pelting full speed in its direction as fast as his little legs could go.  
 
    Fortunately, Isa thought, that isn’t very fast. “Jude,” she called, “wait for Mommy Isa.” 
 
    Her words didn’t slow the boy down one bit. Isa closed up the pinnace and set off after him, carrying her equipment and pointlessly calling his name. When she caught up to him after a few minutes, she gently told him off and made him hold her hand.  
 
    “But look,” Jude protested, pointing ahead. 
 
    His advice was unneeded. Despite the antics of her small companion, Isa had barely taken her eyes off the view that spread out in front of them. The scene was exactly as it had appeared on the holo she’d seen earlier: white-peaked mountains reflected in the still, dark waters of the inland sea. Yet being there, feeling the breeze wafting up toward the icy slopes and smelling the scent of wildflowers it carried, made everything so much better. The scene wasn’t a sight, it was an experience, exactly the kind of thing she wanted to capture.  
 
    But Isa guessed that Jude wasn’t pointing at the view. The minute he’d left the aircar he’d spotted the expanse of water.  
 
    In many ways, he truly was his father’s child. 
 
    He was tugging on her hand, dragging her toward the shoreline. Isa felt he deserved some exercise after being cooped up in the aircar for quite a while.  
 
    “Should we run?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yes,” Jude yelled.  
 
    Laughing, Isa ran with him the last fifty meters or so to the margin of the Black Sea. After crossing the tall, rough grass that bordered the beach, she flopped onto the sand. Jude had other ideas.  
 
    He pulled off his shoes and socks and flung them down. Then he took off his pants and tossed them aside; lastly, he attacked the buttons of his shirt. His features began to twist in frustration as he hurried to free himself of his final item of clothing. 
 
    “Come over here,” Isa said. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    Jude did as she asked, but waited impatiently, his feet shuffling and his gaze fixed on the water that lapped the beach. Isa undid his shirt and pulled one of his arms out of the sleeve, and Jude immediately set off for the water, tugging his other arm out of the shirt while Isa held onto it.  
 
    The little naked boy flew across the sand and ran straight into the sea, his cry of ‘Wheeeee!’ cut off by his sudden submersion.  
 
    Yes, Jude was his father’s son. Isa had often wondered if Martin had deliberately added some kind of crazy-about-swimming gene when he’d created Jude. Erin had certainly teased him enough about the possibility that he had snuck in something from a marine organism. But perhaps Jude’s love of open water was only due to Martin taking the little boy with him into the Med so often. 
 
    Jude resurfaced and began happily swimming in circles a little way beyond the shore.  
 
    “Don’t go any deeper,” Isa warned.  
 
    He always obeyed the strict rule regarding his range when he was alone in the water, but Isa always reminded him just in case.  
 
    While her son worked off the energy he’d built up during their flight, Isa began to record the stunning surroundings. She sent out drones to skim at their top speed just above the water, racing toward the distant mountains. Others were already flying upward to capture aerial views. 
 
    Isa’s old boss at Placement Services had given her permission to use all the raw material she’d gathered on Tyre for the infomentary she’d made, and while she’d been living on Carthage, she’d recorded similar material. That only left Athens to add to her collection. 
 
    Athens. Isa sighed.  
 
    She’d been so disappointed she hadn’t been able to return there with Erin and Martin. Though the other three planets were each lovely in their own way, there was something special about the fourth world of New Canaan. The fact that it hadn’t yet quite settled down geologically gave it an edge, a sense of danger that thrilled the spirit. It was no wonder that most visitors went a little crazy there—the way they might behave if they only had a short time to live. 
 
    After the day’s work, she could create the final installation, and her gallery would soon be completed. In two weeks, she would hold the grand opening event. If her business began to operate smoothly, she might be able to take some time off for a hard-earned rest, though she would have to persuade Martin and Erin to also take a break.  
 
    “Jude,” she called, “time to eat.” 
 
    The little boy broke off from completing yet another circle and headed toward the shore. 
 
    <Ms. Chen?> 
 
    Singh’s mental voice broke through her musings. 
 
    <Yes?> She wondered if he was going to admonish her about not being nice to his friend. <Is there a problem?> she asked. 
 
    <No,> said Singh. <I only wanted to let you know that a rally will pass by your gallery soon, but I want to reassure you that it isn’t anything to worry about.> 
 
    Instantly worrying, Isa said, <What rally? What’s happening? I’m not in Heliopolis at the moment.> 
 
    Singh replied, <You aren’t? Sorry, I didn’t check. In that case, maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t want to worry you unduly. A rally demanding immediate secession from the rest of New Canaan is about to start downtown. The planned route passes by your gallery, so I thought I would reassure you that the protest is peaceful and there’s no reason to be alarmed.> 
 
    Now thoroughly alarmed, Isa said, <What happens if these protesters damage the property? I hope no one does anything stupid.> 
 
    <I’m positive it won’t come to that,> said Singh. <Sorry to bother you.> He was gone. 
 
    Isa wondered if she should contact him again for more of an assurance that he would fix any damage the protesters caused. Singh was sympathetic to their movement, after all. Perhaps he was even taking part in the rally.  
 
    As Jude plunked down next to her on the blanket, Isa began to pull the feed from her drones and take out the lunch she’d packed.  
 
    Why couldn’t the Trojans go through the normal processes if they wanted something to change? The gripes and grumbles of New Canaanites who had spent hardly any time out of stasis after leaving Sol were usually amusing to Isa, but she found Trojans’ complaints annoying. Even though many of them were Taranians, they had no idea what true suffering was. In her mind, they were behaving like babies.  
 
    Troy was beginning to simmer with trouble. Isa only hoped that when the pot boiled over, no one she cared about would be scalded.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.26.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Messene Station 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Someone was coming up the strand and Erin checked the feeds to see who it could be. The space station was nowhere near operational, and very few personnel had the security access to make an impromptu visit.  
 
    Before she had pulled up the elevator car’s optics, a voice came into her mind. 
 
    <Erin?> 
 
    <Tony! I wondered who was coming to see me.> 
 
    <I’ll be there soon.> 
 
    Erin busied herself with completing a progress report for Tanis. She would have to send a copy to the Trojan government too, so she was careful to not include any commentary on Troy or its political climate. That wasn’t hard because not a single politician from the world below had contacted her. It was as if they’d forgotten all about the massive space station that was being constructed right above their heads. 
 
    The government’s lack of interest was unusual, but Erin wasn’t concerned. In fact, she was pleased about its non-interference. There was a lot to be said for not having to explain the finer details of orbital engineering to people who didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. 
 
    The station’s long arms were now in place, anchored by the additional strands, and the spaceport—set in the lower levels of the central tetrahedron—was nearly finished. Crews were busily installing the cradles that would hold the ships. Linch and MacCarthy were handling the service lines to the shells of internal structures that had already been constructed in the framework. Next on Erin’s schedule of work was building the maglev lines that would run the entire length of the station.  
 
    The place was slotting together like a gigantic puzzle. In a few months, it would be complete, and Erin knew from experience that she would feel a little sad because the fun was over. But no doubt Tanis already had another project in mind for her. 
 
    She monitored the elevator car’s progress as it climbed the strand, and tried to guess why Tony was paying them a visit. This was the third time. I guess he doesn’t have anything better to do.  
 
    She quickly finished off the final section of her report, adding a visual of the latest stage of the construction. She sent one copy in a packet to Tanis at Landfall, and another copy to the Trojan Office of Extraplanetary Development. She had no doubt it would lie in someone’s queue unread for months, if not forever. 
 
    The elevator had reached the station as she completed her report, and a few minutes later, Tony walked into the control room.  
 
    “I’m not sure what it is about this place that’s so enticing,” Erin said, “but it’s good to see you again. What have you been doing? Any news from Heliopolis?” 
 
    “I haven’t been doing anything interesting. No good news, that’s for sure. I’m here to report my sentence is coming to an end; I’ll be leaving soon and I wanted to say goodbye.” 
 
    “You’re leaving Troy?” she asked. “Damn. I meant to ask you to come over to our place for dinner one evening, but I kept forgetting.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tony said. “Another time. I’m catching the first flight to Athens tomorrow.” 
 
    “Athens? Sweet,” said Erin. “I went there once, but I could only stay for a couple of days. Are you going on vacation or are you there to work?” 
 
    “I have some work to do. The regular earthquakes as the planet’s crust settles aren’t so regular now. I’m going to work with the geologists to see if inconsistency isn’t a symptom of something more serious. We might have to adjust the position of the orbital PETER and change its energy extraction locations so we can alter magma heat and density in a few regions.” 
 
    “Damn…I’d love to spend some time seeing how the PETER works. Are there risks to the surface?” Erin asked. “I’d hate for that place to be out of bounds. I’m hoping to go back with my spouses as soon as we get some free time.” 
 
    “From what I understand, it doesn’t. I might send our analysis out to the Transcend ships for them to relay to the FGT before we move the PETER, but it probably isn’t anything to be concerned about,” said Tony. “I don’t think that after terraforming countless thousands of worlds, the FGT got it wrong with this one. But it’ll give me something to do.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re traveling there on the Odyssey, say hi to Mikkail, the cocktail waiter for me. And if he suggests that you try a Slippery Black Hole, ignore him.” 
 
    Tony chuckled. “I’ll bear that in mind.” 
 
    “Core,” MacCarthy chimed in from his station. “I’ve drunk a Slippery Black Hole. I only know I had one for sure; I don’t remember anything after it. Even my mods were blacked out.” 
 
    Erin snorted, but didn’t challenge MacCarthy’s obvious hyperbole.  
 
    “I visited Mikkail’s cocktail lounge too,” said Linch. “I don’t remember a thing about the entire trip. But I was drinking Quantums, which seem to affect you before you drink them. I’m not sure, though. Never did figure that out.” 
 
    “I had a Quantum once,” Erin said. She frowned. “That explains a lot.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Tony said, laughing, “OK, I get it. No cocktails at Mikkail’s lounge.” 
 
    “Oh no, that isn’t what we mean,” Erin said. “If you don’t drink cocktails on the Odyssey, your trip isn’t complete.” 
 
    “Now I’m confused,” Tony said. 
 
    “What we mean to say is,” Erin said, “if you want to remember anything at all about your journey, take it easy in the cocktail lounge. On the other hand, who wants to remember a run of the mill trip between planets?” She took a sip of cream soda and fleetingly wished that her drink was another Quantum, or even a Slippery Black Hole. 
 
    “So, how have things been going up here?” asked Tony. 
 
    Erin launched into a long, detailed explanation of all the work the team had completed since his previous visit, highlighting the effort involved in situating the structural arms and the four starships it took to do each one simultaneously.  
 
    After ten minutes or so, she noticed that his attention had flagged. She had a suspicion that it had done so several minutes before, so she quickly filled him in on only the last few, important details. 
 
    “You haven’t heard anything from the Trojan government, then?” asked Tony when she’d wrapped up. 
 
    “No,” Erin replied. “Not a peep. Why? Do you think I should have?” 
 
    “Probably not. The legislature must be preoccupied with all the protests.” In response to her ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about’ expression, Tony continued. “The movement to secede, remember?” 
 
    “Damn!” she exclaimed. “It’s escalated to protests? In the streets?” 
 
    “Yeah, marches and everything. Nonviolent, though. I’m surprised you haven’t noticed, it’s been on all the media outlets.” 
 
    “I guess I need to pay more attention to the feeds. Most of my focus these days is on my inbound shipments from the moons and Carthage,” said Erin.  
 
    “Well, maybe you should check them more,” Tony said. “Remember the extra budget you were saying you needed to properly fit out all the decks for future expansion? Do you think a seceded Troy will want to spend their credits on a space station, or might they think the money would be better spent elsewhere?” 
 
    “Hey,” said Erin, “I thought you came here to say goodbye, not ruin my day!” 
 
    Tony smiled ruefully. “Sorry. But forewarned is forearmed.” 
 
    “Yeah, OK. I get it.” 
 
    “I don’t know what would be best for you to do,” he admitted. “But maybe keep an eye on the political situation from now on.” 
 
    “OK. Thanks for the tip.” 
 
    “Thanks for your advice about the cocktails on the Odyssey.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.11.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Family home, eastern shores of Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa was in her closet, trying to decide what to wear for the grand opening of the gallery that evening. She was tense, unable to shake the feeling that the event could make or break her business, even though she knew that probably wasn’t true. 
 
    At least she had a large dollop of luck on her side. The worsening political situation on Troy had prompted New Canaan’s governor to pay a visit, and Isa had seized the opportunity offered in both fists and invited Tanis and Joe to her gala.  
 
    Tanis had accepted, and Isa’s grand opening had transformed from simply one more business starting up in Heliopolis, into the media event of the year. The governor’s presence would provide an abundance of free publicity. Isa couldn’t have wished for a better coincidence in timing. The only downside was that Tanis’s presence would clearly affiliate Isa and her gallery with the political faction that was against secession, but she didn’t care about that. She was against Troy’s secession. She thought it was a stupid idea, and if that put people off visiting her business, so be it. 
 
    She expected reporters from the popular media outlets to show up, but she had limited the press passes to only two. She didn’t want to impose on Tanis by allowing her to be swamped by journalists all evening. The rest of the media representatives could wait outside the venue and maybe catch a glimpse of the governor arriving and leaving.  
 
    Isa took out one of her favorite dresses. The shade of deep green complemented her skin and hair, and the dress fit well, narrowing to her waist before flaring out over her hips and then tapering to handkerchief points halfway down her calves. She put on the dress and fastened it at the back. Then she set about fixing her hair. It was a pain in the ass to put it up in a bun, so she rarely bothered, but this occasion called for a classy look. 
 
    As she worked, Isa ran through a mental list of the opening’s attendees. Erin and Martin were coming, naturally, and she asked them to invite their colleagues to help make up the numbers. Jude would be there too, though probably not for the entire evening. Much as she loved her son, Isa didn’t want the event ruined by the crying of a tired child. It had been agreed upon that if it all got to be too much for Jude, Martin would take him home. 
 
    Isa had also remembered to send an invite to Elora Pennypuddy. It made professional sense to include the other artists in the event. Singh had readily agreed to come, as had the handful of parents Isa had gotten to know at the daycare center Jude attended. She had also told Tanis to feel free to invite any Trojan dignitaries she knew.  
 
    Roughly thirty people would be attending the opening, which was a good number for the available space. She hadn’t decided whether the attendees would be able to participate in one of the installations. Four were set up and ready to use, but she would see how the evening went. If everyone began to relax, then a trip on one of her landscape journeys would add to the fun, but if the atmosphere remained sedate and formal, she wouldn’t suggest it. 
 
    Isa checked her reflection in a mirror and pulled two strands of hair down from her bun to frame her face. Satisfied that her appearance would pass muster, she tried to find the little suit she’d had specially made for Jude for the occasion. She’d been avoiding dressing him until the last minute so that he didn’t have time to dirty it before they left. The suit seemed to have disappeared, however. She wondered if Martin had taken it and was getting Jude dressed himself. 
 
    “There you are,” said Erin, poking her head into the closet.  
 
    “You’re home at last. I was worrying you might not make it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss this for all New Canaan. I had some things to pick up in Heliopolis on my way home. Hey, I recognize that.” Erin walked up to Isa and gently grasped her shoulders. “That’s what you were wearing the first time we met.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Isa replied. “You have a good memory.” 
 
    “As if I could forget.” Erin wrapped her in a hug. Releasing her, she said, “But Martin and I have bought something different for you to wear. Come and look.” 
 
    Taking Isa’s hand, she led her out to the bedroom and across to the bed, where a flat, rectangular box lay. 
 
    “Is it a dress?” asked Isa. “This is so sweet of you guys.” 
 
    “Isa, you’ve been working like crazy to get your art business off the ground, as well as looking after our son more than half the time. Of course we got you something. It’s the least we can do to show our appreciation. Go on, open it.” 
 
    Isa lifted the lid off the box and unwrapped the tissue paper to find a folded black dress. She took the dress out and held it up.  
 
    “Core, Erin, it’s beautiful.”  
 
    The material was delicate and reflected the light in a soft sheen. The fabric’s texture felt strange but also vaguely familiar.  
 
    “Go and put it on,” Erin urged. “It should fit perfectly. I tried it on myself, since we’re almost the same size.” 
 
    Isa returned to the closet and slipped out of her old dress. Erin had been correct: the new dress fit smoothly over her curves. It was a little lower at the front than she was usually comfortable with, but for the occasion, it wasn’t inappropriate. She picked out her black shoes to match. 
 
    “I love it,” she said as she returned to the bedroom. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Stunning.” 
 
    Erin was still wearing her work clothes.  
 
    “What are you going to wear?” Isa asked her. 
 
    “Darn it. I hadn’t thought about it. I guess I can find something that looks halfway decent.” 
 
    “Why don’t you wear the dress I was wearing? Like you said, we’re the same size.” 
 
    “Your dress?” Erin looked surprised and more than a little alarmed. “I haven’t worn a dress in…I can’t remember the last time I wore a dress—other than trying that one on, of course.” 
 
    “Why not make an exception tonight? You would look great, I’m sure.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll do it. Just for you. But there’s something else we have to do first.” Her eyes flicked upward as she spoke on the Link. “Wait here for a minute.”  
 
    She walked out of the bedroom, and Isa heard her footsteps going down the stairs. A moment later, more footsteps resounded from the staircase. Heavier and lighter ones than Erin’s. Martin and Jude were coming up to the bedroom.  
 
    Martin entered the bedroom first, wearing a suit. Isa’s mouth fell open. She was so used to seeing her husband in old swim shorts and a worn t-shirt, his hair rough with salt water and uncombed, that she almost didn’t recognize him. He looked amazing. But Jude stood next to him, and the little boy outshone his father.  
 
    Jude’s suit was identical to Martin’s, only about ten times smaller. What a pair they make.  
 
    Jude’s cherubic little face was grinning, as if he knew the deepest secret in the world. 
 
    Erin stood behind them both.  
 
    “Give Mommy Isa her present, Jude.” 
 
    “Another gift?” Isa asked. “You guys are spoiling me.” 
 
    “Not any more than you deserve,” Martin said. 
 
    Jude ran forward, bringing a box out from behind his back. Isa reached out, and he thrust the box into her hands.  
 
    “Open it, Mommy Isa. Open it! It’s so pretty!” He bounced up and down in excitement. 
 
    “Don’t spoil the surprise, Jude,” said Martin. “Let her find out for herself.” 
 
    Isa undid the small catch and opened the box. When she saw what lay inside, she gasped.  
 
    “Sweet stars, this is too much. It’s beautiful, but I can’t accept it.” 
 
    Sitting on the red velvet cushion inside was a necklace made of a silvery metal. Five slim chains looped across the front, studded thickly with pearls and opals. They linked together into a single chain that went around the back of the neck.  
 
    “This must have cost a fortune. What’s it made of?” 
 
    “Rhodium,” Erin replied, “with a little platinum mixed in.” 
 
    “Rhodium?” Isa squeaked. “I appreciate the gesture, but I really can’t accept this. I can’t wear it. I’ll be too worried I’ll lose it.” 
 
    “Stop being silly,” said Erin. “Turn around and let me put it on you.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Isa,” Erin said, “if you don’t wear this necklace, all Martin’s work will go to waste. He grew those pearls for you at his site on the Med.” 
 
    Isa’s gaze lifted to Martin’s. He nodded. “I seeded the oysters the day after you gave birth to Jude, and I harvested the pearls before we packed up everything to send to Troy.”  
 
    Tears sprang to Isa’s eyes. 
 
    “And I mined those opals for you from an asteroid,” Erin added. 
 
    “You did?” asked Isa. 
 
    “No, I didn’t, actually.” Erin chuckled. “I bought them at the jeweler in Heliopolis where I commissioned the necklace. There, it’s on.” She kissed the back of Isa’s neck. 
 
    The necklace felt cool and light against Isa’s skin. The jewelry was easily the most expensive thing she’d ever worn. It was probably worth more than all the credit she’d earned in the last decade. She could feel herself choking up.  
 
    She murmured, “I don’t know what to say,” but the words came out high-pitched and were barely intelligible.  
 
    “You don’t need to say anything,” Erin said. “We love you, and we wanted to show you just how much on what could be one of the most important nights of your life.” 
 
    Isa’s capacity for speech deserted her. Erin gave her another hug, and Martin wrapped his arms around them both. Jude jumped up and down, asking to be let in to the ‘snuggle’. Martin bent down and picked his son up, holding him in the crook of his arm. 
 
    Isa sniffed. Her face buried in Erin’s shoulder, she asked, “What’s this dress made of?” 
 
    “Silk,” Erin replied. 
 
    Silk. That was why the texture had felt familiar. Isa’s new dress was made of the same material as the sheets in their hotel room in Athens. 
 
    “So, as well as the most beautiful and expensive necklace I’ve ever owned,” said Isa, “you got me a dress made of worm cloth?” 
 
    “We did,” Martin replied. “I’m glad you’re grateful.”
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    Erin flew them in Isa’s aircar to the roof of her art gallery. It turned out to be a wise decision. A crowd had already gathered outside the entrance in the street below. Erin guessed that media reps had been the first to arrive, and then passersby had stopped to see what was happening. But arriving by air didn’t mean the family escaped the news drones, which hovered around as they exited the vehicle. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Erin said to Martin, who was visibly annoyed and shielding Jude’s face as he carried him over to the hatch. 
 
    Isa opened the small door and, gathering the skirt of her dress in one hand, descended the steps. Martin followed her, but halfway down, he paused and looked upward into the starry sky. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Erin asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Only I thought I heard the engine of a big ship.” 
 
    He stepped down the remaining treads to the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    <Tanis? Are you on your way yet?> Erin asked. 
 
    <We should be there in about ten minutes, Erin. Joe’s going to fly us over.> 
 
    <Smart move. This place is crawling with reporters.> 
 
    <I thought it would be. I seem to be the number one attraction in town. And not in a good way.> 
 
    <You didn’t manage to win the Trojans over to your point of view? I’m surprised.> 
 
    <Is that sarcasm?> 
 
    <What I can’t figure out,> Erin continued, <is how did all the assholes manage to end up on the same planet?> 
 
    Tanis laughed. <A lot of the Taranians settled on Troy…they always had a bit of a chip on their collective shoulder. Anyway, we’ll be there soon.> 
 
    “Tanis is going to arrive via aircar too,” Erin told Isa when she reached the upper mezzanine. “I explained about the media situation.” 
 
    Isa closed the hatch. “I hope reporters don’t turn this evening into a disaster. I’m so happy Tanis could come, but I want her and Joe to have a good time, not be bombarded with questions about the political situation.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about Tanis if I were you,” replied Erin. “If anyone can look after themselves, it’s her. What’s more important is that the focus of this event isn’t on the governor of New Canaan. Your art gallery is what this is all supposed to be about.” 
 
    Isa’s eyes flicked upward. “The caterers are here.” 
 
    “I’ll go down and let them in,” said Martin. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” said Isa.  
 
    Martin handed Jude to Erin and he and Isa took the elevator. 
 
    Erin had brought a bag of toys to keep Jude busy. Holding it in one hand, she grasped Jude’s hand with the other and walked with him down the stepped bridge that crossed to the lower mezzanine.  
 
    “Whooo,” Jude said, peering through the balcony rails at the first floor. “Look. Daddy and Mommy Isa.” 
 
    “Yeah, there they are.” Erin stopped to watch what was happening below. 
 
    Isa had opened the door to the caterers, but as the workers and automatons carrying covered trays were entering, other people were pushing through the portal, trying to sneak inside along with the servers. Martin was quick to push them out again.  
 
    Erin bit her lip. Isa had worked her ass off to set up her art business; she hoped the evening would be a success. And she hoped that Tanis’s attendance would be more of a benefit than a detriment. 
 
    Music started up, and the lighting softened. The party was about to begin.  
 
    Erin was looking forward to having a good time. She hadn’t done much except work or relax at the house on the coast for a while. It would also be great to catch up with Tanis and Joe about everything that had been happening in Carthage.  
 
    <Erin?> 
 
    <Linch,> she replied. <You’re here already?> 
 
    <Yeah, I’m outside. MacCarthy’s here too, but when we tried to go in, some tall guy in a tux pushed us out again.> 
 
    <Gee, sorry. That sounds like my husband. He must have thought you were from the media—they’re swarming the place because Tanis is coming. Wait a minute and I’ll come down and let you in myself.> 
 
    She descended the rest of the staircase to the lower mezzanine and then took the elevator to the first floor. 
 
    “You’re performing your bouncer duties a little too well,” Erin told Martin when she reached the door. “You ejected two of my engineers along with the reporters.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Martin said. “It’s hard to tell who’s who. They’re all claiming they were invited.” 
 
    “I’ll identify the ones I know,” said Erin, approaching the door. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Isa as she returned from showing the caterers where to set up. “I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    She jerked the door open, causing several people who had been leaning on it to fall inward and hit the floor. Ignoring the sprawling journalists, she yelled, “If you don’t have an invite, back off to the other side of the road, or I’m calling the police! The governor of New Canaan will be here tonight, and she doesn’t take shit from anyone.” 
 
    Erin snorted with laughter. Dressed in black silk, bedecked in highly expensive jewelery, her hair beautifully styled, Isa looked like a queen… But her character had been forged as an enslaved miner at Sirius, and that wouldn’t ever change. 
 
    Isa’s tirade had the desired effect. The uninvited separated from the invited and grumpily shuffled across the street, though their drones remained, hovering annoyingly close to the entrance. Erin spotted Linch and MacCarthy and beckoned them over. Isa allowed one of her new friends in too.  
 
    The woman’s appearance led Erin to conclude that she must be from Troy’s art world. Her hair was a work of art in itself; it circled her head like a halo and pulsed purple and green. She was wearing a painfully bright orange jumpsuit that fit her like a second skin except that it flared out widely from her knees downward. Erin wondered how she could walk. The most remarkable aspect of the artist’s clothing was the two holes cut in the fabric in the area of her chest, perfectly exposing her small breasts.  
 
    “Is that suit the latest fashion on Troy?” Martin asked Erin, his gaze naturally drawn to the most eye-catching aspect of the costume. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the latest fashion anywhere.” 
 
    <Erin, we’re here,> said Tanis. <We’re on the roof.> 
 
    <Great,> she replied. <I’ll be up there in a minute.>  
 
    She left Jude with Martin and took the elevator to the third floor. When she opened the roof hatch, she almost didn’t recognize Tanis. She was wearing a gorgeous, long, red dress that shimmered in the evening light. Joe stood beside her looking dazzling in his dress uniform. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” said Erin as they stepped down the stairs. “This means so much to Isa. And not only because your presence has turned this into the event of the year in Troy’s social calendar—Isa really wants all her friends here too.” 
 
    “It’s our pleasure,” Tanis replied. “I’ve been doing my best not to strangle politicians all day, and Joe’s been dealing with the planetary militia—such as it is. We’re curious to see what Isa’s been doing. She used to talk about her ideas when she would come over to the lakehouse, but I don’t think I ever really understood what she meant.” 
 
    “Come and see,” said Erin. As they walked to the elevator, she continued, “Isa invited a couple of reporters who’ll probably want to speak to you, but we kept the rest at bay.” 
 
    “We saw the drones on the roof,” said Joe.  
 
    “They can talk to me all they want, but I’m not going to discuss anything except Isa’s work,” said Tanis. “If they want a scoop on the state of the Trojan government, they can go pound sand.” 
 
    They stepped off the elevator at the first floor. 
 
    “What is the state of the Trojan government?” Erin asked. 
 
    “It’s a mess,” said Tanis. “I’m glad I decided to come here and see for myself what is happening. I can’t understand what’s gotten into them. Pride in your planet is fine, but if they think Troy can make it alone in the system, they’re a bunch of idiots. We all have to work together.” 
 
    “Did you have any luck persuading them of that?” Erin asked. 
 
    “I think I made some headway,” said Tanis. “I’m meeting Independence Party leaders tomorrow and speaking to some business leaders. But if they do decide to secede, there isn’t a lot I can do about it—the original charter did have a lot of leeway for disparate settlements; maybe they’ll have to learn from their own mistakes. At least the Troy Independence Party won’t have a chance at government until the next election in four years. They’re the ones who will definitely secede if they get in. With luck, your station will be booming by then, and off-planet commerce will pick up.” 
 
    The room was soon buzzing, as more guests arrived and the drinks and food were passed around. The music had a catchy beat, and some people began to dance. Martin was playing with Jude, and Isa was chatting with Tanis and Joe and some of the Trojan dignitaries. Meanwhile, Isa’s artist friend had attracted a circle of admirers and seemed to be holding court as if the artworks were hers and not Isa’s. Aside from the painfully obvious upstaging attempt by the strange woman, the party seemed to be going well.  
 
    Erin sought out Linch and MacCarthy. She found Linch spinning on his heel, his gaze sweeping the gallery.  
 
    “This place is amazing,” he said. “When you invited us to this event, I thought I would come along to be polite, you know? I mean, I thought it would be something to do. I wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    Erin hadn’t taken much notice of how Isa had transformed the space. Linch’s words caused her to really look at the gallery for the first time. He was right. Through a combination of plain 2D images, vids, holos, and 3D artwork, Isa had created a captivating, breathtaking display. 
 
    Erin’s heart swelled with pride that she was married to such a talented artist. “Isa’s created something really special, hasn’t she? But what you’re seeing isn’t actually what this place is about; it’s only an introduction to the real experience.” 
 
    “Sounds cool,” said Linch. “If this is just a taste of what your wife can do, I’d love to see what the main course is like.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” said Erin. “I was her test subject for some of her experimental work, which was awesome, but she’s refined her technique since then. She was saying that she might run some sessions for guests later, depending on how the evening goes.” 
 
    Martin arrived with Jude, and Erin introduced him to Linch, who said, “We already met. At the door.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah. Sorry about that,” said Martin. 
 
    “No problem. I could see you were having problems with gate crashers.” 
 
    “Great,” Martin said, “I appreciate your understanding, because I wanted to ask if you could do your boss a favor and look after her son for a while so she can dance?” 
 
    “Hey, who said anything about dancing?” Erin protested. 
 
    “Sure,” replied Linch, grinning as he took Jude from Martin. “C’mon, little buddy, let’s go look at some pictures.” 
 
    Martin took Erin’s hand and led her out to an open space near some other dancers.  
 
    “You look great in that dress,” he told her, taking her other hand as they moved with the music. 
 
    “Thanks. You don’t look too bad yourself.”  
 
    Martin leaned forward and whispered in Erin’s ear, but at the same time, the music hit a crescendo, and she didn’t catch what he said.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    Martin repeated his suggestion over the Link. 
 
    Erin shrieked and giggled. “I don’t think that’s physically possible.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it would be fun to try.”  
 
    They danced some more, but both found themselves looking at Jude, who was holding Linch’s hand and gazing open-mouthed at the images Isa had created.  
 
    “He’ll probably get bored soon,” said Martin. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Erin. “Or tired.” 
 
    “I’ll take him home if that happens. I don’t mind leaving early. But don’t you think it’s a pity Jude doesn’t have any brothers or sisters to play with? We wouldn’t have to keep him occupied. I think he’ll feel lonely when he’s older.” 
 
    “Martin, you know this family isn’t one of your seeding sites, right?” 
 
    “Of course I do. But we are a family, and families have children. Unless you want Jude to grow up as an only child?” 
 
    “OK, I hear what you’re saying, but Isa has only just started her business, and a lot of the time she was working, she had Jude with her. That couldn’t have been easy. I don’t think it’s fair to expect her to carry another baby right now. And….”  
 
    Martin gave Erin a look that caused her to stop dancing.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” she told him. “I’m sorry, but I can’t imagine myself waddling around a station like an overweight duck. Anyway, didn’t you mention something about male seahorses? Do they carry their young instead of the females?” 
 
    “They do,” Martin replied. “Still….”  
 
    He paused.  
 
    “Lindsey’s just arrived with Margot and Pietr. I’ll go and let them in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After a while, Erin grew tired of talking to the gathered throng, so she found Isa and asked if she could experience one of her installations.  
 
    “I’d love it if you would,” Isa replied. “I’ve tested them myself, but it would be great to get a second opinion from someone I can trust to tell me the truth. Do you want to select one from the menu? Oh, by the way, I asked Tanis and Joe if they’re still OK to babysit Jude if we want to go to Athens in the next few months, and they said they would be happy to. We should arrange dates with them soon.” 
 
    “Great. Now we only have to persuade Martin to agree.” 
 
    “I’ll start working on him later.” 
 
    Erin looked up the list of installations. Isa had created experiences based around places on Carthage, Tyre, and Troy. Erin was tempted by the tunnel in Mount Athos on Tyre and the musical pillars on the same planet.  
 
    “I notice you don’t have one based on the Crystal Cave.” 
 
    “Ugh, no,” Isa said. “I couldn’t bring myself to do that, though you can see I did include the Golden Cavern.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Erin. “I think I’ll try The Scamander.” 
 
    “Really?” Isa asked. “I thought you would go for something farther from home.” 
 
    “I can see the river and the plain from the Messene,” Erin explained. “But I’ve never managed to find the time to visit them. This will be a nice alternative.” 
 
    “Right,” said Isa. “The supporting artifacts are on the upper mezzanine, or you could hang around here to do it.” 
 
    “No, I’ll go upstairs to be out of everyone’s way.” 
 
    The upper mezzanine was empty. Below, on the first floor, Erin could see the tops of the heads of the crowd moving and mingling, some bobbing in time to the music. Everything was going well. In another two or three hours, it would be over and everyone would go home. Erin was happy the night had turned out to be a fantastic success. 
 
    <Are you doing this with me, Walter?> 
 
    <No, I think I’ll try a different one.> 
 
    Erin sat in one of the cushioned chairs that lined the walls. Moving and still images and holos of the Scamander river valley surrounded her. Erin focused on one vid of the river rushing over boulders and closed her eyes.  
 
    The installation kicked in. Instantly, she was in the spot where Isa had recorded the vid. The sounds, scents, and feel of the air in the scene rushed in on her. The effect was sudden and real and created such an impact that Erin jerked and opened her eyes.  
 
    She was back on the upper mezzanine of the gallery. The hum of the party floated up from below. 
 
    Closing her eyes once more, Erin relaxed into the sim. It was pleasant to be transported away to the fresh, natural scene after the hubbub of the social gathering.  
 
    She was standing on the Plain of Scamander, next to the river of the same name. A strong wind was blowing, turning the long grass of the plain into a stormy ocean ruffled with waves. Along with the rush of the wind, the babble of the river dashing over the rocks filled the air. Canaan Prime was low in the sky, and sunset colors were building on the horizon, glancing off the lower edges of the clouds. 
 
    Erin wondered when Isa had recorded this moment. It was a beautiful scene, and she wished she had been there to share it with her.  
 
    Then Isa’s special added effects started to filter into the experience. The rocks in the river began to coruscate in subtle shades of color, and the river turned into a sheet of mobile silver. The water looked like mercury and reflected the deepening hues of the setting sun. The noise of the wind subtly transformed into the quiet song of a thousand voices, and rather than pushing into Erin, the breeze felt like it was blowing through her. 
 
    Erin hadn’t been aware she was smelling the earthy, grassy scent of the plain until it blended into the sounds she was hearing, and in the same way, she found she could smell the noises. The sights she was seeing became sensations on her skin. She found herself dissolving into the scene as if she were a part of the landscape, or perhaps even united with the planet, the system, and the stars beyond. 
 
    Erin let herself sink into the experience. She forgot she was at Isa’s opening event, that she had a space station to build, and almost everything that she associated with being herself. The Scamander had entered her psyche. 
 
    Suddenly, the scene felt like it was shaking, and a thundering sound shook her out of her reverie. 
 
    Erin’s eyes flew open, settling on the roof hatch that was hanging down and swinging wildly. It had been blown open. The air was hazy. On her left, she could see armored legs and booted feet running down the stairs. Erin half rose to her feet just as a soldier stepped onto the mezzanine and lifted his weapon. A pulse round hit her square in the chest.  
 
    The blast flung Erin from her seat and she crumpled to the floor, struggling to breathe.
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    Between gasps, Erin rose onto her elbows, trying to make sense of what was going on. A few seconds prior, she’d been in the middle of a thrilling sensory and spiritual experience, and then she’d been rudely flung back into reality.  
 
    Armored feet were running past not far from her head, headed to the staircase that led to the other mezzanine, soldiers firing downward at the partygoers as they ran. 
 
    Dozens of concussive pulses thumped out, reverberating around Erin’s skull, increasing her confusion. They were followed by shouts and cries from the partygoers, mixed in with the sounds of breaking glass and falling gallery displays. 
 
    What the hell is going on? Is Troy being attacked? How has the Transcend passed through all our outer defenses without anyone spotting it? 
 
    It occurred to her that these might be Trojan separatists, trying to kidnap Tanis as part of their plan to secede. She wondered where they’d acquired the armor and weapons to pull the assault, then remembered the equipment caches that had been set up on each planet. 
 
    Dammit.  
 
    Erin’s heart froze. Not only were Isa and Martin down on the first floor where the soldiers were headed, Jude was there too.  
 
    Knowing that stealth was her only option now, she slumped back down, lying still and trying to avoid attracting attention from the remainder of the platoon that was moving past.  
 
    They have to be here for Tanis—why would they bother taking an art gallery?  
 
    Despite the governor being the most obvious target, Erin wasn’t too concerned about Tanis or Joe. Those two were well able to defend themselves. Isa and Martin, on the other hand, weren’t armed, and with protecting Jude being their primary concern, they wouldn’t fight back either. 
 
    The tramp of boots past Erin’s head finally ended, and she glanced around to see that the mezzanine was empty. The hatch the attackers had busted open hung at a crazy angle, and she could see the clear, starlit sky through it. 
 
    It would be easy to escape onto the roof and leave in the shuttle, if the attackers hadn’t destroyed it. But there was no way she was leaving without her spouses and son. 
 
    Erin crawled to the edge of the floor and peered between the railings. Pulse fire continued to resonate through the space. On one side of the main floor, she could see that the strange, orange-clad woman was on the floor having some kind of fit, while a soldier dispassionately stood over her. Other groups were being held at gunpoint and marched toward the front entrance, which stood open.  
 
    For a moment, Erin clung to the hope that Martin and Isa had left with Jude, but then she spotted them standing toward the rear of the space. Her spouses formed two corners of a triangle; Martin had Jude in his arms, and Isa was at his side. A soldier formed the triangle’s third point. He was swinging the barrel of his rifle between the two adults. 
 
    The concussive blasts from the pulse rifles had lessened, and Jude’s terrified wail was reaching a crescendo, echoing throughout the gallery. 
 
    That sound caused unbridled rage to rise in Erin’s chest. 
 
    Other than the man covering the twitching orange woman, the soldier covering her family was the only one she could see from her vantage. There was still fighting going on somewhere below—likely Tanis and Joe making a stand.  
 
    That pair didn’t go anywhere unarmed. Maybe they would succeed in defeating the attackers, despite being heavily outnumbered…. Though Erin wasn’t prepared to leave the safety of her family to chance.  
 
    Deciding on a course of action, she slowly rose and ran to the stairs that crossed to the other mezzanine. She probably wouldn’t get far along it without being noticed, but she didn’t have to go far to carry out her plan.  
 
    Erin took another look at the soldier who was threatening her family. Do I rush and hope for the best, or take careful aim?  
 
    If she missed, she would seriously hurt herself and fail at rescuing the people she loved. A surprise strike had the greatest chance of success, even though it meant a higher risk of discovery.  
 
    No time to come up with something else….  
 
    Erin began to creep down the stairs, hoping no one would look up. Martin, Isa, and the soldier guarding them had moved closer to the center of the room, but were not yet, unfortunately, in exactly the right spot. She would have to judge the angle correctly.  
 
    Being an engineer paid off in so many ways. 
 
    <I’ve a full dose of nano ready,> Walter advised her. <Try to get your hands on a weapon, and I’ll manage the breach.> 
 
    <Thanks, Walter, I—>  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Someone had seen her. A soldier that had been out of view before was gesturing toward her from the lower level. She’d run out of time. Erin dashed down the final steps, leapt onto the banister rail, and, after taking a split second to judge her angle, jumped. 
 
    She’d barely had enough time to confirm that she’d gauged correctly before she hit her target—who’d just turned to look in her direction.  
 
    Her reinforced skeletal structure and the mods for her space-borne work added considerable weight to Erin’s diminutive body, so when her feet smashed into the shoulders and back of the soldier, the man lost his balance and toppled. 
 
    Even as she hit the floor and rolled to her feet, she didn’t take her eyes off the man’s weapon, which he now held with only one hand while struggling back to his feet.  
 
    She didn’t waste a moment, lunging at him and dropping her nano onto the weapon as she wrested it from the attacker’s hands. By some miracle, she managed to prise it from his grip.  
 
    She yelled over her shoulder at Isa and Martin, “Run!” 
 
    <Bugger…this is some tough nano I’m up against. OK…weapon’s yours.> 
 
    Erin didn’t recognize the weapon, and assumed it must be a Transcend rifle. In any case, the interface mapped to her HUD in a moment, and she mentally pulled the trigger, firing a pulse blast into the soldier’s groin.  
 
    He fell backward, and she fired another blast into his torso before flipping the weapon to its projectile mode and putting a kinetic round into his chest. He wasn’t dead, but from the groaning, she knew he’d be out for the count.  
 
    Erin spun to see Martin and Isa rushing for the door, a still-wailing Jude in Martin’s arms.  
 
    Her eyes swept across the space, noting several ruined displays, and then saw that the enemy guarding the orange woman was gone. She spotted him moving around one of Isa’s art displays for a clear shot and she dove to the ground, lobbing a series of kinetic rounds in his direction.  
 
    One hit him in the shoulder, and he returned fire. 
 
    <He’s still only shooting pulse blasts,> Erin said to Walter. <But I just took out one of his teammates—what the hell is going on?> 
 
    <I don’t know…the local Link is down, I can’t find out what’s happening outside.> 
 
    Erin was about to move to cover, when a shout came from behind another display.  
 
    “Drop it, buddy!” 
 
    Tanis’s voice was unmistakable. Erin shifted to see the governor advancing on the soldier from one side, with Joe coming in from the other. 
 
    The man lowered his weapon and then let it fall to the ground before placing his hands on his head. 
 
    “You OK?” Tanis asked Erin as Joe kicked the soldier’s rifle away. 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin said as she rose. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “You’re locked down, private,” Joe said to the soldier, and then turned to Erin. “Nice jump. Good thing you have a spacer’s mods, or that would have broken your ankles.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, you don’t get to my point in life without being able to work out newtons of force and tensile strength numbers on the fly. But seriously, what—” 
 
    “It was a drill,” Tanis said as she glanced around the space at the mess made by the fleeing patrons and attacking soldiers. “I didn’t expect them to hit us here, but not knowing when it’s going to come is sort of the point.” 
 
    The man Erin shot groaned as he struggled to his feet. “For low-v rounds, those sure hurt like a bugger.” 
 
    “Head outside and see the medic,” Joe instructed him as Tanis surveyed the space. 
 
    “I guess we’re the last ones. I need to talk to Commander Dell.” Tanis said to Erin, “You should go check on your family.” 
 
    Erin nodded mutely, the adrenaline fading and the shock of what had just occurred settling in. She followed Tanis and Joe outside to see that the street was full of people standing in small groups and talking. Some of the soldiers who had been attacking the art gallery were chatting with locals, their weapons slung casually over their shoulders as they made sure everyone was OK.  
 
    Martin and Isa were standing together across the street from the gallery. Jude was still howling in fear, and Martin was trying to comfort and quiet him. Isa looked defeated and sad. 
 
    Erin walked up to them. “Shit…glad you two are OK.” 
 
    “A drill,” Martin said through gritted teeth. “A fucking invasion drill. Right in the middle of Isa’s opening event.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin sighed as she glanced at Isa. Her wife’s hair had been messed up during the attack and was half hanging down. She’d also lost a shoe. “Yeah, it was…unfortunate.” 
 
    “Unfortunate?” asked Martin. “Look around you. Or go find your friend and ask her. Tanis must have known all about it. She probably arranged it!” 
 
    Martin’s vehemence caught Erin off guard, and she found herself reeling from the onslaught. But he was right, Isa’s party had been ruined, and the gallery and much of the art she’d worked on for months had been damaged. By Tanis’s own words, it had been something the governor knew about, but she had her reasons, if Erin could get her to explain…. 
 
    Erin didn’t need to go far to find her; the governor and Joe had just stepped away from the company commander and were walking toward them. She hadn’t noticed before, but Tanis’s dress was torn off at the knees, and there were some bloodstains on her calves, but otherwise they both were unharmed and relaxed. 
 
    “I didn’t mention it before, but you did really well, Erin,” Tanis said as she reached the family.  
 
    “Yeah, you flew down like an avenging angel,” said Joe. “I don’t think anyone was expecting that. I was impressed.” 
 
    “But you were expecting the attack, right?” Martin was glaring at both of them. Jude had finally stopped screaming and was sobbing sad, hiccupy sobs as he rested his head on his father’s shoulder.  
 
    “I did know the drill was scheduled for some time this week,” Tanis replied as she gave Jude a kind look. “These things are arranged months in advance. It was an unfortunate coincidence it took place tonight, Isa.” 
 
    Isa hung her head. Erin could tell she was trying not to cry. 
 
    “But the good thing is,” Tanis continued, “it went off well, there was minimal damage, and emergency response teams kicked in just as they should have—especially from unexpected quarters.” She patted Erin on the back. “By the way, Isa, I think your gallery is fantastic. I’m sure you’re going to do great business. You can apply to the Invasion Defense Fund for compensation for any damages. I’m sorry that we have to go, but we need to review some other sites and then oversee the planetary briefing before we return to Carthage tomorrow evening. But my offer to babysit still stands. If you guys want to take that trip to Athens, let me know. I’m sure we can arrange something.” 
 
    “Always happy to have Jude on the ranch,” Joe said in parting before he and Tanis walked away. 
 
    “If she thinks I would leave our son in her care after tonight,” Martin muttered once the governor was out of earshot, “she must be insane. I’m not letting Jude anywhere near her or her family. The woman’s a psychopath.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s going a bit far,” said Erin.  
 
    She felt sorry for Jude, and Isa too, but she could also see Tanis’s point of view. She had bigger concerns to worry about than one small family or a friend’s party. 
 
    “You’re actually going to stand up for her after what she did?” said Martin.  
 
    “What she said was right. She couldn’t change the schedule; this kind of thing takes a lot of organization, and Isa only invited her to her opening party yesterday.” 
 
    “Tanis terrified our son and ruined Isa’s evening, and she didn’t even have the decency to apologize.” 
 
    “She probably doesn’t think she has anything to apologize for,” said Erin. “Like I said—” 
 
    “I heard what you said,” Martin spat. He was pale with anger. 
 
    Erin was about to respond when Isa raised her hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Please, don’t argue. It’s only going to make everything worse.” 
 
    Martin contented himself with glaring at Erin. Jude, exhausted by the night’s events, was nodding off. Martin adjusted his hold on the boy so that he could better support his head. 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” said Isa. “I want to try to find my shoe. Then I want to go home. I’ll come back and assess the damage in the morning.” 
 
    Erin wrapped an arm around Isa as they trudged across the street to the gallery. She felt so bad for her, and Jude’s cries had torn at her heart, yet she knew the governor was only doing her job. She had a duty to protect New Canaan. Knowing Tanis, that was what she would do, regardless of who she might disturb or upset.  
 
    She hoped that when he’d had time to calm down, Martin would understand. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him so angry, not even when she’d accidentally sent shockwaves through his seeding site on the Med.  
 
    When it came to the things that were dear to him, he thought with his heart, not his head.
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    The following morning, the mood at breakfast was tense. Isa looked from Martin to Erin and then to Jude. Martin’s expression was stony. Erin was quiet and pensive. Only Jude seemed his normal self.  
 
    Then Isa actually looked at what her son was doing: swooping his toast down into his egg and smashing it to pieces. His behavior appeared to be a re-enactment of Erin’s rescue attempt at the invasion drill.  
 
    Perhaps he’s suffering from the aftereffects of last night too. 
 
    Isa sighed and turned her gaze from her family to the view from the terrace. It was a far nicer sight. The rising sun was sending streaks of gleaming light across the Sea of Marmara. The breeze that blew her hair away from her face was gentle and balmy. She couldn’t wish for a better place to be or better people to be with, but somehow everything had gone wrong, and she didn’t know how to put it right. 
 
    Ever since their altercation the night before, Erin and Martin hadn’t spoken to each other in the way they usually would. They weren’t exactly refusing to speak, but they were being frighteningly civil. Isa had never seen either of them so polite. She hated it. Should they talk about what had happened? Isa guessed that opening up the subject of the invasion drill would be like dropping a gram of antimatter on the table. The best she could hope for was that no one would mention the event that had ruined her opening party ever again. But she doubted that would be enough to mend the rift between her husband and wife. 
 
    “Are you going in to work today, Martin?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Yes, I thought I would, if that’s all right with you guys. Still lots to do.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Erin said. 
 
    “Me too,” said Isa. “I think I’ll go over to the gallery. I need to contact the assessors and make a claim for damages.” 
 
    Martin’s jaw muscle twitched.  
 
    Erin studied her cereal closely. 
 
    “We’re beginning the visitor facilities construction phase at the park,” said Martin, “so I’d like to spend some time there today.” 
 
    “What facilities will you have?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Hotels, education centers, banqueting halls, observation decks, and so on. Just the usual. Lindsey planned it all out months ago with a couple of architects who have experience in designing underwater environments.” 
 
    “Just the usual?” asked Isa. “That’s quite a list. It sounds like the construction of all that will take longer than it has to seed the park with creatures.” 
 
    “No, it’s only going to take a few days,” Martin replied. “Lindsey got permission to use picotech. She’s waiting on the delivery of the modules.” 
 
    “It’s going to take a few days to use picotech?” asked Erin. “That stuff works in seconds.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s going to take longer in the park,” Martin replied. He looked as though he was about to say more, but instead, he took a bite of toast and chewed it grimly. 
 
    “I’ve used picotech in construction before,” Erin said when it was clear that no one else was going to fill the silence. “Someone tried to steal it. That was how I got to know Usef; he led the detail that caught the thief.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Isa said. “You never told us about that. What happened?” 
 
    “I was working with a young engineer, Sasha. We were….” Erin glanced at Martin, who continued to look away from the group. She sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you another time.” 
 
    “I thought I would take Jude in with me today,” Martin said.  
 
    “Take Jude with you?” Isa asked. “How? You said it’s a half-hour swim to the labs.” 
 
    “I had something made for him,” Martin said, his expression softening a smidgen. 
 
    Isa also relaxed a little and hoped it was a sign that he was beginning to get over his anger about the drill and Erin’s response. 
 
    “I didn’t want to bring it out last night because that was supposed to be about you and your gallery. I’ll go and get it now.” He stood up and walked into the house. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Isa asked Erin. 
 
    “Maybe a little wetsuit? I don’t know.” Though her tone was normal, unhappiness creased Erin’s features. 
 
    “Here it is,” Martin said as he returned to the terrace. Balanced between his arms was a child-sized submersible. “Jude’s very first vehicle.” 
 
    “That has to be the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen,” said Isa. 
 
    “He doesn’t have to operate it,” Martin explained. “Eamon can drive it and make sure he isn’t ever in any danger. And when I’m at the labs, he can come out with me in one of the submersibles they have there.” 
 
    “He’s going to love it,” Isa said. “Look what Daddy brought you,” she said to Jude. 
 
    “That for me? I want in it!” The little boy abandoned his toast-smashing activities and wriggled in his seat, trying to get down and reach his gift. 
 
    “That is cute,” said Erin, “but are you sure it’s safe? I know Jude’s a great swimmer, but you’ll be underwater all the way to the labs.” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure it’s safe,” Martin snapped. “Do you really think I would put our son’s life in danger?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Erin replied. “I’m only saying I think he’s a bit young to be alone in something like that. What if it leaks, and the Link goes down at exactly the wrong moment? Eamon would never know—” 
 
    “Do you think I won’t be watching him? What the hell, Erin? You’re the last person who should be telling me I don’t care about my son’s safety.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that you won’t be watching him,” Erin said hotly. Then she added, “What do you mean I’m the last person who can say you don’t care about Jude’s safety? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means you weren’t so concerned about him last night, but you think it’s OK to criticize me.” 
 
    “Not concerned about Jude? Of course I was, I leapt off a balcony and took out a soldier to get to him. I hated to see him so frightened.” 
 
    “He wasn’t frightened, he was terrified.” 
 
    “But he didn’t come to any harm in the end, and he’s OK now.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. You don’t know him like we do; after he was born, you were hardly around. Maybe you just don’t care about him as much as Isa and I do.” 
 
    Isa sucked in a breath.  
 
    Erin looked like she’d been slapped. 
 
    Martin paused. He looked down at Jude, who was trying to open the little submersible, apparently oblivious to the angry words passing over his head. 
 
    Erin gazed at Martin steadily as if giving him the chance to retract his statement. He wouldn’t look at her.  
 
    She carefully put down the spoon she’d been idly holding and rose to her feet. She walked past Martin, and disappeared into the house.  
 
    “Martin,” Isa said as soon as she was sure Erin was out of earshot. “How could you tell Erin she doesn’t care about Jude like we do? That was a terrible thing to say.” 
 
    “Maybe it was, but maybe I’m right too. You saw how she behaved last night…. Your evening was ruined, Jude was a screaming mess, and she didn’t care. She sided with Tanis, the person who orchestrated the whole thing, and who could have stopped it if she’d wanted to. Only she didn’t. She allowed it all to go ahead, knowing full well that the drill would spoil everything you worked for, and that there was a young child present.” 
 
    “She said she didn’t know it was happening then,” Isa countered, but Martin cut her off with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “All it would have taken was a note to the commander not to attack your gallery because there were children present. Do you think our governor would have let the drill go ahead if her own kids had been there? I bet she wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” said Isa. “Maybe she would. Tanis has the whole system to think of, don’t forget. We’re all depending on her. Millions of us. And it wasn’t only my gallery that was attacked—there were lots more places throughout Heliopolis. I saw it on the feeds last night.” 
 
    Martin said, “You’re too nice for your own good, Isa. Just because you got friendly with Tanis while we were in Landfall doesn’t mean you have to defend her.” 
 
    Isa’s eyes narrowed, but she forced the frustration from her voice. “I’m not as nice as you think. I’m only trying to see it from her perspective. Martin, please go and talk to Erin. You really hurt her feelings—what you said was flat out rude. I already have the aftermath of the drill to deal with at work. I don’t want to have to deal with it at home too.” 
 
    Martin’s expression softened ever so slightly. “All right, I will. I don’t think I should have to, but since you’re asking me, I’ll try.” 
 
    Isa watched him as he also disappeared into the house. She hoped that his apology would sound sincere and that Erin would forgive him.  
 
    When Martin was out of sight, she told the servitor to gather the breakfast dishes. Most of the food remained uneaten.  
 
    For a few moments, there was silence on the terrace except for the sound of dishes being stacked and the scrape of the submersible on the stone floor. Jude had given up on trying to get inside it and was just pushing it around. 
 
    The calm was suddenly disturbed by the sound of raised voices, coming from the direction of the master bedroom, the window of which overlooked the terrace.  
 
    Isa winced. It didn’t sound like Martin’s apology had been effective. Though she could hear Martin and Erin’s shouts, she couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    She put her hands in her lap and gazed out to sea once more as she listened unwillingly to the fight going on above her.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Mommy Isa?” Jude asked.  
 
    He left his submersible where he’d pushed it against the railing and skipped to her side. He rested his head on her lap and looked up at her with wide eyes. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m OK, sweetheart.” 
 
    Jude didn’t seem to believe her. He climbed into her lap, hugged her, and lay his head on her chest.  
 
    Isa wiped her eyes. 
 
    The two of them sat like that without talking, Jude lending his silent support, or perhaps seeking comfort, until finally the yelling stopped. Not long afterward, Erin came down to the terrace. 
 
    “I’m going to work,” she said and leaned down to kiss the top of Jude’s head. “Bye bye, sweetie.” 
 
    Isa caught Erin’s hand in her own. “Did Martin apologize for what he said?” 
 
    “He did,” she replied, “but it was obvious that he didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You know I don’t agree with him, right? I know you love Jude just as much as we do.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s good to hear you say it.” Erin kissed Isa goodbye and then left. 
 
    Isa hugged Jude tightly. For a short while, she’d seen a glimmer of hope that what had been broken last night would be fixed. Now she didn’t know if that would ever happen.
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    Erin was still fuming over Martin’s comment as she strode through the elevator terminal. She knew why he had made his crass, unfair statement; he was overprotective of Jude and it was making him lose perspective about what happened at Isa’s party. Erin suspected that, deep down, he didn’t really believe his words. She didn’t think he could be that blind or misguided about how she felt about their son.  
 
    Yet that didn’t change what he’d said, or the fact that he’d used his love for Jude as a weapon against her. It was a horrible, low blow. When he’d made his half-hearted apology, he hadn’t even been able to look her in the eyes.  
 
    <Dammit, Walter, how could Martin say that? How could he?> she demanded as she reached the car and settled into a seat. <He knows I couldn’t help being away all those months while Jude was a baby. When we all agreed to have a child, I made it clear that I wouldn’t be able to be around much. But he still thinks it’s OK to turn around and say I don’t care about our son? Unbelievable.> 
 
    <I agree. It was a thoughtless, hurtful comment,> said Walter. <It’s understandable that you’re upset. And you had prepared so carefully to make the evening go well. It’s hardly surprising that the violent disruption has disturbed you all.> 
 
    <I don’t know about that,> Erin said as the car began to climb the strand. <The idea of the drill didn’t bother me. I didn’t like the fact that it upset Jude, but Tanis has to prepare us for when we’re invaded. If it wasn’t Isa’s gallery opening being disrupted, it could have been an event that was just as important to someone else. It wouldn’t be fair for Tanis to create safe zones so that her friends aren’t affected.> 
 
    <That’s true, but I think the governor may find she’s lost two of her friends after last night.> 
 
    <Well,> Erin said. <I’d be surprised if Martin ever speaks to her again, let alone leave Jude in her care. But I don’t know about Isa. She was distressed about what happened, but I’m not sure if she’s angry with Tanis too, or if she accepts that these things are necessary.> 
 
    <Perhaps a bit of both.> 
 
    <Right. It would be hard not to be mad at someone who ruined something so special to you. But I think Isa will come around. I know she really likes Tanis, or she did anyway. And her gallery is amazing. I think she’ll do great business despite the hiccup at the opening, or maybe even because of it.> 
 
    <I certainly agree with you on that. I took part in one of her installations too. A delightful experience.> 
 
    <Which one was it?> 
 
    <The Black Sea Adventure.> 
 
    <Cool,> Erin said. <The Scamander was awesome. I think I would have felt fantastic afterward, if I hadn’t been so rudely interrupted by Marines stomping into my dream.> 
 
    <I’m sure they would have rather been participating in one of Isa’s installations than frightening young children.> 
 
    <You’re absolutely right,> Erin said.  
 
    Walter’s comment started her fuming again. Martin didn’t see the invasion drill the right way. All he was seeing was that a bunch of soldiers had terrified Jude, and that the woman who’d arranged it didn’t seem to care about his son. But it was because Tanis cared about Jude and all the other kids in New Canaan, and all the adults, too, that she had done what she did.  
 
    Stars, Erin thought, he should be thanking Tanis for the drill.  
 
    But it wasn’t the drill or Martin’s inability to see the wider picture that was the problem. It was his hurtful statement that had gotten to her, worse than anything anyone had said to her in a long time.  
 
    She knew from the first time she’d met him that Martin could be difficult and stubborn, but she had never imagined he could hurt her so badly. She wondered if he would ever truly retract what he’d said, and if he did, if she would be able to forgive him. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Erin’s foul mood hadn’t dissipated by the time she reached Messene Station. If anything, she felt angrier and more crushed. Fighting off Transcend invaders was nothing compared to navigating the pitfalls of relationships. She wondered if she’d stumbled on the reason it had taken her so long to venture into the world of romantic partnerships again. 
 
    Her feelings clearly showed on her face. As she entered the control center, MacCarthy took one look at her and immediately glanced at Linch, who switched his gaze to his console. They were clearly talking over the Link. Probably something along the lines of, ‘Watch out. The boss got out of the wrong side of the bed today.’ 
 
    She slumped into her seat. “OK, guys. We’re finishing off the maglev mainline today, right? Shouldn’t be too hard. Did someone check that the last of the sections were delivered last night?” 
 
    “Double checked. It all came in on the latest shipment,” Linch replied. “We’re set to begin.” 
 
    “Let’s do it, then,” said Erin. 
 
    Laying a maglev track wasn’t complicated, but it would take time to install all the sections across the entire length of the station. Like most of the construction work, it was carried out by remote drones. The station’s AI hadn’t yet been appointed, so Walter coordinated the machines. Erin would also monitor their progress via the feedback they sent and feeds she pulled from several checkpoints across the construction site.  
 
    The task was so straightforward that it was too simple for her right then. She wished she had something more complicated that required deep concentration and would distract her from her thoughts.  
 
    As she monitored the track laying through the central concourse, the image of Martin’s face as they’d yelled at each other in the bedroom that morning kept flashing into her mind. She entertained a vision based on the events of the previous evening, in which it was Martin she’d jumped on and knocked to the floor. That would have shut him up.  
 
    Then she felt bad about her wish-fulfilment daydream. She loved Martin. If only he wasn’t being such an asshole. 
 
    She suddenly stood up. Her movement was so quick and unexpected, MacCarthy and Linch jumped a little in their seats.  
 
    “I’m going to take a skiff out and tour the station,” she said. “It’s about time to give it a good visual inspection.” 
 
    “OK,” MacCarthy said. “We’ll keep an eye on the track laying while you’re gone.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” she told him. “I can fly a skiff and monitor the installation progress at the same time, you know.” 
 
    Another look passed between MacCarthy and Linch. Erin decided that leaving the control center for a while was definitely a good idea. Her discomposure was clearly showing. 
 
    She walked out of the room and turned down the corridor that led to the newly built administrative shuttle bay. The vast space was nearly empty. Most of the ships wouldn’t be delivered until the management crew was assigned in a few months, but the construction teams had the use of a few shuttles and skiffs for carrying out inspections or transporting engineers across the site to fix anything that required human attention.  
 
    Erin took the nearest vessel, flew it out of the bay and over the station’s half-finished structure. Almost immediately, her tension slipped away; the image of Martin’s angry face finally fading from her thoughts.  
 
    There was something calming about the near-emptiness of space. Things out in the black were simpler. The shell of the pinnace was all that lay between her and death. Out in space, you did what you had to in order to survive. You defeated the bad guys and moved on.  
 
    Erin sighed. This colonization stuff is hard. Counting my time at the Kap, I’ve spent the majority of my life doing it, too. 
 
    When she reached the eastern end of the station, she turned the skiff so that its roof faced the construction site. Ithaca and Syracuse were below her. Due to centripetal force, the side of the station facing the planet was ‘up’. That’s where most of the current construction was taking place. Viewing the work that had been completed so far and observing the automated machinery and drones busily working lifted her spirits.  
 
    She flew over a long section a few dozen kilometers from the eastern end of the station, which was covered in a ten-kilometer dome that Linch had grown from pure carbon. Beneath was a vast learning campus with parks and buildings that Erin was tailoring to house an engineering academy and science center. She felt that Troy’s next generation of engineers would be deprived of vital experience if they didn’t have the opportunity to work in an off-planet environment. Though whether the Trojans would use her space as she intended, she didn’t know—especially with their recent isolationist bent.  
 
    If the current trends continued, the planet’s future was murky. Erin had concluded from her conversation with Tanis that she, Isa, and Martin might have a difficult decision to make in the near future. Should they remain on a seceded planet, or go live on one that remained within the New Canaan government’s control? 
 
    Martin.  
 
    Her tension mounted again. Her reflections had led her back around to the subject she’d been trying to avoid.  
 
    <Erin,> Walter said, his tone carrying some urgency, but not enough to jar Erin from her thoughts. 
 
    Damn Martin and his heartless…I do love Jude just as much as he and Isa do. 
 
    <Erin, where are you going? Stop!> 
 
    The pinnace veered sharply to the right, throwing Erin to the side as the a-grav system strained to compensate. Her eyes snapped to the forward view, and she saw a large grey object slide by only centimeters from the front of the ship as collision alarms blared.  
 
    <Shit! What did I do?> 
 
    <You nearly flew into a—> 
 
    <Piece of maglev track.> Belatedly, Erin realized what she was looking at. 
 
    <I tried to warn you,> said Walter, sounding peeved. <You were flying erratically. I tried to move it out of your way, but then you banked and almost flew right into it. I had to seize control of the skiff.> 
 
    <Boss, you OK out there? We just got a near collision alert…the drones had to move a section of track into a new holding position.> 
 
    Erin groaned. <Those guys are never going to let me live this down,> she said to Walter before replying to the team in the control center. <Yeah, we’re good, just…well, I was a bit distracted. Walter saved the day.> 
 
    <Skiff OK?> McCarthy came on the line. <Do you need a drone to tow you in?> 
 
    <Ha ha,> said Erin. <Very funny. I’m OK, but Walter’s not letting me have the controls back.>  
 
    She cursed Martin’s insensitivity one last time as Walter steered the skiff back to the bay.
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    Isa flew her aircar high over Heliopolis, skirting the city’s edge. The route wasn’t the most direct from her home on the coast, but she was taking it because she was considering adding the cityscape to her gallery’s installations. 
 
    She also admitted to herself that she’d decided to take the indirect course because she was delaying her return to her gallery. She didn’t feel like seeing the destruction the drill had wrought in the full light of day. She’d left the place quickly the previous evening, too tired and dismayed to properly assess the damage after the drill was over. Then Martin and Erin’s argument that morning had put the seal on her unhappiness. Going in to work in order to begin the cleanup was the logical thing to do, yet it was hard to face it all.  
 
    Isa’s gaze drifted over the sea of white buildings, which glared almost painfully bright in the morning sunlight. She recorded what she saw as she flew, though half-heartedly.  
 
    Up until then, all her art creations had been entirely natural landscapes. She was uncertain whether a cityscape would work, though cities had their beauty too, especially the ones in New Canaan. All the system’s metropolises had been planned for aesthetic as well as utilitarian purposes.  
 
    Some, like Heliopolis, had been heavily inspired by cities of ancient Earth. From what Isa understood, there had been places on humanity’s home planet that had developed an intrinsic charm and grace over hundreds of years of building and rebuilding. Other cities in New Canaan were based upon the principles of pleasing design, like the Golden Ratio, and optimum functionality. 
 
    Isa frowned as thoughts of Erin and Martin’s fight pushed back into the forefront of her mind. Try as she might, she couldn’t achieve the mental state she needed to do her work. She decided there was no point in flying around aimlessly all morning, vexed by her troubles. She couldn’t fix the antagonism between Erin and Martin; that was their problem. But she could do something about another important area of her life: her business.  
 
    She set the aircar on a direct course for the gallery. 
 
    As the vehicle set down, the first damage that would require fixing was easy to see. Erin had made a hasty repair to the entrance hatch so that no one would be able to open it, but the jamb and door were bent and fractured. Isa wondered what the Marines had used to bust the thing open. The loud bang that had reverberated through the gallery before they stormed the place still remained vivid in her mind.  
 
    Isa unlocked the hatch and climbed down to the upper mezzanine. She checked around, but the damage seemed minimal on that floor. Aside from Erin, no one else had been there when the Marines attacked. The troops had passed through, focusing their attention on the first floor, where most of the partygoers had gathered. 
 
    The corner of Isa’s lip lifted in a wry grin as she remembered Erin’s plunge from the stairway. Joe’s description of her as an avenging angel had been spot on. Isa had had the surprise of her life when the soldier who had been guarding her and Martin had been felled by a human bomb falling from above. Clearly, the Marines who had passed through the upper mezzanine had figured that one small woman in a dress couldn’t do much harm, but Erin had proven them wrong. 
 
    Isa crossed to the lower mezzanine. The damage caused by the troops here was greater. They had scraped a few of the 2D images, and one screen was cracked. Yet even so, the repairs required were minimal. The images were easy to replace, and a new screen would only take a few minutes to install.  
 
    Having completed her assessment, Isa walked to the elevator and rode it down to the first floor. 
 
    <Ms. Chen?> It was Singh. <Are you going to your gallery today? I need to check the damage caused by the drill last night.> 
 
    <I’m here right now if you want to come over,> Isa said. <I was assessing the damages myself.> 
 
    <You are? There’s no need for you to do that. As the owner of the building, it’s my responsibility to make the claim. I’m only five minutes away. I’ll be there soon.> 
 
    <As far as I can tell, there isn’t anything structural apart from the roof hatch. It’s my work that’s been damaged. Though I admit I haven’t looked thoroughly yet.> 
 
    <We can talk about it when I arrive,> said Singh. <I have to see for myself if the building requires repairs.> 
 
    On the first floor, the caterers’ automatons had cleared up all the debris from the party, but the wreckage from the mock invasion remained. Some seating had been broken, another of Isa’s screens was cracked, and one of her art displays had been fully smashed.  
 
    The piece had been made of wildflowers that she and Jude had picked along the shores of the Black Sea. The preservation technique had retained all their natural color and turgidity so the flowers had looked real, but they hadn’t been rendered robustly enough to withstand the tramping of Marines’ boots. 
 
    Isa gazed at the remains. It wasn’t the fact that the art piece had been destroyed that upset her—it was that the work represented her memories of spending time with her son.  
 
    Nevermind, Isa told herself, there will be more happy times and more good memories. 
 
    Singh shortly announced his arrival, and Isa let him in. After greeting her, he stepped through the doorway, put his hands in his pockets, and strolled along the edge of the room, studying carefully everything he saw. When he reached Isa’s smashed artwork, he paused and tutted.  
 
    “What a shame. You’re right. You’re the one who should claim for compensation for your own possessions. How much do you think you’ll ask for this?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Isa replied. “It’s hard to estimate the value of any of my pieces. They were never for sale. They only existed to introduce the customers to the moods and concepts of the installations. I don’t think I would part with any of my work no matter what price was offered—I’ve invested too much in them in other ways.” 
 
    “You should try to get as much as you can,” Singh said. “I’ve heard the compensation fund is large and the administrators are generous. Personally, I’m hoping to profit considerably from the invasion drill. This isn’t the only property of mine that was targeted. Another place—a meeting hall—was attacked too. I just came from there. The damage was considerable.” He gave her a wink. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be comfortable with applying for more compensation than is fair.”  
 
    “Do you think everyone else isn’t going to exaggerate their claims?” asked Singh. “I’m sorry, but that’s naive. It’s standard practice to claim more than you’ll pay in repairs and replacements. That way, when the administrators reduce your payment, you end up with the amount you really deserve. Besides, Troy will secede soon. After that happens, we won’t be able to benefit from the system’s funds, so we might as well grab as much as we can now.” 
 
    Isa was aghast at her landlord’s mercenary attitude. Her expression must have shown her feelings, for he turned quickly away from her and resumed his journey around the room, as if he felt a little ashamed. But Isa was also curious about Singh’s other statement.  
 
    “Do you really think that Troy will secede soon?” she asked. 
 
    His comment didn’t seem to make much sense. A parliamentary election had taken place only a few months prior, and the party that had run on a secession agenda had lost. Despite the noisy rallies, Isa had the impression that most Trojans were not behind the idea. 
 
    “Yes,” said Singh. “I do. I can’t elaborate on how I know, but, between you and me, it would be wise for you and your family to be prepared.” 
 
    “Prepared? In what way? Are you saying we should leave?”  
 
    Isa couldn’t imagine herself, Martin, or Erin uprooting again after such a short time on Troy.  
 
    Singh had progressed to the opposite side of the space. His slight form was dwarfed by the wall that stretched all the way up to the narrow, rectangular windows of the third story. He faced Isa and spoke across the length of the room.  
 
    “I’m not advising you one way or the other. But the time to decide whether you’re a Trojan or a New Canaanite is coming soon. Whatever you think that decision might be, you and your family should act in accordance with your long-term interests. If you don’t believe in Troy’s independence, living here will quickly become uncomfortable.” 
 
    Singh resumed his inspection, leaving Isa in silence while she chewed on his words.  
 
    A few moments later, he said, “Ah, now look at this scrape.” He indicated an area of the wall. Isa couldn’t see any damage from the distance she was at, so the mark was either faint or non-existent.  
 
    “Disgraceful,” Singh continued. “This may require this section of wall to be replaced.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Sickened by her landlord’s attitude and worried about what the future held for her family, Isa hurried Singh through his inspection and left her gallery not long after he finally departed. Surveying the aftereffects of the drill had depressed her. She needed a change of scenery and some exercise. 
 
    Isa had spent so much time working on her enterprise since arriving in Troy that she hadn’t spent any time in the capital’s streets. She felt like they would be a good place to just hang out and do nothing, which was exactly what she needed. She was also wondering if Singh been bullshitting her with his ominous warnings.  
 
    Is Heliopolis on the verge of some kind of uprising? Or did I misunderstand what Singh meant, and something even more sinister is going on?  
 
    She didn’t know the man very well. It was possible he was only being a dramatic scaremonger. On the other hand, she’d heard about several demonstrations, and one had taken place directly outside her gallery. If what Singh was implying was true, he was right in that she, Erin, and Martin had a hard decision to make, and soon. 
 
    Isa walked along the sidewalk outside her business, unsure where she should go. Heliopolis was full of interesting narrow alleyways and tiny shops, as well as wide plazas decorated with frescos under awnings that were unusually colorful compared to the generically white buildings.  
 
    In the end, it was the pinnacle on the skyline that captured her attention. The spike was visible from all parts of the city. Isa knew that the structure rose from Troy’s Government House, but she had never been there.  
 
    Using the point as a guide, she headed in its direction. On her way, she passed all the usual places she expected to see in any capital in New Canaan: bars and cafes, sim centers, sports facilities, body modding clinics, parks and gardens, speciality food vendors, and autocab stations. People seemed to be going about their business normally; she didn’t detect a mood of discontent or restlessness. Life went on as usual. But then what did unrest in a population look like to the casual observer? 
 
    When she reached the avenue that led toward Troy’s parliament, she paused for a moment to take in the building’s majestic appearance. The sight caused her to forget her troubles for a short time and return to her earlier speculation on whether she should create a cityscape installation. She could do a lot with such a magnificent structure.  
 
    Isa snapped herself out of her reflection. She might not be running a gallery on Troy at all in the near future.  
 
    She continued to walk down the long avenue, the afternoon sun beating down on her bare head. As soon as she’d taken a quick look around the government buildings, she would return to the gallery and make her modest and honest claim for damages. Then she would fly home. Perhaps Martin and Jude were already there. 
 
    The thought of Martin reminded her once again of the fight he’d had with Erin that morning. Isa had always been aware how easy it would be for her two strong-willed, opinionated spouses to fall out with each other, and it had finally happened. Suddenly, the prospect of returning home didn’t seem so inviting. 
 
    By the time Isa reached the imposing mirrored spiral of Troy’s parliament, she was gloomy again. On both a public and personal level, everything around her seemed to be falling apart. Why was everyone so determined to be discontent? 
 
    Isa wandered under the overhanging upper stories of Government House, where it was shady and cool. She halted and looked upward. The rows of floors, each larger than the one below, rose away into the sky. At the structure’s base stood the transparent walls of its first floor. Isa looked inside at the lobby where visitors, tourists, workers, and maybe some politicians mingled.  
 
    What caught her attention, and caused her to wonder about the planet’s future even further, was the presence of so many guards.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.18.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Park, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The octopuses were misbehaving and—for some reason that Martin hadn’t figured out—dealing with them had become his responsibility. He didn’t relish the task, but it meant he would be out of the labs for a while and the opportunity appealed to him. Ever since the invasion drill a week ago, he’d been out of sorts. He was angry with Erin, angry with himself, angry with everything, and having to work with Lindsey and the others at the lab every day didn’t help. 
 
    As he piloted the single-seater submersible in the direction of the octopuses’ area, Martin recalled the garden they’d created. It was a nice spot that visitors to the park would love, and he decided he should be careful not to antagonize the creatures. Uplifted octopuses might be total pains in the ass a lot of the time, but they also had plenty to offer. With the opening of the marine park only a few weeks away, it would be a shame to lose them. 
 
    Lindsey had already laid down the law with the creatures. They weren’t in the marine park under duress. They could leave whenever they wanted, but if they wanted to stay, they had to behave. 
 
    Martin suspected that the real reason the octopuses fooled around so much was because they thrived on the mayhem they caused, and they loved the attention they received whenever someone turned up to scold them.  
 
    When he had crossed about three-quarters of the Sea of Marmara, he began to see the complex, beautiful pattern of marine plants, colorful rocks and shells, and sculpted sand of the octopuses’ garden. It was surprising how similar the place was to a human garden. Had the creatures been copying designs they’d searched for on the Link? Or were their aesthetic preferences another example of convergent evolution, like octopus and vertebrate eyes?  
 
    Either way, the octopuses designing their spot to be exactly how they liked it was a feature, not a bug. It was their habit of leaping out onto unsuspecting visitors, ‘cuddling’ them, and then squirting ink everywhere before zooming away that was the problem. 
 
    So far, only Pietr and Lindsey had fallen victim to the prank. Martin had to make the creatures understand that while the park technicians might find their antics amusing, regular tourists would not. He had to make them promise to lay off. He doubted he would get through to the creatures, but Lindsey had asked him to try. 
 
    Martin guided the submersible over the garden, heading toward the kelp forest. Peering over the side of his vessel and all around, he couldn’t see a single octopus. Nothing but plant life was moving, wafting in the wash of the water so close to the shore. The octopuses’ prey animals like crabs and molluscs were conspicuously and predictably absent too. Like last time he’d been there, the place appeared to be deserted. But there was no doubt they were there somewhere.  
 
    Octopuses were masters of disguise. Without specialized equipment, Martin couldn’t distinguish them from the seaweed, rocks, sand, and pebbles, even with his modded eyes. Somewhere, they were hiding, watching, and waiting. 
 
    <Boo!> 
 
    A huge piece of the sea floor shifted and detached. Turning brown-grey and eight-limbed, it flew toward Martin. Instinctively, he tried to escape, but he didn’t stand a chance. In another moment, the octopus had wrapped itself around his submersible. All he could see was the pink-fleshed underside of octopus arms, thick with wide suckers. The creature was very large, around six meters from tip to tip.  
 
    Probably Enteroctopus dofleini, Martin guessed.  
 
    <You got me,> he said. <Good job.> 
 
    <Hehehe. That was a neat trick, wasn’t it?> 
 
    <Yeah, hilarious.> 
 
    <You didn’t see me, did you? I was hiding really well.> 
 
    <That’s right. I have to admit, I had no idea you were there.> 
 
    The octopus’s arms shifted, sending the suckers sliding over the submersible’s shell. The creature was extremely strong. Though the submersible’s engine was still running, the vessel wasn’t making any progress.  
 
    Martin turned it off. It looked like he wouldn’t be going anywhere for a while. At least he would have a good story to tell at dinner that night. Then he remembered the state of things at home.  
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    <My name’s Xavier,> the octopus said. 
 
    It was a surprisingly human name. The few uplifted octopuses Martin had encountered had given themselves names that were unpronounceable.  
 
    <Hi, Xavier. I’m Martin.> 
 
    He was determined not to ask the creature to release him. That would be playing right into its hands, or suckers. If Martin knew the character of octopuses, Xavier probably loved to tease his captives. The more boring Martin was, the quicker the octopus would decide he wasn’t any fun and would release him. Then Martin would give Xavier a stern talking to. 
 
    The silent impasse stretched out until Xavier was finally the one who cracked.  
 
    <Do you want me to let you go?> 
 
    <No. I want to spend the rest of my life with you wrapped around me.> 
 
    <You do?> Xavier sounded confused. <Oh, I get it. That’s sarcasm, right? What you mean is you do want me to let you go. Am I right?> 
 
    <Yes. Well done, Xavier. You’re one smart cephalopod.>  
 
    The creature seemed to think highly of itself. Martin figured a little flattery wouldn’t go amiss. 
 
    <Good. I am smart. I want to try some of that sarcasm too.> 
 
    Darn it, Martin thought. The conversation wasn’t going how he’d intended. 
 
    <Err….> Xavier continued. <In that case, I’m never letting you go.> His arms shifted again.  
 
    Martin caught a glimpse of the seabed, but then the gap was filled by a large octopus eye. The rounded rectangular pupil focused on him.  
 
    <Did I do it right?> Xavier asked. 
 
    <Sarcasm? Um, I guess so.> 
 
    <Sweet. I’m a smart cephalopod. I can be sarcastic.> He paused. <So, do I let you go now or not?> 
 
    <If you have to ask me…> Martin reconsidered what he was about to say. <Uh, if you were being sarcastic, what that means is now you have to let me go.> 
 
    The thick arms writhed off of the transparent surface of the submersible, and Martin regained control of the vessel. 
 
    Xavier was bobbing on the seabed, his large tentacles outstretched and his mantle flopping lazily to one side. His buddies also revealed themselves, altering their coloration so they no longer looked like pebbles or shells or any other part of the ocean floor. Martin had rarely seen so many all at once. Most of the species in the order Octopoda were solitary. He guessed that it must have been quite an effort for them to come together to create the garden. Perhaps it was their unusual proximity to each other that was sparking their aberrant behavior. Or maybe they were like intelligent kids with too much time on their hands. 
 
    <Thanks, Xavier> Martin said, <I appreciate it.> 
 
    <You’re welcome,> the octopus replied. <Or was that sarcasm too?> 
 
    <No, definitely not. It’s great to meet you all. Is everyone here? Because I’ve come to talk to you about something.> 
 
    <Most of us are here,> replied Xavier. <Except for Ainslee. She just laid about seventy thousand eggs, so she’s kinda busy.> 
 
    A vision of seventy thousand more octopuses roaming the marine safari park, pouncing on visitors, holding them hostage, demanding to be taught how to be sarcastic, sprang into Martin’s mind.  
 
    He pushed the images away. Most of the larvae would be eaten. He hoped most of the larvae would be eaten. He returned his attention to the job at hand.  
 
    <You’ve done a great job here, guys, really great. This is one of the best places in the park.> 
 
    The octopuses’ coloring began to darken, and one or two reared up, stretching out their legs like tent poles.  
 
    Whoops. These creatures are so sensitive. He added quickly, <Did I say one of the best places? What I meant to say was the best place in the park.> 
 
    The octopuses relaxed, and their coloring paled to their normal hues. 
 
    <It really is the best place, isn’t it?> said Xavier. <We did a great job.> 
 
    <Yeah, yeah,> the others echoed.  
 
    <We did a great job.>  
 
    <Great job. Really nice.> 
 
    <Best place in the park. But my part is the best out of all of them.>  
 
    <No, mine’s better.>  
 
    <Huh? What are you talking about? My bridge beats your sand sculpture.> 
 
    <No way. Anyone can build a bridge. Creating a sand sculpture takes real skill.> 
 
    <Guys, guys,> Martin said, <it’s all great. But what I’ve come to tell you is that we’re opening soon, and when the visitors come, they’re going to want to see you, not only your beautiful garden, OK? So don’t be shy. Show yourselves. Talk to people. Maybe play gently with the kids. Pranks, like the one Xavier just pulled on me, are funny, but the visitors won’t like them.> 
 
    <You mean humans don’t understand our sense of humor?> asked Xavier. 
 
    <Exactly,> Martin replied. <You guys are so smart, sometimes what you think is funny goes right over our heads.> 
 
    <Yeah,> the other octopuses chorused, <we’re too smart.> 
 
    <So no more of those clever jokes, please,> Martin said. <Show the visitors your beautiful work instead.> 
 
    <Awww,> said Xavier, <but pouncing is fun.> 
 
    <I tell you what,> Martin said, <if you agree to lay off the pouncing for a while, maybe we can have a special day for pouncing sometime? How does that sound?> 
 
    <A special day?> said Xavier. <That sounds like fun.> 
 
    <Great. I’ll let you know when it is. I’m going back to the labs now. You guys take it easy. And maybe take some time off from each other if you’re feeling antsy. Go to other places in the park. Spread yourselves out.> 
 
     <OK,> Xavier said. <Bye, Martin. Thanks for the sarcasm.> 
 
    Martin heard Eamon’s chuckle as he turned the submersible around and left the garden. He didn’t know if the octopuses would hold to their promise, but he’d done his best. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    On his way back to the labs, he took a quick tour of the site. Most of the attractions were nearing completion. The massive dome that housed the deep-sea creatures was finished and only awaiting pressurization, then he and Lindsey would deliver the organisms they’d nurtured at the lab.  
 
    At the ocean shelf, Martin finally caught a glimpse of a plesiosaur. The young creature was already terrifyingly large; it would give the visitors a real buzz. He continued on to the gigantic whirlpool. It was fully operational. Margot and Pietr had ridden it several times and begged to have two or three more turns each, even though it had been clear it was working fine.  
 
    Martin left the sea mammals area out of his tour, knowing that he would be tempted to spend far too much time with the engaging animals. 
 
    He was passing near the sinkhole, which had been transformed into the formal entrance to the underwater cave system. He guided his submersible into the dark depths. His approach triggered concealed lighting to turn on, illuminating the jagged gap in the wall that led into the caves. He’d been too busy up until then to check inside and see the work Pietr had managed to find time for.  
 
    The technician’s background in underwater cave diving had made him the ideal person to grow and furnish the caves with suitable species. Martin saw albino shrimp and other crustaceans, as well as blind fish and eyeless eels. In one spot, transparent crabs swarmed over some unidentifiable remains.  
 
    The caves were definitely the place for visitors with a taste for the morbid and macabre. The place wasn’t his cup of tea, but at least its existence meant that the safari park really had something to offer everyone. 
 
    Lindsey broke into his thoughts. <How did your visit to the octopus garden go?> 
 
    <Quite well, I think. They agreed to not pull any pouncing pranks on visitors.> 
 
    <That’s exactly what they told me when I spoke to them.>  
 
    <I thought so. But they seemed genuine.> 
 
    <Yeah, they seemed genuine to me as well. Nevermind. If they don’t behave, and we kick them out of the park, they won’t be able to say we didn’t give them a fair warning.> 
 
    <If we want to kick them out of the park, we’ll have to find them first.>  
 
    Martin had left the cave and was piloting the submersible up through the sinkhole.  
 
    <Yeah,> Lindsey agreed. <We’ll have to use thermal imaging. Are you on your way back? There’s something happening you might like to see.> 
 
    <I’m about ten minutes out.> 
 
    <We’ll wait for you in that case.> 
 
    <What is it?>  
 
    <I was going to surprise you, but I guess it isn’t that interesting. We’re starting the first phase of the infrastructure construction.> 
 
    <You’re going to be using the picotech?> 
 
    <Yeah, though I’m having second thoughts about it already. The security around the place is phenomenal. There are guards everywhere. All for one small module.> 
 
    <No kidding. Erin said something about an attempt to steal the stuff when she used it. Oh.>  
 
    A memory flashed into Martin’s mind. When he’d first met Erin, she’d been constructing the SATC near his old beach house. Then one day, he’d woken up to find that the construction site was a mess and Erin was gone. That must have been what she’d been about to tell them at breakfast the morning after the invasion drill. 
 
    < ‘Oh’ what?> Lindsey asked. 
 
    <It’s OK. It’s nothing.>  
 
    It was something, but he didn’t want to talk about Erin with Lindsey. The lingering memory of that painful argument was enough. 
 
    <We need to sort out a few things at the site first,> said Lindsey, <but then from what I understand, we only have to start the module. It’s pre-programmed.> 
 
    <Doesn’t sound hard,> said Martin. <It’s controlled, right? I’d hate to have to go and speak to the octopuses again if we accidentally destroyed their garden.> 
 
    <Totally controlled,> said Lindsey. <See you in a few minutes.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Lindsey, Margot, and Pietr had taken the Torpedo out to the place where the picotech would first be deployed. Martin joined them in his single-seater.  
 
    Lindsey explained that the tech would create a hotel, and would even create the air to fill it and all the lines and connections to serve the facility with everything it required. 
 
    <It turns out it’s going take longer than we thought to deploy,> she continued. <I hadn’t taken into account the fact that the tech converts whatever it encounters into the programmed structure. Normally, on the surface, that’s not a big deal—just dirt and some worms. But down here, the ‘air’ is full of the animals we just spent months seeding.> 
 
    <Shit,> said Martin. 
 
    <That’s exactly what I said. Not a lot of point in filling this place with organisms just so they can be converted at an atomic level into the materials to create a hotel. So what Earnest has done is limit the process to inorganic particles. This pico will only work on water, rock, sand, and so on. But because it works so fast, there was still a good chance it would kill anything that got in its way, so he’s slowed down the process considerably. All the larger creatures and most of the smaller ones will have time to move, or they will be pushed out before they’re trapped.>  
 
    The security detail was approaching in an armored amphibious vehicle, flanked by single submersibles carrying more personnel. Several armed divers were already in place. Martin could see what Lindsey had meant when she’d called the security ‘phenomenal’. For one small module of technology, it seemed like overkill. Then he remembered the aftermath of the attack at the SATC site on Landfall.  
 
    Perhaps it isn’t overkill after all.  
 
    Martin looked up at the water’s surface half-expecting to see hostile forces swooping down from above to attempt to snatch the tech, but the skies were clear. 
 
    The module was in place. 
 
    <Better move back,> Lindsey advised, <just in case Earnest got something wrong. Unless you feel like being converted into a hotel reception desk.> 
 
    Martin powered his submersible another ten meters away from the innocent-looking box on the seabed. The security teams also backed off.  
 
    <Right,> said Lindsey. <I’m starting it up.> 
 
    The guards and defensive submersibles were facing outward, away from the device. A boat hull crossed overhead, casting a shadow.  
 
    The next time Martin’s gaze returned to the picotech module, it had disappeared, and a building was already appearing from the sand. A flat, hard surface spread out, the seabed transforming into straight lines before his eyes. At the edges of what seemed to be the hotel’s roof, sand-dwelling creatures were swarming, piling up and over each other, crawling and being pushed away. The creatures were tangled in marine plants and organic debris from the sea floor. Everything was being steadily shunted away by the burgeoning structure. 
 
    <Whooowee,> came Pietr’s long mental whistle. 
 
    Martin agreed. It was certainly a sight to behold.  
 
    The hotel roof was rising as the pico converted the sand, water, and whatever other non-organic particles it contacted into walls, windows, and the interior of the hotel. Martin guessed that below the hotel, the technology was also creating the supporting structures and services.  
 
    A shoal of surgeonfish swam over, curiosity apparently driving them to inspect this strange, new structure rapidly appearing near their home. The fish bumped their noses on the hotel as it expanded and met them. They swam away unharmed. 
 
    Martin admired the picotech guard detail’s self-discipline in the way they didn’t give into temptation to watch the pico in action, but kept their gazes focused outward. 
 
    The sea creatures so rudely displaced by the hotel had turned into a rout and a riot. Local predators had finally noticed them and swam over quickly, their tails flicking in excitement at the unexpected bounty. The fish began to feed on the exposed sand-dwellers. The poor creatures hastily tried to rebury themselves.  
 
    Some would be successful, Martin knew. They would soon breed and replace the victims of the pico’s deployment.  
 
    He checked the time. The pico had been working for twelve minutes, and the hotel was already nearly complete. Inside, water was draining out of it, the level visibly dropping at the windows. The building continued to inch upward, but the rate was slowing. The bare outer walls began to sprout decorative garnishes. Sculpted outlines of sharks, dolphins, crabs, octopuses, and jellyfish appeared. The outlines of doors materialized, and through the windows, Martin saw inbuilt cupboards emerge in the rooms.  
 
    The ability of the picotech to create so much so fast was almost magical.  
 
    <I think that’s it,> said Lindsey. <It’s done.> 
 
    What had been seabed and water a few minutes previously was now a complete hotel. Carnivorous fish continued to feast at its edges, but the process had ceased. 
 
    The security crews retrieved the module and began moving away, the divers tagging onto the submersibles for a ride. The boat overhead turned toward Ithaca’s seaport.  
 
    <It’s sensational,> said Margot, still gazing at the new structure. <I can’t wait to watch the rest of the facilities going up.> 
 
    <I have to admit,> Lindsey said, <that was more interesting than I thought it would be.> 
 
    Martin felt the same as Lindsey. He’d always thought building inanimate objects was tedious compared to creating new marine life, but the deployment of the pico had been an interesting sight to behold.  
 
    It would have been fun to tell Erin about it; she would probably have been interested. But Martin’s annoyance and disappointment in her prevented him from being able to chat casually like she’d done nothing wrong.  
 
    If she would only realize how uncaring and disloyal she’d been after the drill and apologize, maybe they could move forward, but so far, she’d shown no signs of thinking that way. If anything, she seemed to be stubbornly clinging to her opinion that Tanis had been right not to cancel it and avoid upsetting Jude and Isa. 
 
    Why doesn’t she understand that our family should come first?  
 
    He knew his accusation that she didn’t care about Jude had been harsh, but that’s what her statements showed. He’d only been pointing out the truth.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.18.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Heliopolis, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was coming together for Myrrdan’s agent. Only one final task needed to be completed, then all would be in place to execute the plan. But time was running out. The picotech was already being deployed at the marine safari park. The window of opportunity had opened, but shortly, it would close. 
 
    The agent had considered foregoing the final preparation and reaching immediately for the prize, but sloppiness in earlier attempts had resulted in failure. This time, everything had to be perfect. This chance to steal the tech could be the last; if the agent was captured, it would definitely be the last. That would be a disaster. Death was the inevitable outcome of such haste and, even worse, Myrrdan would not receive the technology that would ensure his place in the galaxy. 
 
    Screwing things up was not an option.  
 
    As an added precaution against identification and exposure, the agent had changed hotels and checked in under a fictitious name. The new place was not so luxurious or well-equipped as his former residence. The agent wished to attract no attention, so the downmarket establishment was ideal. It was also a convenient place to execute the remaining mind control that was needed for the plan’s preparation to be flawless. 
 
    The colonel in command of Troy’s ISF garrison received the usual protection awarded to the position. Whenever the man was on duty, he worked in military establishments, accompanied by his own personal guards. However, Troy was not a dangerous place, despite the disquiet that the agent had carefully sown in its population, so when Colonel Barton wasn’t on duty, the security around him was kept to a minimum. And 
 
    even colonels need downtime.  
 
    Through infiltrating the private communications network of the general and his connections, the agent had discovered that the man liked to visit a particular bar. The saloon just so happened to be situated along the same street as the agent’s new hotel, and the agent had spent many evenings there, hoping for a chance encounter with the colonel. Unfortunately, the agent had never crossed paths with him.  
 
    Time still remained for executing the final mind control that would ensure the plan’s success, however, so the agent was spending yet another evening at the bar, silently drinking, watching, and ruminating.  
 
    The door opened for the twentieth time that evening, and for the twentieth time, the agent checked his probe’s feeds hopefully. This time, the reward came.  
 
    The agent almost didn’t recognize the colonel at first. He looked so different out of uniform—younger, and very ordinary compared to the imposing figure he usually cut. But Colonel Barton had shed his official persona and come out to drink and shoot pool with his buddies.  
 
    As soon as he’d confirmed the man’s identification, the agent quickly looked away. In spite of appearances, the general had to be accompanied by at least one or two guards in civvies, and they would be watching for unusual behavior. That was fine. The agent didn’t need to kill the colonel, only touch him. 
 
    A servitor was already trundling toward Colonel Barton and his companions at the nearest pool table, bearing their drinks. The agent watched the situation by looking in the mirror at the back of the bar.  
 
    It was almost too easy, yet jumping the gun could ruin everything. Patience was needed. 
 
    Counting the time passing in heartbeats, the agent waited. Approaching the colonel too soon would create suspicion.  
 
    Let the group drink and loosen up a little. Give them time to let their hair down. 
 
    A half hour later, when the servitor approached the group with a second round, the agent decided the moment to strike had come. The colonel’s friends and the man himself had paused their game to hand around the new drinks. The agent got up casually and walked toward the pool table. It was in the perfect position, directly along the route between the bar and the restroom. No one would think his movement strange. 
 
    The colonel had picked up his cue again and was lining up a shot. The agent made sure to weave a little, as if slightly drunk. It would make what was about to happen more plausible. Drunks didn’t look where they were going. 
 
    The agent slowed down, trying to get the timing right. Barton moved backward, readying himself to get down in his stance and take his shot at the ball.  
 
    Yes!  
 
    He backed right into the agent, who was passing behind him. It was superb. The colonel actually apologized as the mind control was being put into effect. Mumbling something in response, the agent moved on. 
 
    Each stage of preparation had been completed. Long weeks of work were over. Now the theft could go ahead. 
 
    Soon, certain areas of the marine park would be open to visitors. The organizers were calling it a ‘soft opening’. The agent had already secured a ticket and would be one of the first visitors. Once inside, reaching the site where the picotech was to be deployed would not be difficult, and tools were already in place to aid the plan. 
 
    In ordinary circumstances, the security around the module would be impenetrable, but the agent had created extraordinary circumstances. Troy was now in a state of turbulence and unrest. Everyone was on tenterhooks. When the theft took place, an event would occur simultaneously that would distract and confuse the security forces. Perhaps the effect would only last an hour or two, but that was all the agent required. A brutally effective attack, a credible distraction that no one would suspect, a speedy getaway, and the job would be done. 
 
    The diversion would throw Troy into such turmoil that departing the planet undetected should not be a problem. Then it would only be a matter of escaping New Canaan.  
 
    The moment to strike had nearly arrived.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.20.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Park, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Martin had forbidden Eamon to talk to him about his falling out with Erin, telling him that his personal life was none of the AI’s concern, but the entity residing in Martin’s brain couldn’t resist making the odd pointed comment every now and then. 
 
    Martin was in the middle of removing fertilized angler fish eggs from stasis and transferring them to the deep-sea dome when Eamon said, <Angler fish have it easy, huh? How simple life must be as a male when your reproductive cycle consists of biting your mate, digesting your own face, and then fusing yourself into her flesh until all that’s left of you is your gonads. Not like humans, huh? Years of rearing your offspring with your partner, having to get along, compromise, see the other’s viewpoint, etcetera. Makes life complicated, right?>  
 
    Martin gritted his teeth as he eased the package of fertilized eggs carefully into the pressurized portal. Once inside the dome, the angler fish embryos would develop and eventually hatch. Most of the baby fish would be eaten by predators, but that was the natural cycle of life. A few would survive and grow into the large females and comparatively small males, who, at sexual maturity, would follow the path Eamon had outlined.  
 
    The fish would be an interesting exhibit for visitors, their transparent forms illuminated by lighting in wavelengths that would not disturb the other deep-sea creatures. Angler fish were only part of the fascinating attraction. Martin had already introduced many species, including frilled sharks, silica sponges, sorceress eels, fangtooths, and some giant tube worms—which were already feeding from the hydrogen sulfide vent that Lindsey had asked Tony to create before he left Troy.  
 
    The marine safari park was only days from its ‘soft opening’ to select visitors, and everything was going well.  
 
    If only the same could be said for my private life, he mused.  
 
    Eamon’s sly little comments weren’t helping.  
 
    <Wouldn’t you say so, Martin?> the AI asked, referring to his previous comment. When Martin didn’t reply, he continued, <I don’t envy you. It must be hard to be human.> 
 
    Martin gritted his teeth some more. Things were bad at home. Erin was barely speaking to him, and Isa was sad and depressed because the atmosphere was so terrible, so she was hardly speaking either. Martin knew they both blamed him. They were ganging up on him. 
 
    <Is it really that much different for AIs?> he asked, trying to divert Eamon from the subject. <You have to bring up your offspring too. No digesting your own face for you guys either.> 
 
    <True,> Eamon conceded, <though in my experience of purely AI to AI relationships, we seem to get along with each other better. Maybe it’s due to how far our intellectual reach stretches. We have a more rounded viewpoint on situations. A better perspective. In terms of your characters and emotions, you humans are confined to your skulls. Must be easy to become…confused sometimes.> 
 
    Martin ignored Eamon’s nudging, but couldn’t help thinking, Is he against me now, too?  
 
    He closed the portal and set the mechanism to propel the eggs out into the pressurized dome. The accelerated growth genes he’d included in their DNA meant the angler fish would be visible in a couple of weeks, in plenty of time for the park’s formal opening. 
 
    Martin hoped that Tanis Richards wouldn’t screw that one up too with one of her stupid drills.  
 
    Why can’t she do her job and protect the system like she’s supposed to?  
 
    He was a biologist, not a Marine. When he’d joined the Intrepid, he hadn’t expected to find himself in the middle of a galactic power struggle, and neither had the rest of the passengers. The governor was asking a lot from everyone. 
 
    Why she hadn’t destroyed the picotech long ago, he didn’t know. Possessing it only put everyone in danger. He wasn’t sure it was even worth it.  
 
    And if we are invaded, won’t the attackers just steal the tech and leave? What are the chances the scenarios that played out in the drills would actually happen? Martin thought.  
 
    <Reasonably high, I would guess,> said Eamon. 
 
    <Dammit,> Martin said. <That wasn’t aimed at you.> 
 
    <Sorry for overhearing, in that case. But I don’t agree that a planetary invasion scenario is unlikely. The Transcend wants the picotech, and if they have to tear the planets apart to find it, that’s what they’ll do. We have to be prepared for that eventuality—and saying we don’t have it anymore isn’t going to hold much water…pardon the pun.> 
 
    <Stars,> Martin exclaimed. <Not you too, Eamon. Cut me some slack. If I wanted an argument, I already have two wives to wrangle with.> 
 
    The AI didn’t respond.  
 
    Martin hated when he did that. 
 
    After retracting the extension tubing into the submersible, Martin started the engine and turned the craft in the direction of the control center. He’d spent a long day adding the finishing touches to several exhibits, and he’d spent half an hour with the octopuses giving them a final warning about their behavior. The creatures had given their usual, probably fake, assurances.  
 
    Martin especially distrusted Xavier. The giant Pacific octopus appeared to have set himself up as some kind of octopus overlord and had been speaking on behalf of all the others. Martin knew the typical octopus character too well to believe that Xavier’s machinations would be tolerated for long. The last thing the park needed was an octopus uprising on the eve of its grand opening.  
 
    Seeding the deep-sea dome with angler fish had been Martin’s final task for the day. Usually at that time, he would be looking forward to the refreshing swim to the bottom of the cliff, putting on an a-grav pack, and rising to his beautiful home, loving wives, and adorable son. Now he only had two of those three to look forward to. He needed the complete set. 
 
    Bedtime would be worst of all. Ever since his argument with Erin, every night over the past few weeks in their shared bed had been spent in cold, frustrated distance from both her and Isa. It was horrible. He still loved Erin, but he didn’t feel like making love with her, and he was sure the feeling was mutual.  
 
    Yet he also couldn’t do anything with Isa, even if she would be willing, which he was uncertain about. Getting something going with her while Erin was right there next to them would be insensitive and way too awkward.  
 
    He knew of only one option that might put things back to how they had been before: he had to sincerely apologize for what he’d said.  
 
    But he couldn’t. There had been a lot of truth in his comment. If he pretended he didn’t hold that opinion, he would be lying, and he didn’t want to lie just to keep the peace. That would be bad for their relationship too.  
 
    If only Erin would admit she’d been wrong to side with Tanis and agree that she should have considered her family first. That would be the best way forward for everyone, though Martin couldn’t see that happening. Erin could be unbelievably stubborn. 
 
    As his submersible approached the bay, the doors opened. He piloted his vessel inside, and the level of the water rapidly dropped as the pumps removed it. Martin climbed out of the single-seater before the water had entirely drained away so he could easily float the vessel over to its clamps. After securing the submersible, he walked out into the labs. 
 
    Lindsey was with Pietr in the planning area. They were running the holo of the marine park and had their backs to Martin. The vast site, which had been condensed to a scaled model, filled the floor of the room. The buildings that had already been created by picotech dotted the park, and the larger creatures were also represented, swimming or floating in their areas. The underwater climate controls that affected temperatures, currents, salinity, and concentrations of other minerals were working well. Along with the presence and density of a wide range of microorganisms , the control systems were keeping the park’s many organisms roughly within their designated zones. Some escapees were inevitable, but that wouldn’t be a big deal. 
 
    “The angler fish eggs are in the dome,” Martin reported. “What else is there to do?” 
 
    “You made me jump,” said Lindsey. “You finished doing that already? That was fast. Uh, I’m not sure what’s left to do. And it’s getting late—isn’t it about time you headed home?” 
 
    “I can probably manage another trip out into the park.” 
 
    “Do you have time?” Lindsey asked.  
 
    She looked up through the transparent ceiling. The sunlight shining through the water was visibly fading. 
 
    Martin shrugged. “I can use the submersible’s lighting.” 
 
    Lindsey gave him a concerned look. “You’ve been the first to arrive and last to leave every day lately. Weren’t you the one telling me I can’t expect to get everything done within the schedule? Martin, I appreciate it, but you don’t need to work so hard. Go home to your family. I’m sure they would like to see more of you. Margot’s left already, and Pietr and I can finish up here.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Martin heard the flatness of his tone. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    He went to the cloakroom and took off his lab coat before walking down to the exit that led directly into the water. The cool, blue liquid rippled as he stepped into it, and it shimmered gold with the rays of the setting sun, but for once, the effect was lost on Martin. He switched to underwater mode and opened his mouth to allow the water to flow through his modified lungs, beginning the long swim home.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.21.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Family home, eastern shores of Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been Isa’s idea that they take a vacation. Erin knew it was because the situation between herself and Martin was driving their wife crazy. Isa was hoping to heal the rift in the family, but Erin wasn’t convinced that spending a few days in each other’s company was going to do any of them good.  
 
    Nevertheless, she’d agreed to the suggestion. Her team at the space station was more than capable of managing without her for a while, and she was always accessible via the Link if they wanted to ask her anything.  
 
    Isa and Martin had already gone down to the aircar and were waiting there with Jude while she threw a few things to wear into a bag. 
 
    It would be nice to explore more of Troy and get some downtime with Isa and Jude, but she wasn’t looking forward to spending time with Martin. Ever since he’d made his asshole comment, she’d noticed more and more of his faults and annoying little habits that had somehow gone under her radar previously.  
 
    For one thing, he snored. Erin guessed that she used to sleep through his nightly nasal song, but now her slumber was shallower and more restless. She would often wake up in the middle of the night for no apparent reason and hear Martin’s tonsil tune resounding in the bedroom. Perhaps the snoring was a side effect of his aquatic mods. She didn’t know and didn’t care; she only wished he would stop so she could get a decent night’s sleep. 
 
    Martin also had an annoying habit of ‘fixing’ stuff wherever he went. He couldn’t walk through the garden without looking for weeds and pulling them up. If a drawer or cupboard door was open, he had to close it, usually while tutting under his breath. He even made the bed every morning as soon as everyone was up. It was ridiculous. They had servitors for all those kinds of things, like every regular household did.  
 
    At first, Erin had thought Martin’s finickity behavior was a hangover from his time at the beach house, where everything had been more hands-on. But as the weeks on Troy had passed, she’d come to realize that was just how he was, regardless of his environment. He would probably find something to tidy up inside an empty box. 
 
    And then there was the way he fussed over Jude. He was far more attentive than Isa—borderline obsessive, in fact. There was a line between being a good parent and smothering your child with over-attention, and as far as Erin was concerned, Martin had crossed it long ago. If she’d been around more while Jude was a baby, she might have been able to do something about it, but only Isa had been at home most of the time, and she was too easygoing to intervene. Now Martin’s parenting style was set, and he’d convinced himself that he was normal and everyone else was weird. 
 
    Erin sealed her bag and carried it out of the bedroom. She descended the staircase that swept around the hall and down to the first floor. She noticed that the front doors stood open. Her lips twitched.  
 
    Martin is probably dying to close them.  
 
    As she stepped out into the sunshine, she saw that he was indeed focusing on the doors through the window of the aircar. At her appearance, however, he snapped his head around and stared out the front of the vehicle. 
 
    Erin sighed and then climbed into the passenger seat next to Jude, tossing her bag into the back. She was about to close the house doors, but realized Martin had already done it remotely.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Where did you say we’re going?” Martin asked as Isa input the destination coordinates. 
 
    “The Island of Aeolia,” Isa replied.  
 
    The aircar lifted smoothly into the sky and swooped around the house. 
 
    “Cool,” said Erin from the backseat. “A beach holiday. I miss the beach. A swimming pool just isn’t the same.”  
 
    They were flying out over the Sea of Marmara and rising steadily into the upper atmosphere.  
 
    “You could always go down to the shore at the bottom of the cliff if you want to go to a beach,” said Martin. “Take an a-grav pack if you don’t feel like diving into the deep water.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know I could,” Erin replied, “but it isn’t the same as stepping out of the house onto the sand. Or listening to the waves on the shore at night.”  
 
    Martin didn’t answer. He missed the beach house too, and not only for the reasons Erin mentioned. He also missed the life the three of them had led there. Things had worked so well between them; if he and Erin had argued, it had only been banter, nothing serious. But he hadn’t really known her or where her loyalties lay then. 
 
    “Actually, there isn’t a beach where we’re going,” said Isa. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s a rocky island?” asked Erin. “That’s OK. We can still go swimming.” 
 
    “Uh, there’s no sea, either,” Isa said. 
 
    “Huh?” Martin asked. “An island that isn’t surrounded by the sea? How does that work?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she told them. “You’ll see. I was hoping neither of you had heard of the place. Promise me you won’t look it up, OK? Let it be a surprise.” 
 
    “Sure,” Erin said. “I’m intrigued now.” 
 
    They were soon skimming through the thin air high above Troy on the edge of space. The peaks of clouds lay far below them, and the horizon was a blue curve. 
 
    “Are you planning on adding this island to your list of installations?” asked Martin. 
 
    “I haven’t decided. I’ve been interested in the Island of Aeolia ever since I heard about it, but it’s so far away from Ithaca. To fly there, record everything I need, and then return home before Jude’s bedtime would have taken too long, so I didn’t make it a priority. But I don’t want to turn our vacation into a work expedition, either. I want us to relax and enjoy ourselves.” 
 
    “Me too,” Erin said. 
 
    Martin checked the aircar’s journey data. They would reach their destination in a little more than an hour and a half. That meant one and a half hours in close proximity with Erin with nothing to say to each other. It was possibly the longest time they had spent together since the invasion drill, apart from when they were sleeping. It could turn out to be a long flight. 
 
    Erin was entertaining Jude in the backseat, playing peekaboo with the stuffed octopus Martin had brought home from the marine park gift shop. Each ‘Boo’ she uttered elicited fits of giggles from Jude.  
 
    Martin was reminded of Xavier. He was tempted to tell Isa and Erin about the uplifted octopus, but he couldn’t muster the necessary enthusiasm.  
 
    He looked over his seat at Jude, who was trying to snatch the octopus from Erin’s hands. When she relented and gave it to him, Jude copied what she’d been doing, hiding behind the toy and then popping out.  
 
    “Boo, Mommy Erin! Boo!” 
 
    Martin caught Erin’s eye, but then they both quickly looked away. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “I can see it,” Erin said. “You’re cheeky, Isa, tricking us like that. So that’s why they call it an island.” 
 
    Isa also looked out the aircar window. Erin was right. There it was, the high plateau called the Island of Aeolia. The cloud cover was low currently, so the green expanse was surrounded by a white sea.  
 
    Isa switched to manual controls to take the aircar down; she’d been teaching herself to fly the craft and rely less on the autopilot. The Island of Aeolia had no designated landing area for the automatic navigation to target, so it was simpler if she landed the craft herself. There was no designated anything in this place, or any buildings or facilities. The island was untouched and, as far as Isa knew, entirely uninhabited. Most of the land was covered in forest. To land the shuttle, she would have to slowly fly over the canopy and find an open space large enough to accommodate the vessel.  
 
    “Whoa,” said Martin. “That is something.” 
 
    “I thought you two might like it,” Isa said. “You don’t mind being away from the sea for a few days, Martin?” 
 
    “I think I can manage it,” he replied. “Just for a few days.”  
 
    He was smiling, genuinely smiling, for the first time in ages. Isa breathed a mental sigh of relief. Perhaps her plan to end the stupid conflict between Martin and Erin would succeed.  
 
    She enlisted their help in finding a place to land. As the aircar skimmed the treetops, Isa explained that the Island of Aeolia was a continental plateau. Two thousand and six hundred meters below it lay the tropical jungle that covered most of the continent of Thrace.  
 
    “So the climate must be colder than the surrounding land, due to the altitude,” said Erin.  
 
    “Yes,” Isa said. “It’s subtropical.” 
 
    Martin was peering at the trees. “I think I can see a gap over there. Uh, southeast.” 
 
    Isa turned the aircar and took them in the new direction. “I see it.”  
 
    As they drew closer, the gap turned into an open glade in the surrounding thick canopy. Isa checked out the space as they flew over. It looked bumpy but sufficiently level to land the aircar. She brought the vessel around again, returned toward the open spot, and then slowed down and guided the aircar in to touch down.  
 
    “Nice landing,” Erin said. “Hey, I never told you guys, but I actually had a near-miss in a skiff at work the other day.” 
 
    “You did?” asked Martin. “Were you hurt?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” Erin replied. “Though the same can’t be said for my pride. I nearly flew right into a piece of maglev track, and now MacCarthy and Linch won’t let me hear the last of it. When I arrived at work yesterday and walked into the control room, Linch jumped up and moved all the seating out of my way.” 
 
    Isa laughed. “As long as you’re OK.” She turned off the engine and added, “They’ll forget about it in a while.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Erin, “in a century or two.” 
 
    Martin opened his door and stepped out into grass. It was thick and lush and rose to his thighs. All around them, trees rose to the sky.  
 
    “This is wild, Isa,” he said. “Literally. I like it. Let’s find a place to set up camp.” 
 
    Isa also climbed out. The air was cool but so humid that the leaves of the trees that surrounded the glade glistened with water droplets. Unfamiliar bird calls and the cries of other unknown creatures echoed in the shadowy spaces beneath the canopy.  
 
    “Whoa,” Erin said as she exited the aircar. “Are we the first people to come here? It’s like no one knows this place exists.” 
 
    “I’m sure someone must have,” Martin said. “The FGT was on Troy for hundreds of years.” 
 
    While Erin took Jude for a walk to stretch his little legs, Isa and Martin removed the camping gear from the back of the aircar. They carried it to the other side of the glade, where the ground looked the most even, and selected the best space to set up the tent. Martin put down the pack at the center of the spot and moved out of the way before activating the mechanism. 
 
    Faster than Isa’s eyes could follow, the tent erupted from it. Where a flat pack had lain only a second previously, their compartmented tent now stood. 
 
    “That’s really neat,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve seen one of those in action before.”  
 
    The structure was roughly five meters square and was still wobbling gently from its fast expansion. At the base of the structure was a cushion that would mitigate the effects of the bumpy ground. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve gone camping,” said Martin. “It might be a little musty inside.” He opened the flap, stuck his head in, and sniffed. “No, it’s fine. It’s only two rooms and a shower room, but it should be OK for a short stay. I’ll set up the condenser. It won’t have any problems drawing water from the air around here.” 
 
    “Right,” said Isa. “I’ll set up the bed packs inside. I want to watch them pop up, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Erin held Jude’s hand tightly as they walked through the trees. The trunks were packed closely together, and she knew she would quickly lose sight of the precocious child if he ran away. She would still be able to find his location via the Link, but maybe not before he’d come to harm.  
 
    <What do you think of the Island of Aeolia, Walter?>  
 
    <It’s an interesting place,> the AI replied. <I haven’t ever been to a high plateau. I’ve been researching this and it has some unusual geological features. If you turn left and walk one hundred and thirty-eight meters, you’ll see one of them.> 
 
    <OK,> said Erin. <Jude needs to burn some energy after that long flight.> 
 
    The density of trees and the thickness of the canopy shaded the ground so heavily that little grew there. The forest floor was thick with leaf litter, making the going comparatively easy for Jude’s short legs. However, Erin used the Link to navigate. Without that or Walter, she could have quickly become disoriented within the endless spread of uniform tree trunks.  
 
    The air was still, a little chilly, and moist. It was filled with the calls of unseen birds, frogs and other unidentifiable animals, as well as the endless dripping of water from saturated leaves. 
 
    Jude’s little hand gripped Erin’s tighter.  
 
    “Mommy Erin, this is a scary place.” 
 
    “Is it?” she responded. “I don’t think so. What’s so scary?” 
 
    “I can see things under the trees. I think they must be monsters.” 
 
    “There aren’t any monsters here, Jude. There’s nothing to be scared of.” <There’s nothing to be scared of, right?> she asked Walter.  
 
    <No, nothing at all,> the AI replied. <I’m not sure what Jude is seeing. Perhaps only the play of shadows. Interestingly, most of the fauna and flora on the island are entirely different subspecies than those that inhabit the rest of Thrace. A necessary effect of the difference in climate, of course, and the fact that only birds can routinely overcome the natural barrier of a two-and-a-half kilometer cliff. I imagine that as millennia pass, the subspecies will diverge even further, until no cross-breeding is possible and new species emerge.> 
 
    <I’m glad you find the place engaging,> said Erin. Then she ventured, <What does Eamon think about it?> 
 
    <I don’t know,> said Walter. <Eamon’s currently deep in conversation with Troy’s AI, Paris.> 
 
    <Oh,> was all Erin could reply.  
 
    What she really wanted was the lowdown on what Eamon thought about the problems between her and Martin. She’d been dropping hints to Walter for days, trying to get him to spill the beans on what Eamon had said about it. She suspected that Martin’s AI probably didn’t agree with Martin’s behavior or attitude, but he either wasn’t trying or hadn’t succeeded in getting through to him. Martin could be as unyielding as titanium sometimes. 
 
    <Just another thirty meters,> said Walter.  
 
    “I’m scared, Mommy Erin,” said Jude. 
 
    “There isn’t anything to be scared of here, sweetie. Don’t be afraid. Do you want me to carry you?” 
 
    In reply, Jude held up his arms. Erin lifted the boy onto her hip. The canopy had thinned out, and the additional light that penetrated it had fueled the growth of waist-high, spreading plants. It was no wonder that Jude was feeling frightened. At his eye level, all he could see was leaves.  
 
    Erin waded through the vegetation, Jude clinging onto her neck.  
 
    <Be careful,> Walter warned. <The opening is up ahead. I’m not sure it’s visible.> 
 
    <The opening? This isn’t a cave, is it, Walter? My last encounter with a cave didn’t go too well. I’m not interested in visiting any more.> 
 
    <Yes, it is a cave. But don’t worry, there’s more to it than that. You should be nearly upon it.> 
 
    Erin stepped out from between two tree trunks. The ground in front of her dropped away, and she pulled up sharply.  
 
    A chasm lay open at her feet. Towering trees overhung the space, and its sheer, rocky sides were patterned with heavy iron oxide deposits in red, orange, yellow, and ochre. Far below, a dark cleft led the way into the cave.  
 
    <That is spectacular,> said Erin, <but I’m not sure I could climb down there even if I wanted to, which I don’t think I do. Especially not with Jude.> 
 
     <I agree it wouldn’t be safe without equipment. Walk around the edge to your right; you’ll see the place I think you will really like.> 
 
    <Maybe I should leave it until tomorrow. I should get back to the others. They must have finished setting up the camp by now.> 
 
    <It’s only a few minutes away.> 
 
    <All right,> Erin said.  
 
    She felt like she was carrying around two kids: the one on her hip and the one in her head. Walter obviously wanted to see this fascinating place on the Island of Aeolia through human eyes. 
 
    After double-checking the correct direction with Walter, she set off on another short hike through the subtropical jungle. After walking about another hundred meters, Erin finally found the place.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” was all she could say at first. Then, <Is this the rest of the cave?> 
 
    <It’s part of it, yes.> 
 
    The ground had opened out again, but the space Erin was gazing at was far bigger than the previous chasm. She guessed she was looking across roughly half a kilometer to the other side. At a similar distance below her, at the base of a nearly vertical-sided valley, another forest was growing.  
 
    She supposed that the cave system continued underground until it reached this spot, where centuries ago the roof had collapsed. The cave floor had been opened to the elements, and trees had colonized it, creating a second, secret forest. The place was so green and lush in the protected zone, and so overhung by the main forest’s trees, it was no surprise they hadn’t spotted it from the air when they were looking for somewhere to land. 
 
    <Do you like it?> asked Walter. <We should head to the plateau’s edge next. The cloud cover is clearing, and I bet it’s a spectacular view.> 
 
    <Yes, yes, it’s spectacular,> Erin said with a laugh. <You’d have me tramping around all day. Let’s get back to the camp and see what the others think.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After Erin returned to the glade where Martin and Isa had set up the camp, she told them about Walter’s suggestion. He was insistent that they walk the short distance to the edge of the plateau, stating that the weather was going to be cloudy for the next few days and this might be their only chance to see the view. 
 
    Martin put Jude on his shoulders, and the three of them set off. The tension that had wracked the family over the previous weeks had eased a notch. Isa’s plan was working so far.  
 
    My wife definitely has a knack for dealing with emotional stuff. She’s far better at that than me or Martin, Erin realized.  
 
    Jude appeared to have overcome his fear and was bouncing on Martin’s neck while simultaneously bashing his head with flat hands, like he was beating a rhythm on bongos. Martin winced and reached up to catch hold of Jude’s wrists. Erin smiled sympathetically, and Martin gave her a small smile back. 
 
    Isa had marched off ahead, perhaps to leave Erin and Martin alone together. But then she called back through the trees, “Wow, come and see this, guys. Hurry up.”  
 
    “Hurry up, Daddy,” said Jude, bouncing with added vigor. “Go faster.” 
 
    They sped up their pace. Isa was only a few feet ahead of them. As soon as Erin saw her, she stopped. It wasn’t the sight of Isa that had arrested her, but what she could see beyond her wife’s figure.  
 
    A green ocean swept away from them. At their height, they could see for dozens of kilometers to the horizon. Wisps of cloud vapor hung above the tropical treetops, and in amongst them were dots of brilliantly colored birds, swooping between the branches. The birds were tiny, but the fact that they could see them from so far away meant they had to be huge. No words fit to comment on the sight.  
 
    Erin joined Isa and wrapped an arm around her waist. Martin stood behind them. Even Jude was awed into silence.  
 
    <Thanks for insisting we come here, Walter,> said Erin.  
 
    Though she spent her days on a space station looking down at Troy far below, somehow the sight didn’t affect her in the same way as this view of Thrace. It put everything into perspective. Erin’s concerns seemed small and insignificant.  
 
    When they managed to tear themselves from the view, they spent another hour or so exploring before returning to the camp.  
 
    Jude was drawn to a patch of sunlight in the glade and played with his toys there, following the light as it slowly moved across the ground. Erin, Isa, and Martin sat and chatted for the first time in ages. They talked about their work, the political problems in Troy and what they might mean for the family, and all the little things and anecdotes that had gone unsaid in the great silence following Isa’s ruined party and the invasion drill.  
 
    Too soon, it seemed, the glowing patch that Jude liked so much had disappeared, and the glade was entirely in shadow. Early stars began to faintly shine and the air grew chill. Dew settled heavily on the leaves and grass.  
 
    Martin made dinner in his camping cooker from the food Isa had packed for them. While he cooked, Erin and Isa went with Jude to gather wood and then made a small fire. When the food was ready, they sat on logs and ate thick stew with hunks of bread in a comfortable silence. Jude began to nod over his bowl. 
 
    Finally, it was time to douse the fire and go to bed.  
 
    The condenser was full of water, plenty for everyone to have a shower. Erin went in first while Isa was putting Jude to bed and Martin was tidying up outside. Oddly, showering in a tent in the middle of nowhere felt different from doing the exact same thing at home or aboard a ship. Erin enjoyed the feeling of the warm water slipping over her skin, washing away the dust, pollen, spores, and general grime that had settled on her during her afternoon in the forested Island of Aeolia.  
 
    When she’d finished showering, she felt both refreshed and tired. She was ready for a long, deep sleep, and she was happy with anticipation of what the following days would bring. She’d told Isa and Martin about the mini forest on the floor of the cave, and she guessed that visiting it would be their excursion the next day. After that, no doubt Walter would have places to recommend. It appeared they had the entire plateau to themselves. 
 
    Erin left the shower cubicle and walked into the bedroom. Isa was talking to Jude in the small annex, reassuring him that his mommies and daddy were right next door.  
 
    Their bed was an air-filled mattress that rose from the floor. Erin lifted the covers and climbed into bed, ready to fall immediately asleep. She didn’t think that even Martin’s snoring could keep her awake that night. She could hear the shower running, which meant that he’d finished what he was doing outside and would soon come to bed too. 
 
    Erin yawned and tucked her arm under pillow while working her head into its welcome fluffiness. She predicted she would be out before Martin and Isa joined her. However, as she was drifting off, Martin came into the bedroom. He crossed the room and peeked into the annex. 
 
    His sudden appearance clearly interrupted Isa’s progress in getting Jude to sleep. The little boy immediately launched into a conversation with his father. Probably realizing that he wasn’t helping matters, Martin retreated into the bedroom.  
 
    He came over to the bed, and Erin watched with half-closed eyes as he climbed in next to her. She said goodnight and turned over, expecting his self-imposed distance from her to continue. The mattress rocked slightly with his heavy presence, causing a depression next to her. She could hear him breathing.  
 
    Erin’s tired contentment gave way to sadness. Things between them had seemed better that afternoon, but she didn’t know if the gulf that had opened up would ever close. 
 
    She felt Martin slide closer to her, and then she felt the touch of his hand on her upper arm. Erin turned over to face him. They were eye to eye, only a few centimeters apart. 
 
    <It’s a great place, right?> Martin said over the Link. 
 
     If he spoke aloud, he might disturb Jude. Isa had left his small room only moments ago and gone to the shower. 
 
    <Yeah, it is,> said Erin. <I love it.> 
 
    <Isa made a good choice for our vacation.> 
 
    <She knows all the best places.> 
 
    Their conversation was mundane, but Martin’s eyes were telling Erin something different. They were saying something along the lines of, ‘I’ve missed you. Let’s try to be friends, OK?’ Tension that she hadn’t even known she was feeling flooded out of her.  
 
    She reached up and touched the side of Martin’s face. It had been weeks since she’d touched him. He slid closer until they were almost touching and wrapped an arm around her, resting his hand on her lower back. 
 
    Desire for him instantly pooled inside her. Erin felt a yearning she realized she’d been ignoring. When Martin kissed her, she squeezed up close to him and held him tight.  
 
    The noise of the water from the shower had gone quiet, but Erin barely noticed. She and Martin quietly kissed. Outside, the night noises of insects and nocturnal creatures were loud.  
 
    At some point, Isa joined them. When she slipped under the covers, they welcomed her into their movements. Together, the three of them entered into the dance they had perfected over the years. 
 
    Later, when the dance was done and Erin was finally gliding into sleep, the last emotion she felt before she drifted off was relief. She wasn’t sure the battle between her and Martin was finally over, but it seemed they had called a ceasefire.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
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    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    The atmosphere at the family’s clifftop home had returned to something like normal after Martin, Isa, and Erin returned from their short break on the Island of Aeolia, though perhaps things were not exactly the same as they’d been before the invasion drill. Martin wasn’t sure that would ever be possible, when he and Erin thought and felt so differently, but he hoped the truce would hold.  
 
    He wanted to take Jude into work with him again. The last time, things had gone well. When they’d been living at the site on the Med, Jude had been too young to swim in the deep water where the exciting creatures like blue whales were growing, so Martin had only been able to show him the whales from a boat. But now that his son was older, he felt confident about letting Jude swim with the sea mammals at the marine park, and had allowed him to do so on their last visit. The animals had taken the delighted boy for several rides and performed tricks for him.  
 
    Martin had also been impressed with how Jude had shown no fear of megalodons and other ‘sea monsters’. He’d jumped up and down in excitement and begged to be allowed out of the submersible to swim with them. Martin had been forced to threaten to take him back to the labs if he didn’t settle down. 
 
    Isa and Erin agreed that Jude would love another day at Daddy’s workplace. Isa was returning to her gallery to check that the repairs had been made, and Erin was heading up to the space station. Martin kissed them both goodbye at the front door and then returned with Jude to the terrace, where they had stored his little submersible. 
 
    “Ready for another day at the safari park, Jude?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, beaming. “Are we gonna float down to the sea like before?” 
 
    “We are. Then we’ll go to see Lindsey, Pietr, and Margot again. What do you think about that?” 
 
    “OK.” Jude’s little face was troubled. “Can I see the octopuses too?” 
 
    “Sure, we can see them too.”  
 
    “I want Octy.” Jude ran back into the house to grab his octopus toy.  
 
    The plushie had become his favorite possession after Martin had told him about the real octopuses and their garden at the park.  
 
    When Jude returned with the soft toy clutched in his small hands, Martin picked up the submersible and they walked down the terrace steps into the garden. 
 
    Jude trotted along behind Martin as they followed the path through the formal pattern of low hedges to the fence, where Martin unlocked the gate. After they passed through it and then the windbreak of slim pines, they encountered the sea breeze. It was very strong, which meant the sea would be choppy. Martin began to have second thoughts about his decision to take Jude with him to the park. Even though the conditions under the waves would not be so turbulent, they would also not be ideal, and Jude was still very young.  
 
    But he was locked in. Isa and Erin had already left. If Martin didn’t take Jude into work, he would have to take him all the way to his daycare center in Heliopolis, which would make him very late for work. He decided he would have to keep Jude with him in a submersible and not allow him to swim in open water. It wasn’t worth taking any chances. 
 
    Martin made Jude hold his hand as they neared the cliff edge and the little shed that held the a-grav packs. The wind was blowing in treacherous gusts. Martin took out two and strapped one to himself, then the other, child-sized unit onto Jude. He also put on the harness that would secure his son to his body. Martin and Jude were finally face to face, with their packs on their backs and Martin holding one of the submersible’s handles.  
 
    He activated both their a-grav systems and gripped the submersible as they lifted from the ground and floated out over the cliff’s edge. He guided them well away from the cliff face so that a surprise puff of breeze wouldn’t crash them into the rock. As they floated down, Jude smiled and made ‘woooo’ noises. Rather than heading for the deep water, as he did when he dove into the sea, Martin floated them toward a narrow strip of private beach that belonged to the house.  
 
    They landed on soft sand. Martin removed their packs and left them propped against the cliff. He put Jude into his submersible, ready to swim with him to the marine safari labs.  
 
    The process involved in bringing Jude to work with him was time-consuming, but Martin didn’t mind. He hoped his son would want to come in with him as often as he could when he was older. There was nothing like learning on the job, and Jude had already shown that he’d inherited his dad’s fascination with all things aquatic.  
 
    Another inconvenience of taking Jude into work was that when they arrived, they had to enter via the submersible bay. Though Jude’s vessel was small, it was too large to fit through the waterside entrance to the labs.  
 
    Martin swam into the bay with Jude, and when the water had drained away, emerged with his son in the complex, still wet from his swim.  
 
    He dried off and went to see Lindsey, who was once more in the planning room poring over the holo of the site.  
 
    “Hello, Jude,” she said when she spotted him. “How’s my favorite boy? Can I have a hug?” 
 
    Jude skipped over to her and obliged.  
 
    “How was your trip?” she asked Martin as she put Jude down.  
 
    “Really good. What’s been happening here?” 
 
    “Lots. The soft opening’s been going well. We’ve had four tour groups come through, and they all loved it. They were all influential people, too, which should help to spread the word.” 
 
    “No octopus ambushes?” 
 
    “No, thank the stars. You must have made an impression on them. They’ve been good, so far.” 
 
    “Great. I was planning on paying them another visit today to reinforce the message. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think that would be a good idea. Just stay away from the sea monsters’ site. We have another big picotech deployment happening today. Earnest’s coordinator said we need to avoid the area for a few hours.” 
 
    “Is that to make the viewing platform at the edge of the ocean shelf?” Martin asked.  
 
    “That’s right. After that, the only buildings we’ll have left to do are the hotels that serve the maglev stations, and then we’ll be done. Full opening next week.” 
 
    Jude was wandering through the holo of the marine park, sweeping his arms through the large marine organisms that were swimming around.  
 
    “As early as next week?” asked Martin. “That’s hard to believe.” 
 
    “We’ve accomplished a huge amount in a short period of time,” Lindsey said. “I really appreciate your involvement. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “I’ve loved being here.” 
 
    “Can I count on your support for a while longer?” asked Lindsey. “There’s still plenty to finish off and then there’s the upkeep, and I have a few more ideas I’d like to try out.” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, to be honest, Linds. I’m worried about the situation on Troy. From what I’ve heard, the place is a bomb that’s about to go off.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard that too. I hate to think what might become of the park if that happens. But maybe it won’t come to anything.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Martin said. “If the situation cools down, I’d love to stick around. I have a few ideas of my own for this place.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear them, but later. Today’s visitors will be arriving in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Maybe you could come for dinner later,” Martin offered. “We can talk then.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” Lindsey replied. 
 
    “Daddy,” said Jude, grabbing Martin’s leg. “When are we going to see the octopuses?” 
 
    “Very soon,” he replied.  
 
    “You go ahead,” said Lindsey. “I’m going out to the front entrance to greet the visitors. Pietr’s joining the tour today, along with the guide.” 
 
    “He is? That’ll be a treat for them to have an expert along.” 
 
    “I thought so too. Have fun with the octopuses!” 
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    On the eastern end of Messene, Erin was working on what had become her favorite part of the project: the engineering academy. The building was nearly complete. Erin had stretched the budget in certain areas and reallocated credits here and there in order to spare no expense on the place. Her efforts were entirely justified, in her opinion. With the colony’s generally accelerated timetable on everything, New Canaan had a shortage of top-class engineers, and the system had long been suffering from the effects. 
 
    <Besides,> Erin mused to Walter, <engineering is cool. Every kid should have a chance to do it.> She took a sip of cream soda. 
 
    <Is that what you think Jude will do?> 
 
    <Nope, more’s the pity. Martin got started on him before he even left the womb. Isa told me that Martin was constantly encouraging her to go swimming when she was pregnant, telling her the exercise would do her good. She knew exactly what he was doing. Now, if Jude had grown up on a spaceship, things might be different.> 
 
    <So, if Jude won’t be an engineer, perhaps Jude’s brother or sister?> 
 
    < ‘Jude’s brother or sister’? Walter, are you in cahoots with Martin? Or is Eamon in on it too? All three of you are working on me, pushing the sibling for Jude agenda. Stars!> 
 
    <Not you necessarily,> said Walter. <Didn’t you remark once that Martin could carry a baby himself?> 
 
    A vision of Martin swimming through the sea, his belly distended with a pregnancy, popped into Erin’s head. Her husband looked like a genetic experiment gone wrong. She snorted with laughter. 
 
    Linch and MacCarthy lifted their heads from their consoles to look at her. 
 
    “Something Walter said,” Erin explained.  
 
    “Must have been a good joke,” said MacCarthy. 
 
    “Only to me.” 
 
    The two engineers returned to their work. 
 
    <For all Martin’s obsessive paternal instinct,> Erin said, <I don’t think he’ll go for that.> 
 
    <There are always proxy wombs, if you feel the inconvenience would be too great.> 
 
    <Yeah, I know,> she said. <Feels a bit coldhearted, you know? On the other hand, it seems unfair to expect Isa to do all the work in that department.> 
 
    “We’re done,” MacCarthy said, referring to the newly built academy. “Ready to seal her up.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Linch. “Can we double-check that the corridors are to spec?” 
 
    “Sure,” responded MacCarthy uncertainly, “if you want. But I’m positive they’re laid correctly.” 
 
    “I was just wondering….” Linch said. He turned to Erin. “Were you planning on doing any teaching at the academy? 
 
    She frowned, puzzled by the question. “I hadn’t thought about it. Maybe. Why are you asking?” 
 
    Linch didn’t answer her. Instead, he leaned toward MacCarthy and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “We’d better add a third to the corridor widths.” He jerked his head at Erin. “Give her some room to navigate.” 
 
    MacCarthy sniggered, and Linch guffawed. 
 
    “Aw, come on, guys,” Erin said. “Aren’t you ever going to let me forget about that?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Linch said. “This is way too much fun.” 
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    The cleanup crew had done an excellent job at the gallery. Apart from the empty spaces left where smashed or irretrievably damaged artwork had been removed, the gallery looked like the drill hadn’t even taken place. It was in just as good, or even better, condition than it had been before the opening event. 
 
    Isa took a tour of the building just in case she’d missed something. At the same time, she mentally checked the data files of her installations to make sure that nothing had interfered with them. Everything seemed untouched. All she needed to do now was replace the holoprojectors and then she could open up the place to paying customers.  
 
    The planned opening date had come and gone. The invasion drill had seen to that. Any visitors to the gallery on the original first day of business would have received the message that it was closed until further notice. Isa hadn’t wanted to name a second date in case there was a hiccup in the restorations. 
 
    Now she was faced with the problem that all the interest generated by the opening party and Tanis’s attendance had faded away. She had to re-advertise and tell potential clients that the gallery was finally open for business.  
 
    It should have been an easy task. Isa already had a list of appropriate feeds and physical sites that sold advertising. Yet when she tried to submit her ads, her applications were bounced back. The sites didn’t recognize her business license number. 
 
    Isa tutted. Something had gone wrong somewhere. There had been some kind of bureaucratic hiccup, possibly due to the invasion drill. She’d advertised before without any problems.  
 
    Trying to track down the source of the problem, she checked with the government office that awarded business licenses. She was standing on the upper mezzanine, at the same window she’d looked out of when Singh had gone on his weird political rant soon after they’d met. When Isa saw the response from the government about her license, she was so shocked, she went to the nearest seat and sat down. Her license had been withdrawn. She looked up the reason. It read: ‘Fraudulent application to the invasion preparation compensation fund’. 
 
    For a moment, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She hadn’t committed any fraud. She checked that she had the right account, but her personal details were there plain as day. She went over everything she’d done when she submitted her compensation claim. If anything, she’d under claimed. She’d left her artworks out entirely because she couldn’t put a price on them.  
 
    She was sure she definitely hadn’t done anything wrong, but then it hit her. Singh.  
 
    Her landlord had brazenly told her he was going to exaggerate his estimation for damages to the building. This had to have something to do with that. While Isa had been away on vacation, Singh’s claim had been investigated. Perhaps an inspector had visited the building to assess the true extent of the damage, and her landlord’s ruse had been discovered. 
 
    The authorities must have assumed they were working together. Singh had been found guilty, and she’d been tarred with the same brush. No wonder her landlord hadn’t been in touch all the time she’d been away. She also hadn’t heard from him since her return.  
 
    Isa tried to raise him across the Link, but, predictably, he didn’t answer. She left a message, asking him to explain if he knew why she’d lost her business license.  
 
    She cursed. So is this it, then? Has my ability to do business on Troy been permanently revoked? What can I do?  
 
    She’d invested so much time and money. She’d paid to upgrade Singh’s building with specialized electronics to run her installations. All her displays had been designed to fit in with the structure’s unusual design. What if Singh’s properties, including the gallery, had been seized or their operations frozen? Even if Isa managed to have her license restored, if she couldn’t run her business in Singh’s premises, she might not find a similar place to rent in all Heliopolis. 
 
    Had everything she’d done been for nothing? Her despair began to turn to anger as she realized she had no idea how to fix the situation.  
 
    She tried to contact the Trojan Business License Authority, only to meet another dead end. All the channels led to requests to submit formal queries, which would be ‘placed in a queue and dealt with as soon as possible’. No one was available to talk to her, not even an AI. It was ridiculous. She needed answers right away, not whenever an anonymous official got around to her requst. 
 
    The entire situation was way too frustrating. Isa decided she would go to the TBLA in person and try to speak to someone face to face. She was going to open her gallery and she was going to open it soon.  
 
    She leapt up and marched to the elevator, calling an autocab as she went. When she reached the first floor, she stamped out of the building. Her ride hadn’t arrived, but she was too agitated to stand and wait for the vehicle. She set off down the bustling street, telling the autocab to track her and meet her en route.  
 
    She strode along the streets, passing the same stores and establishments that had interested her only a few days prior without a second glance. The pinnacle at the top of Troy’s parliament seemed to be mocking her.  
 
    Erin had confided in Isa once that every Trojan she’d met had been an asshole, and Isa was inclined to agree. From the snooty women at the shooting range to her deceitful landlord and the unbearable Elora Pennypuddy, they were all assholes.  
 
    Every single one. 
 
    As she sped along, Isa tried Singh again. No reply. Then she tried the TBLA.  
 
    ‘Please complete—'  
 
    Isa cut off the connection.  
 
    Government House came into view at the end of its broad avenue. She walked all the way to her destination without the autocab reaching her. Disgusted, she canceled the request. She stomped down the avenue, drawing some stares with her determined stride. She ignored the onlookers. They were probably all Trojans. 
 
    When she reached the central building, Isa burst into the lobby, scanning the information that gave the floors and room numbers of each department. A human receptionist asked if he could help her, but Isa replied that she was fine, she knew where she was going.  
 
    The Trojan Business License Authority was on the fifty-fifth floor. She waited for an elevator. There were only two and both of them were at the top of the building. Two elevators to service the seat of Troy’s government? Whoever had designed the place had to be a moron or an asshole. She guessed the latter. 
 
    The long wait caused Isa’s ire to cool, and she took more notice of what was happening around her. At the other side of the lobby, the doors to the public gallery in the debating chamber were open. A parliamentary debate was in session. The leader of the ruling party was answering questions from the opposition. Isa could hear the responses of the representatives from within the chamber. 
 
    It seemed like a normal day at Troy’s seat of government. Except, Isa suddenly realized with puzzlement and a degree of alarm, there are a lot of guards. She recalled she’d had the same impression on her previous visit. Are the numbers normal for Troy?  
 
    Isa had only been at Carthage’s Government House one time, when Tanis had debriefed her on the SSS attack at Tyre. She didn’t think she’d seen that many security personnel there. 
 
    She took note that not only was there an excessive number of guards, but that more were appearing and walking past her, heading toward the debate chamber. 
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    Martin wasn’t sure what effect Jude’s presence might have on the octopuses, but he hoped it would be a good one. As a species, octopuses were excellent parents, or at least the females were, up to a point. Most octopus species’ females spent months caring for their developing eggs, not even eating or moving from their nests until after the eggs hatched. Often, they would die.  
 
    Martin had been heartened by the news that the octopuses had been behaving themselves since he’d spoken to them. Maybe another visit with his son in tow would be equally effective. Hopefully they would see him as a father and not only another marine park biologist. 
 
    As he was driving the submersible out of the bay, Martin saw the visitors’ amphibious vehicle enter the water. He pointed it out to Jude. The amphibian seated twenty and was one of many that lined up at the park’s entrance on the beach. After the passengers climbed aboard, the vehicle would be driven along a paved ramp that led directly into the sea.  
 
    Was that why Pietr had wanted to tag along on the latest tour? Did he want to have fun driving the underwater buses? Martin peered closer at the amphibian as the bubbles cleared in the distance. Yes. There Pietr was, in the driving seat.  
 
     Martin gave him a wave, but Pietr didn’t wave back. Martin guessed the lab tech hadn’t noticed him. It didn’t matter. He would see him later.  
 
    Martin started out on the drive across the park to the octopuses’ garden. 
 
    Lindsey had told him the route the visitors would take. First, they would pass by the coral reefs, which were already teeming with life. The site was best seen via snorkelling or diving, but the guests would still have a pretty good view through the amphibian’s windows. Next, they would be visiting the sea mammals’ area. That would be a lot of fun. The sea otters, seals, sea lions, and dolphins loved going up close to the vessel’s windows to watch the people inside and interact with them.  
 
    The third site on the guests’ itinerary was the deep-sea dome. Pietr would circle the dome slowly several times so the guests could get a good look at the strange luminescent creatures that inhabited it. The final stop would be the octopuses’ garden. After leaving the sea, the visitors could catch the maglev to return to Ithaca, or take another route home. 
 
    When the park was fully open, all the areas would be accessible, including the monsters of the deep site and the diatom spectacle, which wasn’t quite ready yet. Creating diatoms the size of small children that could also perform their normal processes had turned out to be much harder than Lindsey had anticipated. 
 
    Jude’s expression was full of fascination as Martin piloted the submersible through the water. Even his favorite toy had fallen from his grasp as he stared, open-mouthed, at the watery expanse that surrounded them. He was quick to spot sea creatures, no matter how distant they were from the vehicle. 
 
    Soon, Martin had driven the Torpedo most of the way across the safari park, and the kelp forest that was the octopuses’ pride and joy was coming into view.  
 
    Jude asked, “Are we at the octopuses’ garden? Can I play with them?”  
 
    He was clearly thinking that Martin would drive the submersible to the surface and let him get out for a swim, as he had at the sea mammals’ site. 
 
    “No, sorry,” Martin replied. “The waves are too high today. It isn’t safe to swim.” 
 
    Jude thought for a moment. “I’ll swim under the water.” 
 
    “You know, the octopuses would like that because they live on the bottom of the sea, but you won’t be able to stay there very long. You would have to go up to the surface to breathe. Sorry, Jude. Maybe next time. But you can see the octopuses from here.” Providing they come out. The seascape was looking suspiciously empty of cephalopods. 
 
    “I want to breathe water like you, Daddy,” said Jude. 
 
    “One day you’ll be able to if you want. When you’re older.” 
 
    The legal age for body modification was eighteen, but Martin didn’t want to tell Jude that. If his little mind could comprehend the passage of time, he didn’t want to disappoint his son. When you were three, fifteen years had to seem an impossibly long wait.  
 
    Martin was looking around carefully for signs of camouflaged octopuses, but he couldn’t see a single one. The darned creatures were just too good.  
 
    <Xavier? Where are you? Come out. I have someone here I’d like you to meet.> 
 
    The kelp forest swayed and trembled in the rough water, but of Xavier there was no sign. All the other octopuses were hiding too.  
 
    Darn it.  
 
    Martin might have known the creatures’ promises could not be counted upon. He wondered what to do. In an hour or so, Pietr was due to drive the amphibian across the garden. If the octopuses ‘pounced,’ as they seemed to be planning, that could mean bad publicity for the park. 
 
    Or perhaps it could be a feature?  
 
    Martin could see the positives in selling octopus kidnapping as an experience, as long as the captors weren’t held for too long, but the visitors had to be expecting it. 
 
    <Xavier?> Silence. <If you come out and talk to me, I can teach you some more about sarcasm.> 
 
    <Martin?> It was Lindsey. She sounded stressed. Martin guessed the visitor tour had hit a glitch.  
 
    <Hi, Linds. What’s happening?>  
 
    <Something weird’s going on. The tour’s going the wrong way. Pietr isn’t following the route we agreed on.> 
 
    <He’s doing what? Why would he do that?> 
 
    <I’ve asked him, but he isn’t answering me. Margot’s tried asking him too, but he’s ignoring us. I can’t understand it.>  
 
    Martin was also deeply confused by the news, but he wasn’t sure what Lindsey wanted him to do. She was Pietr’s manager, not him. He had enough on his plate at the octopus garden.  
 
    <Hey, you don’t think he might be heading here first, do you?> he asked. 
 
    <Huh? Heading for the octopus garden first? I don’t think so. Why?> 
 
    <I hope he isn’t. The octopuses have gone into hiding again. They must be planning another ambush.> 
 
    <Great. That’s all I need.> Lindsey paused. <I haven’t heard anything from the visitors, so I don’t think any of them are aware yet.>  
 
    <Where’s he going?> Martin asked. <Are you tracking the amphibian?> 
 
    <Of course. That’s how I knew he’d gone off route.> 
 
    <Sorry, of course you are.>  
 
    Jude had climbed out of his seat in the submersible and was pressing his face against the transparent skin, trying to spot the octopuses.  
 
    “I think they all went home, Daddy.” 
 
    <He should have reached the marine mammals by now,> said Lindsey, <but after he left the reefs, he went in the opposite direction and headed out into open water.> 
 
    Martin now had a better idea why Lindsey was contacting him. From his current position, he would be able to reach the amphibian faster than she would coming from the complex. But what could he do? He had no idea what Pietr had planned.  
 
    <I know this might sound crazy,> he ventured, <but you don’t think he could be lost, do you?>  
 
    <Come on, Martin,> Lindsey replied. <Pietr knows the layout of the park too well. He’s worked with me on the plans more than anyone else.>  
 
    <But then, why…?>  
 
    <I can only think he must be having some kind of mental episode. There’s no other explanation.>  
 
    <And you want me to go out there and get him?> Martin asked. <You know I would usually be happy to help, but I have Jude with me. What if Pietr’s dangerous? And what can I do from inside here, anyway? Have you contacted the tour guide who’s with him?>  
 
    <That’s the other thing. He left her behind.> 
 
    <He what?> 
 
    <When I talked to her, she said Pietr had taken off with the amphibian while she was waiting for the last visitors to arrive. She thought she’d made a mistake and there was another tour starting soon that she was supposed to lead. Some of the visitors never made it onto the vessel before Pietr started out. They’re still waiting at the entrance. It’s all a big mess. Do you think I should start another tour for the visitors who got left behind?> 
 
     <No.> The more Martin heard what was happening, the more alarmed he was becoming. <Lindsey, this is insane. I don’t think you should allow anyone else into the park. Not at least until you know exactly what’s going on. Maybe you can force Pietr to return to the complex. Have you tried controlling the amphibian remotely?> 
 
    <Crap. I didn’t think of that.> A few beats later, Lindsey said, <I’m locked out.> 
 
    <You mean Pietr locked you out.> 
 
    <I guess so. He must have really gone off the rails.> 
 
    <I’m not so sure. If Pietr managed to lock you out, it sounds like he’s in control of what he’s doing.>  
 
    <Core, Martin, what am I going to do?> Lindsey sounded on the verge of tears. <Those poor people on the amphibian are under the control of a madman. What if they get hurt? And even if we manage to get them all back safe and sound, news of this is going to get out. It’ll tarnish the park’s reputation for years to come. People won’t want to visit. The entire project will be a disaster. All our work will be down the drain.>  
 
    Martin looked at Jude, who was sitting in his seat again, swooping his toy octopus through the air.  
 
    <I’ll see what I can do.> 
 
    <Thanks, Martin.> 
 
    <But in the meantime, I think you should contact the constabulary. I don’t understand what’s happening, but whatever it is, it can’t be good.> 
 
    <I’ll do that. Good luck. I hope you can sort this out.>  
 
    First, Martin tried to contact Pietr himself; predictably, the man didn’t reply. Then Martin accessed the park complex’s network and pulled the real-time route of the amphibian. He could see that the vessel was heading in a straight line across the park. Martin ran a prediction based on the current route so that he could estimate where to intercept the wayward vehicle. The line ran across the park to the ocean shelf. When Martin saw the point at which Pietr’s route exited the park, he tensed.  
 
    <Lindsey, did you say that the viewing platform at the ocean drop-off was being constructed today?> 
 
    <Yes,> Lindsey said.  
 
    <With picotech?> Martin remembered what Erin had told him, about the attempt to steal the picotech on Carthage years earlier. 
 
    <Yes. Stars! That’s where he’s heading.> 
 
    <Like a fly to shit.> 
 
    <Do you think…he wants to steal the picotech? But that doesn’t make any sense. He’s had plenty of opportunities to try to do that over the last week. Better opportunities than doing it in broad daylight and surrounded by notable Trojans.>  
 
    <True, but can you think of another reason he would be heading there and refusing to answer anyone?>  
 
    <I can’t, but I still can’t believe it either. He doesn’t stand a chance. You’ve seen the security surrounding the pico. All he has is the amphibian. It’s a suicide mission.> 
 
    <Lindsey,> said Martin, <you’re downplaying this far too much. Contact the ISF detachment guarding the pico and tell them what’s happening. Have you contacted the constabulary yet? Do it now. And alert the visitors in the amphibian. Tell them what might be going on. They need to be aware so they can try to stay out of danger. Tell them not to confront Pietr and to stay calm. Let them know that help is on the way. I’m going to bring Jude back to the lab. If Pietr is planning on stealing the tech, he’s probably armed. It’s far too dangerous out here for a young child.> 
 
    Lindsey went silent. Martin hoped she was taking his advice. He swung the submersible around. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jude asked, noticing the change in direction. 
 
    “We have to go home now,” Martin said.  
 
    “Awww, why?” the boy whined. “I want to see the octopuses.” 
 
    <Martin!> Lindsey cried. <The visitors in the amphibian are screaming. Pietr’s opened the hatch. The water’s flooding in.> 
 
    <What? What the hell is he doing?>  
 
    <They’re ten meters down. If they can’t get out of the amphibian, they could drown. And even if they do, they might drown anyway. The sea’s so rough.>  
 
    <Did you contact the constabulary?> Martin asked. 
 
    <I did, but they’re dealing with something at the government building. They said they’ll try to send help, but they don’t know how long it’ll be, and the planetary garrison’s busy too. The ISF guards at the picotech site said they can see the amphibian, but they can’t help the visitors. They can’t leave their posts,> Lindsey was almost wailing her words over the Link. <I’m coming out there.>  
 
    Martin again altered the direction of the submersible. Despite the danger to his son, he couldn’t leave the visitors to die. 
 
    <They’re calling out to me,> Lindsey said, her tone full of anguish. <But I’m too far away. I’ll never reach them in time. Martin, please, help them.>  
 
    <I’m already heading there.> 
 
    “But, Daddy, I want to see the octopuses.” Jude’s eyes were wet and his chin was trembling.  
 
    Martin reached out and touched his son’s head. “I’m sorry, Jude. Another time. I promise.” He hoped he would be able to keep that promise. “You’ve been so good. Try to be good a little while longer, OK?” He fastened Jude’s safety straps. 
 
    “Hmph.” Jude folded his arms, thrust his chin into his chest, and gave Martin a disapproving look.  
 
    If the situation hadn’t been so dire, Martin would have laughed. 
 
    Damn Pietr and whatever the hell he’s doing. What is the man thinking?  
 
    Martin could hardly believe how out of character his actions were. Lindsey was right. Pietr was on a suicide mission.  
 
    He checked the submersible’s location. He should reach the amphibian soon…. Maybe he could drag the vessel to the surface. If rescue services arrived in time, they might save anyone who had drowned. 
 
    <Stars, something’s happened,> said Lindsey. <They’ve all gone silent.>  
 
    A powerful whoomf hit the Torpedo, bowling over Martin’s submersible like a toy boat hit by a tsunami. It spun end over end so that all Martin could see was whirling water filled with sand and bubbles. The sound of Jude screaming filled his ears as he hopelessly fought to regain control of the vessel. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE  
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.25.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Government House, Heliopolis, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa felt nervous as she took the elevator to the floor that housed the TBLA. She checked the news feeds, but she couldn’t find anything that would explain the deployment of so much security at Government House. Tanis had long since departed Troy, returning to Landfall and her work at the system’s seat of government, so the guards weren’t there to protect New Canaan’s leader. No other dignitaries were visiting, according to the media.  
 
    Perhaps word was received that yet another secession rally has been organized, and additional guards were deployed as a precaution?  
 
    That had to be it. There was to be a protest of some kind at the government building. It was the only explanation that made any sense.  
 
    Isa inwardly groaned. She hoped the protest wouldn’t prompt the civil servants to close their offices. She needed to solve her licensing problem quickly.  
 
    The elevator seemed to stop at each of the fifty-five floors between the lobby and Isa’s destination. She stood in the corner, trying to control her impatience as people got on and off. Why did the place she needed to go to have to be at the very top of the building? 
 
     When she finally reached the right floor and stepped out of the elevator, a sign on the wall directed her to the left. She walked down a short passage and opened the door with ‘TBLA’ emblazoned on it. Once inside, Isa groaned again, aloud this time.  
 
    An automaton receptionist sat at the desk in front of an opaque screen that didn’t seem to contain any entrance to the offices behind it. No humans were visible. 
 
    I need to speak to a person, not a machine.  
 
    The automaton would be programmed to fend off visitors so the human workers could avoid the necessity of dealing with anyone face to face. She knew this because it was the exact reason an automaton had staffed the front desk at Placement Services.  
 
    “Good morning,” said the automaton. “How may I help you today?” 
 
    Isa had no choice but to try to circumvent the machine’s purpose. “I want to speak to someone about having my business license reinstated.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the automaton replied. “I have identified you as Isa Chen. I am sending the relevant information to your—” 
 
    “No. I can look up that information myself. I need to speak to someone now. It’s urgent. I believe my landlord might have involved me in a scheme to defraud the—” 
 
    “You wish to discuss a fraud allegation? I’m afraid you have arrived at the wrong department. I am sending you the—” 
 
    “No! My landlord is the one who committed the fraud, but I’m the one who lost my license. I just need to explain—” 
 
    “I understand. I am sending a form for you—”  
 
    The automaton cut out and froze. A beat later, an alarm sounded over the Link. Then an audible alarm blared out in the reception area. 
 
    The automaton returned to life. “I’m afraid we are experiencing an emergency. For your safety, please remain where you are and await further instructions.” 
 
    Something was going on downstairs. The rally had probably turned nasty and the security chief was putting the building on lockdown.  
 
    “Dammit,” said Isa as she realized what that meant. If I’m not careful….  
 
    She ran for the office’s door and reached it only just in time. As she pushed it open, she heard the locking mechanism engage. Unable to secure itself, the door tried to close. Isa resisted the pressure long enough to slip through the gap. Once through, the door slammed and sealed.  
 
    There was no way she was spending who knew how many hours trapped inside a room with an uncooperative automaton until the crisis was over. And if secessionists were the cause of the emergency, they just might be crazy enough to do something dangerous like try to blow the place up. 
 
    The elevators were not working, of course. Isa rushed around behind them to the stairwell. She began running down, taking the steps two at a time.  
 
    What a day!  
 
    First she’d received the news she was no longer in business, and now she’d narrowly escaped being caught in some stupid political conflict. Or she hoped she had. What a story she would have to tell Martin and Erin that evening. 
 
    Maybe they should give up on Troy, even if the secession didn’t go ahead. The marine safari park where Martin had been working was almost ready to open, and Erin would be finished with Messene Station in a couple of months. Maybe they should all move back to Carthage. She could open a gallery in Landfall; the rental would be more expensive, but she wouldn’t be living in fear of political unrest destroying all her efforts.  
 
    The Link alarm had ceased, but the audible alarm continued to blare, echoing down the stairwell.  
 
    Isa didn’t hear the footsteps above her, belonging to a man also running down the stairs, until he was only a couple of steps behind. 
 
    “You had the same idea,” he shouted over the alarm as he drew abreast of her.  
 
    “I did. I don’t want to be stuck in here.” 
 
    The man had slowed down and was taking the steps with her.  
 
    “You don’t have to wait for me,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s OK. I was getting out of breath anyway.” 
 
    The man wasn’t out of breath at all. Isa wondered if he was staying with her in case the trouble going on down below was dangerous. That was sweet of him. He was wearing office clothes. She guessed he was probably a government worker, not a visitor like her. 
 
    “What department do you work for?” the man asked. 
 
    “I don’t. I only came here to speak to someone about my business license,” Isa told him.  
 
    They passed the door to the forty-third floor. 
 
    “No kidding,” the man said. “Name’s Curtis. My department deals with business licenses. What’s your problem?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Now’s probably not a good time. I’m Isa, by the way.” 
 
    “This building has fifty-five floors. We’re going to be taking the stairs for a while yet, Isa. Tell me what you’re here for. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    She quickly gave the man the whole story, including her hunch that her landlord’s fraud could be responsible for the loss of her license.  
 
    The man was silent for a moment. “Hmm, yeah. Good guess. You’re right. Give me a second…. OK, it’s all done.” 
 
    “You reinstated my license?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “That’s great. Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do when you’ve been drawn into this stupid mess.” 
 
    “Do you know what’s going on down there? I noticed guards arriving earlier.” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot you aren’t on the official channel. It’s a coup.” 
 
    “A coup? By who?” 
 
    “Ha, who do you think? Damned Taranian secessionists. They didn’t get in at the last election and couldn’t build a majority government, so they’re trying to take over the government of Troy by force. We’d better be careful when we reach the bottom. It’s mayhem down there.” 
 
    They passed floor thirty-seven. Thirty-six. Thirty-five. Isa was getting tired. The alarm continued to sound, and the noise was hurting her ears. Around them, more people had joined the general exodus.  
 
     A military coup? That seems excessive.  
 
    Like the rest of New Canaan’s inhabited worlds, Troy was a democracy. If some of the people wanted the planet to secede, they could campaign for it through the regular channels.  
 
    Floor twenty-four. Twenty-three. Twenty-two. 
 
    “Are you a Trojan?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, I settled on Carthage first. I arrived here with my family a few months ago. Before that, I was Noctus, worked on the Hyperion and on Victoria for a while.” 
 
    “No kidding. You’re—” 
 
    “Short for a Noctus. I know.” 
 
    “Sorry. I guess you must hear that all the time.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Are you from Troy?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was one of the first settlers. Came here directly out of stasis. I saw this place being built.” 
 
    “You’re a Trojan?” Isa couldn’t quite believe him. 
 
    “That’s what I said. Why? Does that seem strange?” 
 
    She almost said, ‘But you aren’t an asshole.’ Almost. “Do you like it here?” 
 
    Seventeen. Sixteen. 
 
    “It’s OK,” the man finally replied. “Though to be honest, I’ve been looking at the other planets lately.” 
 
    She stifled a smile. 
 
    Tanis’s visit clearly hadn’t done any good. Perhaps the fact that the invasion drill had taken place while she’d been visiting hadn’t helped matters. Isa doubted that Martin was the only one who was disgruntled about the mandatory mock drills and all the disruption they had caused.  
 
    She could see why people were pissed off. Most New Canaanites weren’t like herself and the few other Noctus who had come with the colonists from the Kap. They didn’t appreciate what they had.  
 
    The Intrepid’s colonists had left Sol to get away from the spectre of war; they hadn’t signed up for living in a system that was under threat. None except a very few had even known the ship was carrying technology that would make the colony one of the most dangerous places in the galaxy to live. So Isa could appreciate their point of view. But there had to be a better way of reacting than through enacting a military takeover. 
 
    Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. 
 
    The alarm stopped. 
 
    Isa and Curtis from the TBLA had nearly reached the first floor. They rounded the corner that led to the final flight of stairs, only to meet a crowd who had arrived there before them. Forty or fifty people were clustered around the double exit and backed up the stairs to the second floor. The report of weapons fire from the lobby was loud.  
 
    When Isa saw the lines of people who were also trying to leave the building, she muttered choice words under her breath. She’d hoped the fight would be going on in the debate chamber. That was where all the politicians were.  
 
    She checked the public news feed and found nothing except generic reports. Either no media representatives were present to report on the details of what was happening, or the government or secessionists had managed a media blackout. Either way, Isa didn’t know exactly what to expect if she tried to leave. 
 
    “Are you seeing anything on the official channel?” she asked her companion. 
 
    “Not much. ISF soldiers and security are fighting it out across most of the first floor. Seems like most of the security guards have been bribed to take the secessionists’ side, and some soldiers have swapped too. Oh wait, There’s more. Holy shit! The legislature’s leader and several upper house members have been taken hostage. The secessionists are declaring they’ve formed a new government, and that Troy is now an independent republic.” 
 
    “Terrific,” Isa said. “So what you’re saying is, we could be in for a long wait. Is there any other way out of this place?” 
 
    “Not from here. If we could reach the basement, there’s an autocab park that exits onto the main road. It’s possible the fighting hasn’t spread that far.” 
 
    “How do we reach the basement?” 
 
    “The entrance to the lower stairwell is on the other side of the lobby. But we would have to make it across the space without being hit by stray rounds. I don’t think it’s worth the risk. It’s safer to stay here and hope to avoid becoming involved in the fight. Even if the secessionists win, they aren’t likely to be interested in us. We only need to stay out of the way until it’s all over.” 
 
    Isa was inclined to agree. She was regretting her decision to run from the licensing office. Fifty-five stories high above the danger zone, behind locked doors, had to be safer than where she was, one door away from the action.  
 
    “Maybe it would be best to go back upstairs.” 
 
    “I think you’re right.” 
 
    Curtis again accompanied Isa as she began the climb to a higher, safer spot. She was glad that Martin and Jude were at the marine park and Erin was on her space station. All her family should be safe from danger.  
 
    Her experiences that day had made up her mind. The family should definitely leave Troy at the earliest opportunity. Aside from the general asshole problem, the planet was obviously not safe—not a good place to bring up a child. 
 
     Suddenly, Martin’s voice broke through her thoughts.  
 
    <Isa, there’s been an attack here at the park. Someone’s trying to steal the picotech, and I have Jude here with me.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.25.8941 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Park, Ithaca 
 
    REGION: Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Myrrdan’s agent arrived at the entrance to the marine safari park, several other visitors were already waiting. The tour guide was with the early arrivals, chatting about the park and what the men and women could expect to see. It was no wonder the seven tour participants were there fifteen minutes before they’d been asked to turn up: excitement over the opening of the marine safari had been building throughout Troy for several weeks. These people knew they were privileged to be among the first to see the place. 
 
    The agent was not concerned that these tourists would be present at the crucial moment. None of them were undercover security personnel. Apart from the extremely tall, bone-thin, odd-looking woman in tight-fitting scarlet clothes with brilliant green hair, the visitors looked very ordinary, though they had to occupy positions of some importance in Trojan society to receive a tour ticket. They would all die, of course, but so would all the New Canaanites, and then Myrrdan would be the sole possessor of picotech. 
 
    The agent gave the code for his ticket to the tour guide. She asked him to wait with the others and left to attend to other business. The agent ignored the friendly greetings of his fellow tourists. He was waiting for something. Time was slipping away. To arrive at the picotech deployment site while the module remained viable, the agent needed to enter the sea soon. 
 
    At one end of the entrance area, the mouth of a tunnel opened. Strung across the entrance was a sign stating ‘Staff Only’. The agent looked into the dark hole and then glanced around. The tour guide hadn’t returned. That was good. Of everyone present, the woman was most likely to notice a deviation from the proposed route. It would be preferable, though not essential, if she could be left behind. 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent returned his gaze to the tunnel. He was rewarded with the sight of a figure leaving it. Excellent. The mind-controlled park lab tech was working. The man approached the group and immediately recognized the agent. He acknowledged him with a nod. 
 
    “Come this way, ladies and gentlemen,” said the tech. “The tour’s about to start.” He walked to the nearest amphibian.  
 
    The vehicle’s door concertinaed open, and the tech climbed aboard. 
 
    “Isn’t it too early?” asked the strangely dressed woman. “I didn’t think the tour was set to leave for another ten minutes.” 
 
    “Maybe we’re only getting ready to leave,” a man in a hat told her. “He probably only wants us to take our seats so we can be on our way promptly.”  
 
    The man walked to the vehicle, followed by his wife, and mounted its steps. The other tour participants boarded the amphibian after them. 
 
    The odd woman looked around. “What about the guide?” she asked the agent. “Shouldn’t she be here too?” 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent shrugged and left her to enter the vehicle himself. He sat at the front, next to the lab tech, who had settled into the driver’s seat. 
 
    It was time to leave. 
 
    The agent was about to tell the tech to drive the amphibian into the sea when the brightly dressed woman appeared at the door and walked up the steps. Her gaze roved the seats. She selected one on its own near the back of the vehicle and sat down.  
 
    The agent touched the control, and the door closed. 
 
    “Are we leaving already?” said the man who had spoken to the odd woman. “Don’t we have to wait for everyone else?”  
 
    Slightly alarmed murmurings came from the other passengers.  
 
    “There are two tours today,” said the tech. “This one leaves first.” He started up the engine and backed the amphibian out of its bay. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” said the strange woman. “I’ll take the next tour.” She walked along the narrow aisle between the seats, stooping to avoid hitting her head on the ceiling, and gripping the seat backs to maintain her balance in the swaying vehicle. 
 
    The tech ignored her and drove the amphibian forward, toward the ramp that led into the waves. 
 
    “I said I want to get off,” the woman insisted. “Stop and open the door.” 
 
    “Sit down,” said the agent. “We’re on our way.” 
 
    “This is none of your business,” snapped the woman. She addressed the park employee tech. “Hey, stop this vehicle. I said I’ll take the next tour.” 
 
    “Sit down,” the agent repeated, rising to his feet.  
 
    “No need to get excited,” said the man in the hat. “This is supposed to be fun, right?” 
 
    The amphibian was traveling down the ramp. In another second, it hit the waves. The vehicle rocked, and the woman staggered.  
 
    “Better sit down,” the man in the hat said. 
 
    “This is crazy,” said the odd woman. “I only wanted to take the next tour. It’s like I’m being kidnapped.” 
 
    “It’s too late to leave now,” the man said with a shrug. “Does it matter which tour you take? Might as well return to your seat and relax.” 
 
    Looking deeply disgruntled, the woman wobbled along the aisle as the amphibian lurched in the swell. The propellers had kicked in, and the vehicle was sinking into the water.  
 
    The coral reef, which was the first stop on the itinerary, lay directly ahead. The tech drove the vehicle toward the marine structures, where fish in vivid colors swarmed. The tour participants were delighted and chattered happily. 
 
    Myrrdan’s agent guessed they were gazing through the windows and pointing, but he was looking straight ahead. The reef held no interest for him. He had to concentrate on controlling the tech so that he would guide the amphibian to the correct spot.  
 
    On one side of the view lay the complex that held the marine park laboratories. Movement there attracted the agent’s attention. Wide doors were opening. A submersible emerged through them.  
 
    Damn. Where is that vehicle going? Surely not near the site where the picotech is to be used?  
 
    The agent hadn’t factored interference of staff from the marine park labs into his plans. He cursed again. Everything had been perfect, each step executed consummately, except for this.  
 
    But there wasn’t anything he could do about it now. Only one member of the staff at the lab was under his control, and the agent was sitting right next to him. If another worker wandered into his path, he would have to deal with him or her decisively. 
 
    The agent watched the submersible, tracking its trajectory. The vessel didn’t seem to be traveling toward the picotech deployment site.  
 
    Good.  
 
    He hoped that wouldn’t change. He didn’t like the idea of another unexpected variable to account for in his plan. 
 
     The amphibian clipped the edge of the reef, shattering a section of coral. Fragments broke off and spun out before floating away. The fish panicked and were gone in a few flicks of their tails. The passengers gasped and uttered cries of dismay.  
 
    “Driver,” someone yelled, “watch what you’re doing.” 
 
    Another voice said, “I wish we’d waited for the second tour.” 
 
    The lab tech said nothing. An unhappy, troubled mood settled over the passengers of the amphibian. Their chatter melted to silence as the tech drove them away from the coral reef and out into deeper, darker water.  
 
    “What’s next on the itinerary?” the man in the hat asked in an apparent attempt to boost the mood.  
 
    “Sea mammals,” someone replied, her tone devoid of enthusiasm.  
 
    “Awesome,” said the man. “I love them. Wish we could get out and swim with them. But that’s not allowed, right?” The man appeared to be addressing the tech. 
 
    “No,” he replied. 
 
    “Haha, nevermind. I’m sure we’ll be back when the park’s properly open. We’ll have plenty of chances then.” 
 
    “I thought the sea mammals’ area was near the shore,” said the odd woman. “Are we going the right way?” 
 
    No one answered her.  
 
    The amphibian was driving deeper under the water, and the light was fading. Internal lights in the vessel flicked on, lending the passengers’ skin a pale, ghostly hue. 
 
    “I’m sure we’re going the wrong way,” the odd woman muttered. 
 
    They were going the right way, according to Myrrdan’s agent’s plan. Exactly the right way. 
 
    The agent checked their progress. In another minute, they would arrive at the spot where things would start to get exciting. The agent had a list of actions with rough timings. A couple of minutes lost or gained here or there wouldn’t make a difference, providing everything happened in the correct order. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at the passengers. They gazed out the windows, looking for dolphins, seals, and sea lions. Their stupid faces were expectant, but also perturbed. The agent guessed they were already looking forward to the end of the tour, which was arriving sooner than they thought. 
 
    What would the seven passengers do if they knew their lives were soon to come to an end? 
 
    The agent was about to find out.  
 
    He sent out the instruction to the lab tech. The man cut the engine.  
 
    “We’re here,” said a passenger. “Can anyone see any dolphins?” 
 
    The amphibian was coasting to a stop and began to drift upward.  
 
    The agent sent another instruction. The emergency hatch in the roof of the vehicle opened, and a deluge poured in. Shrieks of terror filled the air. The agent held tight to his armrests as the water swept around his legs. He sent a third instruction, and the vessel’s door opened.  
 
    The additional water engulfed the vessel’s interior. The shrieks and screams devolved to gasps, cries, and bubbling, distorted yells. The amphibian was full of scrabbling, clawing hands and feet. Only the agent and the tech remained still. The man sat impassively, held in his seat by his safety belt, as the water rapidly rose up to his chest and covered his head. 
 
    When the pressure had sufficiently equalized, the agent kicked off his shoes and swam out of the vehicle, pleased to be free of the clutching hands and the bodies that had buffeted him. His mods allowed him to remain underwater indefinitely, and he was only a little concerned that the same could be true of others in the amphibian, particularly the tech.  
 
    There was also the small chance that some of them could be revived after they had drowned. The agent was not prepared to take that chance. If he failed to steal the picotech, he could be identified by anyone who had seen him that day. He had to maintain his anonymity at all costs. Therefore, the park employee and the tourists had to die. 
 
    That was not a problem. The agent swam down to the sea floor, where he sought and quickly found a certain group of rocks. The water’s buoyancy made them easy to move, and he revealed the concussive bomb the tech had hidden there weeks previously. The agent removed it and the other hidden equipment that was necessary to his plan. 
 
    He swung around to face the amphibian. Lifeless bodies bobbed against the windows. A couple of the passengers had made it out, the strange woman and the man in the hat, though his hat was now floating away on the current. The man appeared to have abandoned his wife.  
 
    How ungallant.  
 
    The two escapees were quite comical in their mad paddling efforts as they tried to swim to the surface. He would soon put a stop to that, and at the same time, take the picotech guards out of the equation.  
 
    The agent activated a grav field around himself and his equipment. Then he set off the bomb. 
 
    The effects were spectacular. A visible wave spread out with surprising speed and energy. The grav field deflected the wave, but it crushed everything else it touched. The concussive force struck the two survivors of the flooding of the amphibian and flung them like rag dolls. Their bodies remained intact, but only skin was holding them together. The amphibian shot away and tumbled over and over on the sandy ground.  
 
    Confident that the explosion had killed everyone inside the vessel, the agent set out to complete his next task. He deactivated the grav field and set up another item of equipment: a missile launcher. Somewhere on the surface nearby, a gunship floated as part of the picotech security. The concussion wave would not have affected the ship, and it had to be taken out immediately. 
 
    The agent set the launcher to target the gunship. He wafted his arms and kicked his legs to swim backward, and then reactivated the grav field. The missile’s guidance system locked onto its target and fired.  
 
    In a torrent of churning water, the projectile was gone. All that remained was a stream of bubbles in its wake. Somewhere above, it made contact with its target, and a second shock wave rippled through the water. Broken pieces of wreckage began to rain gently down, spinning in the aftermath of the weapon’s impact. 
 
    The agent picked up his third piece of equipment: a submersible scooter. He could swim a long distance beneath the surface, but not quickly. The motor would carry him to the pico worksite and then onward across the Sea of Marmara.  
 
    He checked the news feeds. The attack on Government House had begun. 
 
    Things are going well.  
 
    Now it was time to get his prize. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Gripping the handles of the scooter, Myrrdan’s agent sped from the destroyed amphibian and the corpses within toward the ocean shelf. If his timing was correct, the first explosion would have hit the guards protecting the picotech before the module had been deployed.  
 
    The agent was confident that even the guards’ armor would not have saved them from the effect of the bomb, but caution had gotten him this far, and he was not about to abandon it now that he was so near the prize.  
 
    He glanced down at the railgun strapped to the scooter. The weapon fired titanium pellet rounds that were designed for underwater use. He placed a hand on it to ensure it was secure. 
 
    Next to it was a mono-edged machete that glinted in the rays of sunshine coming down from the surface. Nothing and no one was going to get in his way. 
 
    The only noises the agent could hear were the rush of blood in his ears and the distant, unidentifiable sounds of sea creatures. What he feared most was the sound of a motor approaching, which would only mean someone had turned up to kill him. But the only motor noise he could detect was the sound his scooter gave out. 
 
    The water grew colder and darker as the agent approached the edge of the ocean. The liquid chilled him as it flowed through his mouth and down into his lungs. The light from the scooter cut through the darkness.  
 
    Something crossed the light beam.  
 
    The rush of blood grew loud in the agent’s ears. He swung his scooter for a closer look.  
 
    It was a guard. 
 
    But the man was floating, his arms and legs limp and his head hanging at the wrong angle. The concussive wave had done its work. If the agent had been able to sigh in relief, he would have done so, but his respiration was only working one way. He contented himself with a slow blink.  
 
    There would be several more corpses in the vicinity of the pico module, but otherwise, the coast should be clear. He was nearly there.  
 
    In front of him, the seabed dropped away precipitously. He was swimming in ocean water, currents from the choppy seas above pushing and pulling at him. But the scooter’s strong motor dragged him inexorably forward. The agent hadn’t been able to ascertain the picotech module’s exact location, but it had to be somewhere nearby.  
 
    Another guard’s corpse appeared from the gloom, its form unnaturally twisted. The agent tried to avoid it, but the body crashed into him, and he felt the jellylike interior. He shuddered and heaved the carcass off of him, ducking underneath it. Half-expecting the thing to come to life and grab him, the agent sped away and did not look back. 
 
    Then something else emerged from the dark depths of the ocean. Not a dead guard this time, but a sea creature, massive and looming. It was some kind of gigantic shark. The thing was swimming closer.  
 
    The agent recalled the intended use of the picotech module. It was there in order to create a viewing platform where visitors could watch for ‘monsters of the deep.’ The shark that was approaching had to be one of those monsters.  
 
    Myrrdan’s agent didn’t think it would attack him. No matter how predatory the creature might have been in its original form, all living organisms in New Canaan had been genetically engineered to never see humans as prey. 
 
    But what if the shark had been impacted by the concussion bomb? What if the wave damaged its brain? What if it lost its aversion to humans? 
 
    The agent turned his scooter to bank away from the approaching creature. But though his machine was fast, it was not as fast as a marine predator like this one.  
 
    The shark had almost reached him. Its teeth were as large as the agent’s head. Its mouth was gaping, and its eyes were rolling white.  
 
    The agent fired the railgun, but the pellets sank into the monster’s flesh and disappeared without it showing the slightest reaction. He fired again, aiming for the white, terrifying eyes. The shark was upon him.  
 
    At the last split second, the scooter pulled the agent from the path of the shark’s maw. 
 
    The agent screamed a silent scream, expecting the shark to alter direction and scoop him up in one bite, severing him on those horrifying teeth. But the monster passed him by.  
 
    The agent looked into the shark’s eye and then along its long, thick body, clothed in rough, dark skin. The shark wasn’t swimming. It was slowly sinking. Dead.  
 
    Fear had confused the agent. The shark hadn’t been swimming toward him; the creature had only been drifting after the concussion bomb had killed it.  
 
    He’d wasted more time than he should have. Finding the deployment module and leaving quickly had to remain his only focus now. The distraction at the capital would only divert the security forces for so long.  
 
    The scooter pulled him along the edge of the shelf, the black abyss yawning beneath him. The agent redirected the propulsion device to take him back to the seabed. 
 
    Then he saw it. Inconspicuous and alone, unactivated and directly below him lay the picotech module. The agent almost released his hold on his scooter in delight. He angled the machine downward, reached out, and grabbed the module, a small box that contained the secret to ultimate and everlasting control of the galaxy.  
 
    He opened a sack that hung beneath the propulsion scooter and slipped the module into it.  
 
    Joyful triumph was beginning to well up in the agent’s chest. Soon, the long subterfuge would be over. Years of hiding in plain sight would come to an end. The interminable watching, listening, and planning would cease. But he knew he had to stay calm and steady to the end.  
 
    Several months previously, on the coast of the Sea of Marmara, in a deserted spot covered in dense vegetation, the agent had concealed a small pinnace. Now that he had secured the picotech, all he had to do was reach the hidden vessel and escape Troy.  
 
    He set off. 
 
    He soon re-encountered the massive shark, which had come to rest on the seabed. Scavengers were already swarming over the monster, devouring its flesh. The agent continued on, gripping his rail gun. Nothing else should stand in his way on the journey, but he was sticking to his principle of caution at all costs. 
 
    He reached the downed amphibian. The free-floating corpses had disappeared, perhaps swept away in the current. Other bodies remained inside the vessel. The agent was about to turn his gaze to his onward route when he saw something new at the scene. Another vessel. A small submersible. 
 
    The agent couldn’t understand what the submersible was doing there at first. Backup forces from the capital should not have arrived yet. But what he was looking at was not a vessel of the security forces. It wasn’t armored and it carried no weapons. 
 
    Then he saw the safari park’s logo on the side. This was the submersible he’d seen departing the complex earlier. One of the employees must have come to investigate what had happened.  
 
    No matter. The railgun would put a quick end to its occupants.  
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    Isa was frozen on the staircase inside Government House.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Curtis, studying her face. 
 
    Martin hadn’t said anything after telling Isa that there had been an attack at the park. 
 
    <Martin, please tell me what’s happening. Are you OK?> She began to reply to her companion, “It’s my—”  
 
    <There was an explosion.> Martin finally replied. <We’re shook up, but we’re OK. Some people might be hurt. I have to try to help them.>  
 
    <Don’t. Please. You have Jude with you. It could be dangerous. Let the emergency services deal with it.> 
 
    <I’m not sure they’re coming. Lindsey said there’s some trouble in Heliopolis, and all the services are tied up dealing with it.> 
 
    The coup. He’s talking about the coup, she realized. <There is some trouble here,> she replied. <Big trouble. But I still think you shouldn’t take Jude into danger.> 
 
    <I can’t leave those people to die, Isa. I just can’t. I’ll be careful. If it looks too risky, I won’t go near. But I have to find out if I can help.> 
 
    <OK, I understand.> Isa looked up at Curtis. “That was my husband. He works at the marine safari park. He said there was an attack there. An explosion. I’m not sure. I think he said someone’s trying to steal picotech.” 
 
    “Whoa, it never rains but it pours, right? A coup and someone trying to steal picotech on the same day. Who would have thought it?” 
 
    “I know.” Isa paused. Her gaze met Curtis’s. “Do you think there’s a connection? It’s way too much of coincidence.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
    Isa was already deeply worried about Martin and Jude, but this latest revelation almost paralyzed her with fear.  
 
    “When my husband said there’d been an attempt to steal the picotech, I thought it was only some fool or lunatic. But what if the thief organized all this?” She gestured toward the doors that led to the lobby. The sounds of the firefight continued to penetrate into the stairwell. “What if the coup is just a distraction to make it easier to steal the tech?” 
 
    “Then I’d say you better tell your husband to stay well away. If the thief has the power and cunning to create this kind of uproar and turn a planet upside down, he isn’t someone I’d like to go up against.” 
 
    <Martin,> said Isa. <Get out of there. Leave now. If someone is attempting to steal the tech, that person is incredibly dangerous, and those people you want to help are almost certainly already dead.> 
 
    <OK.> Martin sounded shocked and mournful. <You’re right. I found them. They’re all dead, Isa. Every one. Something terrible’s happened to them. It must have been the explosion. I can’t…help. I’m turning around and heading back to the labs.> 
 
    <Good. Please be careful. Please take care.> 
 
    <I will.> 
 
    Isa’s fear and tension eased. She hoped Martin wouldn’t encounter the picotech thief on his journey. If the thief had managed to kill the guards and steal the tech, hopefully he would only want to get away as fast as possible. Hopefully he would ignore an innocent scientist and his small companion. 
 
    “Everything OK?” Curtis asked. 
 
    “He says he found some dead bodies but that he’s going to leave the place now. I hope he makes it back without any problems. He has our son with him.” 
 
    Curtis touched her shoulder. “I’m sure they’ll both be fine. Now we just need to sit tight here and wait for things to calm down out there. Darned politicians and warmongers. Why can’t they let us live our lives in peace and quiet?” 
 
    They sat on a tread at the edge of the crowd waiting to leave the stairwell. 
 
    <Someone’s here,> Martin said. <Shit! He’s got a gun.> 
 
    <Stars, Martin, get out of there!> 
 
    <He’s seen us. He’s firing.> 
 
    Isa leapt to her feet. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Curtis. 
 
    She ran down the stairs, fighting to pass people blocked her way. 
 
    “They’re in danger,” she yelled to Curtis, who was following her. “The thief’s spotted them. I have to do something.” 
 
    People were clustered at the double doors at the bottom, trying to listen to what was happening on the other side. Isa grabbed shoulders and pulled the people out of her path. She had to reach the doors. She had to get to Martin and Jude. 
 
    “Isa,” Curtis shouted. “You can’t go out there. You’ll be shot to bits.” 
 
    “I can,” she shouted back, “and I will!” She breathed in deeply until her lungs were at full capacity. She wrenched the door open and roared into the lobby as loudly as she could, “STOP!”  
 
    The gunfire ceased. The astonishment of the soldiers and government security was almost palpable.  
 
    Isa didn’t pause to wonder how long their surprise would last. She ran. She crossed the space to the doors opposite in four or five leaping steps and burst through to the stairway to the basement. Behind her, the firefight started up again, but she was safe.  
 
    She bounded down the stairs. Curtis had said an autocab station occupied the basement level. She would take a cab back to the gallery, where her aircar was parked on the roof. Then she would fly out to the marine park. The aircar wasn’t rated for submersion, but she would figure out the problem of how to reach Martin and Jude on her way. 
 
    She flew through the entrance to the autocab station. There they were, ranks and ranks of them. Isa approached the nearest cab, but it wouldn’t open its door. She strode to the next, and the next. They were all the same—not functioning. She wondered if that was why no cab had come to her while she had been on her way. 
 
    Did the picotech thief shut down the service to create more confusion and delay? 
 
    She didn’t know, but she had to get to her aircar one way or another. She could see daylight shining through the exit on the far side of the station. If she couldn’t use a cab, she would have to use the next best thing. 
 
    She began to run. 
 
    <Martin, what’s happening? I’m trying to reach you, but it’s going to take a while.> 
 
    When Martin didn’t answer, Isa repeated herself. She still hadn’t gotten an answer by the time she’d reached the other side of the station and was running up the ramp. Isa had been scared that fighting outside the building would prevent her escape from the rear of Government House, but the troops didn’t seem to be targeting that area. The road was deserted. Wise Trojans had gone home to wait out the storm. Isa set off along the street at a sprint.  
 
    <Martin, please answer me. Please tell me you’re OK. Martin?> 
 
    Terror that something horrendous was happening to her husband and son lent Isa speed she hardly believed possible. She was racing through Heliopolis, yet she barely felt out of breath. In another few minutes, she would be at the gallery. 
 
    Oh stars, I haven’t talked to Erin! She reached out immediately. <Erin, have you heard from Martin? Do you know if he’s OK?> 
 
    <Hi, Isa. No, I haven’t spoken to him since this morning. Why wouldn’t he be OK? Isn’t he out at the park?> 
 
    <Core, you don’t know?> 
 
    <Er, no. We just heard there’s been an attempted coup, but if he’s at the park, he should be fine. The military wouldn’t be interested in an entertainment venue. Isa, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?> 
 
    She took a deep breath and explained where the real danger was.
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    Jude had been frightened by the submersible’s tumble through the water, but he was OK. Martin checked him over as he was explaining what had happened to Isa. His son didn’t have any cuts and he’d been held securely in his safety straps the entire time. He’d already begun to stop crying. 
 
    The submersible had survived the shockwave without any damage. All its systems were working normally, and there were no leaks.  
 
    Martin was torn. What he most wanted to do was get Jude out of there. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but it definitely wasn’t a situation that was safe for a young child. Yet he also didn’t think he could bring himself to leave people to die.  
 
    While he was talking to Isa, Lindsey was speaking to him, also over the Link. She was telling him that she was on her way but that he was only five minutes from the amphibian.  
 
    “I want Octy,” said Jude. The toy had fallen to the floor of the submersible when the wave hit them.  
 
    Martin picked it up and handed it to him. He took a long look at his son’s sweet face.  
 
    I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to him…but could I live with myself if someone I could have saved lost their life because I didn’t help them? 
 
    Telling Isa his decision, Martin started up the submersible and drove it toward the last known location of the amphibian. The vehicle was transmitting, but it hadn’t moved since the explosion. Its engine had probably been disabled by the wave.  
 
    As he drew nearer to the other vessel, Martin began to see the bodies of dead fish, also killed by the explosion. The water was murky due to the choppy surface creating waves that disturbed the loose sand and debris of the seabed. He probably wouldn’t see the amphibian until he was right on top of it. That meant he also wouldn’t see Pietr if he was still in the vicinity. He mulled over the likelihood of the tech trying to hurt him or Jude, and found it hard to believe, but he also couldn’t believe that Pietr wanted to steal the picotech.  
 
    Martin looked at Jude again. The little boy was picking up on his father’s tension. He was quiet and looking around with frightened eyes, crushing Octy to his chest.  
 
    Slowing the submersible, Martin considered that Pietr had been playing a very clever game for months and would not give up on his plan easily. But Martin wasn’t interested in preventing him from stealing the picotech—Pietr had to be armed, and he couldn’t go up against an armed man. He only wanted to try to save the passengers if he could. 
 
    He checked his position. He should be nearly at the amphibian.  
 
    There!  
 
    The vessel was lying upside down on the sea floor. It was full of water, just as Lindsey had said. He could also see figures inside. They had drowned, but if he could get them out quickly, there was a chance they could be revived. Rescue services had to be on their way, despite the problems in the capital. Lindsey had contacted them ages ago. 
 
    I just have to—damn!  
 
    Martin knew he couldn’t leave the submersible. Initially, he’d been thinking he could tow the amphibian to the surface, or perhaps retrieve the passengers one by one, but if he opened the submersible to leave it, Jude would drown.  
 
    Then the murkiness in the water cleared a little, and Martin saw into the amphibian more clearly. The bodies were…smashed. They had been crushed against the vessel’s walls and windows. There was no saving these people. No brain could have survived that amount of damage. Inside each of those poor people’s skulls would be nothing but mush. 
 
    As the awful comprehension hit him, Isa was telling him something about Pietr being extremely dangerous. She was insisting that he get their son to safety, and Martin agreed. There was no point in remaining.  
 
    “We’re going back now,” he said to Jude.  
 
    The little boy received the news solemnly, only registering his understanding with the expression of his large eyes. Martin began to turn the submersible, while at the same time telling Lindsey what he’d seen. In the middle of the vessel’s movement, the engine cut out. Martin tried it again, but it didn’t respond. He guessed the shockwave had done more harm than he’d thought. They would have to wait for Lindsey to turn up. 
 
    Perhaps an unconscious part of his mind had registered movement in the corner of his vision, for all of a sudden, Martin felt a compulsion to turn to his left. When he did, he saw a figure in the weeds. The man’s eyes were open and focused.  
 
    He’s alive! Thank stars someone survived the attack. 
 
    But Martin’s surge of happiness turned to horror when he saw the man lift a weapon and aim it. 
 
    <Someone’s here,> he told Isa. <Shit! He’s got a gun.> 
 
    <Stars, Martin, get out of there!> 
 
    <He’s seen us. He’s firing.>  
 
    There was nothing Martin could do. He couldn’t maneuver the submersible out of the way with the engines offline. 
 
    At the last second, he unclipped his safety harness and threw himself across Jude. He heard the rounds hitting the submersible with dull thumps. Then he heard a crack.  
 
    One of the windows had been hit. Water sprayed from it onto Martin’s back. Water was running in through other holes, too. 
 
    The shooting finally stopped. Martin waited a long minute, but no further shots struck the submersible.  
 
    “Are you OK?” he asked Jude.  
 
    He lifted himself off his son and checked the boy over. He didn’t seem to have been hit. Martin felt warm liquid running down his calf and knew the same could not be said for himself.  
 
    Eamon said, <I will fix that. It’s through and through. By the way, I just received notification that rescue services have departed Heliopolis.> 
 
    <What? They’ve only just left?>  
 
    <It’s due to the coup. It’s chaos there.> 
 
    <At least that guy seems to have left us alone. He must have only wanted to warn me to stay away. Message received. I wonder what’s happened to Pietr? That must have been his accomplice.>  
 
    Water had pooled on the submersible’s floor, now red with Martin’s blood, and was quickly rising. Martin looked up through the roof to the surface of the water. They were about ten meters down. If no one reached them before the submersible filled with water, Martin could swim with Jude to the surface without any danger to the boy. The sea was still choppy, but he could tread water for hours if he had to.  
 
    The submersible suddenly rocked. It lifted and turned, forced along by an invisible flow of water. Another shockwave had hit the vessel, along with a cloud of sandy water, but where had it come from? And why? This second shockwave had felt much smaller than the first. 
 
    The vessel settled again. Whatever had happened, it hadn’t hurt them. Martin wondered if the wave was due to explosives used in a battle over the picotech. But they were some distance from the site. 
 
    A dull thunk sounded behind him. Martin turned.  
 
    The man who had shot at the them was right outside. He was carrying a knife, and he was trying to get in. 
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    MacCarthy and Linch were coordinating the final touches on the space station’s maglev while Erin was stuck writing yet another report. 
 
    <Aren’t you supposed to do this kind of thing for me?> she asked Walter. 
 
    <You mean I should apply my exceptional intellect, vast knowledge, and massive wealth of resources to report writing?> 
 
    <If you’re so smart, it should be easy for you.> 
 
    <You’re right,> Walter said. <It’s true that compiling all the relevant information into an appropriately structured format would take me only a few moments.> 
 
    <Great,> Erin said. <So you’ll do it?> 
 
    <Unfortunately, I don’t have the authority, as you’re perfectly aware,> said Walter. <So it looks like you’re stuck with it.> 
 
    <Huh, some help you are. What’s the point of you taking up space in my brain if you can’t do anything useful?> 
 
    <Hey!> 
 
    <I’m kidding,> Erin said. <This is my least favorite part of my job. Makes me cranky.> 
 
    <Don’t I know it.> 
 
    <Really?> she asked. <Am I difficult to live with when I have to do these tedious tasks?> 
 
    <No,> Walter replied. <I was kidding too.> 
 
    <I’m glad to hear it. I think we get along pretty well, don’t you?>  
 
    As Erin spoke, she recalled the early days after Walter had come to be her new AI partner. At the time, he had seemed pushy and annoying, always interfering in parts of her life that weren’t any of his business. She’d doubted that things were going to work out between them. Yet eventually, she’d come to understand that he had her best interests at heart and she’d grown to appreciate him. She’d also discovered they shared a similar sense of humor. She was going to miss him when the time came for them to part ways.  
 
    <I agree,> said Walter. <But that still doesn’t mean I’m going to write your report for you.> 
 
    <Darn it,> Erin said with mock frustration. <It was worth a try.> 
 
    Concentrating on report writing was hard at the best of times, but Erin’s mind was full of the trip to the Island of Aeolia and everything that had happened there. The view from the edge of the island over all of Thrace, and the experience of climbing down into the rainforest that grew in the cave were seared into her memory.  
 
    She was also thinking of Martin and their unspoken agreement to put aside their differences and try to get along. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with the truce, but it seemed the best option in the circumstances. It was probably the most she could hope for from him. Continuing their feud would only hurt the people she cared about, so she was willing to compromise for all their sakes, but she would never forget Martin’s abhorrent accusation. 
 
    “That’s it,” Linch exclaimed. He high-fived MacCarthy. 
 
    “Maglev’s done?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Done, dusted, and ready to roll,” Linch said. 
 
    “Good work, guys,” said Erin. “This calls for a celebration. Cream sodas all ‘round.” 
 
    “I thought you said we did a good job?” MacCarthy asked. 
 
    “I did,” replied Erin. 
 
    “Then why are you punishing us by making us drink that disgusting beverage?” asked MacCarthy. 
 
    “We are talking about the same thing, right?” Erin said. “Cream soda is the nectar of the gods.” 
 
    “If you say so,” MacCarthy said. “But I think I’ll have something else.” He took drink orders from the rest of the team and left the control room. 
 
    When MacCarthy returned with their drinks, they had a brief toast and then work continued. Unable to avoid it any longer, Erin returned to her report. The next stage of the project would involve building the sanitation plants. Not the most glamorous facility, but necessary. 
 
    Erin finally finished off her report and sent copies to Tanis and the relevant departments in Troy’s government and considered taking another tour of the station via pinnace, but knew she would have to run a gauntlet of teasing comments first. 
 
    “Hey,” said MacCarthy. “Check the news. There’s a coup happening at Government House. The secessionists are trying to take over Troy.” 
 
    “No way,” said Linch in a breathless voice as he shook his head. “Taranian bastards.”  
 
    Erin dipped into the news feed. The information was sparse. An armed attempt at taking over the government was taking place. The media anchor said the attack had begun over ten minutes ago, but the report had only just been officially confirmed. Expletives sounded around the control room as the engineers read the news.  
 
    Linch said, “I’m not surprised. This has been brewing for a long time.” 
 
    Erin pursed her lips. The Taranians had been a pain in the ass back in the Kap, and a few of them had come along to New Canaan. That they could cause so much trouble here made her blood boil. 
 
    Up until now, she’d only considered their disruptions in terms of what that would mean for completing Messene Station. Poor Tanis certainly has her hands full with Troy. 
 
    <Erin, have you heard from Martin? Do you know if he’s OK?> 
 
    <Hi, Isa. No, I haven’t spoken to him since this morning. Why wouldn’t he be OK? Isn’t he out at the park?> 
 
    <Core, you don’t know?> 
 
    <Er, no. We just heard there’s been an attempted coup, but if he’s at the park he should be fine. The military wouldn’t be interested in an entertainment venue. Isa, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?> 
 
    When Isa told her, Erin shouted aloud, “What?!” Then she jumped up and ran out of the control room. <Don’t worry. I’m going to help them.> 
 
    She sped through the corridor to the spaceport. The marine park lay almost directly beneath the space station; the flight would only take a few minutes.  
 
    <Aren’t you forgetting something?> Walter asked. 
 
    She had reached a pinnace and was climbing inside.  
 
    <What?> she asked in a rush. 
 
    <A pinnace won’t fly underwater.> 
 
    Erin started up the engine and flew out into space.  
 
    <I know, Walter. I’m not a moron. I’m not planning on flying it underwater.>  
 
    She searched for and found Martin’s location.  
 
    <Then what are you planning?> 
 
    Erin input the coordinates.  
 
    <You’ll find out.>  
 
    If she told him, he would only give her grief.  
 
    She set the pinnace on automatic and the vessel aligned itself and began to plunge downward. Pushing off from her seat, Erin propelled herself toward the back of the pinnace and the EV suit locker. She took out a suit and began to put it on. The pinnace had moved to a ninety-degree angle with the planet’s surface and was dropping like a stone.  
 
    Erin struggled into the suit as acceleration forced her against the bulkhead. She sealed it and pulled herself downward to return to her seat. 
 
    <Erin, I would prefer it if you would tell me what you have planned.> 
 
    <Not now, Walter. I need to concentrate.>  
 
    She would have to override the pinnace’s safety systems. She didn’t have time to make a smooth landing in the sea. Isa had said someone was shooting at Martin and Jude. A few seconds’ delay could mean the death of either of them. 
 
    The blue waters of the Sea of Marmara were speeding up to meet her. Erin gave a solid tug on her harness to make sure it was secure and then went through a mental checklist of what was onboard; all pinnaces were equipped with weapons.  
 
    Of course, none of them would work underwater. She wondered what Martin’s assailant was firing.  
 
    <Walter, the list says there’s a knife onboard, but not where it is.> 
 
    <Try under your console.> 
 
    Erin reached under, and her fingers quickly encountered a knife hilt. She unclipped the weapon and drew it out. 
 
    <Thanks. Nice guess.> 
 
    <I’m just that good.> 
 
    She switched the pinnace’s controls to manual and disabled the safety systems. She knew the vessel’s structural integrity; at her current speed, the force of impact was almost certainly survivable.  
 
    Just a few moments longer…. 
 
    <I wish you would—> 
 
    <Shut up, Walter.> 
 
    White-tipped waves rushed up. Erin braced, and the pinnace hit.  
 
    Even with the a-grav systems dampening the impact, she was thrown forward so hard, her safety harness felt like it was cutting into her, even through her EV suit, and her face collided with her visor. Blood ran from her nose, and for a moment, dull pain radiated, quickly quelled by Walter. Nothing was visible except sand. 
 
    The vessel had struck the seabed nose-first. Erin unfastened her harness and climbed up along the pinnace’s overhead, grabbing handholds. Water was flooding in. 
 
    When she reached the door, she thumped the manual operator with the fist that held the knife. The device didn’t respond. Erin hit it again, harder, guessing that the water was affecting it.  
 
    The door opened, and the rush of water knocked her back, breaking her grip on her handhold. She was thrown to the front of the vessel. 
 
    In a moment, the pinnace was entirely waterlogged. Erin swam upward and out of the door. The pinnace’s impact on the seabed had thrown up so much debris, the water was opaque, but her HUD had highlighted Martin’s location. She could also see another figure was approaching him. 
 
    <Martin, I’m here. I’m coming to help.> 
 
    <Erin? How did you…Someone’s trying to break into the submersible. He’s got a knife as long as Jude’s arm and twice as thick. I don’t have anything to defend us with, and the submersible’s half-full of water.> 
 
    <Just try to keep Jude safe. I’m nearly there.> 
 
    Erin’s view from her visor showed nothing but sand and water. Her HUD showed the figure of a man only two meters away. She was glad of the cloudiness of the water—it would disguise her approach. She readied her knife and kicked hard. 
 
    At her closer proximity, Erin could finally see the attacker. He had sensed her as well and swung around, showing his face.  
 
    “Tony!” 
 
    In her surprise, Erin dropped her arm and her jaw. Martin’s attacker was her friend, the planetary engineer—and yet it wasn’t. Tony’s expression looked like it belonged to someone she didn’t know. It was full of malice, resentment, and loathing. It was as if she was seeing him for the first time.  
 
    His arm was raised and he swung it down toward her, her eyes catching the silver glint of a knife blade as it moved through the water.  
 
    She screamed.
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    Martin stared at the man trying to break into the submersible. He looked familiar, but Martin couldn’t place him. Jude was quietly crying. The reddened water had risen to Martin’s knees. 
 
    What the hell can he possibly want from us? Our engine’s dead, we can’t stop him! What possible harm does this lunatic think a biologist and a small child can do to him?  
 
    Martin looked around his vessel for something he could use as a weapon. The submersible didn’t carry any guns; if he’d been out in the water working by himself, he might have carried a knife, but that kind of implement wasn’t any use inside the small vessel. Manipulators were attached to the outside of the vehicle and operated from within, but without power, they were useless.  
 
    With the electronics dead, the man was fiddling with one of the emergency mechanical locking mechanisms on the door. Martin guessed he didn’t know how to operate it. As soon as their attacker figured out how to open the vessel, though, they were dead.  
 
    Maybe not Jude. What kind of monster would kill a child for no reason?  
 
    If Martin could distract the man long enough, Jude could be saved. Eamon had said the emergency services were on their way; they could spot Jude in the water with thermal imaging. 
 
    Martin took his son gently by the shoulders. “Jude, please listen to me carefully. You’re going swimming. Would you like that?” 
 
    “No, Daddy. I want to stay with you.” 
 
    “I know, but you can’t. Very soon, the submersible will open and it’ll fill up with water. When that happens, I want you to swim up to the surface. When you’re up there, swim in circles, OK?” 
 
    As he spoke, Martin unfastened Jude’s safety straps and pulled his shirt over his head. His son was already barefoot. 
 
    “But I want to stay with you.” Jude began to sob. 
 
    “We can’t do that today. I’m sorry. It’s very important that you do what I’m telling you. Carry on swimming in circles for as long as you can. Don’t give up. Promise me you won’t give up. Someone will come and find you.” 
 
    The attacker’s knife scraped along the roof as he worked on the lock with his other hand. Jude started and looked up, but Martin caught his face and turned it toward his own.  
 
    “Promise me, Jude. Promise Daddy you won’t stop swimming, no matter how tired you get.” 
 
    Jude nodded. “I promise.”  
 
    Martin hugged him.  
 
    “Why are you crying, Daddy?” 
 
    <Martin, I’m here. I’m coming to help.> 
 
    Martin tensed with shock. He let go of Jude. 
 
    <Erin? How did you—>  
 
    <Just try to keep Jude safe. I’m nearly there.> 
 
    “What’s wrong, Daddy?” 
 
    <Eamon, how far away is Erin?> 
 
    <Less than a minute. She’s swimming over. She crashed a pinnace into the sea not far from here.> 
 
    “Daddy,” Jude repeated. “Do I have to go swimming now?” 
 
    “No, maybe not. Mommy Erin’s coming.”  
 
    “She is?!” Jude jumped up and started looking around wildly. “Where is she?”  
 
    He shrank backward into Martin’s arms when he saw the man. Martin realized his young son was about to witness something very unpleasant. He held the boy to his chest.  
 
    “Look this way, Jude. Don’t look anywhere else.” 
 
    Holding the back of the boy’s head firmly so he couldn’t move it, Martin looked at the man. He wanted to see his face when he died. He wanted to know his son’s attacker was dead. Through the murky water and the distortion of the submersible’s roof, Martin looked the man in the eyes. 
 
    But the man turned. He must have had drones deployed to see Erin’s approach. She swam into view through the opaque water. She was wearing an EV suit and carrying a knife. The man was facing her. But Erin hesitated.  
 
    Why isn’t she stabbing him? Why isn’t she killing the bastard? 
 
    The man’s knife was high. He brought it down in a savage blow that cleanly sheared off Erin’s arm. Gouts of blood gushed out, bursting into the water. 
 
    “Daddy, you’re hurting me!” 
 
    Erin’s arm, still clutching her knife, drifted away. She was defenseless, and the attacker was raising his arm for a second blow. 
 
    “Jude, you must go swimming now. I’m opening the submersible. Swim straight up and don’t look down.” 
 
    Martin flicked the submersible’s locks open.  
 
    “Hold your breath.” 
 
    Water spurted in. Martin reached for the final lock.  
 
    He kissed his son. “I love you.” 
 
    He pushed up the roof and held tight to Jude as a wave of incoming water swept them out of their seats. He launched Jude upward with all his strength, and saw the little boy’s legs kicking as he disappeared toward the sky. 
 
    Martin swam down, heading for the patch of horribly stained water. The attacker was slashing at Erin as she lay maimed and struggling feebly on the seabed. Her EV suit was cut open, and bloody bubbles were pouring from the gashes. She was reaching, trying to take the knife from her own dead hand. 
 
    The man lifted his arm to strike at her again, but then Martin was upon him. He caught the man’s arm on his upstroke and yanked the knife from his grasp. Martin swung the blade at the attacker, slicing into his shoulder at the base of his neck.  
 
    The man clutched at his wound and twisted to take a frightened look at Martin. Kicking powerfully and using his remaining good arm, he swam away, leaving a trail of blood. 
 
    <Which way did he go? Go after him, Martin.> Erin’s voice was weak.  
 
    Martin pulled himself down to her, encircled her arm above the stump, and crushed it to stem the flow of blood. 
 
    <Walter,> Martin asked, <how is she?> 
 
    <She needs help, Martin. Quickly. She’s dying.> 
 
    <You have to stop him,> she insisted.  
 
    <No. You’re more important than the picotech.>  
 
    <I’m not. None of us are. Don’t you understand? If he gets away with the picotech, we’re all as good as dead.> 
 
    Martin looked up, hoping to see where the attacker had gone, hoping to see Jude’s legs at the surface, but the water was too cloudy, and he couldn’t see anything above. 
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    Isa reached her gallery and ran inside, taking the elevator to the upper mezzanine. She hoped to hell that Erin could do something to help Martin and Jude, though she didn’t know what. Erin was up at Messene Station, and their husband and son were at the bottom of the sea. Erin would make a great Marine, but she couldn’t work miracles.  
 
    Isa didn’t know what she could do to help either, but she was going to try her hardest.  
 
    She opened the roof hatch and raced up the stairs. In another minute, she was in her aircar and flying toward the Sea of Marmara.  
 
    She desperately wanted to know what was happening at the marine park, but if Martin was in a dangerous situation, the last thing he needed was her questions. The same with Erin. If she was attempting a rescue, Isa didn’t want to distract her. 
 
    Ithaca was flowing along beneath her. She passed over the Scamander Plain and the ribbon of its river. She’d flown the route so many times since they’d arrived in Troy…. She never imagined she would be passing these places with terror in her heart.  
 
    She couldn’t face even the idea of anything bad happening to her family. Her life would never be the same. 
 
    She was at the coast. Far below, their house stood at the edge of the cliff. They had passed so many happy times there, and some angry ones too. She would give anything to have even the bad period of their lives return, as long as they were all together and safe. 
 
    Martin’s location was calling her like a beacon. Isa sought out Erin’s location too.  
 
    She’s near him! How did she do that? Isa marvelled at the fact that, only a few minutes previously, Erin had been up at the space station. She must have flown down into the sea. Maybe that’s what I should do, though I’m not sure what I will be able to do under the water.  
 
    <Isa, where are you?> 
 
    Joy and fear burst in her.  
 
    <Martin? I’m on my way. Are you OK? Are you all safe?> 
 
    <No, I…I can’t talk. But Jude’s alone in the water.> 
 
    <What?! Where is he?> 
 
    <He’s somewhere above me. He’s by himself. Please try to find him.> 
 
    <Of course. I’ll find him. Don’t worry, I’ll find him.> 
 
    Isa flew the aircar lower until it was a few meters above the waves, then she slowed to its minimum speed. The sea looked rough.  
 
    How is little Jude going to survive in that water? He’d never swum in such high waves before. Martin had only ever taken him out when the sea was calm. And how am I going to find him? 
 
    Isa checked the aircar’s specs. She’d only ever used the basic flying controls, but maybe…. She found it. Thermal imaging. If Jude was still alive, his little body should be warmer than the surrounding water. She activated the scanner.  
 
    The display was black filled with the grey crests of waves. No warm bodies in sight.  
 
    Where is he? Isa turned and made another pass above Martin’s location. Where is my son? 
 
    Then she saw the lighter spot. The shape of it was unmistakeable.  
 
    Isa looked out of the aircar and saw Jude’s head and the tops of his shoulders as he bravely paddled, the waves lifting him up and sending him plummeting into their troughs. 
 
    She had flown right past him.  
 
    She turned the aircar around to return to the spot, but he was gone.  
 
    He’s gone under! Isa’s throat constricted.  
 
    But then Jude’s head popped up. He shook the water away and continued to paddle. Isa breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Now that she’d found him, she had to figure out how she was going to reach him. He probably couldn’t last much longer, and there were no boats around. There was only one thing for it.  
 
    She pulled off her shoes. Peering out the window, she looked for Jude again. When she found his little brown head, she fixed her gaze on him.  
 
    As the aircar swept closer to her son, Isa set the vehicle to hover and opened the door. A strong wind immediately whipped it out of her hand, but her gaze didn’t leave Jude.  
 
    She climbed out of her seat and clung to the edge of the doorframe. When she was as close to her son as she was going to get, she jumped.  
 
    The water that she smacked into was a cold shock. She plunged deep and then kicked for the surface. A wave lifted her high and tugged her along. She twisted, craning her neck, trying to catch sight of her son. The aircar was hanging in the air not far above, its door moving in the wind.  
 
    “Jude? Jude!” 
 
    “Mommy!”  
 
    His voice was faint, but Isa could tell its direction, and she swam toward the sound. Then a wave crashed down on her back and forced her under. She clawed her way to the surface again.  
 
    “Jude!” 
 
    “Mommy!” 
 
    Isa tore through the water. Another wave came, but this one raised her up and rushed her forward. Suddenly, Jude was right in front of her. She grabbed him, weeping with relief as she finally held him.  
 
    “Hold onto me, sweetheart. Put your arms around my neck.”  
 
    Jude felt cold. His lips were pale, and goosebumps stood out all over his skin, but he was alive. 
 
    “Mommy Isa, you found me.” 
 
    “I did. You’re safe now.”  
 
    Though she said it, Isa wasn’t sure. There was no sign that anyone was coming out to find them; she’d tried to contact Heliopolis Emergency Services, but she didn’t receive a response. 
 
    “Daddy told me to swim. He told me I mustn’t stop, and I didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re a good boy. A very good boy.” 
 
    “There was a bad man. I saw him. He had a big knife.” 
 
    “D-did he?” 
 
    “The man won’t hurt Daddy, will he? Or Mommy Erin? Daddy said Mommy Erin was coming.” 
 
    “She came Jude, she made it.” However the heck she managed that. 
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    Tony’s right shoulder burned and his arm on that side was almost useless. He lowered both arms to his sides and propelled himself through the water with his legs. His hope of a perfect getaway had disappeared with Erin’s appearance.  
 
    Damn the bitch. How is it that she managed to appear from nowhere? He hoped he’d inflicted enough damage to kill her. 
 
    If only he hadn’t run out of the underwater titanium rounds. He’d expended too many into that gigantic dead shark. If he’d managed to kill the man in the submersible quickly, he would be on the other side of the sea already, only minutes away from escaping Troy and New Canaan forever. 
 
    Tony scanned the weeds. He’d only gone a short distance from the spot where he’d left the scooter and the picotech, but the visibility was bad. The murkiness was due to that wave that had occurred just before Erin snuck up on him.  
 
    Dammit.  
 
    If her actions stopped him from getting away with the pico, he would hunt her down and kill her, no matter the cost to himself.  
 
    He spotted the long form of the scooter. Eagerly, he tore aside the plant life entangling it. Lifting up the scooter, he checked the bag hanging underneath. The shape of the picotech module was firm and reassuring.  
 
    I still have a chance.  
 
    He grabbed the handles and started up the machine. He faced Syracuse’s distant shore and let himself be pulled away. His shoulder continued to seep blood, but he doubted the wound was life-threatening, and he had more urgent concerns. 
 
    Erin had blown his cover entirely. Even if she died—and he sincerely hoped she would—her AI would know his identity. All his records would be minutely investigated, and though he’d covered his tracks extremely well, it was possible that sensitive, vital information might be uncovered. He could change his appearance and perhaps create an entirely new persona over time, but the exercise would be difficult if not impossible while on the run.  
 
    All his chances, all his efforts, all his time on New Canaan had come down to this one moment. He had to vanish with the picotech, and he had to do it immediately.  
 
    The scooter had transported him out of the zone of murky water. He could see farther into the distance, though not as far as his destination. The sea shore and his hidden pinnace lay another three kilometers away.  
 
    Tony tried to relax. Neither Erin nor that idiot husband of hers could catch him now, and even if they managed to alert a response team, no one knew where he was going.  
 
    He checked the news feed again. Pandemonium continued to reign in Heliopolis. He had done an excellent job of setting up the diversion. No reinforcements had arrived after he’d killed the guards and destroyed their ship, and he doubted anyone would be waiting for him at the farther shore. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t afford to let down his guard, though he was cautiously optimistic. Despite the wrinkle in his plan when the safari park’s submersible arrived, it seemed he was going to succeed anyway. 
 
    Peering ahead, he saw that the topography of the sea floor was beginning to rise as he neared the continent, and the plant life was changing. The water was growing warmer too. 
 
    Tony watched the meters counting down on his scooter’s display. Not very far to go now. He checked his heading and altered it a little so that he would come to shore as close to the pinnace as possible. 
 
    The meters continued to drop away. The seabed was changing again. This area looked organized, as if someone had sculpted the place to look more formal. He saw seaweeds of the same kind grouped together and patterns in the sand.  
 
    What an unusual place.  
 
    Tony had never seen anything like it. He guessed it was an ornamental area of the underwater park.  
 
    He checked the display. Only three hundred meters to go. He was nearly there. He had the picotech, and all he’d suffered was one wound.  
 
    Pride formed a strange open-mouthed smile on his face as he continued to let water flow down his throat so he could breathe. Myrrdan had set him a nearly impossible task, and he’d pulled it off. It had taken him years, granted, but he’d done it nevertheless. He wondered if anyone else could have achieved such a feat. Certainly not Erin. She might have defeated Hart’s weak attempt, but the second time around, she’d failed. And she’d been punished too.  
 
    She should have stuck to space stations and kept her nose out of things that didn’t concern—What’s that?  
 
    Part of the sea floor was lifting and transforming. Tony had been looking directly at the seaweed, pebbles, and rocks when it moved. It was changing to a uniform brown-grey and rising rapidly toward him. What had been the seabed now took the shape of a massive octopus. 
 
    “Ooof!”  
 
    The thing had wrapped itself around him. Its muscular arms were pressed against his body, flattening him against the scooter.  
 
    Tony writhed. He twisted. He pushed. He could not break free from the octopus’s powerful grip. He reached for his knife then remembered it was gone. Martin had taken it from him.  
 
    The pressure from the creature’s body was sending pangs of pain from his injured shoulder. Tony squirmed. He needed water in his lungs to breathe, but the octopus’s body was covering his head. He tried to lift his good arm to his face to push the creature away from his mouth, but it was pinned too tightly to the scooter. 
 
    <Hehehe. I got you, right?> 
 
    <What? Who is this?> Tony’s HUD flagged the voice as belonging to the octopus. It’s uplifted?!  
 
    He’d thought it was only one of the marine park’s exhibits, but apparently it wasn’t. The creature had some amount of intelligence, which meant he could communicate with it. In that case, he still had a chance. 
 
    <I’m Xavier. Who are you?> 
 
    <Tony.> 
 
    <Tony! That’s great! I got the right person. Martin said you might come this way.> 
 
    Tony’s hope plummeted. They’d set the damn octopus as a trap. But even uplifted, it was only an animal. He was sure he could persuade it to let him go.  
 
    <Martin told you to grab me?> 
 
    <He sure did. And I got you good, didn’t I?> 
 
    <You did. But now you’ve caught me, you can let me go again. The game’s over now.> 
 
    <Oh, hehehe. Martin said you might say something like that. But I know what you’re doing.> 
 
    <I’m not doing anything. Didn’t Martin tell you that you had to release me right away? Maybe he forgot.>   
 
    <No, he didn’t forget. He’s talking to me right now. You’re being sarcastic, right? I know all about that sarcasm stuff. I’m smart. I’m going to hold on to you so I can practice. Teach me some more sarcasm while we wait for your friends to get here and pick you up.>
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    Isa and Martin each held one of Jude’s hands as they walked along the hospital corridor. 
 
    “Which room is Mommy Erin’s?” 
 
    “Three more doors to go,” Isa replied. 
 
    Jude’s grip tightened on her hand. “One…two…three!” He wriggled his hand free and raced into the room. “Mommy Erin!” 
 
    When Isa reached him, he was trying to climb onto Erin’s bed, but he was too short to make it. Isa bent down and kissed her wife, who was propped up on pillows.  
 
    “Is it OK to lift him up?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Erin replied. Her new arm was propped on a support.  
 
    Isa picked Jude up and put him by Erin’s side. He scooted up close and hugged her, planting wet kisses on her face.  
 
    “I missed you, Mommy Erin.” 
 
    “I missed you too, sweetheart.” 
 
    “And I missed you as well,” Martin said, leaning over his son to also kiss Erin.  
 
    “Did you bring my clothes?” she asked.  
 
    In reply, Martin placed a bag on her bed. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready to come home?” asked Isa. 
 
    “I am. I don’t want to stay here longer than I have to. My arm’s working fine. I’m only resting it because the doctor told me to take it easy for the first couple of days.” 
 
    “I guess it isn’t very nice here,” Isa said, imagining that Erin’s experience staying at Heliopolis’s hospital probably reflected her general experience of Troy. 
 
    “It’s OK, actually. The staff is great.” 
 
    “They are?” said Isa. “Are they Trojans?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell. And not an asshole among them.”  
 
    Isa chuckled and Erin joined in. 
 
    “Am I missing something?” asked Martin. 
 
    “I’ll explain another time,” said Erin. “Did you see Usef as you came in?” 
 
    “We didn’t,” Martin replied. “He was here?” 
 
    “He came to see me. Wasn’t that sweet of him?” 
 
    “He came to see you here?” asked Isa. “I thought he lived in Carthage.” 
 
    “He does. Said he happened to be here on military business, so he thought he might as well pop in and see how I was doing.” 
 
    “Awww,” said Isa. “That’s guy’s all muscle on the outside and pure mush in the middle.” 
 
    “That’s a good description of him, but I don’t think I’d tell him that to his face. He informed me that after my actions during the invasion drill and the attempted picotech theft, he’s taken me off his list of military sim-practice victims.” 
 
    “I said he was all heart, didn’t I?”  
 
    “Maybe he’s finally forgiven me for disobeying orders during the SSS attack on Tyre.” 
 
    “About time,” Isa said. “That was ages ago.” 
 
    “I thought he might be here to pick up Tony, but Usef said he was already on his way to prison on Carthage,” Erin replied. “Tanis plans on finding out the truth about him. If he was using some sort of mental coercion on the politicians and folks like Pietr, then he’s a piece of human trash and will get the full punishment that the Phobos Accords allow.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s any doubt that’s what he was doing,” said Martin. “Poor Pietr. His body was unrecognizable when they found him. I couldn’t understand why he would be going after the picotech. He was a nice guy. He had to have been under mind control. Think Tony was working for the Transcend somehow?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erin said. “I thought Tony was a nice guy too.” 
 
    “He might not have needed mind control to orchestrate the secessionist uprising,” Isa said. “It seems to me like the Taranian faction of Trojans were ripe to be persuaded.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Erin. “That’s another problem for Tanis to deal with, I’m happy to say. I’d hate to have her job, though I might enjoy extracting the truth from Tony.”  
 
    “Would you really?” Martin asked. 
 
    Erin made a disgusted face. “I don’t know. Maybe not.” 
 
    “That’s the difference between you two.” 
 
    “Hey, that isn’t fair. You don’t honestly think Tanis enjoys that kind of thing?” 
 
    Martin didn’t answer. He gave Isa a meaningful look. 
 
    “Jude,” she said. “Let’s go look out the window.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” He had snuggled up to Erin’s side. 
 
    “Come on. The light on Government House will turn on soon.” 
 
    Jude reluctantly allowed Isa to lift him up and carry him across to the window.  
 
    Dusk was approaching Heliopolis, and the white capital had turned sunset colors.  
 
    “Watch the spike, Jude. It’s going to start shining soon.” Isa glanced over her shoulder.  
 
    Martin had joined Erin on the bed, his long legs stretching nearly all the way to the bottom. He had taken Erin’s hand and was talking to her in a low voice. Isa knew what he was saying, though he hadn’t told her.  
 
    No one who had witnessed what Erin did when her son was under threat could imagine for a second that she didn’t love him with her entire, full heart.  
 
    Isa had always known Martin was wrong, but she’d also known she could never have convinced him of the fact. Erin had seen the big picture more clearly than he had. Even though the invasion drill had turned her special event into a disaster, Isa also knew that Tanis was only doing what was necessary.  
 
    New Canaanites had lived under a false sense of security for years. Most of them had been in stasis during the Battle for Victoria and the Battle of Five Fleets in Victoria. Even many who had been awake had fallen into complacency in the utopia that was New Canaan. They’d forgotten that their enemies could return at any time.  
 
    Isa knew only too well that it was never safe to relax and let down your guard. That lesson had been drilled into her mind over and over again.  
 
    Martin had only seen Jude’s terror. He’d thought Tanis didn’t care. But the truth was she cared about them all. When the time came to fight for their lives and everything they believed in, they had to be ready. What was one person’s opening event, business, or even life compared to that necessity?  
 
     Jude giggled. Lost in her thoughts, Isa hadn’t noticed that he’d turned his attention from the spike on Government House to what was happening behind him. 
 
    He covered his mouth and said in an excited whisper, “Daddy and Mommy Erin are kissing.” 
 
    Isa glanced back again and said, “Yes, they are. Let’s not stare, huh?” 
 
    “OK.” Jude looked out the window and rested his head on her shoulder.  
 
    Canaan Prime had set. Heliopolis was ghostly grey. The Cradle was flickering to life. From the high hospital window, Isa could see beyond the city to the Sea of Marmara. She was looking forward to bringing Erin home, though the clifftop house had never really felt like home to her. It was beautiful, but she still missed the beach house and the simpler, easier life they’d led in Landfall. She wasn’t sure how long they would remain on Troy.  
 
    “There it is,” Jude exclaimed, sitting upright and pointing his small finger at the Government House spike, which was twinkling its many vivid colors. “It’s pretty.” 
 
    “It is pretty, isn’t it?” Isa said.  
 
    But prettiness wasn’t everything.
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    The night on Athens was hot and sticky, but that didn’t matter to Erin when she was at a beach party and there was a limbo dancing competition going on.  
 
    It was her turn to get the drinks. When she went up to the bar, she was surprised to see a familiar, tall, beefy blond.  
 
    “Mikkail! What are you doing here? How come you aren’t on the Odyssey?” 
 
    “The same reason you’re here,” the bartender replied. “I’m on vacation.” 
 
    “But if you’re on vacation, why are you working?”  
 
    Was she slurring her words? Erin thought she might be slurring her words. She didn’t care. 
 
    “I’m not working,” Mikkail said. “I’m doing this for free. I just love mixing cocktails.” 
 
    “That’s great, Mikkail.” Erin stared at him intently. “Really great. People should do what they love, right? Now, take me. I love—” 
 
    “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? Let me see.”  
 
    Erin scanned the list: New Canaan Cannonball, Pilot’s Challenge, Bob’s Fury, Davy Jones’s Soda, Silven Sunrise, AI Ale, Picobomb, White Dwarf, Syzygy, Hot Jets. There were so many. How was she supposed to choose? And she seemed to remember she was supposed to be getting drinks for Isa and Martin too. Only she’d forgotten what they ordered. 
 
    She asked Isa, <What did you—> 
 
    <Martin’s having a Galactic Overlord, and I want a Zero G. Do you need a hand?> 
 
    <I think I can order three drinks by myself.> 
 
    <Are you sure? Because that’s the third time you’ve asked for a reminder.> 
 
    <But I only just got here!> 
 
    <You asked twice on your way.> 
 
    <I did?>  
 
    The dancing competition was in full swing on the sand. Marines on R&R were lining up to take their turn at shimmying under the low pole. The beat of the music was deep and insistent, and the Marines’ antics mesmerizing. Erin guessed she must have gotten distracted on the way over.  
 
    “I want one Galactic Overlord, one, er, Zero G, and I’ll have a…a…what’s an EVA?” 
 
    “Your brain leaves your body for a while.” 
 
    “Oh, maybe not. I better pace myself,” Erin said, though she suspected that the time for pacing herself had come and gone. “I’ll have a Warp Drive.” She held up a hand as Mikkail opened his mouth to speak. “I don’t want to know what it’s going to do to me.” 
 
    “I was only going to say ‘coming right up’!” Mikkail began to mix the drinks. 
 
    Erin turned away from the bar and leaned back, resting her elbows on it. The Marines were having a fantastic time. Like everyone else on Athens, they were wearing only the skimpiest swimwear. Usef was there in his thong. To Erin’s delight, he’d turned up on the final day of their vacation. He and Martin hadn’t been able to hold their surf-off, but that could wait for another time. 
 
    She didn’t think she would ever cease to be amazed at how different Usef was out of uniform compared to Major Usef. Plain old Usef was a total party animal. He’d already reduced his fellow Marines to laughing wrecks with his stories, and he was also in the line for limboing. Erin couldn’t imagine how he would ever contort his thick, muscular body into the shape required to get under the pole.  
 
    While she waited, she also took in the entire beach scene. The sea, the stars, the sand stretching into the distance. It was perfect, exactly like their vacation had been. She’d missed Jude, but she felt reassured that he was in Tanis and Joe’s care, where she knew no harm would come to him.  
 
    “Your drinks,” Mikkail announced. 
 
    He’d put them on a tray for Erin to carry. In their oddly shaped glasses, the drinks’ colors were a mixture of vivid and subtle hues, inviting and a little bit intimidating. 
 
    Mikkail pointed at one. “This is the—” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.” She grabbed the tray and set off, stepping slowly and carefully. Between the soft, dry, slippery sand, the easily overbalanced glasses, and her very slightly inebriated state, Erin wasn’t confident she was going to make it back to Isa and Martin without mishap.  
 
    Cutting a wide circle around the limbo spectators took Erin on the harder sand at the shoreline, where the waves reached her feet. For a moment, her mind flew back to her shock encounter with Tony under the Sea of Marmara on Troy. She gave a shudder and pushed the memory from her mind.  
 
    This vacation was all about forgetting such things, and they’d all done a great job of that.  
 
    “At last. What took you?” Isa asked when Erin arrived. “Hand them out. Usef’s limbo dance is about to begin.” She took a drink and handed it to Martin. 
 
    “Is this mine?” 
 
    “Do you care?” asked Isa. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Erin dropped to their blanket on the sand at the edge of the dancing area. The Marines had already started up a chant, egging Usef on as he approached the pole, facing them.  
 
    The pole looked incredibly low. Erin wondered how he could possibly get under it. No one else had managed so far. She sipped her drink. It definitely tasted more like a Galactic Overlord than a Warp Drive.  
 
    Usef spread his legs wide and began to inch toward the pole. 
 
    “Stars,” Martin said, “that’s….” He was clearly at a loss for words, because he failed to finish his sentence. 
 
    Erin could see what he meant. Usef was only wearing a thong. The closer he approached the pole, the wider he spread his legs. He was bouncing on the balls of his feet in time with the beat of the music. 
 
    Isa shrieked with laughter. “I can’t look!” She covered her face with her hands and opened her fingers to peek through the gaps.  
 
    Erin guffawed and nearly spilled her drink. She laughed so hard, tears squeezed from her eyes. For a moment, her vision of Usef was blurred until she wiped her eyes with the back of her wrists.  
 
    The Marines were chanting louder. “Go Usef! Go Usef! Go Usef!” They were making circles with their fists in the air.  
 
    Unbelievably, Usef had moved his knees under the pole. His upper body was almost parallel with the ground. The muscles of his chest and stomach were like iron. His legs were impossibly wide. He jiggled forward.  
 
    Isa shrieked again and fell into Erin, who was in no state to hold up her wife. Martin looked like he was in shock.  
 
    The extraordinariness of the feat that Usef was close to pulling off suddenly hit Erin. She put down her cocktail and leapt up.  
 
    “Go Usef! You got this! You can do it.” Her hands were in fists as she jumped up and down. 
 
    Usef’s thighs were under the pole. He bounced forward. The pole was over his hips. He turned his head to one side, ready to avoid hitting the pole with his chin.  
 
    “Gooooo Useffffff!” Erin shouted, rigid with excitement.  
 
    “Oooohhhhhh.”  
 
    A sigh of disappointment ran through the Marines. Usef collapsed onto his back, a look of good-natured resignation on his features.  
 
    “What happened?” Erin asked. “Why did he stop?” 
 
    “His back touched the ground,” Isa replied. “He’s way too burly for limboing.” 
 
    “Darn it.” Erin flopped down.  
 
    She was about to pick up her drink when Usef’s massive calves appeared in her vision. She looked up at him, blinking.  
 
    “Hey, Usef. Nice try. Next time, huh?” 
 
    He held out a hand to her. Confused, Erin took it. She found herself on her feet again without any apparent effort.  
 
    “Your turn.” Usef jerked his head at the limbo pole. 
 
    “Me? Nuh-uh. No way.” 
 
    “Go on, Erin,” Isa said. “It’ll be easy for you.” 
 
    Erin looked at the pole. The night was hot, the music was loud, and she was pretty drunk. The corner of her lip lifted in a smile.  
 
    “Do you think so?” 
 
    “I know so,” said Martin, grinning. 
 
    Erin thrust imaginary sleeves up her arms. “’Kay. Let’s do it!” 
 
    Usef stepped out of her way as she marched to the pole. A roar went up from the Marines. Someone turned the music up louder. Erin looked at the pole. All of a sudden, it looked much lower than it had from a distance.  
 
    What did I sign myself up for? Then she thought, Eh, if I make an ass of myself, who cares? Usef did it. 
 
    Erin spread her legs wide and started to bounce forward. The Marines were chanting again, and in amongst their shouts, she could hear Isa and Martin. She could do this. She knew it. 
 
    Erin bent backward, lower and lower. She opened her arms for balance. Her knees were at the pole. Then they were under it. She couldn’t believe it—all she had to do now was make the rest of her body as low as her knees.  
 
    The pole was at her thighs. She grazed it.  
 
    An ‘Ooooooh’ went up from the crowd, but the pole was holding.  
 
    Now for her hips.  
 
    Erin’s stomach was a ball of pain.  
 
    <Walter, I could do with a little help here.> 
 
    <But that would be cheating.> 
 
    <Would it?> 
 
    <Those are the rules,> the AI replied soberly. 
 
    <No one told me that!> 
 
    <I have every confidence in you.> 
 
    Erin would rather have had her AI’s analgesics.  
 
    The pole was over her chest. She turned her head to the side like she’d seen Usef do. Keeping her hands low, she bounced the last short distance.  
 
    She was done. She’d made it under the lowest pole that night. 
 
    Marines were yelling their congratulations and pounding her back.  
 
    Erin threw up her arms. “I did it!” 
 
    Usef was beaming at her, his arms folded over his great chest. 
 
    “Did I win?” she asked him. 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “Yay! I won! I won! Do I get a prize?” 
 
    “You do,” he said. 
 
    “Fantastic. What did I win?” 
 
    “Come on, Marines,” said Usef.  
 
    He moved toward her, and the rest of the crowd of brawny men and women closed in.  
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” Erin asked.  
 
    Hands grabbed her arms and legs. She rose into the air, supported by ten or twelve pairs of arms. She was being carried toward the ocean.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Erin asked, though she had already guessed. “Oh, man,” she said resignedly just before she hit the water.  
 
    It was a good thing they spaced out their vacations on Athens. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis read the message again, and sat back in her chair, running a hand over her ponytail and tugging on it gently.  
 
    <Well that’s just a little bit suspicious,> she said to Angela.  
 
    <I see your ‘little bit’, and I raise you a truckload of neutronium.>  
 
    <Our one lead into who’s trying to steal the picotech, and it’s gone…in a plasma fire.> 
 
    Angela didn’t reply, and Tanis rose from her desk, walking to the window looking out over Landfall.  
 
    <You think it’s the Transcend?> she asked her AI after a minute.  
 
    <It’s possible…. But we have the sensor grid up now. I don’t see how they could have gotten a stealth ship past it.> 
 
    <Could also have been someone left behind, someone they planted here, just waiting for the right time.> 
 
    <I suppose,> Angela said after a moment. <I guess it fits their style—from what Sera told us.> 
 
    <Stars.> Tanis shook her head and then leant it against the window. <Do I ever wish she was still with us. I have so many questions.> 
 
    <You know we have to treat the Transcend like they’re the enemy,> the AI cautioned.  
 
    <I know…it’s my own policy. Doesn’t mean I don’t wish it otherwise.> 
 
    <Maybe they’ll find something in Tony’s remains.> 
 
    Tanis wasn’t hopeful. She turned from the beautiful view of the planet she was trying to make into her home and walked back to her desk. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    AFTERWORD 
 
    What a wonderful pleasure and privilege it’s been to return to the Aeon 14 universe. I’ve enjoyed following Erin, Martin, and Isa’s journey as they experienced living on Troy. 
 
    As I was writing the story, I stumbled across the word that describes our three main characters’ relationship: a throuple (as in a couple, but with three people), which was a fun discovery. I also had a lot of fun naming the throuple’s child. Jude wasn’t inspired by the famous Beatles song, however. I’ve always liked the name since reading Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure. 
 
    The octopuses’ garden was totally inspired by the Beatles song. 
 
    Inspiration for Lindsey’s marine park came from one of my favourite films, Local Hero, where a young marine biologist and possible mermaid dreams of creating just such a site. 
 
    The idea for the pinnacle on Troy’s parliament came from Taipei 101, which spent a few years as the world’s tallest building and is visible from nearly everywhere in Taiwan’s capital.  
 
    The Island of Aeolia is reminiscent of Jules Verne’s and Edgar Rice Burroughs’ stories of expeditions to places cut off from the march of evolution, and the rainforest in the cave there is similar to the San Doong Cave in Vietnam. I’ve never been there, but I’d love to go. 
 
    Now I’m looking forward to writing Athens, the final book in the Building New Canaan series. It’s going to be a wild ride. 
 
     J.J. Green
New Taipei City, 2018 
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    THE MISSION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 03.12.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: TSS Prudence, 91 AU from Canaan Prime 
 
    REGION: New Canaan System, Transcend Interstellar Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    The engineer settled into a chair near the back of the Prudence’s aft enlisted mess hall, waiting for his friend to arrive. He preferred to think of the contact as a friend, though he really knew nothing about the other person. 
 
    Rather, I’m certain that everything I know about him is a fabrication. 
 
    Chief Kars was the friend’s name, and he was an effusive person, always going on about some new delight he’d discovered, and sharing it with others on the crew. Given the fact that Iysra’s fleet had been lingering beyond New Canaan’s heliopause for over a decade—with little rotation on or off—new delights were in short supply. 
 
    Someone had found an ancient song, called ‘Hotel Calypso’, that matched the feeling of the fleet. It was a mournful tune with a haunting reprise that said, ‘you can check out, but you can never leave.’ 
 
    The engineer all but symbolized that feeling. He was totally checked out. But New Canaan and the colony being built there was top secret; the fewer people who knew that this was where the Intrepid and its crew had come to rest, the better. 
 
    And so, once you were assigned to Iysra’s fleet, you stood a very good chance of being in it for the duration.  
 
    “Hey! There you are!” Kars roared his greeting as he sat across from the engineer, immediately dropping a small device on the table that would allow them to establish an undetected point-to-point link. 
 
    The engineer was passably good at maintaining two conversations, but Kars’ nature masked any inefficiencies in his partners.  
 
    The newcomer began to talk about a new sim he’d managed to get smuggled in, and how it was perfect for killing time between shifts. The engineer nodded along, asking periodic questions and doing his best to look interested. 
 
    Which he was—in the real conversation taking place over the Link. 
 
    <We’re in luck. I’ve been able to confirm that the PETER picked up the signal. The base configuration sets have been overwritten, and it’s already begun to have issues.> 
 
    <How can you confirm that?> the engineer asked. 
 
    <Because…they’ve already put in a request for the FGT to come help with it.> Kars timed the statement with a laugh in his audible conversation. 
 
    <Really?> the engineer was surprised. <I would have expected them to fix it on their own. Aren’t these the people with the most advanced tech out there?> 
 
    <You’d think so, right? What’s really going on is that they want to mask that tech from us, and lull us into thinking that they’re just simple colonists, while they use their pico for some nefarious purpose.> 
 
    The engineer nodded. That had been a message Kars had repeated many times. Sometimes he would suggest things that the New Canaanites must be using their pico for, other times he just dropped veiled hints. 
 
    It was clear that Kars was part of Grey Division, the Transcend Space Force’s intelligence group. It stood to reason that they would have some solid ideas about what was going on in New Canaan. If they thought there was danger, there was very likely something afoot. 
 
    <I imagine the bulk of their resources are also tied up in whatever they’re really up to,> the engineer said.  
 
    <Precisely. I suspect there’s an element of diplomacy at play here as well. They asked for a team of FGT engineers to come help, but you know there’s no chance of that happening. We’re not going to send a bunch of altruistic planet-builders in there. Those colonists will eat them alive. No, they’re getting a TSF engineering team, and you’re on it.> 
 
    The man sat back, eyeing Kars with an expression of wonder. <Seriously?> 
 
    <Yeah. Now, you’ve been talking to your friend, right? Preparing her in case she’s called to serve in this way?> 
 
    He nodded. <I have. She’s ready.> 
 
    <Good. Because I got her on the roster too,> Kars said. 
 
    A whistle slipped past his lips. <That’s amazing. Who else is on the team?> 
 
    Kars proceeded to outline the team going into New Canaan, and the goals of the mission.  
 
    As he spoke, the engineer nodded in satisfaction. The others were good, loyal citizens and members of the TSF, but they weren’t overly curious. They’d focus on the work and little else.  
 
    <Good, good. I look forward to this, Kars. I won’t let you down.> 
 
    <I know you won’t. Do this, and a promotion and a new assignment off this fleet will be yours.> 
 
    A laugh burst from the engineer’s lips. <Core, you should have brought something for us to make a toast with.> 
 
    Kars grinned and nodded in agreement. <When you return with what we need, we’ll drink for days.> 
 
    <I’m holding you to that.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.11.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Badlands 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
    One month later…. 
 
      
 
    Erin scrambled up the last few meters of the steep slope and stood atop the crest of the ridge. On one side of the divide sat a lake of boiling water. On the other stretched a valley of black, ashy earth, scattered with tough shrubs, clumps of rough grass, and one small, brave tree. The stinky tang of sulfur riddled the atmosphere. According to Walter, the temperature had risen to forty-five degrees centigrade in the two hours since sunrise. 
 
    Erin was beginning to regret her decision to hike the Badlands of Athens, but she was determined to inject some enjoyment into the vacation. Martin and Isa were toiling up the slope below her.  
 
    She shouted down, “Hurry up, you pair of slowpokes. It’s beautiful up here!” 
 
    Isa paused and looked up at Erin, squinting in Canaan Prime’s rays, which were already piercingly bright despite the earliness of the hour.  
 
    “You know what, Erin? This is exactly the kind of situation where an a-grav pack would come in handy.” 
 
    Erin tutted and replied, “I explained before we set out that a-grav packs would take away the challenge. Where would the fun be in that?” 
 
    “Fun?” Isa said. “I’m not having fun. Are you having fun, Martin?” 
 
    “Er…” Martin also stopped climbing, and began to look uncomfortable. He adjusted his backpack.  
 
    His pack was the heaviest of all of them because he was carrying the tent, but Erin doubted her husband’s burden was responsible for his discomfort.  
 
    “Oh, look!” he said, pointing at the ridgetop. “We’re nearly there.” 
 
    Isa rolled her eyes. Slipping her thumbs under the straps of her pack, she resumed her climb.  
 
    When she had nearly reached the ridge, Erin leaned toward her and held out a hand. Isa grabbed hold of it and Erin pulled her up.  
 
    “Look at the view,” said Erin. “Isn’t it amazing?” 
 
    Isa put her hands on her knees while she rested and caught her breath. Lifting her head, she gave the landscape a cursory glance and nodded. “Very nice.” 
 
    “Nice?” Erin echoed. 
 
    Martin arrived. He slipped off his backpack and slung it onto the rocky ground before he also took a look around. “It’s…sure something.” 
 
    It sure was. Erin swept the striking landscape with her gaze again.  
 
    Athens’ Badlands spanned narrow sections of the planet that surrounded the poles. Erin and her two spouses were hiking in the northern section, about four hundred and fifty kilometers south of the capital, Attica.  
 
    In the Badlands, living things struggled to survive. Volcanoes and lava fields dominated the landscape. Geysers spouted superheated steam among pools of bubbling mud. The air was hazy with particulates leftover from frequent eruptions. Another three hundred kilometers to the south lay the beginnings of the uninhabitable, highly volcanic region that encircled the bulk of the young planet.  
 
    Perhaps my choice of location for our trip was a bit extreme, Erin reflected.  
 
    They were far from the polar areas that were perfect for tourists, with their hot springs, wide beaches, and lush forests. Not to mention the luxurious hotels and evening cocktail parties.  
 
    But the spot was convenient for meeting up with the planetary engineers who ran the PETER, and Erin had a surprise for Isa and Martin she was confident they would like. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. “I told Lark and Fazir we would be there in an hour.” 
 
    Erin took a long step downward on the far side of the ridge, but as she moved, a deep vibration issued from somewhere below ground. A beat later, the ridge shook violently.  
 
    “Whaaaaaaaa!” Erin lost her balance and tumbled down.  
 
    While she rolled down the incline, the ground continued to bounce and shake, shifting as she hit it. Her head cracked against a rock, and Walter quickly dispensed a wave of analgesics to wash away the pain. Erin spread her arms and legs, picking up grazes and bumps, but managing to halt her roll. Though she continued to slither down the loose shale and bucking soil.  
 
    Finally, she hit a bush. She reached out and grabbed the prickly branches, uttering a “Yowch” as the thorns dug into her palms and fingers. Once more, Walter erased her discomfort. She had stopped moving, but still the ground jerked up and down like she was on a theme park attraction.  
 
    Erin was on her stomach, facing up the slope. She could feel a trickle of blood making its way down her forehead, and wiped it off with her sleeve.  
 
    What happened to Isa and Martin?  
 
    She found Isa first. Her wife was sitting upright a short distance down from the ridge, her legs and arms wrapped around a large clump of coarse grass. At some point during the ongoing quake, she must have face-planted, as her features were coated in black dirt. Erin also noticed that Isa was looking decidedly pissed.  
 
    Martin had managed to avoid falling. He was hunkering down at the top of the slope.  
 
    Erin held on and waited for the earthquake to stop. Half a minute later, the shaking began to ease; in another few moments, the slope was still. Erin waited a short while longer in case the quake hadn’t quite shaken itself out.  
 
    “That was a humdinger,” Martin called down. “Anyone hurt?” 
 
    “I don’t think I am,” Erin replied. 
 
    <You’re okay,> Walter said. <Just a few minor injuries that I’ll fix. Nothing serious.> 
 
    Erin let go of the bush and sat up. A few thorns had broken off in her hands, and she began to pick them out.  
 
    “Isa?” Martin asked. 
 
    “I’m fine.”  
 
    Erin registered Isa’s tone and looked up at her. Her wife had released her hold on the grass and risen to her knees. She was trying to wipe the soil from her face, but in fact was only succeeding in spreading it around.  
 
    Erin’s regret over her choice of vacation increased. It would be the last they would be able to take for a while, so they had wanted to make the most of their remaining freedom. The triplets would be born soon, and for a few years, the girls would be too little to be left with someone else.  
 
    Martin’s long legs brought him quickly down the incline to where Isa struggled to her feet. Erin tossed aside the last of the thorns and climbed the slope to meet him.  
 
     “I guess that was off-schedule?” Martin asked. 
 
    “You guessed right,” Erin replied. “The schedule is becoming increasingly unscheduled. Looking forward to getting to the bottom of whatever is going on with the PETER.” 
 
    “That was a big one,” Isa added.  
 
    Along with the dirt on her face, her hair had picked up a fair amount of grime as well. In her efforts to clean herself, she had also somehow managed to create the impression of a thick moustache and beard.  
 
    Erin bit back a smile. She didn’t want to add to her wife’s irritable feelings. At the same time, she was pulling the data from the many seismometers stationed around the planet.  
 
    “It was the biggest earthquake this trip, and we were right on top of it.”  
 
    Athens had experienced five major earthquakes since their arrival eight days previously, instead of the usual two per week. 
 
    “Is it much farther to the place we’re meeting your colleagues?” Isa asked.  
 
    “Uh…” Erin wasn’t sure how much more hiking Isa could tolerate. 
 
    <Five point oh seven six kilometers,> said Walter. 
 
    She relayed the information. Isa made a face.  
 
    Martin shouldered his backpack. “Do you want me to carry your pack?” he asked Isa. 
 
    “You’re a sweetheart, but I’m alright, thanks.” 
 
    “It’s mostly downhill from here,” said Erin brightly. “Shouldn’t take us too long, but we’d better not hang around. Don’t want to keep the team waiting.” 
 
    She set off down the slope, digging the heels of her boots into the loose, dark soil. They would have to cross a cleft between two areas of high ground, and then climb again for a short while. Their destination was a lava field, where the two engineers who were responsible for the PETER were in the process of relocating a seismometer.  
 
    The PETER that was slowly cooling the planet was a vague band in the southern sky in daylight, the haziness of the atmosphere helping to obscure the gigantic structure hundreds of kilometers above the planet.  
 
    The rest of the slope was not so steep as the area Erin had tumbled down. They walked to the bottom quickly and began to cross the scrubby ground. The sparse vegetation made the going easy, though in the lower levels of the volcanic landscape, the odor of hydrogen sulfide grew stronger.  
 
    Isa wrinkled her nose. Even Martin began to look a little grumpy, and Erin had a hankering for a cocktail on the beach herself. 
 
    Nobody seemed in the mood for chatting, so silence reigned as they walked. No birds or other wildlife apart from insects had appeared in days. The animals of Athens were clearly too smart to try to live in the unstable, volatile zone.  
 
    They were still some distance from their destination when Martin said, “I can see your engineers. Look over there.” 
 
    Erin followed the direction he was pointing and saw two figures on high ground, silhouetted against a brilliant orange spit of lava that must have crept out after the earthquake. 
 
    “They’re so close to the lava,” said Isa. “Is that safe?” 
 
    “They probably aren’t as close as it looks,” Erin replied. “Besides, they’re wearing heat-resistant suits.” 
 
    After a few moments, the figures moved down and away from the lava, but the bronze sheen of the engineers’ suits meant they continued to stand out. 
 
    <Hey, Lark,> Erin said to the female engineer. <We’ll be with you soon.> 
 
    <Hi, Erin. Thanks for coming out to meet us. See you in a minute.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the base of the slope that led up to the lava field, Lark had descended to the bottom and was waiting for them. The male engineer, Fazir, remained near the top, working on the seismometer they were relocating. 
 
    The lava stream wasn’t visible behind Fazir from the low ground, but it emerged to the left lower down the slope, spilling lazily, like someone had an accident while making fluorescent orange toffee. The air above it shimmered thickly with heat from the cooling lava. 
 
    Lark opened her visor and reached out to shake Erin’s hand. Erin introduced Martin and Isa. 
 
    “It’s nice of you to meet up with us while you’re on vacation,” Lark said.  
 
    “No problem,” Erin replied. “I thought, since we were in the area…” 
 
    “Yeah, we just happened to be passing by,” Isa said with a wry laugh and a glance at Erin. 
 
    Lark gave Isa a puzzled look that turned into a suppressed grin of amusement. Erin realized Isa was still sporting her dirt beard and moustache.  
 
    “Have you heard from the Transcend’s engineers yet?” Erin asked.  
 
    While Lark answered in the negative, Erin caught Martin’s eye and subtly jerked her head toward Isa. He took a closer look at their mutual spouse, and his eyebrows rose. He took off his pack and, in a few moments, he had a bottle of water and cloth and had taken Isa to one side. 
 
    “Governor Richards ordered their ship to Carthage first,” said Lark. “We were informed they’ll be starting about the same time as you.” 
 
    “Right,” said Erin. “I want to establish a protocol with our visitors. Anything they ask for, I want you to send it to me first, okay? And all emerging data. So, for example, when you assess the readings from this latest earthquake, send them directly to me, and I’ll pass them onto the Transcend’s engineers. It won’t cause much of a delay—we should be able to figure out what’s wrong with the PETER in no time.” 
 
    “Of course. That’s why you’re here, right?” Lark’s pleasant expression had become strained.  
 
    Erin had expected to encounter an element of resentment. It was natural when an ‘outsider’ was brought in to help a specialist team do their job, especially when true outsiders were being brought in.  
 
    There wasn’t a lot Erin could do about it. Lark and Fazir’s security clearance was nowhere near high enough for them to know the true reason the Transcend was being sent in to help fix the PETER. 
 
    Lark called up to Fazir. “How are you doing? Are you going to come down here and say hello?” 
 
    The engineer had returned to the narrow ridge above the liquid lava. He raised a hand.  
 
    <I’ll be right there.> He waved at Erin in greeting.  
 
    As she waved back, Fazir suddenly wobbled. He turned his head to gauge his distance from the lava stream behind him, which only made him more unstable. He tried to regain his balance, his arms windmilling. 
 
    Lark cried out, “Fazir, be careful!” 
 
    She raced up the slope. Fazir’s arms flailed as if trying to grab something to prevent himself from falling, but nothing was there. Just as Lark reached him, one of his legs rose, and he toppled backward. In another moment, he was gone. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Martin exclaimed. He threw down his cloth and water bottle and ran up the slope. 
 
    “Fazir!” Lark screamed again.  
 
    Her arms rigid at her sides, she peered over the ridge to the stream of superheated lava below. Horrified by what she saw, she looked away. 
 
    Erin gaped, shock robbing her of speech.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.11.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Badlands 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lark suddenly burst into peals of laughter. Shaking with mirth, she doubled over and clutched her midriff.  
 
    Erin stared. Is the woman mad? Has she been driven insane by the shock of seeing Fazir die a horrible death?  
 
    Erin looked at Isa, hoping her wife might understand what was going on, but Isa appeared to be as astounded as she. 
 
    By this time, Martin had also reached the top of the ridge. He peered over the edge, his features riven with concern. Whatever it was he saw made him slump with relief.  
 
    He shook his head as if incredulous, and then indicated to Erin and Isa to watch the lava flow where it emerged farther down the slope.  
 
    Fazir’s feet and legs appeared first, covered in his all-in-one bronze-colored suit. They appeared unscathed.  
 
    Erin imagined an awful scenario of Fazir’s body being so badly burned it split in two, but his legs were quickly followed by his torso, arms, shoulders, and head in its helmet. He was entirely unharmed. 
 
    The man was lying on his back, floating atop the lava as it flowed downhill. When he saw Erin, he waved for a second time and climbed off the lava stream. Though his visor remained down, his poorly contained hilarity was evident as he walked over to the group, shoulders heaving from laughter. Each step that he took, pieces of lava that had stuck to the back of his suit cooled, hardened, and dropped away. 
 
    He lifted his visor as he approached, revealing a bearded face and eyes streaming with tears of laughter. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said between chuckles. “Couldn’t resist.” He laughed some more, squeezed his eyes closed, and wiped away tears with the back of his gloved hand. “Most people don’t know how well-insulated our suits are.”  
 
    Erin couldn’t find anything to say. What had just happened had to be probably the last thing she would have expected from two subordinates who were meeting their boss for the first time. Yet, technically, Fazir and Lark hadn’t done anything wrong. Playing a practical joke didn’t really count as insubordination. Erin was more in shock than anything else. 
 
    Witnessing her surprise and confusion, Fazir’s guffaws burst out again.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said after a few moments’ additional laughter, “but you should see your face.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” said Lark as she returned to Erin. “It was all his idea.” 
 
    “Hey,” Fazir said, “don’t put all the blame on me. It was you who said it would be good to do something to break the ice.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was you who wanted to take it to the next level.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Erin. “I have to admit, you got us good.”  
 
    She wondered if Lark’s reserve when they had met had been a part of the joke too. 
 
    “Maybe it was a little crazy,” said Fazir. “To be honest, things have gotten boring here over the years.” 
 
    “I guess they must have,” said Erin.  
 
    Lark and Fazir had been tasked with maintaining the PETER ever since the Intrepid’s arrival. For a qualified engineer, it was a simple, low-grade job; both Lark and Fazir had come out of stasis at New Canaan qualified, but with minimal work experience.  
 
    Yet they were by no means dumb. As such, their work days must have been very unstimulating. Prior to the decline in the PETER’s efficiency, the years must have passed slowly for them. 
 
    “Tony said something similar,” Erin continued. “About getting bored, I mean. He told me several times that the FGT had left him with little to do.”  
 
    Fazir’s jovial expression faded at the mention of the planetary engineer’s name. “I hope you don’t think—” 
 
    “No, no,” Erin said. “I wasn’t imagining you two had anything to do with Tony or his crimes. I’m only bringing him up because I was wondering if he’d ever worked on the PETER. I didn’t see his name in the work log, but he might have paid an informal visit. He told me once or twice he was going to Athens due to some anomalies that had been spotted in the stabilization process.”  
 
    Erin had no reason to suspect that Lark and Fazir had been involved with the dead agent of Myrrdan who had tried to steal the picotech. According to all the information she had on the two engineers, they had rarely left Athens. That was one reason Tanis had thought it was safe to invite the Transcend engineers to assist them. 
 
    “I seem to remember he was supposed to come here at one time,” said Lark, “but we hadn’t set a specific date. Nothing major had happened at that stage. We’d only begun to see readings that were slightly off. We weren’t even sure anything was wrong, everything was within the tolerance range. Things only looked abnormal when we compared them to what we’d seen when we arrived. So when we didn’t hear from Tony for a while, we didn’t think anything about it.” 
 
    “He’d been over a few times prior to that, though,” Fazir said. “Just to shoot the breeze. I thought he was a great guy. I had no idea what he was really like.” 
 
    “Neither did anyone else, unfortunately,” said Erin. “I’m not going to rule out interference from him. Walter will be going over everything he did with a fine-tooth comb.” 
 
    <I suspect that he was looking for something to exploit, but settled on his other target, instead. Still, it will be good to rule his interference out.> 
 
    “Do you know what might be wrong with it, then?” Lark asked. “We’ve been over everything so many times, it’s driving us crazy.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” Erin replied. “Don’t worry. We’ll get it fixed.” 
 
    “What do you think about the Transcend’s engineers coming here too?” Lark asked. “I’m not afraid to admit I’m more than a little nervous. It’s going to be weird having them around.” 
 
    “That’s a second thing not to worry about,” said Erin, giving what she hoped was a reassuring smile.  
 
    The less Lark and Fazir knew about what was going on, the better. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <Those two are…> Isa left her sentence hanging, unable to come up with the descriptive word she needed, as they walked away from the two PETER engineers after saying goodbye.  
 
    Martin supplied not one, but two words. <Utterly insane.> 
 
    <That’s a bit unfair,> said Erin. 
 
    <Unfair?> Martin mentally spluttered. <They faked a man’s horrible, agonized death as a joke. A joke.> 
 
    <Well, maybe they are a little crazy,> said Erin. <But I think I might do the same in their position. Boredom does weird things to people.> 
 
    Isa shook her head, but just asked, “How far is it to the place you wanted to set up camp?”  
 
    “Not far. We’ll be there in a couple of hours, and we can rest up for the afternoon. And you’ll love it. I promise.” 
 
    Isa certainly hoped so. So far, she hadn’t enjoyed their expedition as much as she’d thought she would. 
 
    They hiked another seven kilometers or so, getting beyond the bare, exposed, volcanic zone and into a young forest that had sprung up on the north-facing side of a group of hills. The ashy ground gave way to lush undergrowth, and the air lost its sulfurous odor. A clear, warm stream appeared, tumbling down from the higher ground and flowing into round pools before gushing away in what sounded like a small waterfall farther down the track. 
 
     Tree ferns and giant, wild fig trees crowded the spot, draped in vines and hanging moss, and among the verdant vegetation, the exotic colors and sensual shapes of orchids peeked out.  
 
    They had arrived at a tropical oasis. 
 
    The place was beautiful, yet for perhaps the first time since arriving in New Canaan, Isa found she couldn’t enjoy the natural scene.  
 
    “This looks like the perfect place to set up camp,” said Martin. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s getting really hot now,” Erin replied. “Let’s look for some level ground.” 
 
    When they quickly found an area of flat forest where they could put up the tent, Isa was filled with relief. 
 
    “Do you mind if I rest while you two set up?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” replied Martin. “Take it easy. This is a job for two people anyway. Any more than that only complicates things.” 
 
    Isa took off her pack and dropped it on the ground before sitting on it. She leaned back on a tree trunk. She wasn’t actually that tired, or at least not physically. But she had been out of sorts ever since they had arrived in Athens.  
 
    She’d been whiny too, she knew. Martin and Erin were being patient with her, and she was grateful to them, yet she also couldn't seem to stop herself from making subtle complaints. Something was making her uncomfortable, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 
 
    Martin and Erin had removed the tent from Martin’s backpack and placed it in an open spot. They stood next to Isa to avoid being in its way while it expanded. Isa watched as the structure popped up, almost too fast for the eye to follow.  
 
    “I’ll start up the environment control,” Martin said. “It’ll be nice and cool inside in no time.”  
 
    He disappeared into the tent, and Erin began to unpack the cooking equipment. 
 
    Isa recalled the previous time their family had gone camping. It had been during their ill-fated, short-lived stay on Troy. She had suggested a trip to a high plateau called Aeolia, with the idea that a change of pace and scene might kick Martin and Erin out of a disagreement they were stubbornly clinging on to. Her ploy had worked.  
 
    She also remembered that, at the time, she’d been dying to vacation on Athens. She’d counted the planet as her favorite place in New Canaan, though perhaps not for living year-round. Now was her final opportunity to enjoy Athens before their babies were born, so why couldn’t she?  
 
    “You can go first in the shower if you want,” Erin said, startling Isa out of her reverie. 
 
    “Thanks. That’ll be good.” Isa had felt dirty since falling down during the earthquake. “We aren’t at risk of a river of lava heading down here, are we?” 
 
    Erin laughed. “No. Well, it’s only a tiny risk. And you saw the speed lava flows—we’d have plenty of time to get out of the way.” 
 
    “And the ground isn’t going to open up and swallow us?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “You aren’t having much fun, are you?” asked Erin. 
 
    “You can tell?” 
 
    They shared a smile. Erin stopped setting up the dinner things and sat down next to Isa. They sat shoulder to shoulder in silence for a while. Isa listened to the invisible waterfall, finally feeling somewhat peaceful.  
 
    “I guess this wasn’t the best choice of vacation activities,” Erin admitted. 
 
    “No, it isn’t that. I’ve traveled and hiked plenty of times to make my installations. I usually love it.” 
 
    “So what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I wish I knew. I’ve felt bad ever since stepping off the shuttle at Attica Spaceport. I know this must sound crazy, but Athens is giving me the heebie-jeebies.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re sensitive to the heightened seismic activity.” 
 
    “Huh?” Isa turned to look at Erin. “Is that possible?” 
 
    “It can ionize the air, so it’s possible.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s only that I’m missing Jude.” 
 
    “Maybe. I miss him too, though I know he must be having a whale of a time with Cary and Saanvi. Hey, while Martin’s occupied, I want to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say. This is about the names he’s been thinking up for the triplets, isn’t it?”  
 
    “You read my mind,” said Erin. 
 
    “I’m sure he wasn’t serious when he suggested Huey, Louis, and Dewey. He had that big fat grin on his face.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t like the way his mind is working. I don’t think we should call our girls something cute that draws attention to the fact that they’re triplets. They might be sharing a womb, but they’re individuals.” 
 
    “I understand, and I agree. By the way, I don’t think I ever told you how much I love the fact that they’re together as they grow. I wasn’t sold on the idea at first, but now I see what you mean about keeping each other company.” 
 
    “Exactly. After seeing you when you were pregnant with Jude, a proxy womb seemed a kind of cold way to gestate a baby. Though I’m sure there aren’t any negative effects from the process. It’s only how I feel about it.” 
 
    “What we’re doing is a great compromise. I’m so looking forward to seeing them.” 
 
    “Well, you could always have them birthed when you and Martin get back to Carthage.” 
 
    “No way! You have to be there. Besides, we’ll need you around to look after them. Sometimes I worry about what we’re letting ourselves in for by having three babies at once.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll try to speed things along with the PETER as much as I can. You never know, maybe I’ll be home before the Landfall Anniversary.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    Martin poked his head through the open tent flap. “Everything’s ready. It’s nice and cool in here. Want to come inside?” 
 
    “Great,” said Isa, standing up. “I need a shower.” 
 
    “While I was working,” Martin said, grinning, “I had another idea for the triplets’ names. What do you think about Eeenie, Meenie, and Minie?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Erin offered to brush Isa’s hair after her shower. It was one of her favorite things to do. She sat cross-legged on the bed and Isa sat down in front of her. Erin grasped a tress of her wife’s hair and began to brush it. 
 
    “So, back to Attica in the morning,” said Martin as he joined them on the bed. “It’s been fun, but…” 
 
    “It hasn’t really been fun,” said Erin. “My fault. But the torture will soon be over. Tomorrow, we’ll be back at the hotel, basking in luxury and indulging our every whim.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” said Martin. 
 
    “And then I start work on the PETER.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Martin, his tone suddenly flattening. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Erin. 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of you working with the Transcend’s engineers,” he told her. “They’re practically our enemies. What good is going to come of inviting them into New Canaan?” 
 
    “Tanis explained it all when we dropped Jude off,” Erin replied. “She’s hoping the friendly gesture will help forestall them trying to seize our tech. The longer we have to prepare, the better. Didn’t you hear her?” 
 
    “I heard her. I’m just not convinced. And I don’t understand why it’s you who has to be around those people. You know all about New Canaan’s defenses, and they’ll guess that from your position. Why are you in the firing line again?” 
 
    “It isn’t always me who’s put forward for dangerous work, and you know it. And this isn’t even dangerous. The Transcend’s people are only going to be consulting on the performance of the PETER. It’s the perfect job for them. They aren’t going to find out anything about New Canaan’s defenses out here in Athens. And Lark and Fazir are so out of the loop, they couldn’t tell them anything sensitive if they wanted to.” 
 
    “I hate the way Tanis is so free and easy with other people’s safety,” Martin said, as if he hadn’t heard a word of what Erin had said. “I’ll never forget that time she frightened the living daylights out of Jude.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Isa, raising her hands and looking from Martin to Erin, “let’s not go there, okay?” 
 
    A retort rose to Erin’s lips, but she left it unspoken. Isa was right. Going over what had happened at the invasion drill on Troy wasn’t going to benefit anyone and would only stir up bad feelings. Martin’s opinion of Tanis had soured at that moment and it hadn’t really recovered since. He would probably always look with a jaundiced eye at everything New Canaan’s governor had a hand in.  
 
    Erin continued to brush Isa’s hair, keeping her thoughts to herself. In actuality, she was also worried about working with the Transcend’s engineers, though not for the same reasons as Martin. She wasn’t concerned that they might plumb her for useful intelligence; she wouldn’t have any problems keeping her knowledge of the shipyards inside hollowed out moons and other military secrets to herself—her concerns were just about getting along with people whose government was not on friendly terms with New Canaan’s. 
 
    Erin had brushed Isa’s hair until it was smooth and silky. She put the brush down on the bed, wrapped her arms around Isa’s waist, and rested her head on her wife’s shoulder. 
 
    “Tired?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Uh huh.” Now that Isa mentioned it, Erin did feel tired. It was probably due to the long hike in the heat of the Badlands that morning.  
 
    “We can always have a nap now and explore the oasis later, after sunset,” said Martin. 
 
    “Mmmm, sounds good,” said Erin. She pushed gently on Isa’s waist, forcing her to one side. Isa chuckled and didn’t protest. Together, they fell onto the mattress.  
 
    Erin snuggled up against Isa’s back and closed her eyes. She felt Martin lie down too, and then felt the pressure of his arm as he stretched it over both of them. 
 
    Despite her tiredness, sleep didn’t come quickly to Erin. The memory of a recent conversation with Tanis bugged her. Her worries stemmed from the final part of the conversation. 
 
    “This will be a little different from what you’re used to,” the governor had said, referring to the PETER-fixing assignment. 
 
    “I don’t see how,” Erin replied. “It’s only another engineering job. The fact that my colleagues are from our adversary won’t bother me.”  
 
    “No?” Tanis asked. “It should. This assignment has to go smoothly, Erin. It’s the perfect opportunity to encourage a lessening of tensions between us and the Transcend, but that also makes it the perfect opportunity for something to go badly wrong. Working with representatives from the Transcend will be an exercise in diplomacy.” 
 
    “Diplomacy?” Erin echoed, like an idiot.  
 
    The thought that she wouldn’t only be dealing in practical things hadn’t occurred to her. Fixing the PETER should be a cinch. But diplomacy? She had suddenly felt entirely out of her depth. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” Tanis cocked an eyebrow. “Whoever they send, you have to do your best to avoid direct confrontation—as much as that sucks, honestly. The last thing we want to do is piss them off. What we do want to do is send them back to Admiral Iysra’s flagship full of bonhomie for their New Canaanite friends.”  
 
    <Diplomacy,> Erin said to Walter. 
 
    <What about it?> 
 
    <Are you any good at it?> 
 
    <Without blowing my own trumpet, I think I may have some talent in that area.> 
 
    <Great, because I’m going to need all the help I can get.> 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.12.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Attica 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the following morning, they ordered an aircar from Attica and set about packing up the camp while they waited for their ride to arrive. The heat of the Badlands had yet to penetrate the small open space in the tropical forest, and the air was refreshing and cool, if heavy with humidity.  
 
    Erin had finally slept heavily the previous night, despite her unease over the additional responsibility Tanis had placed on her with her latest role. Having her spouses close by always calmed her worries. 
 
    They had packed all their things into their backpacks and were only waiting on Martin to deflate the tent, when Isa suddenly grabbed Erin’s arm. 
 
    “Did you see it?” 
 
    She was looking in the direction of a clump of tree ferns, beyond which lay the waterfall they had visited late that afternoon.  
 
    “No, what?” Erin asked. Then she saw a flash of brilliant scarlet. 
 
    “There it is again! What is it?” 
 
    Martin paused in his work and looked up. “What did you see?” 
 
    “There’s something flying near the waterfall,” said Erin. 
 
    “Probably a—” said Martin, just as the creature flew into the small clearing. 
 
    It was a dragonfly, and what a dragonfly it was. The creature’s four transparent, veined wings spread a little less than a meter wide and its body was as thick as Martin’s arm. 
 
    “Cool,” he breathed. “I’d heard the FGT had seeded Athens with some ancient Earth species, but I didn’t know they’d included Protodonata.” 
 
    “What are they?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Dragonflies. Athens’ atmosphere is rich in oxygen, so they can grow pretty big. Makes lighting a fire risky, but it means we get to enjoy beauties like that.” 
 
    The huge dragonfly skimmed across the clearing, hovered for a moment, and then darted away again, its shimmering wings little more than a blur.  
 
    “Is that one of the insects whose larvae make silk?” asked Isa. 
 
    “No,” Martin replied. “But I can see why you would think that. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Whoa!” Isa exclaimed.  
 
    The dragonfly had perched on her head, balancing on the tips of its six long legs.  
 
    “Stay still,” said Erin. “I’m recording.” 
 
    Isa was more than ready to comply, but the sound of the approaching aircar spooked the insect. It flitted away within a moment. 
 
    “Oh no,” Isa said wistfully. “Still, it makes a nice end to our trip.” 
 
    “Tent’s put away,” Martin announced, picking up the pack.  
 
    The aircar appeared above the clearing, casting everything into shade.  
 
    “Move back, and I’ll tell it to land,” said Erin.  
 
    The vehicle from Attica dropped slowly into the clearing until it hovered a few centimeters above the ground. Erin unlocked it, and they loaded in their packs before climbing in. 
 
    The aircar swept up into the sky, and the spot where they had spent the night became a green splash in a steaming sea of brown, red, orange, and yellow.  
 
    “Bye-bye, Badlands,” said Isa. “I’ll be back when you’ve cooled down.” 
 
    Erin hoped that would be sooner rather than later, but it depended on her or the Transcend engineers being able to find out what was wrong with the PETER.  
 
    If the current situation continued, Athens would become more and more volatile and unstable. One extreme scenario was that the planet would become unlivable, even at the poles. All the tourists and the permanent residents who provided their services would have to be evacuated. 
 
    Erin didn’t know the figure without checking, but she guessed it might be as many as fifty thousand people.  
 
    What a nightmare it would be if they all have to leave at short notice.  
 
    She shook her mind free of the thought. Her worries were getting the better of her again.  
 
    In another couple of days, after finishing off her vacation in the luxurious resort at Attica, she would be able to get her teeth into the PETER assignment. Until then, she was determined to have fun with Martin and Isa. Usef was going to be there too, and Erin was glad of the opportunity to ensure the air between them was clear. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The tsunami surf-off was finally on.  
 
    “I can’t believe it’s taken so long for our schedules to match up so we can do this,” Martin said to Usef as they awaited the approaching, gigantic wave. 
 
    “Time’s flown, right?” the major replied. “The invasion defense prep has kept me pretty busy. I hope you’ve used your time well,” he added with a sardonic twist of his lips. “You better have gotten plenty of practice in. You don’t want to embarrass yourself.” 
 
    “Practice?” asked Martin, mirroring Usef’s challenging tone. “Who needs practice? I was surfing before I was in school. Had a little board about yay big.” He held his hands about a meter apart. “Must have been a second birthday present or something. But don’t let my greater experience bother you. I’ll teach you some moves later on if you like.” 
 
    Usef laughed good-naturedly. 
 
    “You guys!” said Erin, bobbing in the water beside them. “This is just a bit of fun, okay?” 
 
    “OK, sure,” Isa added a snort as she floated a little farther down the line of tsunami surfers. “That isn’t what you were saying at the limbo-dancing competition last night. When Usef nearly beat you, I thought you were going to injure yourself getting under the pole.” 
 
    “That was totally different,” said Erin. “I had a reputation to preserve. I wasn’t going to pass along my Limbo-Dancing Queen title to some upstart on her first vacation in Athens. But with Martin and Usef, it’s only a casual contest between buddies, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” said Martin, giving Usef a mock steely-eyed look. 
 
    When Usef returned the look, Martin wasn’t so certain the major was kidding.  
 
    The truth was, his own attitude was all fun and bravado. He didn’t really think he stood a chance against Major Usef, pride of the Marines and probably the fittest and strongest man in New Canaan. Martin only hoped that Erin and Isa wouldn’t tease him too much that evening, which was to be the last of their vacation.  
 
    “Here it comes!” called Isa. 
 
    Martin turned to see the wave barreling toward them like a megalodon on the attack. He powered his board forward while looking over his shoulder and watching the wall of water. He could hardly believe the size of the thing. Even for a tsunami, this was a monster. He guessed the excessive seismic activity that Athens was experiencing was responsible for the mammoth surge.  
 
    Timing the right moment to jump up on his board would be critical; if he miscalculated, he would be swept under the water and forced to wait in utter humiliation for the rescue team to arrive.  
 
    Martin drove his board onward, waiting for the exact split second to rise to his feet and surf.  
 
    The moment came.  
 
    He made it! He was up. Behind him, millions of tons of water surged forward, relentless and unstoppable. Looking around, he saw that Erin was also on her board—though appearing unsteady—but there was no sign of Isa. He checked again. Usef was up and riding the wave, but there was only a gap in the line where Isa had been. 
 
    <You okay?> he asked her. <I can’t see you.> 
 
    <Wait a sec,> she replied. A moment later, she answered, <Uh, yeah.>  
 
    Martin guessed she’d been waiting until she surfaced to reply.  
 
    Her rueful tone came through the Link once more. <I didn’t make it.> 
 
    <Sorry, love,> Erin chimed in. 
 
    <This one’s a whopper,> Martin said. <It could be the biggest I ever surfed I think.>  
 
    He rode the wave about a third of the way down from the top and was streaming steadily across it. Behind him, the still-rising deep blue bank roared. 
 
    <Too big for me,> Isa decided. <I contacted rescue. They shouldn’t take too long.> 
 
    <That’s too bad, Isa,> Erin said. <Next time.> 
 
    <Yeah, next time. See you both back at the hotel. I’ll be in the spa, enjoying a hot water massage, so don’t pity me too much. Good luck, Martin. Don’t forget, our family honor is at stake.> 
 
    <What?> Martin asked, sounding slightly alarmed. 
 
    <Yeah, you do know I didn’t mean all that ‘casual contest’ nonsense?> said Erin. <That limbo-dancing contest showed that the Marines are getting too damn cocky. It’s time to take them down a peg or two.> 
 
    <I thought that didn’t sound like you,> Martin said. <No pressure, right? Okay. Don’t worry, I got this.> 
 
    Things had gotten serious. Martin didn’t mind losing if it was only his pride involved, but he didn’t want to let down Isa and Erin.  
 
    His gaze had remained on Usef during the conversation with his spouses. The major hadn’t tried to do any tricks yet. He was probably waiting for Martin to make the first move.  
 
    Martin considered what to do first. There had been no need to agree to the rules; they were always the same in this kind of match. He and Usef would attempt more and more daring feats until finally one of them wiped out. Whoever remained on his board was the winner. 
 
    Deciding this called for some serious concentration, Martin pulled his favorite music from the Link, an instrumental piece with a heavy beat. Exactly what he required to block out any interfering thoughts or anxieties and clear his mind.  
 
    One of his best tricks popped into his head. Martin shifted on his board to alter its angle just a little. Soon he was rising, sliding inexorably upward to the crest of the tsunami towering above. The force of the water was so powerful, he found himself hurtling to the summit.  
 
    When he reached the top, his momentum carried him onward. He flew out into pure air, leaving the watery wall behind. Already, his board was turning, guided by his feet. He had just enough time to spin a perfect three-sixty-degree twist before gravity dragged him down, and he hit the wave again.  
 
    Martin glided smoothly back to his former position, Erin’s whoop so loud he could hear it faintly over the rushing of the water. He caught Usef’s glance as the major turned his head away. He had been watching. 
 
    <Not bad,> said Usef. 
 
    <Thanks.>  
 
    Martin was keeping an eye on the major, waiting for him to make his move. His own trick had been something most skilled surfers could pull off. What would Usef do to top it? The competition had only just begun.  
 
    Major Usef was already traveling like an arrow up the aquatic wall, the muscles in his massive legs rigid as iron. Usef’s speed increased as he neared the top.  
 
    Was I going that fast? Martin doubted it.  
 
    The large man rocketed off the highest point of the wave, sailed into the atmosphere, flipped head over heels in a loop, and splashed down again. If Martin hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he would have found it hard to believe that someone of Usef’s physique could pull off such a dexterous maneuver. 
 
    <Good one,> Martin said to Usef, genuinely impressed.  
 
    But the heat of competition was on Martin now. He was sure he could do better. He’d barely started, in fact.  
 
    Turning his board, he headed downward. 
 
    <What are you going to do next?> asked Erin. 
 
    Martin had almost forgotten she was there. <You’ll soon see. Gotta build up speed.> 
 
    The huge swell of water at the base of the wave zoomed up toward him. A moment before he reached the beginning of the long, tapering curve, Martin executed a bottom turn to bring himself around.  
 
    Rising again, he aimed himself at an angle that would lead him toward the peak of the tsunami high above. He gripped with his feet and rose, driving upward, drawing on the monstrous power of the water. All the way to his destination, his momentum increased until finally he felt like he was flying.  
 
    In spite of the music thumping in his head, an anxious reminder crept in: he had only succeeded in performing this trick once before.  
 
    Can I pull it off again? 
 
    He compressed his body low and tight. The open air approached at a breath-taking velocity. 
 
    He was there. 
 
    Martin burst upward like a cork from a champagne bottle. He looped. He looped again. The nose of his board slid toward the curling, white water. Martin had a vision of himself hitting at a bad angle, tumbling over and over down the entire height of the wave, disappearing ignominiously into the blue depths.  
 
    Then the bottom of his board hit the wave, and he was surfing again. 
 
    <Holy smokes, Martin,> said Erin. <I’m sending a vid of that to Isa or she won’t believe me.> 
 
    <Okay, maybe you do have a little talent, my friend,> said Usef. <Just a little.> 
 
    When Martin looked at him, the Marine was already doing a handstand on his board. So the major wasn’t going to attempt to outdo Martin’s stunt? That was a telling decision. Martin jumped and flipped onto his hands. <That’s kind of you to say so.> 
 
    <No problem.> Usef lifted one hand into the air and idly scratched the back of his head. Then he brought his hand around to cover his mouth as he yawned. 
 
    Martin also lifted a hand from his board, though he pretended to pick something out of his teeth. Erin’s laughter echoed in his mind. 
 
    Usef was standing on two hands again. As Martin watched, the major executed a figure-eight move on the near-vertical surface. 
 
    That was easy. Martin copied him, and then tried to think of a feat that would be impossible for Usef to perform. He had it.  
 
    As Martin flipped onto his feet, he checked with Eamon that his trick could work. 
 
    <Hypothetically, it’s possible,> the AI replied. <Your board is heavy enough, but you’ll have to move extremely fast.> 
 
    <Erin, come over here and surf right below me.> 
 
    <Huh? Why? What are you planning? You know I’m only just managing to stay on here, right?> 
 
    <It’s something I’ve never tried before. But it’ll be fine. Eamon said so.> 
 
    <What?> Eamon sputtered. <I didn’t say any such thing.> 
 
    <Okay, Erin,> said Martin, <I need you to shuffle forward a little on your feet, if you can do it without losing your balance. Then stay steady as a rock.> 
 
    <Alrighty.> 
 
    She was below him and just ahead, so Martin watched as she began to edge her feet forward. He could feel Usef’s gaze on them both.  
 
    Martin surfed closer and closer to Erin until his board was so close to hers they were almost touching. The tsunami would be petering out soon; it was now or never.  
 
    He made the leap. 
 
    Martin landed as lightly as he could on the back of Erin’s board, only mildly unbalancing her. A beat later, he bounced blindly backward onto his own board, estimating its new position. The board had flipped up, of course, but his feet hit the firm surface, not water, and he quickly brought his board under control.  
 
    I did it, first try! Martin almost jumped in elation, but he restrained himself. 
 
    <Did you just do what I think you just did?> asked Erin. 
 
    <Hmm. Interesting,> said Usef. <Never seen that before. Shouldn’t be too hard, though.> 
 
    <He’ll never pull it off,> Erin said privately to Martin. 
 
    <I hope not,> he replied. <I’m all out of ideas for anything to top it.> 
 
    One of Usef’s pals was dropping down the tsunami toward him. The woman was a typical Marine, tall and heavily muscled.  
 
    Martin’s hopes rose. He had a strong feeling that both Usef and his friend were too heavy to achieve the board-to-board jump. 
 
    The two Marines were lining up.  
 
    <Here they go,> said Erin.  
 
    She’s right, they’re never going to do it, Martin thought. His gaze was fixed on the pair, who had worked across the wave’s surface until they were some way along it.  
 
    Martin cut the music that had been pumping in his mind. Now all he could hear was the thundering water and the wind that beat steadily against his face.  
 
    Usef’s friend was trying to edge forward as Erin had done, but her board wobbled dangerously. She gave up trying to move any farther, clearly knowing that she would end up in the ocean if she moved another centimeter. That didn’t leave much room for Usef to land, but it looked like he was going to try anyway. The beefy Marine was eyeing his tiny landing space.  
 
    Usef leapt.  
 
    Suddenly, there was nowhere for him to land. At the same moment he’d jumped, the woman had slid slightly forward, and the tip of her board dipped. When Usef left his board, she began to tumble and her board overturned.  
 
    Usef smacked into the water like a breaching whale. The tsunami swallowed him like he had never existed. 
 
    Yes!  
 
    Martin had done it. He felt a boyish pleasure. 
 
    <I would call that a decisive victory,> said Eamon.  
 
    Erin was already hollering. She turned toward Martin, raised two fists into the air, and pulled them down. The action unbalanced her, and she fell sideways. In an instant, the tsunami took her as well. 
 
    From somewhere in the watery depths, she asked, <Usef couldn’t have seen that, right?>  
 
    <I think you’re safe,> Martin replied, chuckling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.14.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Attica 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    That night was their final night together on Athens. The next day, Erin would start work at the PETER, and Martin and Isa would return to Carthage. It was also Erin’s final chance to enjoy the luxurious benefits of an Attican tourist resort, and she wasn’t about to let the opportunity go to waste.  
 
    After dinner, she suggested that they go to the hotel’s outdoor pool to lounge about for a while and drink expensive cocktails. None of the other guests had the same idea, and the family found they had the pool area all to themselves.  
 
    The water was still, and brilliantly mirrored the lights of the hotel and the outdoor lamps. Sounds of the remaining diners chatting drifted out from the hotel restaurant, but otherwise, the night was quiet.  
 
    Isa lay down on a lounger and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t fall asleep yet,” said Erin. “There’s an after-dinner show I want to watch.” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping,” Isa replied. “I’m watching Martin’s surfing tricks again. They’re amazing. I wish I’d been there.” 
 
    “That’s definitely a vid for the family records,” said Erin. “I sent it to Jude already. He’ll be so proud of his daddy.” 
 
    “You did?” Isa’s eyes opened and she sat up. “That means the first thing he’ll want to do after we get back is get in the water and copy his father.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Martin said. “The swell in the Med doesn’t reach anything like tsunami heights.” 
 
    “I guess so.” Isa lay down again. “I miss him. And the triplets.” 
 
    “But they aren’t even born yet,” said Erin.  
 
    “I know, but…”  
 
    A servitor appeared, bringing their drinks. They were all trying something new. Erin had ordered a New Canaan Iced Tea, Martin was having a Picobomb, and Isa had been tempted by a Davy Jones Soda.  
 
    “We still haven’t thought of names for them,” said Martin.  
 
    “Huh?” asked Erin. 
 
    “The triplets.” 
 
    “Oh, right.”  
 
    As she sipped her drink, she wondered if Martin had thought up some more nonsensical names. 
 
    Isa said, “It’s hard. Maybe we should—” 
 
    “I have a suggestion.” Martin put down his cocktail and propped his elbows on his knees. “What about Chico, Harpo, and Groucho?” 
 
     Erin snorted with laughter, sending a mouthful of cocktail up her nose.  
 
    “Aghhh, that burns! Walter, do something.” Her eyes were watering with the pain of alcohol inside her sinuses. At the same time, she couldn’t stop laughing. “Those must be the most stupid names I have ever heard!” 
 
    Isa was aghast. “Aren’t they boys’ names? They definitely sound like boys’ names.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Martin said. “I noticed them in an article on cultural icons of ancient Earth, but I didn’t read it closely. They have a ring to them, right?” 
 
    “He’s joking,” Erin said to Isa. “You are joking, Martin, aren’t you?” 
 
    The noise from the hotel suddenly increased in volume, indicating that someone had opened an exterior door. Erin glanced toward the structure and saw a large figure block the light, and recognized Usef. She was glad to see him.  
 
    “I’ve been looking for you all for a while,” said the major as he walked toward the loungers. He stopped in front of Martin and held out his massive paw. “Congratulations. That was some competition. I’ve never seen anyone do that last trick you did.” 
 
    “Thanks.” They shook. “That was a first for me, too. To be honest, I kinda cheated. Leaning on Marine augmentations a bit, there.” 
 
    “That wasn’t cheating, that was smart battle tactics.” Usef lifted an eyebrow at Erin. “Did you give him the idea?” 
 
    “Not me. But, uh, I wanted to talk to you about something, if you have a minute.”  
 
    Usef opened his mouth to reply, but all of a sudden, the ground began to shake, the water in the pool sloshing over the sides. Erin’s lounger jerked from side to side, and Martin’s shifted so hard he grabbed the armrests. Usef had dropped into a crouch.  
 
    After a few moments, the shaking stopped. 
 
    “That’s the first earthquake I’ve ever felt in Attica,” said Isa.  
 
    “Me too,” said Usef, “and I’ve been coming here for years.” 
 
    Erin frowned. “This is getting ridiculous. I’m glad I’m going up to the PETER first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    Usef said, “I’m going inside. A game of bar roulette is about to start. Enjoy the rest of the night.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Erin said. “I wanted to speak to you, remember?” 
 
    “We don’t have anything to talk about.” His expression was friendly.  
 
    Erin guessed he wanted to save them both a slightly embarrassing conversation. “So…we’re good?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Usef agreed, then he bade them goodnight and returned to the hotel. 
 
    “I’m glad you and the major sorted it out, whatever it was,” said Isa. 
 
    “What?” said Martin.  
 
    “Something happened during Erin’s training,” said Isa. She swiveled around to face Erin. “Didn’t it?” 
 
    “How did you know?”  
 
    Erin hadn’t told Isa or Martin anything that had gone on during the recent military training she’d undergone. She hadn’t thought either of them would be interested, and, more importantly, she’d needed time to process what had happened. 
 
    “Because you’ve hardly mentioned it,” said Isa. 
 
    “Yeah, come to think of it, that’s true,” Martin said. 
 
    Erin sighed. “Usef was…rough on me during the training.” 
 
    “Is that all?” said Martin. “You know what he’s like, Erin. I’m surprised that’s been bothering you.” 
 
    “No, this wasn’t his usual thing. I won’t go into the boring details, but he was very harsh at one point. I was upset at first, but now that I’ve thought about it, I understand.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Isa. “Spill the beans.” 
 
    “I thought he was trying to teach me a lesson about getting too cocky. Only I wasn’t being cocky, I just wanted to be the best, you know?” 
 
    “I do,” said Isa, giving her wife a knowing look. “So Usef got it wrong?” 
 
    “No. It was me who got it wrong. He wasn’t trying to teach me not to be cocky, he was trying to save my life—all our lives.”  
 
    She paused, deciding the story was too intense for the occasion.  
 
    “I’ll tell you about it another time. Let’s order another cocktail,” she suggested. “I’m going to have a Bob’s Fury.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Martin. “Did you read what’s in it? You’d better ask for Walter’s help with that, or I’ll be carrying you upstairs tonight.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Erin teased, smirking mischievously at him. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the evening and night passed in the best possible way. They enjoyed several more cocktails by the pool before joining the rest of the crowd inside the hotel. After watching the show, they went to their room and said a long, pleasurable goodbye until the next time they would be together again. 
 
    Erin woke early the next morning. The reality of parting from her spouses and beginning her latest assignment seemed almost cruel in the bleak, pre-dawn light that filtered in through the window. The memory of the training course returned stronger than ever, bringing with it the most important understanding she had taken from it.  
 
    New Canaan was currently enjoying a period of peace, but how long would it last? Had she, Martin, and Isa done the right thing in having Jude and the triplets, knowing that at some point, the star system could come under attack? Was it right to create new lives when the possible annihilation of the system lay on the horizon? What would happen to her family when the time came to defend their home? 
 
    Though Erin hadn’t said anything to Martin or Isa, such thoughts had been preying on her mind ever since the training. Like most of the population, her spouses seemed to find it easy to forget about the ever-present danger. Martin was absorbed in his work shaping Carthage’s marine ecosystems, and Isa was frequently engrossed in creating stunning, evocative installations for her gallery. And until recently, Erin felt that even she’d become complacent and forgetful that their enemy stood at their door. 
 
    Erin buried her face in Isa’s soft hair, and her mind drifted back in time. She was at the Landfall military training facility, taking part in the special combat course for selected civilian personnel.  
 
    When New Canaan eventually came under attack, Erin would be responsible for organizing the citizens’ defensive response in her local area. The idea was that the Marines would be left free to concentrate on defending critical sites, rather than people.  
 
    Erin had joined the course at Usef’s ‘invitation’, along with other New Canaanites who had demonstrated a high aptitude for combat skills. 
 
    The first days of training had gone well. The early schedule consisted mostly of shooting practice. That skill had always been one of Erin’s strengths, and she’d enjoyed the satisfaction of achieving exceptionally high scores.  
 
    Usef was on hand for the training, though he wasn’t acting as an instructor. He only hung around, quietly observing the sessions. When she’d returned her weapon to the store at the end of the day, he was there.  
 
    Upon seeing her, he said, “Ninety-eight-point-seven. Pretty good.” 
 
    Erin glowed at the rare praise from this man she greatly admired. 
 
    But then Usef added, “That’s it for target practice, though. Let’s see how you do without a gun in your hand.” 
 
    Erin felt her face fall. “I’m not looking forward to that.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you were, but all the trainees need to understand there’s more to fighting than wielding a weapon.” 
 
    “There is?” 
 
    Usef raised a sardonic eyebrow. 
 
    “I mean, I know there is,” said Erin, “but is there really more to it for someone like me? I’m not exactly built like a Marine.” 
 
    “True. Remember to tell that to your enemy. That’ll make him leave you alone.” 
 
    Erin exhaled heavily. “You know what I’m talking about, U—Major. If I’m faced with someone like you in a hand-to-hand fight, I won’t stand a chance. I might be able to slow them down, but eventually I’ll be overpowered.” 
 
    “In that case, you would have to do whatever you could, to escape, right?” 
 
    Erin recalled the sims Usef had devised to prepare the New Canaanites for invasion: no-win scenarios, fighting against all the odds, inevitable defeat and death. She guessed the hand-to-hand to combat training was going to be the same—for her, at least. 
 
    “Alright,” she replied. “I get it.” 
 
    However, the next day, training wasn’t as hard as she’d feared; not at first. The trainees were not fighting entirely unarmed…they had a blade.  
 
    The instructors taught them moves to avoid being stabbed and to disarm their opponent, and showed them where to stab their enemies to cause the most damage in the least amount of time.  
 
    The sessions only went over the basics, and Erin knew that it would take hundreds of hours of practice to perfect the techniques. Yet by the end of the session, she felt more confident about taking on an opponent while armed with only a knife. 
 
    It was during the final third of the course that things had gotten harder. That was when the trainees were entirely weaponless, and had to practice fighting with their bare hands.  
 
    Initially, the instructors paired up partners roughly equal in height, weight, and strength, but later on, they began to mix it up a little. They explained how a height differential could be a disadvantage, and not to the shorter person. 
 
    “A tall opponent has a longer reach, but he has a higher center of gravity,” the instructor explained. “He might also be slower. You can work that in your favor. Get him down on the ground, with you on top, and you’ll turn the tables pretty fast.” 
 
    As she’d predicted, Erin didn’t enjoy the hand-to-hand fighting as much as she liked shooting—mostly because she wasn’t as good at it. Yet she wasn’t so bad either…far from the worst in the class. She quickly learned the weakest spots to go for, like the neck, jaw, behind the ear, the solar plexus, groin, and knees. Knowing that brute strength was not at her disposal, she made it her goal to strike fast and hard to disable the other person as quickly as possible. 
 
    Though the training had been intense and exhausting, she approached the final day of the course fairly satisfied with her achievements.  
 
    Then the final session arrived. The trainees were to complete a program that covered everything they’d learned on the course, beginning with shooting, then moving on to knife fighting, and finishing with unarmed combat.  
 
    It was not a competition as such, but that was how everyone was treating it, Erin included. When she’d walked into the arena, she was not slow to notice Usef’s massive bulk spilling over the edges of a seat in the front row. Their gazes met, and he beckoned her over.  
 
    “How do you think you’re gonna do?” he’d asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erin replied. Then she added, “Okay, I expect.” 
 
    Usef nodded, his expression enigmatic.  
 
    Doing well in the competition suddenly became even more important to Erin. Usef had put her forward for the course, and she wanted to show him that he’d made the right choice.  
 
    Little had she known the error she had fallen into at that moment. 
 
    The first half of the day went well, though the trainees were put through the wringer, given targets that were far harder to hit than anything they’d seen at the practice range. However, Erin’s skills didn’t fail her. She rose to the challenge, and by the time they broke for lunch, she’d led the field by several points. 
 
    She wondered if she could maintain her lead for the rest of the day. It was not certain by any means. Other trainees were better than her at knife fighting and hand-to-hand combat, but she remained determined to do her best. 
 
    When the knife fighting was over, Erin had lost ground in the scores, but she was still ahead. If she was partnered with someone who was physically her equal in the unarmed combat section, she would probably win the day.  
 
    On the other hand, if the instructors decided to randomly mix pairs, as they had during some of the training sessions, her prospects were far less certain. Only a few trainees were her size; unless she was lucky, she would end up matched with someone larger and stronger than her. Then she would lose so many points, she couldn’t possibly finish at the top of the board. 
 
    Erin had sent several glances Usef’s way over the course of the day, while he’d sat patiently watching all the competitions, his features betraying no opinion on what he saw.  
 
    For the first match, Erin’s partner was who she’d hoped it would be: Iris. The woman was a body modder from Ushu on Tyre, and not much larger than Erin. The two had frequently fought each other in sparring bouts, and Iris had only beaten Erin once in all the times they had been partnered.  
 
    Erin could see from the look on Iris’s face that she thought this match was going to go the usual way. A few minutes later, Erin proved her right. When the instructor told Erin to break her hold, she released Iris and straightened up, feeling somewhat pleased with herself.  
 
    She checked the scoreboard as the other results came in…. She was close to winning. Only one match remained.  
 
    She looked toward Usef’s seat, and was surprised to see it empty. Apparently, he had left the final training session before it was even finished. Erin sucked her teeth in disappointment.  
 
    Isn’t he interested in the final scores?  
 
    The instructors called out the pairs for the last match of the day, and the trainees began to line up. As Erin waited to hear who was to be her partner, she heard the arena doors open behind her. 
 
    “Erin,” said the instructor, “and Major Usef.” 
 
    She gaped and turned toward the doors. Usef was striding toward her, clad in training gear. His expression was serious. 
 
    Erin ran up to the instructor, avoiding Usef’s stare. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she laughed without humor. “How in hell can I fight him?” 
 
    The instructor looked out over her head. “Everyone, take your positions.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Erin. “This has to be some kind of a joke.” 
 
    “Take your positions, everyone,” the instructor said, glaring down at her.  
 
    Resigned that there was no escaping the fight, Erin trudged to the edge of the mat. Usef stood opposite her, hands loose at his sides. Erin had long been used to Usef’s bulky and impressive physical form, but she had never been more aware of his figure than at that moment.  
 
    I’m about to get my ass handed to me on a plate. 
 
    The klaxon announced the start of the competition. Usef strode onto the mat, and annoyance rose in Erin.  
 
    She’d been so close to winning the day. Even if she’d been matched against a bigger, stronger trainee, there had been a chance she might still have done it. But for some inexplicable reason, Usef, who she’d thought of as a friend, had decided to snatch away her opportunity. 
 
    <What the hell am I supposed to do?> she asked Walter, though she knew her question was pointless. 
 
    <I imagine you should perform the moves you’ve been taught,> he replied. <And soon, or you’ll lose by default.> 
 
    Ugh, Erin thought. Thanks for that.  
 
    For all they could do, sometimes AIs were totally useless. 
 
    Spurred on by irritation and ire, Erin ran at Usef. Not breaking her pace, she raised a fist to punch him in the throat, but before she was anywhere near her target, Usef idly brushed her arm aside as if flicking away an ant.  
 
    Without pause, Erin lifted her left hand, its fingers stiffened, and jabbed at his eyes. Usef slammed one of his great hands against her shoulder, knocking her down.  
 
    Erin hit the mat, but immediately tried to bounce up and away. Usef was too fast for her. He was already straddling her and reaching for her arms. Erin fought, bringing up a knee, aiming for Usef’s solar plexus, though she knew her chances of knocking the wind out of him were slim to none.  
 
    She couldn’t make contact, he was pressing down on her too closely. She kicked at his knee and struck true, but had no effect on the solid muscle and bone.  
 
    Usef turned her over like he was flipping a pancake, and in another few seconds, it was over. He had one of her arms twisted behind her back and pinned. She couldn’t move. She was thoroughly defeated and had only made one offensive contact.  
 
    To add to her humiliation, she had a strong feeling Usef had allowed that single contact to happen.  
 
    The instructor called it, and Erin stopped struggling.  
 
    “Dammit, Usef,” she panted. “This isn’t fair.” 
 
    The major leaned down so that his mouth was next to her ear. “It’s never fair,” he hissed. 
 
    Erin craned her neck around to see Usef’s face, and was confronted with his intense stare. 
 
    “Even when death is certain,” he said, “fight anyway. This isn’t about winning a tournament, Erin. It’s about survival.” 
 
    He released his hold on her arm, and the pressure on her shoulder mercifully disappeared. Erin turned her face to the mat and heard Usef stand up and walk away. Then the arena doors had opened and closed. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” asked Isa softly. 
 
    Erin’s mind returned to the hotel room, where she was lying in bed with her wife and husband. Isa’s hair was soft against her skin, and Martin was snoring gently in the quiet, pink-grey light of a new day. 
 
    “Just thinking about things,” Erin replied. 
 
    “You’re worrying, right?” Isa asked. “Try not to. You know, that uncomfortable feeling I’ve had since we arrived is gone. I’m sure everything’s going to be okay. With the Transcend engineers’ help, you’ll fix the PETER soon, and then you can come home, and we can birth the triplets.” 
 
    Yes, Erin thought, but what then? How much longer will we have before the peace in New Canaan is shattered?

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.15.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Attica 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Attica Spaceport was busy with the usual stream of arrivals and departures. Erin walked with her spouses through the crowds to the exit that led to a private spacecraft. Erin had been assigned a skiff for her use during the PETER assignment, and Isa and Martin had come with her to see her off before heading back to the hotel, as their shuttle to the Odyssey didn’t leave until the evening. 
 
    When they arrived at the skiff in its hangar, Erin put down her bag and turned to give Isa a hug. She held onto her wife, not wanting to let go. Things had changed since the days when she would spend months away from Carthage, hollowing out moons in the outer system. Over the past couple of years, she’d hardly been away from home, so in that time, parting from the people she loved had grown that much harder. 
 
    She kissed Isa on the lips, then broke her hug and turned to Martin. She had to stand on her tiptoes to hug and kiss him.  
 
    “Better not keep those TSF engineers waiting,” said Martin, releasing her.  
 
    Perhaps he had sensed Erin’s sadness and thought it would be better if their goodbyes were not drawn out. 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin replied. She hesitated before adding, “With the way things are, there might be another earthquake and an unscheduled tsunami, so be careful. I wouldn’t go surfing again today if I were you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” said Martin. “I wasn’t planning to. Usef might ask for a rematch, and I’m not sure I’m up to it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go surfing either,” said Isa. “I agree that things seem to be getting unsafe. It wouldn’t surprise me if they closed all the resorts and sent everyone home soon.” 
 
    “I think they’ll try to hang on for a month at least, until Landfall Day,” Martin said. “The preparations for the anniversary celebrations are already well underway. The Athenians are probably hoping the PETER will be fixed quickly and the planet returns to normal. They won’t want to waste all the work they’ve done.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” said Isa. To Erin, she said, “I’m glad you’re going to be living up on the PETER and not down here. Do you know what it’s like up there?” 
 
    “If it’s like the other terraforming rigs I’ve worked on, it’s going to be pretty spartan. Quite the change from an Attican tourist resort. I’ll have to come down to the surface sometimes, but—” 
 
    Martin gave a polite cough. 
 
    Erin took the hint. “Okay, okay. I’m going. Give Jude a special cuddle from me and tell him Mommy Erin misses him.” 
 
    “We will,” Isa said. “Try and get that damned PETER fixed as fast as you can. We’re all going to miss you too.” 
 
    Erin lifted her bag onto her shoulder and walked over to the skiff, while Isa and Martin returned to the passenger hall of the spaceport. After Erin climbed inside the little two-seater, she started it up and taxied the vessel outside. A moment later, she was flying into the morning sky.  
 
    <I’m glad there’s one person I don’t have to say goodbye to.> 
 
    <Aww, I’m touched,> Walter replied. <Though, sadly, we will have to part ways quite soon.> 
 
    <Has it really been that long?> Erin counted the years since Walter had joined her. He was right. In only a few months’ time, they would have reached the time limit for their pairing. <Well, gee. I’m going to miss you.>  
 
    <And I you,> said Walter. <I’ve enjoyed sharing your mind and getting to know your family. But I’ve decided I want to stick around on Carthage for a while, so we can still chat.> 
 
    <I’m glad to hear it,> said Erin, and she meant it.  
 
    The PETER was coming into view as Erin entered the upper atmosphere, though she had thousands of kilometers yet to travel. The structure was so vast, encircling Athens above the planet’s equator, that she didn’t have to go far beyond the northern polar circle to be able to see it.  
 
    Hanging motionless six hundred kilometers above Athens’ surface, the PETER was one hundred kilometers wide and nearly a thousand meters thick. Most of the structure looked like little more than scaffolding. The lowest section housed most of the machinery, including the tens of thousands of nodes that drew energy from the planet via a high-frequency waveform. 
 
    According to the information the FGT had left behind, the PETER should have operated with no intervention for the next several hundred years as it completed Athens’ cooling and stabilization.  
 
    Erin’s mind was switching modes, and she was mentally reminding herself of the specs of the planetary engineering device. Next, she began to recheck the diagnostic testing results Lark had sent her.  
 
    Five minutes before she would arrive at the PETER’s Command and Control section, she sent Lark and Fazir a message that she was on final approach and would see them soon. The PETER’s many criss-crossing struts now filled her immediate view.  
 
    She guided the skiff toward a black, rectangular hole that was the entrance to the C&C’s landing bay. As soon as she had flown the skiff through the opening and set the vessel down, Erin saw Fazir and Lark emerge into the bay.  
 
    “There’s no need to come to fetch me,” Erin said as she climbed out and grabbed her bag. “I was going to go straight to the meeting room.” 
 
    “We guessed that,” Lark replied. “We actually came out here to escape our visitors for a few minutes. Things were getting awkward.” 
 
    “How so?” Erin asked, recalling how Tanis had stressed the importance of maintaining a diplomatic accord with their guests. 
 
    “They arrived an hour ago,” said Fazir, “It’s really nothing with them, the situation is a bit awkward. Turns out that they’re not FGT engineers, they’re just from the TSF fleet out there and have a bit more data on the PETER than we do.” 
 
    “Really?” Erin blew out a long breath. “I wonder why they didn’t just send us that additional data. If these people haven’t ever worked on one of these rings, they probably know less than you two.” 
 
    Lark and Fazir nodded, sharing an uncertain look. 
 
    “What are they like?” asked Erin as they walked out of the bay. 
 
    “Put it this way,” said Fazir. “If we’d forgotten about the threat the Transcend represents, they’re here to remind us.” 
 
    “Great,” said Erin heavily. 
 
    As she stepped into the meeting room, she immediately saw what Fazir meant. For one thing, Admiral Iysra had sent four engineers to consult on the problem with the PETER. Erin had been expecting two at most. Four was certainly overkill.  
 
    What concerned her most was that she, Lark, and Fazir were outnumbered. Though she doubted the Transcend could do much to hurt New Canaan from high up on a PETER, security was an issue. If the group split up, they would not be able to keep an eye on them all at once.  
 
    Making a mental note to speak to Athens’ AI, Phaedra, about her concerns, she introduced herself. 
 
    A tall, raven-haired woman was the first to come forward and shake hands. “Reiko.” 
 
    Three men accompanied Reiko. Erin was already reading the profiles the Transcend had sent of its consulting engineers. The men’s names were Jere, Hal, and Leif.  
 
    The three identified themselves to Erin, and she greeted them, thanking them for their help. The one called Jere was in need of a rejuvenation treatment. His brown hair had silvered above his ears and around his temples, and faint lines framed his mouth and radiated from his eyes.  
 
    Hal was curly-haired and, unlike the others, wore an open, innocent expression. He immediately reminded Erin of Tony, which caused her to distrust him more than the rest. 
 
    Leif was burly and bearded, and his hair was dark blond. His grip was powerful as he shook Erin’s hand. 
 
    “Let’s sit,” Erin suggested.  
 
    “Wait,” said Reiko. “Before we begin talking about the PETER’s issues, I want to say something to clear the air.” 
 
    Jere and Hal shared a look. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Erin said. 
 
    “Before we were allowed to come to Athens, we were told we had to divert to Carthage, without any explanation as to why. When we arrived there, we were detained and our belongings were thoroughly searched. No one would tell us anything, only that the procedure was a condition of our entry into New Canaan. I want to know why we were subjected to such degrading treatment.” 
 
    “Degrading?” asked Erin. “You think being searched when entering a foreign territory is degrading?” The words were out before she remembered she was supposed to be steering the group on a diplomatic course.  
 
    “Yes,” Reiko said emphatically, “I do.” Her gaze challenged Erin’s stare. 
 
    Erin broke eye contact first, though the action rankled. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I can assure you that no offense was intended, but you have to understand that you have entered an autonomous system, distinct from the Transcend.” 
 
    “We are not at war,” said Reiko. “We’re here to help you. We should not be treated like an enemy.” 
 
    Erin gave an inward sigh. Were they told to avoid treading on toes? There was no sign of it.  
 
    She gritted her teeth. “And New Canaan is grateful for your presence. If your experience in entering our system has been unpleasant, I can only apologize.” 
 
    <Dammit, I hate apologizing when there’s nothing to apologize for,> she vented to Walter.  
 
    <Exactly,> he replied. <If you had boarded Admiral Iysra’s flagship, you would have expected to be searched. It’s standard procedure.>  
 
    But pointing out the obvious to Reiko would not be wise. Erin had to try to avoid arguing with the woman, especially at their very first meeting.  
 
    The female engineer pulled out a seat and sat down, folding her arms across her chest.  
 
    Judging by Reiko’s attitude, Erin thought, there will be plenty of opportunities for arguing later.  
 
    “Shall we all sit down?” she invited the others.  
 
    The three male engineers took their seats. From their demeanor, they appeared not to support Reiko in her complaint, Erin noted. She hoped it was a sign that they would be easier co-workers.  
 
    “I’ve sent you the relevant data,” she told them. “We need some ideas about where to start looking for the source of the problem.” 
 
    Pragmatically, New Canaan could benefit from the engineers’ experience and know-how. Erin was genuinely interested in what they had to say. 
 
    The burly one called Leif said, “I don’t understand why we can’t have free access to all the data. We’ll need to see everything you have on the PETER and Athens’ seismology since you took over the system.” 
 
    “Everything?” Erin asked, skirting the man’s first statement. “Are you sure it’s necessary to go back that far? That’s a helluva lot of information. I believe we’re more likely to discover what’s gone wrong if we look at the time period prior to the onset of the anomalous readings.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s necessary,” said Reiko. “I understand you don’t have a lot of experience in planetary engineering, so I can see why you wouldn’t know that.” 
 
    Fazir’s eyebrows rose. He looked at Lark, who remained poker-faced. 
 
    Erin nearly rose to the bait, but she checked herself. Reiko was only trying to provoke a reaction. Erin’s work history was readily available to the visiting engineers. Reiko knew all about what Erin had done at Victoria.  
 
    “I’ll look into what other data I can send you,” Erin said.  
 
    <Nice response,> said Walter. <You seem to be getting the hang of diplomacy rather fast.> 
 
    <Ugh, don’t speak too soon.> 
 
    “I have a suggestion on where we might start,” said Fazir.  
 
    “Go ahead,” said Erin. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering about this for a few days. What if it’s only a calibration fault? Lark and I have done our best to make sure that all the nodes are properly configured. We went over it awhile back, but you all might spot a nuance we missed, not being familiar with some of the Transcend’s nomenclature.” 
 
    “I don’t think it could be that, Fazir,” Lark said. “We saw the change in the readings way before the last time we checked the standard.” 
 
    “But what if the small swing we saw in the beginning isn’t anything to do with what’s happening now?” he asked. “The PETER ran so smoothly for so long, we noticed a change even though it was in acceptable limits. It could be that the fault occurred much later, and we’re making a connection with earlier readings that isn’t there.” 
 
    “You could have a point,” said Erin. “It won’t hurt to check the standard setting and then recalibrate all the nodes. If we begin to see a change in the seismic readings, we might have found the problem.” 
 
    “That’s taking things a little fast, isn’t it?” asked Reiko. “It would make more sense to work up from the basics.” 
 
    “No,” said Erin. “There’s no point in overhauling the entire mechanism if it isn’t necessary. I want to fix the PETER. The Landfall Day celebration is coming up in a month’s time. If a quick fix is a possibility, we should go for it.” 
 
    The Transcend’s engineers looked skeptical, but she was in charge, so it was tough luck if they didn’t like her proposal.  
 
    Then Leif said, “But—” 
 
    “Have you seen your quarters yet?” asked Erin.  
 
    “No,” replied Leif. “But there’s—” 
 
    “Let me take you to your rooms,” said Erin. “I’m sure you’ll want to freshen up after your journey from Carthage.” She pushed her chair back and stood up. “And I want to check that you have everything you need.” 
 
    Leif gave up trying to voice his objection. The Transcend engineers all left their seats and began to file out of the room.  
 
    Lark smiled conspiratorially at Erin as she walked alongside her. <You back-footed them nicely.>  
 
    <I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,> Erin replied innocently, though she returned Lark’s smile. 
 
    She had put the Transcend engineers in their place for the time being, but she hoped that Fazir was correct about the problem with the PETER. If not, she would have two major occupations for the near future: fixing the PETER and keeping the visiting engineers within tight bounds.
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    A few days later, the engineers were forced to conclude that Fazir’s suggestion hadn’t worked. Rather than beginning to flatten out, Athens’ seismic activity had increased by a leap.  
 
    Erin was finding the learning curve to maintain a diplomatic façade similarly steep. Engineers were plain-speaking people. The concept that they might hurt someone’s feelings rarely entered their heads. What mattered was getting the job done. If someone was wrong, engineers were quick to point out the fault, whether it related to the work at hand or an attitude or behavior. Yet they were equally quick to forgive and forget.  
 
    Except, Erin reflected as she and the others made ready to go down to the surface, when they can get some fun out of an incident.  
 
    After she’d nearly crashed a pinnace on the Trojan space station, Messene, McCarthy and Linch had milked the memory for endless jokes and teasing. She knew they wouldn’t let up with wisecracks about her poor navigation and steering skills for years, but she vastly preferred that to the horrible, woolly-mouthed artfulness she had to exercise around the representatives from the Transcend. 
 
    That morning, they were heading to the surface to deploy more core probes into the planet to help with collecting data on Athen’s internal state. Erin had wondered if it was an uneven functioning of the PETER, not a system-wide deficiency, that was causing the planet’s problems. If only one or more of the PETER’s sections wasn’t working as it should, the effects would be measurable in the corresponding places in the crust.  
 
    The engineers were in the bay that held the skiffs and the drones used for hauling large items of equipment. While Erin was sending the coordinates to the drones, she became distracted by Fazir waving his arms enthusiastically. He was in the middle of explaining something to Leif, Hal, and Jere. Lark and Reiko were already climbing into a skiff. 
 
    “Hey, Erin,” said Jere. “Are you taking the long way down too?” 
 
    “Am I what?” she replied.  
 
    “It’s only an idea,” Fazir said. “But it’ll make the journey more interesting.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting,” said Erin, only partly joking.  
 
    “If you’re thinking I’m suggesting that we planet dive, your hopes are in vain,” said Fazir. 
 
    “From up here?” Erin asked incredulously.  
 
    Off the top of her head, she could think of at least four separate ways to die from attempting to planet dive the six hundred kilometers to the surface. 
 
    “From up here,” confirmed Fazir. 
 
    “Sounds great,” said Hal. “It makes a change from a skiff.”  
 
    The engineer’s face was lit with excitement. Jere appeared to feel the same way. 
 
     “What do you say?” Fazir asked. 
 
    Erin hesitated. Jere and Hal had become more friendly over the previous days. Even Leif and Reiko seemed less frosty. It would be a shame not to build on the burgeoning camaraderie. 
 
    “I fixed wings onto our EV suits,” said Fazir, “and added a-grav packs. It really isn’t dangerous, and it’s a lot of fun.” 
 
    Reiko and Lark’s skiff was leaving the bay. 
 
    <See you later,> Lark said to Erin. <I take it you’re planet diving with the guys?> 
 
    <It looks like it,> Erin replied. <So you’re stuck with Reiko for a while.> 
 
    <To be honest, she seems okay now I’ve gotten to know her a bit.> 
 
    <I used to think Tony was a really nice guy too.> 
 
    <Point taken.> 
 
    “So, what do you say?” asked Fazir.  
 
    “Okay,” Erin replied. 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Fazir. “I’ll fetch the suits. I built a launch station near the bay. Actually, I have to confess I built planet diving launch stations at most of the bays. What can I say? I had a lot of time on my hands until recently.” 
 
    Erin lifted an eyebrow, but didn’t comment. She wasn’t certain that she wouldn’t have done something similar after years of the same assignment. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to setting foot on real soil,” said Hal. “When we went to High Carthage, it was the first time I’d even seen a seen a terraformed planet in years.” 
 
    “A change of scenery is good once in a while,” Erin replied. 
 
    “I’ve been in the black too long,” said Hal. “That was one reason I put myself forward for this assignment.” 
 
    “Here we go,” said Fazir as he returned laden with five of his adapted EV suits.  
 
    “How come you have so many?” Erin asked. 
 
    A subtle flush spread over Fazir’s face. “I, er…. Sometimes, if my friends were vacationing on Athens….” 
 
    “All right,” said Erin. “You don’t have to explain. I get it.”  
 
    Inviting your buddies up to the PETER in order to take them planet diving wasn’t strictly against the rules. However, that was mostly because no one had imagined that jumping out of a PETER would be a thing. 
 
    Fazir handed Erin an EV suit, and she checked it over before putting it on. Fazir seemed to have done a good job in adapting the suit.  
 
    <Is it safe?> Erin asked Walter. 
 
    <Do you mean the suit or what you’re about to do in it?> Walter retorted, sounding a little peevish. 
 
    Erin wondered what was eating him. <Both, I guess. You know I’m only doing this to be friendly, right?> 
 
    <I know. All your suit’s systems are operational. But I’m still uncomfortable around these people. I’m not sure you should put yourself into potentially dangerous situations with them. I have tried many times to build a rapport with their AIs, but they barely communicate with me. I receive monosyllabic answers at best.> 
 
    <Hmm. I see what you mean. I’ll make it the first and last time we do this.> 
 
    The seals on Erin’s suit closed. The others were ready too, so Fazir led the group to his specially constructed launch site. The portal slid open. Outside, a simple platform with railings was fixed to the PETER.  
 
    They were looking directly out at inky black speckled with hard points of light. Their side of Athens was facing Canaan Prime, which hung heavy and solid in space. Athens’ surface was bright in daylight six hundred kilometers below.  
 
    It was a long, long way down.  
 
    Lark and Reiko’s skiff had shrunk to a mere dot, barely distinguishable against the planet below. The drones were slower and therefore larger, their forms bulky and irregular compared to the probe equipment slung beneath them. 
 
    Erin felt rare fingers of nervousness reaching inside her. Not usually fazed by daring feats, this one was giving her the willies.  
 
    <You’re sure you’ve done this before?> she asked Fazir. 
 
    <More times than it would be wise for me to admit to my boss, if I’m honest.> Switching to the group channel, he went on, <I’m sure I don’t need to tell you all, but you can freefall for about three hundred and fifty kilometers before you must activate your a-grav to begin braking. That’ll take about four minutes, and you’ll reach seven thousand kph. If you don’t start braking then, you’ll hit the atmosphere too fast, and it won’t be pretty. I’ll go first. See you in the hot mud.> 
 
    With those words, Fazir leapt. He hung in the near-weightlessness for several heartbeats before beginning to float gently toward the brown, green, and brilliant blue ball below.  
 
    <Come on in,> said Fazir. <The water’s fine.>  
 
    He opened his suit’s wings—probably for effect, seeing as there was no atmosphere to glide on. His silvery, spread-eagled shape grew smaller. 
 
    Now that it came to actually taking the plunge, Hal, Leif, and Jere’s behavior was not matching their earlier eagerness. All three men were hanging back, holding onto the railings of the launch platform. 
 
    <We can still take a skiff if you’d prefer,> Erin said. 
 
    Jere seemed to take this as a challenge. <Come on, guys! We have the TSF’s rep to uphold.> 
 
    This appeared to spur Hal into action. He pushed himself away from the hull and launched into space, issuing a <Woooweee!> as he floated away. He pirouetted, and his spin continued as he fell.  
 
    Erin smiled at the man’s antics. 
 
    <I was only waiting because I was trying to think up some moves,> said Jere.  
 
    He stepped to the platform’s edge and jumped off, executing some forward rolls before spreading out his limbs. He fell away backward, waving. 
 
     <Do you want to go next?> Leif asked. 
 
    <You first,> replied Erin. 
 
    <Hell yeah.> Leif took a couple of strides and stepped into space. 
 
    Erin waited a moment before following him. She took two long steps forward and then, with the third, hit nothingness. She was floating and slowly dropping.  
 
    By this time, Fazir was a winged, silver doll against the round jewel of Athens. The other engineers increased in size according to their proximity to Erin. They looked like they were having a good time, swooping like birds of prey and performing aerial acrobatics. 
 
    <I’ve lost Reiko.> Lark reached out to Erin privately.  
 
    <What? How? What’s happening down there?> 
 
    <I’m so sorry. The drones arrived with the probes, and I was busy setting one up. I thought Reiko was, too, but when I looked up, she was gone.> 
 
    <Ask her where she is, Lark. She can’t have gone far.> 
 
    <I will. Oh, wait. I can see her. She’s on her way back,> Lark said. 
 
    <How long has she been gone?> 
 
    There was a pause before her teammate answered. <I’m not sure. She says she was taking a look around because she hasn’t been planetside for a while.> 
 
    <Okay. Don’t worry too much. If she was snooping, she won’t find anything about New Canaan’s defenses down there.> 
 
    <That’s what I thought. I’ll be more careful though. I’ve asked her to help me set up.> 
 
    <Good.> Erin said to Phaedra, <Remember when I asked you to track the locations of the Transcend’s engineers at all times? I want to know where Reiko went just now.> 
 
    <She walked three hundred and sixty-eight meters away from Lark to the edge of a set of fumaroles, and then returned to Lark via a circuitous route.> 
 
    <Thanks. Anything notable about where she went?> 
 
    <Not that I’m aware of.> 
 
    Erin continued to fall, building speed, wondering what Reiko had been doing. The woman’s explanation rang hollow, but Erin couldn’t figure out what other motivation she might have had for wandering off. There wasn’t anything where Lark was setting up a probe except, as Fazir had said, hot mud. Maybe Reiko had only been trying to find out what would happen if she disappeared for a while.  
 
    The tug of Athens’ gravity was growing stronger. Erin checked her speed. She didn’t want to activate her a-grav pack too soon, or it would take forever for her to reach the surface. One of the Transcend’s engineers had gone AWOL already; she didn’t want to give anyone else a chance to do so. 
 
    Erin twisted sideways, spinning parallel to the planet’s surface. Athens rotated into view, and along with it, the other divers, though the one farthest beneath her wasn’t much more than a speck. She had lost sight of Fazir entirely, until she used her augmented vision to seek him out. 
 
    Time to catch up to everyone.  
 
    Erin fired her a-grav emitters to slow her orbital velocity and push her closer to the planet below. Her speed increased, and she caught up to and passed a Transcend engineer. From his size, she guessed it was Leif. When she passed the next one, she caught a glimpse of him waving. Then she passed the third. Only Fazir was now below her.  
 
    She reached the upper edge of the planet’s troposphere and increased the a-grav field, shielding herself from the buffeting winds, and slowing her descent to a more manageable speed. 
 
    She’d settled down to a sedate two hundred kilometres per hour when something slammed into her, and her world spun out of control as she was sent twirling end over end. Space and Athens swapped places at dizzying speed.  
 
    <What the hell?!>  
 
    She fought to regain control, firing the EV suit’s propellent devices in the opposite direction of her spin, which decreased her spin.  
 
    <You were falling too fast,> said Walter. <I turned on your stabilizers.> 
 
    <Thanks. Now if you could give me something for nausea, that would be the cherry on the cake.> 
 
    <Sorry, I missed that. Here it comes.> 
 
    When Erin finally stopped spinning, she was surprised at how close she was to the planet’s surface. Comms were arriving from all her companions, asking after her status. The one Erin heard over all the others was Leif’s. 
 
    <Sorry about that,> he said. 
 
    <You’re what hit me?> 
 
    <I was trying to catch up to you, but I got a bit out of control. I guess I should have looked where I was going.> 
 
    Leif had managed to hit one of only two objects in all the airspace nearby.  
 
    <Yeah,> Erin replied. <I guess you should have.> To Walter, she said, <Do you believe him?> 
 
    <Not for a second.> 
 
    Erin didn’t know what stunt Leif had been trying to pull, but it was obvious he was lying.  
 
    The exercise of fixing the PETER had suddenly become a lot more serious. More than ever, Erin had to work to maintain a diplomatic friendliness.  
 
    She said to Leif, <Sorry for being snippy. You scared me for a moment there. Let’s forget about it and concentrate on arriving at the site in one piece.>
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    Lark and Reiko’s work on installing the probe progressed in near silence. The mid-air collision, or as Erin mentally referred to it, Leif’s barely disguised and poorly executed attempt on her life, had thrown a pall on the general mood.  
 
    After he and Erin had arrived at the site, the visiting engineer apologized so repeatedly and profusely that it became irritating and embarrassing to Erin. She had to snap at him to make him stop. Reiko frowned in disapproval. Lark pretended not to notice, focusing on the drilling. 
 
    By the time Jere, Hal, and Fazir had also arrived, the awkwardness had turned infectious, and the newcomers quickly succumbed to the disease. Leif’s ‘accident’ had redrawn the line between the two teams of engineers.  
 
    Drones from the PETER were already depositing more probes and drilling equipment at pre-designated sites across the landscape. Erin doled out the work, taking care to pair New Canaanite and TSF engineers, and skiffs settled down nearby to transport the engineers to the other sites. 
 
    Erin took a short walk away from the group while they waited a few minutes for the additional skiffs. The more she thought about Leif’s behavior, the more she got the sense that she was being played; no one as dumb and thoughtless as Leif was acting could have achieved the position of a highly ranked engineer.  
 
    Lark and Fazir could be wild and reckless, but when it came down their job, they knew when to be serious. They wouldn’t have accidentally crashed into someone when planet diving—on the remote chance that they had, they would have made a sincere apology and left it at that. They certainly wouldn’t have come out with idiotic and disrespectful remarks to their boss. 
 
    What Leif had done could have killed her. Was his intent really murder? What would that achieve?  
 
    Erin wondered if Leif had been trying to trigger a diplomatic crisis that might lead to active hostilities. Perhaps the Transcend was trying to find an excuse to attack New Canaan. 
 
    She could only guess that Leif was playing an elaborate game, the intent of which wasn’t clear. She decided to ask the opinion of someone much smarter than her. 
 
    <Walter, what do you think about Leif?> 
 
    <His behaviour in general leads me to believe that he’s the most aggressive of all the visiting engineers. You will need to be especially careful around him, Erin.> 
 
    <I’m glad you agree. Have you picked up on anything specific?> 
 
    <Just his reactions to various statements. He’s playing a clever game. He hasn’t done anything that you could use as a pretext for expelling him from New Canaan. If you do ask Tanis to order him to leave, Admiral Iysra would seem justified in recalling the others too. Hostile feelings between us and the Transcend will increase, and we both know where that would lead.> 
 
     <You’re right. I’ll talk to Lark and Fazir about him. I think Leif has plenty more planned. He’ll be waiting for more opportunities.> 
 
    <Opportunities to do what, I wonder?> asked Walter. <I suppose what would be useful to the Transcend Space Force and Admiral Iysra is information about New Canaan’s defense strategies and capabilities, but if that’s his aim, why do something that could kill you? You won’t be able to tell him much if you’re dead.> 
 
    <No,> replied Erin, <but you could.> 
 
    <Ah. That is true.> 
 
    <You’ve been inside my mind since the colonization began. Hollowing out the moons to build the shipyards, working with picotech, taking part in invasion drills….> 
 
    <And what a delightful mind it’s been to inhabit.> 
 
    <That’s sweet of you to say. It’s been good having you around too.> 
 
    <Which is another reason it’s important for you to watch Leif. I’d hate to break up our partnership prematurely.> 
 
    <Ditto.> 
 
    Putting aside concern over Leif, Erin took a look around at where her short walk had taken her. She wished Isa was around to see this part of the Badlands; the region was more settled than the site of their hiking trip. Trees had colonized the rich, volcanic soil decades previously, and between rocky slopes and lakes, thick forests flourished. From where she stood, Erin could see a clear lake, the steaming, transparent water stained cerulean by minerals. Around the lake’s edge ran a wide strip of brilliant orange. 
 
    Hearing the skiffs land, Erin turned and walked back to the other engineers.  
 
    Their work that day comprised setting up the equipment and supervising the drilling into the crust before inserting the probes. After the initial setup, there was actually little to do until it came time to insert the probes. Occasionally, a drill might hit something unexpected, like an upswelling of magma or a pocket of pressurized gas, and in such an instance, the rig would communicate with Walter, and he and Erin would select an alternative site. But these occasions were rare. The work mostly involved a lot of waiting around, sitting in the air-conditioned comfort of a skiff. 
 
    By the time evening approached, the tension between the two teams had eased somewhat. The tedium of the work made it hard for them to avoid speaking.  
 
    Hal and Jere told some funny stories over the Link about Admiral Iysra, and Fazir related some of his and Lark’s exploits on Athens. Erin was alarmed to hear they had been wearing their heat-resistant suits and sitting on geysers, waiting to be thrust tens of meters into the air. She rolled her eyes as she listened, while hearing the laughter of the Transcend’s engineers.  
 
    Monotony sure drives smart people to do dumb things. 
 
    Darkness was falling, and all the probes had been inserted. The engineers returned to their original landing site.  
 
    As everyone was packing up, Fazir said to Erin, <What do you say we all go out somewhere tonight?> 
 
    <I don’t know,> said Erin. <Maybe we should call it a day and head back to the PETER. It’s a long way to Attica from here.> 
 
    <I wasn’t thinking of going all the way to Attica. There’s a little outpost less than half an hour away by skiff. It’s not much to look at, but there’s somewhere we can sit and drink. I think it would be good for us all to relax a little. I’d like to try to fix things between us and our guests. I feel kinda responsible for what happened.> 
 
    <You feel responsible for Leif nearly killing me? How could that be your fault?> 
 
    <It was me who suggested planet diving. And it is a pretty dangerous activity from that height, now I come to think of it.> 
 
    <Oh, that just occurred to you, did it?> 
 
    <If you want to give me a hard time, go ahead. I probably deserve it.> 
 
    <No, I’m not going to give you a hard time,> said Erin. <You didn’t deprive Leif of his navigation skills or his common sense. But maybe you’re right about doing something to build some team spirit. Go ahead and invite them if you want to.> 
 
    “Hey, what do you say to grabbing some beers?” Fazir asked the group. 
 
    “You want to go to Delphi?” asked Lark before any of them could answer. “I guess that could be fun. It’s an interesting place, at least the first few times.” 
 
    “I should warn you,” said Fazir to the Transcend’s engineers, “Delphi’s rough and ready. On the edge, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Hal said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “On the edge sounds good to me too,” said Jere. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Erin?” asked Fazir. “You’re coming as well, right?” 
 
    Wherever the Transcend engineers went, Erin had to follow.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll come along. But let’s not stay out too late, okay? We’ll need to be sharp in the morning to interpret the data the probes pick up overnight.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” said Leif. 
 
    Erin gave him a look that froze his juvenile grin.  
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    Erin accompanied Hal in a skiff to Delphi while Lark went with Reiko and Leif, and Fazir gave Jere a ride.  
 
    “I guess that must be it,” said Hal. 
 
    They had been cruising alongside a low mountain range for several minutes, heading for the coordinates Fazir had given Erin, before Hal spotted the anomaly in the regular slopes. An opening like a gigantic mouth yawned in the mountainside.  
 
    Now that Hal had drawn her attention to the spot, Erin noticed a two-story structure sitting on one side of the rocky aperture. Smaller buildings dotted the lower half of the mountain.  
 
    “Yeah, looks like it,” she replied. 
 
    “You haven’t been here before?” 
 
    “No. I live on Carthage. Until I came here to work on the PETER, I’d only ever been to Athens on family vacations. We usually go to Attica. I’d never heard of Delphi until Fazir mentioned it. It’s still pretty volatile out here, as you’ve seen.” 
 
    She spied a lot in front of the hamlet’s main building and flew the skiff down to it, wondering what sort of place Fazir had brought them to. Despite the short space of time she’d known the man, she had a handle on his style and knew to expect something out of the ordinary. 
 
    When she took a closer look at the drinking establishment, she was not disappointed. ‘On the edge’? Delphi looked like it was barely clinging to existence.  
 
    On her first visit to Athens, Erin had stayed in a fully traditional hotel suite in the style of ancient Earth. That had meant no environment control of the rooms via the Link, as well as gorgeous natural materials like wood and silk, and old-fashioned, perfumed, luxurious toiletries. 
 
    What confronted her now was also the old tech, or perhaps no tech, of bygone times, but in a different way entirely. The walls of the building were roughly plastered, as if the constructors that created them had been badly wired, and the roof looked like the next storm would take it off. Shutters hung askew from the windows. Even still, Erin could see a surprising number of people inside.  
 
    Outside, empty chairs stood around weathered tables. Glasses stained with beer foam and smaller shot glasses peppered the tabletops, some laying forlornly on their sides, left uncollected by the servitors. 
 
    Does this place even have servitors? 
 
    “Whoa,” said Hal as he climbed out of the skiff.  
 
    Erin also exited the vessel onto the dusty lot strewn with stones. Dusk had fallen, but the rocky landscape radiated the heat that had collected over the day, only lightly tempered by a cool breeze blowing down the mountain. Fazir’s skiff was landing on the opposite side of the lot.  
 
    “What do you think?” he called a moment later as he got out. He walked across to Erin and Hal. “It’s something else, right?” 
 
    “It certainly is,” she replied. 
 
    Lark and the other engineers arrived a minute later, and the group sauntered across the lot together toward the drinking den. Delphi seemed to be a place that required sauntering.  
 
    Fazir pushed at both half-doors at the entrance, swinging them open. A dim interior thick with people greeted them, along with an atmosphere heavy with the yeasty smell of beer and the sharp tang of strong alcohol.  
 
    The Delphinians appeared to also be from a bygone age. The men wore wide-brimmed hats and shabby pants and shirts, and the women were clothed in long, fitted dresses, in spite of the hot, dirty environment.  
 
    “Hey, Fazir,” said the bartender. “Long time no see.” 
 
    Erin’s guess that the place had no servitors seemed to be correct. Like the Odyssey’s cocktail lounge, the bar was staffed by humans. A slim, moustachioed man sporting a striped apron was behind the bar, and a woman holding two stacks of dirty glasses and wearing a saucy smile stood among the customers.  
 
    “Marvin,” said Fazir. “I’d like you to meet my boss, Erin, and some friends from the Transcend—Hal, Jere, Reiko, and Leif.” 
 
    “Visitors are always welcome,” Marvin responded. “It’s good to see new faces once in a while. What can I get you folks?” 
 
    “What do you have?” Jere asked. He was looking up and to one side, clearly trying and failing to read the bar list on the Link. 
 
    “We like to keep things simple around here,” said Marvin. “You can have whiskey, beer, or whiskey and beer.” 
 
    “Just beer for me, Marvin,” said Fazir. 
 
    “Taking it easy tonight, huh?” the barkeeper responded. “That’s not like you.” 
 
    Fazir coughed and glanced at Erin. 
 
    “Er,” Marvin continued, “except when you have important work to do, which is most of the time. Beer it is. And how about you, Lark?” 
 
    “I’ll have a beer too.” 
 
    Marvin gave a sigh of exaggerated disappointment and shook his head sadly. “Sweet lady, are you sure I can’t interest you in something stronger? Something that might lower your standards for just one night?” 
 
    Lark blushed and laughed. “You never give up, do you?” 
 
    “Can’t blame a man for trying. How about the rest of you?” 
 
    Erin and the others ordered beers as well.  
 
    “Where shall we sit?” Hal asked.  
 
    The bar was crowded. Most of the seats were taken, and the people who were standing clustered around one table. The ones at the back were craning to see past those in front of them. Something was happening at the table, but Erin couldn’t see what. The only spare seats were at the table next to the one where the interesting activity was taking place. 
 
    “I think we can squeeze in over there,” said Lark.  
 
    The engineers carried their beers over to the empty seats and moved the chairs around so they could all fit. Now Erin had a better view of the table next door. Six Delphinians were playing a game of cards. Their audience pressed close to them, peering over their shoulders to see what cards the players were holding. 
 
    “What’s happening there?” asked Hal, referring to the card game. 
 
    “I think they’re playing poker,” said Erin. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Jere. 
 
    “You never heard of it?” asked Fazir. 
 
    “Not that I recall” said Jere. “How do you play it?” 
 
    “Certain sets of cards are better than others, in a hierarchy. The players bet according to the cards they have, hoping that their cards beat their opponents’, or they can bluff and bet high in the hope that the other players will pull out of the game and they can win the pot.” 
 
    “The pot?” asked Jere. 
 
    “That pile over there,” said Erin. “Can you see? They seem to be betting uncut gems.”  
 
    A pile of brightly colored though rough-textured stones sat in the center of the neighboring table, and smaller piles sat in front of each player. Erin guessed the Delphinians had dug them up locally. 
 
    Jere bent forward and peered between the players’ arms. “Cool. I’ll ask if I can join in later. Maybe I can buy some gems from someone.” 
 
    “That might not be such a good idea,” said Lark. “The games can get pretty heated.” 
 
    “You’ve seen a few, then?” asked Erin, unable to resist teasing, though she really didn’t mind at all what Fazir and Lark had gotten up to in order to pass the time. 
 
    “Oh, just one or two.” Lark coughed and covered her mouth. 
 
    The engineers watched the game and drank their beers, while Lark explained the finer points of poker.  
 
    After an hour or so, the gem piles in front of the players had dwindled, and the pot in the center had grown considerably larger. The tension in the bystanders was growing too. Dark looks began to pass between the players. 
 
    All became still. The play had stopped, and a silence stretched out.  
 
    The engineers had also stopped chatting, and their interest being drawn by on the poker game. Erin wondered what was going on. It was hard to tell without a clear view of the table, but whatever was happening, the players and the onlookers were rigid with tension. The crowd had ceased shifting about, and Erin had a good view of the table for the first time that evening. 
 
    Suddenly, a man growled, loud in the silence, “What’s it to be, Jake?” 
 
    “I’m still thinking,” Jake whined, slurring his words. 
 
    “We ain’t got all night,” said the first speaker.  
 
    “I’d fold if I were you,” an onlooker said. “Ned’s sitting there like the cat that got the cream.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Bernard,” Ned spat. He’d been the first to speak. The man’s smug expression shifted to anger.  
 
    “Hey, I was just sayin’,” said Bernard. “What I think don’t mean nothin’.” 
 
    Jake’s gaze was flicking between Ned’s cards and his own. He appeared to be digesting Bernard’s words. He blinked slowly once or twice. 
 
    “Dang it,” said Ned. “Don’t take any notice of him, Jake. He doesn’t have the first idea what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “That’s right, sugar,” said a female voice. The woman who was holding the dirty glasses was offering her opinion. “You do whatever you think is best.”  
 
    When Jake stared at his cards again, she subtly winked at Ned, who returned a grateful smile.  
 
    Jake’s features were riven with anxiety. He fingered the few gems he had remaining in front of him, then eyed the pile in the center greedily.  
 
    “I reckon you’re bluffing,” he said to Ned. Then he turned to Bernard. “And I reckon you’re in on it.” He pushed his entire pile of gems into the center. “I call.” 
 
    Ned whooped and threw down his cards. They scattered across the table, their faces upward. From her good vantage point, Erin saw two kings and three queens.  
 
    Jake cursed and flung down his cards. They bounced and turned over haphazardly, finally settling with two facing downward and three looking up: two jacks and a nine. Bernard reached out and turned over the remaining cards, revealing a pair of nines.  
 
    “I hate to say I told you so,” he said, “but—”  
 
    His sentence was cut short by Jake’s hands around his throat. The losing player had leapt across the table, scattering cards and gems to the floor.  
 
    Bernard fell backward into Jere, who exclaimed, “Hey!” before leaping up.  
 
    Suddenly lacking anything behind him, Bernard hit the floor, and Jake landed on top of him, his hands remaining clamped on Bernard’s neck. Bernard gurgled and turned purple. Jere backed away, holding his glass aloft.  
 
    The bar’s patrons piled onto the pair and tried to prise off Jake’s hands. Meanwhile, Ned was scooping the pile of gems into a bag.  
 
    “Maybe we should go outside?” said Lark. 
 
    “I think that would be a great idea,” said Erin.  
 
    The engineers rose from their seats and edged around the crowd, who were pressing closer, eager to see the fight. 
 
    “We’re going to sit outdoors,” said Lark to Marvin as they passed the bar. “It’s a beautiful evening.” 
 
    “Sure is,” he replied. “I believe it’s a little quieter out there too.” He gave her a wink. “Maureen,” he called toward the glass collector, who had abandoned the altercation and was chatting with a customer, “stop flirting, and go clean up those outside tables.” 
 
    “I’m busy,” she called back, holding up dirty glasses as if they were evidence. “Send Butler.” 
 
    As the bartender grumbled a response, Fazir opened the doors, and Hal asked, “Aren’t they worried that those men are going to bust up the place?”  
 
    “Look around you,” Fazir replied. “What’s there to damage?” 
 
    Hal had to admit that the man had a point. The interior was as rough and ready as the exterior. Marvin’s bartop was the only clean, polished surface in the place. The tables and chairs all bore the signs of many repairs, the walls were gouged with the scars of previous fights, and the floor was stained and uneven. Only the air conditioning seemed to be in good working condition, for when they stepped outside, the Badlands’ heat hit them like a tsunami. 
 
    They picked the least dirty table and moved the used glasses on it to another surface. While they were taking their seats, the doors opened, and an automaton walked out. The model looked like one that had been in service for decades at Victoria before ending up on Athens, and the machine seemed to be on its last legs. It advanced jerkily toward the table that held the dirty glasses, one arm bent at an awkward angle. 
 
    When the automaton reached the table, it didn’t stop in time and crashed into the edge, sending the glasses flying. 
 
    Fazir tutted and got up. Lark joined him as he went over to help the antique machine. 
 
    “Hey, Butler,” Leif called out, “get me a beer.” 
 
    “It can’t hear you,” said Lark. “Its auditory system is shot to pieces. I keep telling Marvin he should get it fixed, but he says he likes Butler just the way it is.” 
 
    “You’ll have to shout your order to Marvin through a window,” said Fazir. “Maureen will bring it out.” 
 
    While the poker game had been going on, Erin had fended off frequent questions from Leif about her work. She decided to try something and see what happened.  
 
    “Leif,” she said as the man leaned in toward the window. “Can you order me a shot and a chaser?” 
 
    “Sure,” he replied. Then his eyes lit up. “I’ll have the same.” 
 
    The noise inside the bar had returned to its previous level, and Leif had to bawl the drink order to be heard. Erin watched him from the corner of her eye as he returned to his seat, and she saw a look flash between him and Reiko.  
 
    So they’re a team. That means Reiko’s disappearance earlier wasn’t a coincidence. 
 
    Maureen appeared with a tray bearing two shots and two beers. With brusque efficiency, she deposited the drinks on the table and swept away saying, “I’ll turn on the environment control,” over her shoulder. 
 
    Moments later, blissfully cool air blasted down from vents in the overhang.  
 
    “This is quite the spot,” said Jere.  
 
    “You can say that again,” Hal said. “It’s like something out of a vid.” 
 
    The mountain took up half their view, the cavern in its side now entirely black, no starlight penetrating the deep interior. The Cradle shimmered above, and behind them in the decrepit bar, the Delphinians were becoming raucous. Laughter mixed with vigorous arguments. Every now and then, Marvin’s voice could be heard, threatening to throw someone out. 
 
    Erin lifted her shot glass, tipped her head back, and threw the whiskey down her throat.  
 
    Leif cheered his approval and disposed of his whiskey in the same manner.  
 
    Erin sipped her beer, watching him over the glass rim.  
 
    “Another?” asked Leif, his expression eager. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Are we having a drinking competition?” Fazir asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Erin, giving Leif a challenging look. 
 
    “You’re on,” said Leif. “No AI help?” 
 
    “No AI help,” she agreed. 
 
    A drinking match was exactly the kind of childish activity that fit Leif’s M.O., and Erin had a good idea of what it would lead to.  
 
    She quickly downed her beer, and Leif moved to sit next to her.  
 
    Reiko said, “This can’t be an easy place to live. What I don’t understand is what all these people are doing here.” 
 
    “Delphi is special,” Lark explained, “and its people are special too. They built this town themselves, you know. Didn’t have much equipment, but they liked the spot, so they built their houses anyway. Delphi isn’t on any official maps…. We didn’t know it existed until we flew over it one day and saw the buildings—then we thought we would drop in and introduce ourselves. The Delphinians made us feel welcome. They’re good people, interesting and fun to be around. There’s not many who would choose to live in the middle of nowhere with only basic supplies.” 
 
    “But is it safe, living around here?” Jere asked. 
 
    “Seismic activity in the Badlands is fairly low,” Lark replied. “Or it was until recently. Delphi is as safe as anywhere else in these regions. But only the polar areas are really safe.” 
 
    “Is there a reason they came here in particular?” asked Hal. 
 
    “That was part of why I wanted to sit outside,” said Lark. “If you wait a while, you’ll find out what’s really extraordinary about Delphi.” 
 
    While the conversation had gone on, Leif had ordered Erin and himself more shots. Maureen brought them out and deposited them on the table. Looking Erin in the eyes, Leif threw back his shot. She did the same. Leif smiled as he picked up his beer. 
 
    Suddenly, a low groan issued from somewhere. The deep note echoed and vibrated before rising slowly in pitch. Everyone except Lark and Fazir widened their eyes in surprise. The sound finally petered out in an almost-human sigh.  
 
    Hal said, “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “That’s the Oracle,” Lark replied, chuckling. “The noise comes from the cave erratically. Fazir and I think it’s probably volcanic gases escaping from the heart of the mountain, but no one knows for sure. The cave opening magnifies the sound.” 
 
    “So that’s why the locals named this place Delphi,” said Jere.  
 
    “It’s a little creepy,” Hal said. “Like something’s trapped in the mountain and it’s crying to be released.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it does sound creepy,” Jere said. “I need another beer to calm my nerves.” 
 
    “Another drink for us too, Erin?” asked Leif. 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    A couple of hours later, they’d continued to match each other shot for shot. Erin had lost count of how many she’d drunk. Leif had begun to talk to her quietly while other conversations went on around the table.  
 
    As the others had remained relatively sober and chatted about work, swapped funny stories, and generally shot the breeze, Leif had draped a supposedly drunken arm over Erin’s shoulder. She didn’t protest.  
 
    Emboldened, Leif again asked her about her work in New Canaan. They talked about other things too, but he always brought the conversation back around to what she’d done, where in the system she’d worked, what projects she’d worked on. He was trying to milk her for all she knew about the system. 
 
    Erin’s suspicions were confirmed.  
 
    She fed him some lies about her work history, keeping the information vague. When she grew bored of deceiving him, she pushed away the next shot of whiskey that had arrived.  
 
    “I’ve had it, Leif. I give up. You win.” 
 
    He smiled smugly. “You did well for someone your size, but you never really stood a chance.” 
 
    Erin nodded and straightened up, pretending that Walter was clearing the alcohol from her system. 
 
    Fazir suggested it was time to head back to the PETER. 
 
    <Seems as though we were right about Leif,> Erin said to Walter as she walked to her skiff. 
 
    <Indeed.> 
 
    <Is everything okay, Erin?> asked Lark. 
 
    <I’m fine. Just trying to figure Leif out.> 
 
    <I thought so, but I wanted to check,> Lark said. <See you at the PETER.> 
 
    <Thanks for clearing the shots before I felt their effect,> Erin said to Walter. 
 
    <No problem. Of course, Leif’s AI did the same.> 
 
    <What a farce. Both of us sitting there pretending to be shitfaced. Do you think he suspects I wasn’t drunk?> 
 
    <No, or he wouldn’t show his hand by questioning you as he did. He must be quite arrogant. He believes you’re naive enough to let your guard down around someone from the Transcend.> 
 
    <This ‘diplomacy’ isn’t so hard after all,> Erin said. 
 
    <I can’t deny that you seem to be getting the hang of it nicely.> 
 
    Buoyed by the rare compliment from her usually laconic AI, Erin climbed into her skiff with Hal, who input the PETER coordinates. The vessel rose into the air, and Erin began to compose a report to Tanis, detailing what had happened.  
 
    Erin would have loved to kick all the engineers from the Transcend out of the system, but she realized the action wouldn’t be prudent. She didn’t hold back in expressing her opinion to Tanis, though. 
 
    As the skiff arrived at the PETER, she finished off the report, saying, 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t trust Leif to fix my morning coffee, let alone mend the PETER. Not that he’s a bad engineer, but I’d probably end up poisoned. I’m not asking for permission to send him packing, Tanis. I get why they’re here. But in case you were wondering if the Transcend has grown any less interested in what New Canaan has to offer, the answer is hell no.’ 
 
    Erin signed off and sent the message.  
 
    She could see that, until Leif returned to his ship, working with him would be an elaborate game of cat and mouse, with each of them playing both parts. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.18.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: PETER (Planetary Exo-Thermic Extraction Ring) 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Seriously, Leif, what were you thinking?” Reiko hissed as they sat on the bed in his quarters.  
 
    He clearly wanted to spend the night together, but she was too pissed at him to even think about sex.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked. “I thought tonight went really well.” 
 
    Reiko groaned and placed her head in her hands. “Only if you wanted to make Erin crazy suspicious. Even Jere and Hal were giving you looks. You were practically interrogating her.” 
 
    “Oh relax,” Leif rolled his eyes. “Jere’s too busy staring at Lark’s tits to notice anything else, and Hal was joking with Fazir the whole time. We’re fine.” 
 
    “ ‘Fine’ is what we’ll be when we get this mission over with and get out of New Canaan. These people aren’t slouches—if Kars hadn’t altered the baseline configs for the extraction nodes, they would have had the PETER fixed in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Which means…?” Leif drew out the question. 
 
    “Which means that we need to be smarter than them. Not act like a hormone-driven dumbass.” 
 
    Leif gave her a questioning look. “I’m not into Erin. She’s a serious prude.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that, I meant tonight. Right now.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Reiko was starting to wonder why Kars had trusted Leif with the mission…. Granted, if he’d stuck to the script, they’d be fine.  
 
    They still would be. She’d make sure of it. 
 
    “Look, we’re really close,” she told him. “When she tries to do a full manual reset—which will be soon—we’ll make our move. Then it’s all downhill from there.” 
 
    “Well, I hope it’s not too soon,” Leif said. “I’d like to get back onto the planet for one more night out before the place is unlivable.” 
 
    “Don’t be a moron,” Reiko chided. “Once we finish this mission, we can transfer to any dirtside posting we want.” 
 
    “Or Airtha,” Leif replied. “That’s the place to be.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” she nodded. “Let’s just focus on getting this done. Then the Transcend is our oyster.”  
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    The fact that she still hadn’t figured out the fault in the PETER frustrated Erin immensely. As she sat in the lounge area of the engineers’ living space, she seemed to be the only one who wasn’t feeling the good mood.  
 
    The previous evening’s relaxation at Marvin’s Bar in Delphi had triggered a change in the sense of camaraderie in the team. Jere and Hal had always been the friendliest of the Transcend’s delegation, and now they and Fazir and Lark were acting like they’d worked together for years. Leif was also buoyant and affable, though that was probably due to his belief he’d succeeded in getting Erin to let her guard down. Even sour-faced Reiko was cracking a smile every now and then. 
 
    It seemed that Erin was the only one who remembered that the Transcend’s engineers were all but de facto enemies, and that everyone was only there because they had a job to do. 
 
    Interrupting a conversation about the fight over the poker game at the bar, Erin said, “Today I want us to go over all the data from the last six months, from when the PETER’s—” 
 
    “But we already did that,” said Lark. “We showed it all to you when you arrived, remember?” 
 
    “I do, but the problem’s gotten worse since then, and we have more data now,” said Erin, irritated at Lark’s out-of-character objection. “A pattern might be visible that was not before.” 
 
    The engineers’ expressions had become glum. Erin ignored their reactions. It was true that numbers work was often tedious; it was mostly a job delegated to NSAIs, while human input often revolved around thinking out of the box. Like the rest of them, Erin preferred the hands-on, practical aspect of her job, but sometimes the key to a problem lay somewhere among trillions of data elements, and there was no alternative to wading through it all. 
 
    Erin outlined each person’s assignments and then walked out of the lounge. The team would take at least an hour to crunch the data, and she wanted some space to think over the problem. The sooner she found the solution, the sooner she could legitimately send the Transcend’s engineers back to Admiral Iysra’s flagship. Then her diplomatic mission would be accomplished, and she could return to her family.  
 
    She missed them; though she sent and received messages and vids, it wasn’t the same as being with them. She knew they were also impatient for her to return, waiting for her arrival so they could welcome the triplets into their lives.  
 
    Erin wanted that too, more than ever, especially now that her experiences with the Transcend’s team had brought the threat of eventual invasion more into sharp relief in her mind. Never had the struggle to defend New Canaan seemed more real. 
 
    Erin found herself at the landing bay, gazing into the black. The arch of the PETER curved away around Athens. The heat that the structure continued to leach away from the planet—albeit at a non-optimal rate—wasn’t visible to Erin unless she switched to augmented vision, but she imagined the energy rising from the hot core, oozing out through the uninhabitable equatorial band, and ascending to the PETER’s hundreds of thousands of nodes.  
 
    What went wrong? 
 
    Erin loved a challenge, but this one wasn’t paying out any sense of satisfaction or achievement. It was like trying to wrestle Usef. No matter what tricks and strategies she threw at the problem, she couldn’t make headway.  
 
    “Erin,” said Lark, entering the bay. 
 
    “Hi. What’s up?” 
 
    Lark joined Erin at her vantage point. Erin wondered what had prompted the woman to seek her out in person when she could have talked to her over the Link. 
 
    “It’s quite the sight, isn’t it?” said Lark looking out into space. 
 
    “Yes, but you must be used to it by now.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can get used to something like a PETER. I’m always in awe of it whenever I remember to take the time to really look at it…. I mean, it’s a planetary ring, and it’s just a throwaway structure for the FGT….” Lark seemed to be struggling to say something. 
 
    “Is this leading somewhere?” Erin asked.  
 
    “I want to apologize for complaining earlier. That wasn’t very professional of me.” 
 
    “Is that all?” said Erin. “Apology accepted.” 
 
    “It’s been hard getting along with the Transcend’s engineers, hasn’t it?” said Lark.  
 
    “That’s only to be expected. They aren’t exactly our friends.” 
 
    “I can tell it hasn’t been easy for you to keep relations smooth between us and them.” 
 
    Erin smiled. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “Honestly? Yes. If I can be frank, you probably aren’t as good at hiding your true feelings as you think you are.” 
 
    A snort of laughter came from Erin. “Guilty as charged. I’ll try to control my facial expressions better in the future. Thanks for the heads up.” 
 
    “I only wish I could say the same,” said Lark ruefully. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Lark took a breath. “Jere and I have been hooking up.” 
 
    “Oh. You have?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guessed that no one had noticed. It gets lonely up here. He’s a nice guy, and we get along well. Fazir isn’t into women.” 
 
    “Lark, has Jere been asking you about New Canaan?” Erin asked, suddenly fearful. “You remember you have to be careful about what you say to our guests, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do, and he hasn’t asked me anything. You know I don’t know hardly anything of what goes on outside Athens.” 
 
    “Yes, but I still want you to be careful,” said Erin. “You realize this is going to be a blow to Marvin the bartender, right?” 
 
    Now it was Lark’s turn to laugh, but her expression quickly turned somber. “I really like Jere, Erin, and I think he feels the same. Only he’s from the Transcend, and I don’t want to leave New Canaan—this is my home. So one day soon….” 
 
    “You’ll be forced to part ways. I understand. That’s going to be hard.” 
 
    “I think that’s why I was griping earlier. I’m wound up about it all.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it’s okay. I’ve had worse problems from my teams, believe me.” 
 
    “You haven’t heard everything yet.”  
 
    Erin had a sudden premonition that Lark was leading up to something more serious than her personal affairs.  
 
    “Does this have something to do with our work on the PETER?” she asked. 
 
    Lark looked down. 
 
    “Okay,” said Erin. “Spit it out.” 
 
    Lark glanced over her shoulder to the entrance to the bay. “I saw something in the data that’s potentially explosive. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but I’ve triple-checked, and it’s still there. But I can’t believe Jere has anything to do with it.” 
 
    Erin waited, leaving a silence for Lark to fill. She hoped that the woman hadn’t delayed in passing on crucial information due to misplaced loyalty to New Canaan’s enemy, or things would look very bad for her. 
 
    “Over the past two years, there’s been a slow change in the efficiency of the nodes that pull energy out of the equatorial rift on Athens—” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin replied. “That’s been one of our biggest issues. The nodes drawing from the rift report near perfect efficiency, and the models of the tectonic layout on the planet show that we should be having better than expected energy extraction, not worse.” 
 
    “Right. You have no idea how much sleep I’ve been losing over that. But it’s changed.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Not long after our friends arrived, the extraction rate began to shift.” Lark’s lips pursed and she blew out a slow breath. 
 
    “Shift?” 
 
    “Let me send you the figures. You can see for yourself.” 
 
    Erin perused the data and checked the timeline. “That’s some alteration. More like a freaking great leap. When did you notice this?” 
 
    “Just now.” 
 
    Erin’s apprehension eased. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything while I was with the others. I haven’t even pointed it out to Fazir yet. I thought it was best to come and tell you first, considering the sensitivity of the situation.” 
 
    “You did the right thing,” said Erin. “Well done for thinking about the wider implications, despite your personal concerns.”  
 
    Those implications didn’t need spelling out. Whatever was wrong with the PETER, it was possible that one or more of the Transcend’s engineers had discovered the fault and, rather than bringing it to light so that it could be fixed, had done something to exacerbate the problem. 
 
    “For what it’s worth.” Lark’s voice lowered. “If one of our new friends is responsible, I don’t think it’s Jere.” 
 
    Erin nodded absently, determined to let the evidence point to who may or may not be guilty. The engineer’s finding had narrowed down the possibilities, though hundreds of systems were involved in producing the relevant data. Erin guessed the perpetrator was Leif. If he was there to snoop on New Canaan, he had no incentive to fix the PETER and a strong motivation to prolong its faulty operation.  
 
    What to do about it, though?  
 
    Again, demanding his expulsion without any evidence was tricky. She was supposed to be avoiding a diplomatic crisis, not creating one. She had to find a way to fulfill Tanis’s plan to buy New Canaan more time before the inevitable invasion.  
 
    “Thanks for letting me know,” Erin said, “and for coming clean about everything. I’m not going to accuse anyone of anything. We can still use the information you’ve turned up, we just won’t draw attention to the dates—we’ll point out the leap and leave it at that.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Lark replied. “Are you coming back into the lounge?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve thought of a way we might catch our culprit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Armed with the data from Lark’s discovery, Erin reconvened the team and told them that they were about to embark on a new tactic that she’d modeled out with Walter. 
 
    Lark and Fazir—and then Erin—had performed multiple resets on the equatorial nodes, operations that should have brought them back to default settings and ensured a standard operating efficiency. Normally that would have given a solid baseline for further adjustments. 
 
    However—despite the fact that the nodes were not performing properly—the resets did nothing more than cause efficiency to fluctuate outside the norm. 
 
    Whether or not it had been introduced on purpose, she was convinced there was a flaw in the automated reset procedures. What she wanted to do was walk each of the equatorial nodes through a manual reconfiguration in a pattern outlined in the operational guidelines for the PETER. 
 
    It was a task best performed in a fully immersive virtual reality, and although it was a documented procedure, it was tedious, especially with only six engineers and four AIs.  
 
    “All clear on what we’re doing?” Erin asked after assigning the tasks.  
 
    The engineers replied in a glum affirmative and began their work, hunched over consoles in the C&C, as sections of the PETER began to shut down for recalibration. 
 
    Erin hadn’t assigned herself any tasks, ostensibly to supervise, though in reality, she planned to watch only one member of the team. Leif would either comply with her instructions or reveal his true intentions.  
 
    There was a chance that he would give up his subterfuge and fix whatever it was he’d done, but Erin hoped he wouldn’t. She wanted to catch him red-handed, which would be a legitimate justification for kicking him out of New Canaan. At the same time, she would see steps he’d omitted and could use the information to finally fix the PETER. 
 
    While the team got started, Erin walked to a cooler in the back of the room and grabbed a cream soda, ready for a long shift. Once armed with her beverage, she found a console and closed her eyes, sinking into a virtual simulation of the orbital ring, traversing the hundreds of kilometers to Leif’s sections. After finding the node he was working on, she initiated a trace, following his actions. 
 
    Erin had gone on similar virtual expeditions with her AIs, entering the workings of something and accompanying them as they traveled through it. Though it was a mental strain, she enjoyed the experience. An AI felt more real to her at those times. It was like going hiking with Martin or Isa, except that the sensation was purely internal. At that moment, she could feel Walter’s presence almost as strongly as if he was walking beside her.  
 
    <Leif seems to be behaving himself so far,> she said. <Do you think he suspects we’re watching him?> 
 
    <He may,> Walter replied, <but he won’t be able to tell for sure. I’ve ensured that the control systems won’t reveal our presence to him.> 
 
    <I wish this thing’s NSAIs would give us information on what’s wrong with the ring.> 
 
    <If they knew that, we wouldn’t be here.> 
 
    As always when deep in a virtual reality, Erin began to lose track of time. She also became less aware of her physical presence.  
 
    <I’m taking a break,> she said to Walter after some time. <Keep an eye on him. I’ll be back in a minute.>  
 
    She opened her eyes and sat up. More than an hour and a half had passed. The engineers were slumped in their seats as if asleep. Hal was drooling. Erin took a drink of cream soda and closed her eyes again. 
 
    Walter reported that Leif had continued to act exactly as an innocent engineer would, and Erin couldn’t detect anything suspicious in his behavior. Perhaps he held her in greater esteem than she thought, knew she suspected him, and guessed that she and Walter were following his every move. 
 
    <Erin!> Fazir exclaimed. 
 
    Her concentration shattered, she replied, <What?> 
 
    <Thermal extraction is increasing rapidly!>  
 
    Erin quickly withdrew from observing Leif’s section and looked at the ring-wide figures. She could hardly believe what she saw. Within the space of less than four hours, the energy extraction had moved back into a normal range and was now beginning to climb toward the top end of a safe rate. 
 
    As she watched, the rate of change shifted from a steady crawl to a near exponential increase. 
 
    <Everyone, stop!> she called out. <Something’s not right. Initiate rollbacks for all the nodes you’ve worked on.> 
 
    Confused responses came at her.  
 
    <What? Everything?> Lark asked. 
 
    <Are you sure?> asked Jere. <Maybe we can—> 
 
    <Prior state rollback,> Erin barked. <Immediately.> 
 
    She fixed her attention on the extraction levels, which had continued to rise at an alarming rate during her brief conversation with her engineers. She had no idea what had been done to cause the change, or who had done it. She was sure that none of Leif’s actions could have caused the over-activity, but neither she nor Walter had been closely watching anyone else. 
 
    Silently, the engineers worked to undo their actions of the previous few hours, their brows furrowed. Tense minutes tiptoed by. Ten of them passed, then another ten. Half an hour came and went as, one by one, the team reported progress on resetting the nodes to their prior states. 
 
    There wasn’t anything Erin could do. There was no time to scrutinize the steps that each of the engineers had taken while they’d been working to tell which of them had triggered the runaway effect. 
 
    The figures crawled higher, reaching unsafe levels for both the nodes and the planet below.  
 
    “Shit! Come on, people!” said Erin. <Any suggestions, Walter?> 
 
    <You know I would tell you if I had them. I believe you’ve taken the only action available to us. I’m unable to track down the source of the increase in operation. We can look at what happened more closely later.> 
 
    Erin almost didn’t hear him. As Walter had been giving his answer, the rate of increase had flattened out and then leveled off.  
 
    Did someone, at some point in the last hour or so, do something right?  
 
    Holding her breath, Erin watched as the rise in readings continued to slow. Then the primary equatorial extractors began to show decreasing levels—the rate began to fall.  
 
    “Don’t stop what you’re doing,” she said, “but I think we may okay.” 
 
    One by one, the rest of the readings also finally began to drop. 
 
    The tension melted from Erin’s muscles.  
 
    It was late evening before everyone had finished their reversions and rechecked all of the configurations and settings, leaving the team tired and cantankerous. The mood at dinner was low. After a day of exhausting work, they were no farther on than they had been when they began.  
 
    Erin wasn’t keen on conversation either. Weeks of work hadn’t improved the PETER’s functioning, and she’d formed a near-concrete belief that Leif wasn’t working alone. She hadn’t forgotten the look that had passed between him and Reiko when he suggested the drinking match. Had that day’s close call been an attempt to divert attention from Leif? 
 
    Erin was about to announce she was going to bed—where she planned to watch some messages from her family—when Walter said, <Erin, take a look at this.> He presented the real-time readings from the equatorial nodes.  
 
    She had gotten so used to studying them that she had to look twice to see what he meant. 
 
    “Core!” 
 
    The other engineers lifted their bowed heads and stared.  
 
    “Look at the levels,” she urged. “Check the levels!” 
 
    “Stars!” Lark exclaimed. “That’s amazing. How is it possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erin replied. “But almost every single reading is almost smack dab in the optimal range.” 
 
    “It might be a blip,” said Jere. “A temporary effect from what we did today.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Erin said. “We’ll take another look in the morning and watch things for another couple of weeks, but….” 
 
    For now, the energy extraction systems were functioning normally again.  
 
    Like any engineer, she hated it when something magically fixed itself. That meant the problem could recur, and they’d be none the wiser as to how. But maybe careful examination of the changes during the day would unlock the clues.  
 
    Even so, if the ring continued to operate nominally, the TSF engineers would leave, Lark and Fazir could go back to their usual shenanigans, and Erin could return to Martin, Isa, Jude, and the babies.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.12.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Attica 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System  
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowds were thick at Attica Spaceport. Hordes of people had arrived in time for Landfall Day. Athens was famous for its anniversary celebrations, known to be the best in New Canaan. Isa searched among the people in vain; Erin’s small stature made her more difficult to spot at the best of times, let alone among a crowd of thousands.  
 
    In the end, it was Jude who located her first. 
 
    “Mommy Erin!” he shouted. He pulled his hand from Isa’s grasp and bolted toward a milling group.  
 
    “There she is,” said Martin, peering over people’s heads.  
 
    Isa finally saw her. Erin had picked up Jude, and he was clinging to her like a monkey.  
 
    “Aren’t you getting a little big to be picked up?” asked Martin when he and Isa reached the pair. 
 
    In truth, he was. Jude had inherited his father’s long legs, and though he was only five years old, on Erin’s small frame, they hung well below her knees.  
 
    “I don’t mind carrying my best buddy,” said Erin. “You are my best buddy, right?” 
 
    Jude answered, “Yes, I am, Mommy Erin. I missed you.” 
 
    “You did? How much?” 
 
    “This much!” Jude spread his arms wide and almost knocked himself free of Erin’s grasp. 
 
    “Careful,” said Erin, clutching her son. “That’s a lot, but I think I missed you even more.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Are we going to see the fireworks now?” 
 
    “Soon,” said Isa. “Let me say hi to Mommy Erin too, then we’ll get out of the crowd.”  
 
    Erin put Jude down, and the three parents hugged.  
 
    “It was a great idea to suggest we bring Jude to Athens for the celebrations,” said Isa. “We’ve all missed you so much. It’s been a long month waiting for you to come home.” 
 
    “Very long,” said Martin. “How much longer do you think you’ll be here, Erin?” 
 
    “Let’s go to the stands,” Erin replied. “We can talk about it there.” 
 
    They walked out of the spaceport and down the road that led to the seating set up to view that evening’s fireworks. Afterward, more celebrations would take place. It would be an exciting evening for Jude, and Isa was glad of the opportunity to see Erin face to face. It was worth the two-day trip from Carthage, though it would be sad to say goodbye again. She didn’t like the way Erin had dodged the question when Martin had asked her for an ETA. 
 
    They found seats toward the front of the stands, which were already humming with life. People were pouring into them from the direction of the spaceport, and from the tourist resorts farther out. The night was balmy and the Cradle was shining down in all its brilliance.  
 
    “I can only stay a little while,” said Erin as they sat down.  
 
    “What?!” Isa said. “How come? I thought you were going to stay in Attica with us tonight.” 
 
    “I was, but things have progressed a lot over the last few days. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure, but we’ve fixed the problem. The PETER is working as well as the day we arrived in New Canaan—its energy extraction is properly tuned again, and Athens’ seismic and tectonic activity are about back to normal. I’m returning to help pack up the temporary seismometers tonight. They’re on the other side of the planet, where it’s daylight. Then tomorrow I’ll meet you at the spaceport and go home with you.” 
 
    “You’re coming home, Mommy?” said Jude. “Woohoo!” 
 
    “That’s great,” said Martin. He reached over Isa and Jude and gave Erin’s arm a squeeze.  
 
    “We had something of a breakthrough,” said Erin. “To be honest, I don’t quite understand it, but I’m tired of being away from home and I don’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Isa. 
 
    “It means I’m grateful we have a fixed PETER, even if I don’t know how we fixed it—for now anyway. I’ll be happy to see the backs of the Transcend’s engineers. Earnest is going to be back from his current project in a few months, and then he and I will go over everything together.” 
 
    Isa groaned. 
 
    “Just a short visit,” said Erin. “When the babies are older.” 
 
    Isa threw her arm over Erin’s shoulders. “It will be wonderful to have you home again. I’ve been dying to hold the triplets, they look so cute. You should see them.” 
 
    “I have seen them. You sent me about a million images, remember?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I do remember doing something like that.” 
 
    “And Martin sent me another million.” 
 
    “You did?” Isa asked Martin. “I thought we agreed I’d be the one sending the pictures.” 
 
    “I don’t recall coming to a final agreement on that matter. But…” He held up a finger. “While I have the attention of both of you, I’d like to suggest a few more names.” 
 
    “No,” said Isa, shaking her head emphatically. “No more name suggestions. No Harpo, Groucho, or Zeppo. No Blossom, Bubbles, or Buttercup. No Athos, Porthos, or Aramis. And definitely no Ed, Edd, or Eddy.” 
 
    Erin burst into laughter, alternating between snorting and guffawing. “Athos, Porthos, and Aramis? Who the hell are they?” 
 
    “Famous historical figures,” Martin replied loftily.  
 
    “They sound like famous male historical figures. Am I right?” asked Erin. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Ed, Edd, and Eddy are definitely boys’ names too,” said Isa. 
 
    “Boys names can work for girls,” Martin said. “They would certainly be unique in New Canaan.” 
 
    “Three girls called Ed, Edd, and Eddy would be unique in the galaxy,” Erin said. “But you aren’t serious, are you? Isa, what’s going on? We talked about this, remember?” 
 
    “Don’t worry” said Isa. “We can always overrule him.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Martin, folding his arms. “You two are always ganging up on me.” 
 
    “You think it’s bad now?” said Erin. “Just wait until the triplets have grown up a bit. You won’t know what’s hit you.” 
 
    Martin’s mock umbrage faded. He said, “I can’t think of any other people I’d rather have pushing me around.” 
 
    His statement was met with smiles, and then the countdown to the beginning of the firework display was announced over the Link: they had ten minutes to wait.  
 
    “I guess this is where I leave you,” said Erin. 
 
    Jude’s eyes had been wide as he stared around the stadium, but at Erin’s comment, his attention snapped back to his parents. “Oh, Mommy Erin, do you have to go so soon?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve hardly seen you,” Isa echoed. “Can’t you hang around a little longer?” 
 
    “I guess a few more minutes won’t make any difference.” 
 
    “Great,” said Martin. “But why not leave your team to do the dirty work and stay here with us? You can go back and say goodbye to them in the morning.” 
 
    “I told them I’d come back, and I’d rather not bail on them. Besides, it’s the last time I’ll see the Transcend’s team of engineers. They’re leaving straight after we finish. Tanis wants me to maintain a good relationship with them for diplomacy’s sake, so I have to go back to thank them for their help, wish them a safe journey, yadda yadda.” 
 
    Isa gave her wife a sideways hug and put her other arm around Jude. Erin and Jude were holding hands on her lap. It was wonderful news that Erin would be going home with them the next day, more than she’d hoped for on the flight over.  
 
    “Mommy Erin,” Jude said. “Why do we celebrate Landfall?” 
 
    “It’s when everyone arrived in New Canaan.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make any sense. Landfall is a place, not a time.” 
 
    “Well, it’s….”  
 
    Erin looked to Isa for help with the explanation, but how could they explain the journey of the Intrepid? The hundreds of years of struggling and fighting across the depths of space in order to arrive at New Canaan…. It was hard to convey the vastness of space and time to one so young. 
 
    Carthage was the only place Jude knew—or rather, remembered. As far as Isa could tell, he didn’t recall that terrifying time in Troy when he could have drowned.  
 
    “Popcorn!” Jude exclaimed, noticing a vendor walking along the base of the seating.  
 
    Grateful that Jude’s capricious young mind had relieved her and Erin of the need to deliver a difficult explanation, Isa reached out to the vendor over the Link and paid for a box of popcorn. He lifted a box from his container, and it was passed up the rows of people to her.  
 
    As Isa gave the box to Jude, Erin said, “I’m sorry, but I must go now.” 
 
    “Awwww!” Jude protested. 
 
    Isa said, “I guess you’d better. Can you let us know as soon as you’re done and on your way back?” 
 
    “Sure I can,” said Erin.  
 
    She kissed all three members of her family goodbye and walked along the row, now full of people, before disappearing.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Isa watched the spot where she’d had her last sight of Erin. The uneasiness she’d felt the previous time she’d been on Athens had returned full force. Despite the good news that her wife would be coming home with them the next day, she couldn’t shake the feeling.  
 
    There was no reason for it that she could understand. When Erin had been working at the outer rim, building the secret shipyards, Isa had missed her but she hadn’t worried about her at all. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Martin, raising his voice over the noise of the crowd. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m tired of Erin always going off and leaving us, I guess.” 
 
    “But she’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “I’ll be glad when she’s away from those TSF people.” 
 
    “Me too.”  
 
    Maybe that was it. The Transcend was not well-disposed toward New Canaanites, and Erin had been forced to work with their engineers for several weeks. In contrast, when she’d been building the secret shipyards, Erin had been among friends.  
 
    But now the PETER was fixed, and Erin wouldn’t have to work with the Transcend engineers any longer.  
 
    “When are the fireworks gonna start?” asked Jude through a mouthful of popcorn. He was kicking his legs. 
 
    “Don’t eat and speak at the same time, sweetheart,” said Isa, “and try to sit still. It shouldn’t be long now.” 
 
    The stands where they were sitting looked out over a lake. In the warm, sticky stillness of the night, the expanse of water acted like a mirror to the sky above, reflecting the Cradle as radiantly as the real thing. Somewhere beyond the lake, banks of fireworks sat, waiting to be set off. 
 
    All the seats seemed to be filled. The place was humming with anticipation. As the seconds counted down to the scheduled start time, conversations dried up, and gazes focused on the lake.  
 
    Isa began to record the view; the event would make a great addition to one of her installations set in Athens. Her worries began to ease as she contemplated the fantastic achievement they were about to commemorate.  
 
    The colonization of New Canaan hadn’t been entirely smooth and easy, but the colonists had overcome the challenges and created a thriving, exciting place full of possibilities. Now, anyone who had gumption and imagination could fulfill their dream. 
 
    A single stream of light burst from the lake and streamed upward. It was the signal that the fireworks were about to start.  
 
    “Do you see that?” Martin asked Jude. 
 
    In response, the little boy pushed his box of popcorn into Isa’s hands and clapped in excitement. His body was tense and his eyes bright as they reflected starlight and the long tail of light left by the rocket. Isa realized this would probably be the first Landfall Day celebration he would remember. She hoped it would be a good one. 
 
    Then the lake erupted.  
 
    Dazzling lines of light and color rocketed into the night sky and burst into showers of sparks. The millions of pinpoints of light then burst again and again, until the sky was a riot of rays almost as bright as daylight. Whizzes and crackles filled the air.  
 
    Jude squealed with excitement and bounced out of his seat.  
 
    Before the first display had faded away, another was launched. Rockets zoomed upward like arrows. They flew higher and higher, seeming to reach the stratosphere before they exploded, and the deafening sound ricocheted from the stadium and off the surrounding buildings.  
 
    A fizzing golden and silver shower descended until, at about a hundred meters above the ground, it changed direction and drifted down over the crowd. People leapt up, trying to touch the glittering sparks. When they did, the tiny dots of light burst on contact. Jude also jumped up, trying to catch the sparks, but when he did, he found his hands full of air. 
 
    Meanwhile, the third stage of the display had begun. This time, the fireworks remained low. Long, luminous vapor trails spread across the lower half of the sky. As the pyrotechnics moved, the trails crossed, and in a few moments, Isa realized they were creating an intricate pattern. Layer after layer of warp and weft of sky fabric was laid down, and music from the display drifted over the crowd. When the pattern was completed, the entire scene exploded.  
 
    Jude jumped and screamed and then quickly burst into giggles of excitement laced with fear. “I want to sit on Daddy’s lap,” he said to Isa, though she had to read his lips over the noise of the crowd and the fireworks.  
 
    She picked him up under his arms and passed him to Martin, who accepted the keyed-up child.  
 
    The fourth part of the display took place even lower down. Rivers of fire were spreading across the lake, doubled in the reflective surface so that it looked as though flames were boiling up from the depths. Isa continued to record, entranced by the scene. 
 
    The display had been going on for nearly an hour, and Isa was wondering what else the organizers had thought up to entertain the crowd, when she had the sudden sensation of being pushed by something she couldn’t see, as if a tsunami of air had hit her and passed her by.  
 
    Confused, she tried to figure out what had happened. Is the sudden pressure part of the display? 
 
    Hush and bewilderment fell over the crowd as it reacted to the same sensation.  
 
    Then an explosive crack assaulted Isa’s ears. The noise was different from a firework, and none accompanied the sound.  
 
    Isa looked at Martin. His arms were wrapped around Jude and his head was down, as if he was listening to something on the Link, but when Isa checked, she couldn’t find any news of what had happened.  
 
    Perhaps he is speaking with Eamon.  
 
    He lifted his head and looked her, his expression fearful. “Where did Erin go? Did she tell you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. All she said was she was going to the other side of Athens, where it’s daylight now. Why?” 
 
    “There’s been a massive eruption.” 
 
    Isa’s guts clenched. “Where?” 
 
    “A volcano called Poros.” 
 
    Isa didn’t need to check. She knew Erin was there.  
 
    That was what had been causing her anxiety. Somehow, she’d known Erin was in danger.  
 
    <Erin? Are you OK?> 
 
    Martin had asked the same question. They waited long seconds before an answer came.  
 
    <I think so.> 
 
    Isa wanted to shout at her wife, ‘You think so? What kind of an answer is that?’  
 
    Instead, she mastered her feelings and said, <What happened? Where are you?> 
 
    <A volcano just erupted, with almost no warning!> 
 
    <How close are you?> asked Isa.  
 
    <Closer than I’d like.> 
 
    <Are you near a skiff?> Isa asked. 
 
    Martin said, <Erin, get out of there! Pyroclastic flow could be heading for you.> 
 
    <I know, Martin, I’m not an idiot! I’m running.> 
 
    If the situation hadn’t been so serious, Isa might have been amused by yet another tetchy conversation between Martin and Erin. As it was, all she felt was terror about what might happen to her wife.  
 
    <Show me what you’re seeing,> she demanded. 
 
    Erin’s vision opened in Isa’s mind.  
 
    If it was day where Erin was, it sure didn’t look like it. She was speeding through a dark, smoky haze. Lush vegetation surrounded her, but the leaves were already thick with dust and ash. Ash was everywhere, smoldering dully, and still dropping from the sky.  
 
    Isa could also hear Erin’s breathing—she was panting, coughing, and choking in the heated, sooty atmosphere. 
 
    <Where’s your transport, Erin?> Martin asked. <Do you have far to go? Where’s everyone else?> 
 
    Isa was wondering all this too, but she hadn’t wanted to distract Erin from reaching safety.  
 
    Through Erin’s eyes, Isa saw the outline of a skiff. It was covered with ash, but the vessel was recognizable.  
 
    Sweet relief burst in her chest. Erin will make it out of there. 
 
    Then the connection was gone. 
 
    Isa blinked. She searched for Erin on the Link, but there was nothing of her in the present, just the memory of what she’d seen a moment ago. She turned to Martin. He was staring blankly, disbelieving.  
 
    “You lost her too?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Isa had gone numb. 
 
    She realized the fireworks display had carried on despite the eruption on the other side of the planet. Jude continued to watch the lights and colors in innocent wonder, but to Isa, the sight and sounds of the display were not real. All she could hear was Erin’s labored breathing right before their connection had cut off. All she could see was an ash-covered skiff suddenly disappearing. 
 
    Then she felt Martin’s hand on her arm, clutching her. He was pale in the glow of the exploding fireworks.  
 
    “I can’t raise Walter, and neither can Eamon.” 
 
    <I’ve relayed her last known position to emergency services,> Eamon announced, a note of heavy concern present in the AI’s mental tone.  
 
    Isa swallowed. “Maybe she’s only been knocked out,” she said, though she knew her words were absurd. If Erin was unconscious, she would still be visible on the Link, and they should still be able to speak to Walter.  
 
    Something terrible had happened. 
 
    Isa couldn’t move. Reality had receded into the background, and her heartbeat pounded in her ears. Martin’s shocked face held her gaze. 
 
    <Erin? Erin?>  
 
    Isa’s words seemed to echo across the space that separated her from her wife.  
 
    Why won’t she answer? She has to answer.  
 
    Time beat on.  
 
    Isa called Erin’s name again, clinging to the hope she would receive a reply. A single word. A breath. Something. Anything. 
 
    Nothing came.  
 
    Martin had turned away. He faced the lights that continued to dazzle above the lake, but his gaze was unfocused.  
 
    Perhaps he is speaking to Eamon, Isa reasoned. Or perhaps he, like me, is trying to comprehend what happened. 
 
    In a lull after one set of fireworks, she said, “She could still be alive.” 
 
    <There is a lot of atmospheric ionization in the area,> Eamon said. <It could have disrupted her signal.> 
 
    Martin didn’t speak. He didn’t look at her. As if by instinct, his arms curled protectively around Jude’s torso. 
 
    “Ow! Daddy, you’re squeezing too tight!” 
 
    Isa stood up, finally getting Martin’s attention, while the person sitting behind her complained she was blocking his view. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Martin. 
 
    “I’m going to find Erin.” 
 
    “You’re going to the site of the eruption? Are you kidding? Emergency Services doesn’t need you flying in there too! It’s a disaster zone. You’ll die—” 
 
    But Isa was already edging along the row. She couldn’t just watch fireworks while Erin was out there somewhere. Maybe there was something that could still be done. Martin had been brought back from the dead, so could Erin. 
 
    Martin was following her, pulling a protesting Jude by his hand. 
 
    “But it isn’t over yet,” Jude said. “I want to see the rest.” 
 
    Isa reached the end of the row and began to descend the stairs. As she stepped downward, the fireworks petered out. 
 
    “Isa,” said Martin, catching up to her. “You can’t go there, you know it. Have you pulled the satellite feeds? The pyroclastic surge already hit where she last….” His words ended in a choke as he glanced down at Jude, who was watching a man walk by with a balloon. 
 
    The lake view was silent and dark again, though now the Cradle’s reflection was obscured by a light haze. 
 
    <I would like to make an announcement.> Athens’ planetary AI spoke into their minds, overriding all network traffic. <The eruption of Mount Poros indicates a critical instability in this planet that we have been unable to correct. I am declaring a planetary state of emergency and implementing mandatory evacuation. Visitors, please return to your hotels to collect your belongings and then proceed to the spaceport. Athenians, return to your homes and gather no more than one hundred kilograms of personal belongings. You will be provided with a shuttle boarding schedule.> 
 
    Isa was shocked. Leave Athens? When Erin might need me?  
 
    She wasn’t going to evacuate any more than she was going to sit and watch fireworks. What she needed to do was find a skiff or a shuttle and fly to Mount Poros. 
 
    She walked across the grass outside the stadium to the street that led to the maglev terminal, where she could catch a train to the spaceport. Crowds of people surged around her, but Martin kept pace with her, swinging Jude up into his arms to carry him. 
 
    None of the Athenians seemed panicked, but they were moving with purpose, trusting that if more haste was necessary, official services would tell them. Isa suspected that they’d drilled for this over the years, given the nature of the world they lived on. 
 
    “Did you hear Phaedra’s announcement?” Martin asked. “We’re going to the hotel, then leaving right?” 
 
    “You should leave with Jude. Get him away from here. But I’m going to look for Erin.” 
 
    “Isa.” Martin grabbed her arm and forced her to stop. The stream of people leaving the stadium split and rushed around and past them. “Please. You can’t go down there. If we can’t reach Erin or Walter over the Link, it’s…it’s because they’ve moved beyond our reach.” His features twisted as he spoke, trying to hold himself together. 
 
    “That doesn’t have to be true.” Isa snatched her arm from his grasp. “Maybe the Link has gone down in that area due to the eruption. Did you think of that?”  
 
    The anger conveyed in her words shocked her, but she couldn’t believe that Martin was giving up so easily. Erin could be badly hurt. She could need their help.  
 
    “You aren’t making any sense,” Martin insisted. “Did you look at the satellite feeds?” 
 
    “I did, and they show a lot of lightning and ionization in the area. That could be blocking her signal, and maybe she decided it’s too risky to take off right now.” 
 
    An expression of hope flickered across Martin’s features. 
 
    Seizing on his hesitation, Isa urged, “Take Jude back to Athens. You’re right, it isn’t safe here. I’ll go find Erin, and then I’ll bring her home.” 
 
    Martin’s expression grew doubtful. “No. You take Jude, and I’ll go and look for Erin.” 
 
    “This isn’t a job for you,” Isa replied. “Erin isn’t in the ocean. She could be trapped somewhere near the eruption, and I worked in hazardous conditions for years back in Sirius. I know the gear, and I know how to operate out there. I can link up with Search and Rescue at the spaceport and get out there. I need to help.”  
 
    “Isa, I can’t…” 
 
    “You can’t what? I’m doing this, Martin. I have to.” 
 
    Martin put Jude down and grabbed her. He hugged her tight, almost lifting her from her feet.  
 
    Pressing his head into her neck, he said, “I can’t lose you both.”  
 
    Isa hugged him back. “You won’t lose me or Erin. I promise.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.12.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Attica 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a quick stop at the hotel, Martin had journeyed to the spaceport where he now stood holding Jude’s hand tightly as they waited in line to board the shuttle to the Odyssey.  
 
    People were pouring into the main terminal, their behavior a notch higher on the panic scale as reports of Mount Poros’s ongoing eruption continued to come in. It wasn’t a supervolcano by any means, but with a five-kilometer caldera, it wasn’t a small hole in the planet’s crust, either. 
 
    Martin glanced down at Jude, making sure his son was calm and not eager to run off after some exciting thing he’d spotted. Martin didn’t want to lose hold of him. He feared the little boy could easily be swept away in the crowd. 
 
    The Odyssey wouldn’t hold everyone on the planet by a long shot, so Phaedra, Athens’ AI, had been allocating seats to people with young children first; others would be sent to the freighters and drone ships in orbit over the planet. 
 
     Few tourists took their kids to Athens—the place was too much of a playground for adults. However, the Landfall Day celebration had attracted some families, so they would be first off the planet. 
 
    Martin’s glance at his son confirmed that Jude didn’t seem to be aware of what was happening. He held on to Martin’s hand and looked around, his young brow creased in confusion. Martin was dreading the inevitable questions.  
 
    Isa had hugged her son and said goodbye before leaving to look for a skiff or aircar to take her to the eruption site, but she’d left quickly, without any explanation to Jude. Now it would be down to Martin to fill in the details.  
 
    How to explain to Jude that one of his mommies was probably dead, and the other one had gone on a perilous mission to find her? And what if neither of them came back? Losing one parent would be a terrible blow to a four-year-old, let alone two. 
 
    After a thorough look around, Jude asked, “Daddy, where did Mommy Isa go?” 
 
    “She’s….” Martin squatted down to Jude’s level and looked him in the eyes. “Mommy Erin is lost, and Mommy Isa has gone to look for her.” 
 
    “Oh no! Is Mommy Erin going to be okay?” 
 
    “Jude, I….” Martin didn’t know what to tell his son. He didn’t want to upset him, but he didn’t want to lie to him either. “Mommy Isa thinks she is. She says she’s going to find her and bring her home.” 
 
    Jude gazed at Martin’s face, as if reading what he could find there. He was trying to puzzle out what was going on.  
 
    The little boy had Isa’s eyes, Erin’s hair, and Martin’s own chin. The genes of his parents had expressed themselves evenly across Jude’s features, but, despite his love of swimming, Jude seemed to have inherited Isa’s character most. He’d become thoughtful, quiet, and sensitive. He could tell that Martin wasn’t telling him something, yet even at his young age, he’d developed the consideration not to push the issue; no ‘But what do you think, Daddy?’ would pass his lips. Martin was grateful for that. 
 
    The line moved forward, and Martin was forced to stand straight and move along with it.  
 
    The shuttle entrance drew nearer, square and luminous. What a contrast the flight to Carthage would be, compared to the one they had taken to Athens. Then after that, how long would he and Jude have to wait for Isa to come home? Would she bring Erin with her?  
 
    Despite his wife’s optimism, Martin couldn’t allow himself to believe it. The best he dared to hope for was that Isa would return to him, grief-stricken and defeated, and they would mourn Erin together. Until then, he would look after Jude.  
 
    They passed through the shuttle entrance.  
 
    <Find a seat quickly,> the pilot was saying. <The sooner I get you all up to the Odyssey, the sooner I can return to collect more people. We’re packing her to the gunwales.> 
 
    The cabin was bright and orderly compared to the gloominess and chaos outside. The passengers were slipping into their seats, moving aside for newcomers, helping each other. The children chattered, oblivious to the sober situation, while the adults spoke quietly to each other, stranger to stranger, discussing the eruption. 
 
    Vids of the event were arriving via the Link. Martin found two seats together for himself and Jude, and as he strapped Jude in, he watched the recording of the volcano’s eruption. A cone-shaped mountain rose from a carpet of lush green. Martin couldn’t see any sign of Erin’s skiff or the engineers. He guessed they must have been somewhere under the trees. 
 
    The massive peak began to billow smoke and vapor, rising in a gigantic plume. Then the volcano convulsed, and billions of tons of rock shuddered and rose into the air.  
 
    Martin stopped the recording, and the exploding volcano froze. He couldn’t watch it. Somewhere in the green landscape that surrounded the volcano, Erin had been working, tidying up after the long assignment, unaware of the cataclysm about to descend on her without warning. 
 
    Why didn’t she have any warning? And why couldn’t she have let the other engineers to do the work? She was their boss. She could have done whatever she wanted.  
 
    If she’d only remained in Attica and watched the fireworks.  
 
    Martin recalled the reason Erin had given for returning to help her team—she’d said that she had to say a formal goodbye to the TSF’s engineers, for the sake of diplomacy. It was what Tanis had wanted.  
 
    Martin’s hand tightened on his armrest. Damn that woman!  
 
    She was always putting his family in danger. If she was responsible for Erin’s death, he would never forgive her. 
 
    <One step at a time,> said Eamon. 
 
    Martin almost jumped. In his misery, he’d forgotten the AI in his mind.  
 
    <Eamon, I’m so sorry.> Walter and Eamon had been good friends for many years, probably long before they had taken up residence in Erin’s mind and his own. <Did you manage to speak to Walter after the eruption?>  
 
    <I did, but our connection dropped at the same time as Erin’s.> 
 
    <What do you think the chances are they’re still alive?> Martin asked, but then immediately regretted the question. He already had a good idea of the answer and didn’t want Eamon to confirm what he dreaded. 
 
    <It isn’t impossible that there was some interference with the connection,> Eamon said. <But that would have been transient, there should have been something by now….> 
 
    Eamon’s incomplete sentence said everything. 
 
    The shuttle doors closed, and the pilot announced they would soon be lifting off. Jude had activated the seatback holodisplay and was playing a game. Martin hoped his son’s young mind had flitted on from the fact that his mommies were in danger.  
 
    Leaving Athens without Erin or Isa felt very wrong, but Martin knew he had to look after his son. Neither of his wives would criticize him for what he was doing. They would want him to take care of Jude. But as the shuttle pilot began to pull away from the terminal, Martin couldn’t help feeling like he was running away.  
 
    If Erin was dead and Isa died in the search for her, how would he live with himself?

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.12.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Attica 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isa leapt out of the autocab that had taken her from the maglev terminal to the hangar where Search and Rescue was organizing. 
 
    Two heavy shuttles had already taken off, headed in the general direction of the explosion, and another was being loaded outside the hangar as Isa ran toward the ship. 
 
    “Hey, hold up!” a voice called out, and she turned to see a pair of Marines approaching from her right. “This is an official S&R ship, ma’am, it’s not heading into orbit.” 
 
    “I’m not looking to get off-planet,” she protested as the Marines reached her and blocked her path forward. “I want to help. I have training in hazardous conditions.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” one of the Marines shook his head. “The S&R teams train together for this. A new person in the mix will just complicate things, you—” 
 
    Isa noted the man’s company by the patch on his shoulder, and interrupted his rejection.  
 
    “Corporal, are you assigned to Major Usef’s battalion?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The Fighting Fifteenth.” 
 
    “I need you to tell Major Usef that Erin is missing, and her wife Isa is here to help.” 
 
    The two Marines looked at one another, and then the corporal nodded. “Well, I’ll pass it up the chain, ma’am.” 
 
    Long minutes passed as Isa stood with the two Marines blocking her way, neither speaking, just watching her and the surrounding landing strip.  
 
    Eventually, a voice called out from behind her.  
 
    “Isa?” 
 
    She turned to see Usef step off the back of an open groundcar.  
 
    “Major, I need to help. There’s no way I can just stand—” 
 
    “Isa,” Usef placed a hand on her shoulder and nodded to the two Marines. “There are already S&R teams operating in the area, but the satellite feeds show that the pyroclastic surge hit shortly before Erin’s Link signal cut out…. An initial flight has already gone by, and they didn’t see any sign of her skiff where she’d landed.” 
 
    “Then she’s still out there!”  
 
    “Or the surge blasted away her transport,” Usef countered. “Look, I care for Erin too. But the S&R teams here know how to do their jobs.” 
 
    “Usef,” Isa said through gritted teeth. “If you don’t let me help, I’ll find a way to look for her. I’ll walk out there if I have to.” 
 
    The major stared at her in silence for almost a minute, and then shook his head. “Stars, Isa, I have half a mind to cuff you and throw you in a shuttle headed for the Odyssey.” 
 
    “I’d get free.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t doubt that,” the man gave a rueful nod. “Look. If you go out there and get hurt or killed, Martin is going to beat me to death with a surfboard. I’m willing to compromise. In the next hangar over, there are a bunch of civilian skiffs we’ve commandeered. Given that this is Athens, they’re rated to fly through most of what that volcano is tossing into the air.  
 
    “You can get in on the search pattern, and Phaedra will show you where to go. But you do not—I repeat, you do not—touch down.” 
 
    Isa had begun nodding vigorously, but Usef held up a hand. 
 
    “I’m escorting you to a skiff to make sure you don’t take any equipment for a ground search. You stay in the air and stay out of danger. Phaedra is going to make sure you don’t go anywhere you’re not supposed to, and if you do, she’s going to fly you right back here. Am I understood?” 
 
    The Marine’s attitude made Isa want to hit him, but she knew that would get her nowhere. She sucked in a long breath before speaking. 
 
    “I understand, Major.” 
 
    “Good.” He drew his sidearm. “You’re rated for this, right?” 
 
    Isa’s lips drew into a thin line. “I’ve completed my training. What am I going to need it for.” 
 
    “Stars willing, nothing.” He passed her the weapon. “Let’s go. I’ll see you to your skiff.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Isa had been flying her assigned part of the search grid for half an hour, going as low as she dared over the scorched landscape, staying above the debris that was still soaring through the air as the massive volcano continued to belch out chunks of the planet’s insides.  
 
    That turned out to be nearly ten kilometers above the surface, and her skiff’s meager scan could barely penetrate the ash below, let alone find any sign of Erin’s skiff. 
 
    <Phaedra,> she said to Athens’ AI, <what the hell am I doing?> 
 
    <I’ve been wondering that myself for the last half an hour, off and on.> 
 
    <Have you picked up any signs of Erin or Walter?>  
 
    Isa knew if the AI had, she would have said so, but she couldn’t help asking. 
 
    <I’m afraid not. I’m sorry.> 
 
    <All the other engineers made it out, right? Erin said she was going to wrap everything up and see the Transcend’s engineers off.> 
 
    <Both engineering teams were together when Poros erupted. One of our team was badly burned by some volcanic ejecta, but they got him to safety back on the PETER. I believe they’re sending him to the Odyssey for transport to a medical facility. You can take the skiff up to the ship if you wish, or you can continue to search for the…ah, nevermind.> 
 
    Isa swallowed. <Thank you.> She was sure Phaedra had been about to say ‘search for the body,’ but the AI had stopped herself in order to spare Isa’s feelings. <How is the rest of the search going? When can ground teams go in?>  
 
    <I have advised that no humans enter the disaster zone. The volcano is showing no signs of reduction in activity. I’m poring over the data I have available, trying to determine why this happened when the PETER was once again operating nominally. From what I can tell, the pressure in the fault line under Poros was building to enormous levels, but no alterations were triggered. Even worse, the new readings I’m gathering indicate that not all the pressure has been released, and I cannot rule out another massive eruption.  
 
    Isa bit her lip. <That means we’re running out of time. If she’s trapped down there, we need to get her before the volcano blows again!> 
 
    The AI didn’t reply for almost a minute. Then she said, <It’s possible that Lark and the other engineers may be able to help search. They have the protective gear, and if there’s a chance that Erin is still alive….> 
 
    Looking down at the scorched landscape below, Isa knew that she had to get down to the location of Erin’s last transmission, and see for herself if her wife had made it to her skiff. 
 
    <OK. I’m heading up to the PETER. I assume you’re suggesting this, knowing that Usef would veto it if he found out?> 
 
    <I’m only suggesting that you go talk to the other engineers,> Phaedra replied. <I am not responsible for what they decide to do.> 
 
    She sounded tetchy. Isa didn’t blame her. Like everyone else, she seemed convinced that Erin was dead, and no planetary AI liked to lose any of the inhabitants under their care. On a planet like Athens, that pressure was higher than usual. She was also probably concerned about getting through this emergency while avoiding more deaths. 
 
    Wondering if the AI would enforce Usef’s ban on a close flyby of Erin’s last known location, she decided to take a closer look before going to the PETER.  
 
    As she descended, the bright sunlight faded, and she entered a zone turned dusky by clouds of smoke and ash. The skiff seemed to be coping with the conditions well enough, so Isa decreased her altitude further, hoping for a patch of clearer air that would allow her to find out what was happening below.  
 
    She came through a thick bank of ash, and suddenly, the glowing orange of a waterfall of lava emerged in the distance, and a scene of utter devastation spread out before her in the scant light. All that remained of the volcano looked like a single, broken, jagged tooth poking up from corrupt, cadaverous gums. A thick blanket of black and dark grey smoldering ash coated the remains of a lush jungle.  
 
    Isa overlaid the coordinates of Erin’s last transmission onto her visual of the landscape. The dot representing her wife’s last known location sat at the base of a mound of rock that had blasted from the volcano. A distant glint of silver caught Isa’s attention. She looked closer. It looked like the tip of a wing of a skiff turned on its side.  
 
    Shit! It is there! 
 
    That had to be the vessel she had seen through Erin’s eyes. The skiff she’d been running to when…. 
 
    Isa’s eyes were suddenly wet. She blinked hard to clear them. She refused to believe that the body of her wife was lying under that pile of volcanic debris; the mass wasn’t sufficient to block a signal. She was sure of it.  
 
    Given that no one seemed interested in mounting a rescue, and Phaedra was still denying ground teams access to the area, Isa wasn’t sure they’d send in S&R until the volcano either subsided, or expelled its next burst of pent-up pressure.  
 
    She was four kilometers up, and she brought her skiff down another thousand meters, cruising over the ashy landscape and the remains of the volcano that loomed above it. Smoke and superheated steam continued to billow from the fractured edifice. The sky was a mess of raining ash and dust. A rattling sound came from her vessel’s exterior as it was hit by small pieces of rock, reminding her that, while it could fly through ash and soot, it wouldn’t survive an impact with a larger piece of debris. 
 
    And even if I land, I don’t have any gear. I wouldn’t last a minute—Usef saw to that. 
 
    She knew it was no good. She would have to visit the PETER’s engineers, as Phaedra had suggested. Isa hated the thought of Erin lying wounded somewhere out there, needing help, but the delay was unavoidable.  
 
    Angling the skiff’s nose upward, she flew the vessel in the direction of the PETER. As she journeyed out of the planet’s atmosphere, climbing the six hundred kilometers to the ring before following it to the C&C section, Isa did her best to think positively, considering that Erin’s skiff could have survived, and that it had emergency systems to protect an occupant in these sorts of conditions. 
 
    The other engineers had worked with Erin for weeks, and would also know she could have survived. Isa was certain she could convince them to help.  
 
    She looked up the names of her wife’s team members. Lark and Fazir. She randomly picked one and reached out on the Link as her skiff approached the C&C’s docking bay. 
 
    <Hello, Fazir. I’m Erin’s wife.> 
 
    <Isa? I remember seeing you out at the lava field when we met Erin. I’m…shit, I can’t believe this happened. I’m really sorry.> 
 
    <Thanks, but your condolences are premature. I think she might still be alive. I’m coming up to see you. I’d like to borrow some equipment and go look for her.> 
 
    <Ah, I see.> Fazir paused. <You know that Phaedra has lost all trace of Erin?> 
 
    <I know, but I think I spotted her skiff, and she was almost to it when her signal was lost. She could have made it inside.>  
 
    Isa wondered how many more times she would have to explain the obvious. Everyone was giving up on Erin so fast.  
 
    <I guess that is remotely possible, though it doesn’t explain why we haven’t gotten any signal,> said Fazir.  
 
    Isa decided to play down the extent to which the skiff was buried. <It was partially obscured under a rockfall. The antenna could have been damaged.> 
 
    <I guess that makes sense.> 
 
    <So you’ll help me look for her?> 
 
    Fazir took a second to respond.  
 
    <Umm…this is really embarrassing, especially after my prank when we first met, but my legs got burned off. They’re about to put me in stasis and send me off to one of the military corvettes. Thank stars for pain shunts. Lark is staying on the PETER, though. Perhaps she can help.> 
 
    Isa bit her lip. <Okay, I’ll speak with her in a few minutes when I arrive.… I hope they get you patched up soon.>  
 
    Five minutes later, Isa’s skiff settled into the C&C section’s bay, where two more vessels sat inside, both bearing signs of damage from the eruption. One’s wing had been dented by a heavy impact, and the other craft was blackened, as if it had flown through thick ash. 
 
    As she climbed out of her skiff, an ISF medical shuttle landed next to her, and a pair of women rushed out toward a man who was pushing a stasis tube into the bay. 
 
    Isa approached quietly, glancing inside the tube to see a man with his legs ending in a scorched and bloody mass. The reality that many more people than Erin were suffering from this tragedy hit her.  
 
    “You must be Isa,” greeted the man pushing the container. 
 
    “Yes. And…shoot, Fazir…I’m sorry for asking for your help. I wasn’t thinking properly.” 
 
    The man’s eyes followed the two women from the medical craft as they rushed the stasis pod back to the ship. “It’s OK, this whole thing is crazy.”  
 
    “You’re from the Transcend?” Isa asked. 
 
    “That’s right. The name’s Jere. I don’t know that you and Lark should go down there. After Fazir told her what you found, she started prepping gear. I have to admit, I tried to put her off. We have suits that will protect you from the conditions down there, but with that level of volcanic activity, it’s crazy dangerous.” 
 
    “I get it.” Isa nodded.  
 
    “Lark is risking a lot to help you,” Jere stated plainly, then turned and beckoned Isa to follow him out of the bay to a nearby equipment room. Then he left. 
 
    Lark stood up when Isa entered. She was holding one of the heat-resistant suits she had been wearing when Isa met her. Another of the TSF’s engineers was in the room, and he nodded a greeting. 
 
    “Isa,” said Lark. “I’m ready to go. I’ve sent some drones with equipment to the eruption site, and it should arrive the same time as us. Take this suit.” 
 
    Isa lifted the garment from Lark’s outstretched arms. Despite her preoccupation over Erin, Isa couldn’t help noticing that the visiting engineer seemed oddly distracted. She wondered if he was still in shock from the eruption. 
 
    They finished donning their suits, and then the two women left the equipment room, heading for the docking bay.  
 
    As they walked, Isa glanced at Lark and said, “I take it that guy was from the Transcend too?” 
 
    Lark checked over her shoulder as if checking they were out of the man’s earshot. “Yeah. His name’s Hal.” 
 
    “He seemed really bothered by something. I thought there were four Transcend engineers here…. Where are the other two?” 
 
    “I think that’s his problem. They checked in that they were safe and headed to the PETER, and then we lost contact. Jere and Hal are going to go looking for them in a few minutes, they’re just double-checking with S&R that no sign of them has been seen.” 
 
    “Phaedra told me that Erin was the only casualty.” 
 
    “She was—oh wait…well that doesn’t make any sense,” Lark muttered. “They just checked in. They’re fine, but they flew to another section on the ring….” 
 
    “They didn’t come back here? How come?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. They gave an excuse, but it doesn’t hold water.” 
 
    Isa didn’t want to get involved in whatever weird political games were being played out among the two teams of engineers. She had more important things to focus on. 
 
    “I think we should start our search at Erin’s last known location,” she said. “If her skiff is still there, she might be in it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” said Lark. 
 
    The pitying tone in Lark’s voice set Isa’s teeth on edge. She knew the engineer had to be holding out some hope, or she wouldn’t be risking her life, but Isa couldn’t help but feel like the grieving widow that was just being humored. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.12.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Near Mount Poros 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t see anywhere to land,” said Lark. 
 
    It was hard to see anything at all. Dusk had fallen, and the low light compounded with the clouds of smoke made the darkness complete. All was black except for the distant orange glow of lava and the flashes of lightning dancing above the craggy remains of the volcano’s mouth.  
 
    Lark had to rely entirely on the skiff’s instruments to see the ground. According to what Isa could read from the display, a mess of hot rocks and treacherous pits of smoldering dust and ash lay beneath them.  
 
    “What about trying to land farther away from the eruption?” Isa suggested. “We can walk in.” 
 
    Lark nodded. “That’s a better idea. I don’t want to risk the skiff being hit by any debris. He’s still growling and he won’t be stopping anytime soon. I’ll redirect the drones too.” She banked the skiff to the left and turned one hundred and eighty degrees, heading away from the scene of devastation.  
 
    Can Erin really be alive somewhere down there?  
 
    Isa knew that, logically, the chances were slim to impossible. But she wasn’t operating on logic. What she was operating on, she didn’t know. Maybe her motivation was only an inability or stubborn refusal to accept Erin’s death. Whatever it was, she couldn’t help it. She had to look for her wife. 
 
    Lark managed to land the vessel a little over a kilometer away from Erin’s last known location. She directed Isa to put on her heat-resistant suit, and got dressed quickly herself. Then she climbed out of the skiff to go to the drones and unload the equipment she’d sent down.  
 
    As she was putting on her suit, Isa saw, out of the corner of her eye, one of the two bulky contraptions Lark had unloaded rise up. She looked closer and saw the equipment’s parts slot into place. Her eyes widened in recognition. Lark had brought along exoskeletons similar to the ones miners used occasionally to move around chunks of ore.  
 
    <I’ll explain the controls after you get in,> said Lark, speaking over the Link now that she was helmeted. 
 
    <I think I’ll be okay.> Isa replied. <I’ve used something like that before.> 
 
    <You have? I thought you were an artist.> 
 
    Isa’s throat swelled with emotion. Lark would only know that because Erin had told her. Erin had probably exaggerated how good Isa was, as usual. 
 
    <I am,> she replied, <but I used to be a miner.> 
 
    <Ah, okay. In that case, you shouldn’t have any problems. Climb in.> 
 
    When Isa had clambered aboard the exoskeleton and settled herself into the seat, the device’s screen dropped down. Her suit’s HUD disappeared to be replaced with the same data on the new screen. The information stated that local atmosphere wasn’t survivable without specialized equipment, but Isa was undeterred.  
 
    <Let’s go,> she said firmly. 
 
    Lark led the way toward the volcano, her exo’s legs powering over the uneven landscape. Isa’s machine rocked as it carried her along, but its motion was smooth and steady, unlike the old, under-serviced, jerky equipment she’d operated in the past. 
 
    Her HUD was already indicating areas of intense heat: the remains of what had been massive trees, and boulders flung from the volcano like toys tossed by a child. Lark sidestepped the hottest spots and walked slowly, placing the long, wide feet of her exo down carefully for each step.  
 
    After a few minutes, Isa grew frustrated with the slow progress. They were barely going faster than walking pace. What had happened to the daredevil planetary engineer that Isa recalled from her first encounter with Lark?  
 
    She guessed that maybe Fazir’s terrible burn had dampened the engineer’s enthusiasm for risk-taking. But when it came to saving Erin’s life, Isa was not prepared to be cautious.  
 
    She sped up and moved to overtake Lark. Isa knew exactly where they were going, and now that she had the exo, she could probably move the rocks without Lark’s help.  
 
    It had been hours since the eruption. Time was pressing. 
 
    <Isa, slow down,> Lark scolded as Isa passed her. <You have to be careful. The ground’s treacherous.> 
 
    <I can handle it. Don’t worry.> 
 
    <You might have used an exo before, but that doesn’t mean you know what you’re doing here. This isn’t an asteroid.> 
 
    Isa plowed on anyway. The spot she was aiming for was only half a klick away, and if anything, the landscape was evening out.  
 
    As she strode her exo toward the volcano, Isa practiced working the pincers. She opened them to their fullest extent, closed them, and turned them at every available angle. She wanted to move the boulders away quickly; she had a vision of finding Erin trapped in a hollow, perhaps injured, but alive. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground under her exo’s right foot gave away.  
 
    The machine instantly attempted to compensate for the imbalance, leaning away from the hole, but it wasn’t enough. Isa’s exo fell sideways into the rapidly expanding chasm. The cabin crashed against the edge of the opening, bringing her face to face with rocks and cinders. 
 
    <Are you okay?> said Lark. 
 
    <I guess I was going too fast after all.> 
 
    <Just a little.> 
 
    Isa had fallen onto a gully that had filled to the top with ash. The ground around it was also treacherous. Her exo tried to right itself, but the edges of the hole were crumbling, and the other leg was sinking deeper. More ash gave away, and Isa sank deeper still, dragging her cabin window against the rocks. 
 
    <Shut down your exo’s a-grav,> Lark ordered. <It’s just flinging ash and rock everywhere and making things worse. You’re going to dig yourself to the bottom of that gully in no time.> 
 
    Isa did as the engineer said, mentally cursing herself. None of this was helping Erin. She had to slow down and be careful, or she would end up dead, and then no one would search for her wife. 
 
    <I’m behind you,> Lark said. <I can reach you from here.> 
 
    A few moments later, Isa felt the impact of metal pincers, and she instantly dropped lower. Her position was precarious. She hoped Lark didn’t end up in the hole with her.  
 
    Isa felt herself move again, upward this time; Lark was pulling her exo out. Hanging suspended in the cabin, there wasn’t anything Isa could do to help. She watched the wall of the chasm ease past. Then she was out.  
 
    <Thanks.> 
 
    <You’re not home free yet. I’m going to put you down.> 
 
    Lark turned her upright and set her on her feet, looking at the dark, destroyed landscape again. Isa craned around and saw the other exo’s legs spread and its pincers extended on prehensile arms. As she watched, Lark released the pincers and retracted the long arms.  
 
    <I’ll take it easy from now on,> said Isa. 
 
    <Don’t feel bad. That could have happened anyway, whatever speed you were going. Like I said, the ground’s treacherous.> 
 
    Isa started up her exo and set off again. On a private channel, she called out, <Erin? Erin?>  
 
    She wasn’t really expecting a reply, yet the lack of one made her sad and fearful. 
 
    In another few minutes, they had arrived at the rockfall that marked Erin’s last location. It struck Isa as a little odd that only this one pike of ejecta had landed in the vicinity. 
 
    Lark immediately got to work, extending her pincers and removing the smaller rocks. Isa operated her exo to do the same, quickly lifting the material and placing it to one side.  
 
    After a few minutes, they extracted Erin’s skiff. It was relatively undamaged, but empty. After examining it as carefully as possible, they turned their exos back to the pile. 
 
    <You know, Isa,> said Lark in a soft tone, <I can manage this myself. If you want to step back until I’m finished, I don’t mind.> 
 
    <No, I….> 
 
    Lark was thinking that Isa probably didn’t want to see what lay beneath the boulders. The woman thought she was on a mission to recover a body.  
 
    <I want to do this,> was all Isa could think to say.  
 
    It was true that she didn’t want to see Erin in that state. But unless she did see her, however she looked, Isa knew she would never be able to accept that Erin was gone. 
 
    They continued to work. One boulder was particularly heavy and they lifted it between them. All the while, Isa looked closely beneath each rock.  
 
    Finally, they were done. Only compressed, dented ground the color of ash remained in the space. Isa double-checked the coordinates Phaedra had sent. They were in the right spot, but Erin wasn’t there. 
 
    <Where is she? What do you make of this, Lark?> 
 
    <I don’t know. To tell you the truth, I was fully expecting to find some grisly remains, but the rocks are all clean.> 
 
    Isa probed the ground in the hollow with her pincers. The metal hands dug into the compacted earth, gouging deep ruts. There didn’t appear to be anything below the soil. Certainly nothing that resembled human remains.  
 
    The obvious answer to the question of what had happened to Erin had been eliminated. Isa began to explore other explanations for her wife’s disappearance.  
 
    She said, <I couldn’t help but notice when we arrived that this is the only pile of ejecta in the area. Does that seem odd to you?> 
 
    <I didn’t think about it, to be honest. I was concentrating on moving them. But it is a bit unusual that there is nothing else around….> 
 
    Isa waited while Lark viewed her recording of the pile of boulders before they’d cleared it. 
 
    <Hmm, you’ve got a point. The angle is a little off from what I would have expected, too…but that doesn’t mean anything, it was a massive explosion.> 
 
    <Well, if they didn’t land there by chance, that can only mean someone put them there.> 
 
    <But who would do that?> asked Lark in a tone that suggested she didn’t really believe Isa’s suspicions, but didn’t want to get into an argument either. <And why?> 
 
    <I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.>
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    The cloud from the volcanic eruption was stretching ever higher and wider across the planet’s surface, but eventually, the skiff cleared the haze, flying into clear space with the dark skies above them. 
 
    “I wonder when the eruption will be over?” Isa asked. “Phaedra said she expected another large blast.” 
 
    “One of many, if you ask me.” Lark shot Isa a worried look. 
“If we don’t get Athens’ stabilization on track, Poros could be active for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “I wish I was. And what’s more, it won’t be the only massive eruption we’ll see if we don’t fix the PETER soon. The uninhabitable zone will spread, and the entire surface could be unfit for human life.” 
 
    Isa whistled. “I thought the evacuation was temporary. What you’re saying is, New Canaan could lose one of its habitable planets?” 
 
    “That’s right. I mean, the poles might remain livable, just about, but regular ejections of gas and dust into the atmosphere from volcanic eruptions are going to make global temperatures plummet. Those luxury resorts at Attica will be a thing of the past…. No one in their right minds will choose to live here.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize things were so bad. Erin said you’d gotten the place under control again.” 
 
    “That was what we thought. Everything seemed to be returning to normal. That was the trend, anyway, after the activity had been increasing for months. We really thought we’d fixed it, though it wasn’t clear how. Now I don’t know what the hell was happening, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to find out. Especially now that Erin’s gone.”  
 
    As Lark finished her sentence she choked up.  
 
    “Sorry.” She wiped her eye with the back of her hand. “I know you think she’s still alive. I really hope she is too.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Isa. “I know I must sound crazy in the circumstances. That’s what everyone seems to think. What will you and Fazir do?” 
 
    “Continue to live on the PETER. Bathe in hot springs a little less.” 
 
    “You live up there? I thought you lived on the planet.” 
 
    “No, we’ve always lived on the ring. Of course, if we can’t stabilize Athens, people could still live on a space station, if they wanted to stay.” 
 
    “Yeah, Erin would—” Love to build another space station. Isa bit her lip.  
 
    “What do you think has happened to her?” Lark asked. 
 
    “I was hoping you might be able to help answer that. You were one of the last people to see her.” 
 
    “I know, but I’ve told you. I was too distracted by Fazir’s injury, and Erin ran to her own skiff. It wasn’t until later I realized she was missing. Then I checked with Phaedra and heard the bad news.” 
 
    “What happened before that? Anything unusual?” 
 
    Lark’s eyes flicked up and to the side. “Uh, we were saying goodbye to the engineers from the Transcend, thinking their work was done. Thanking them for their help. You know, that kind of thing. Erin was doing her polite diplomat routine—” 
 
    “Erin? A polite diplomat?”  
 
    Isa recalled Erin’s table manners after she’d been shipside for a while. She remembered Martin and Erin’s huge argument after the invasion drill on Troy. She recalled her wife’s spectacular leap from two stories high during the drill, when the skirt of her dress had flown up over her head.  
 
    “Are you sure we’re talking about the same person?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lark replied, giving Isa a sad smile. “She did a great job at keeping the tensions between the two groups from building up. Hal and Jere really liked her, I think. Reiko and Leif weren’t so warm, but Jere was inviting her to pay a visit to Admiral Iysra’s flagship when Fazir noticed the plume from the volcano. He was the first to see it.” 
 
    “They were inviting her to go with them right then?” 
 
    “I think so. Or visit later. I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Why do you think they were doing that?” 
 
    “In the spirit of friendship between New Canaan and the Transcend, probably. The Transcend didn’t have to help us, after all. What do they care if we lose one of the planets for a century or two? New Canaan is a prize system. They didn’t want us to have it, from what I understand.” 
 
    “You sound like you like them.” 
 
    Lark blushed a little. “I don’t dislike them. Don’t forget, Sera Tomlinson gave us the tech that saved us at Bollam’s World. She’s from the Transcend, too.” 
 
    Isa knew that, but she also knew that, for all intents and purposes, Admiral Iysra and her fleet were just waiting for the orders to swoop in and seize everything New Canaan had to offer. Cozying up to them didn’t sound right to her, or like something that Erin would do. 
 
    “What about those two who went to another section of the PETER?” she asked. “What did you say their names were? You said they didn’t seem to like Erin so much.” 
 
    “I don’t think I mentioned their names in that context. Reiko and Leif. They seemed okay. Maybe it was only that they were a bit quieter than Jere and Hal. Reiko complained after they arrived, but she settled down in the end.” 
 
    Isa mulled over Lark’s words. Her instinct that Erin was alive came from her gut and had no origin in logic or reason. But the more she considered the situation as Lark had laid it out, the more she could see a story unfolding. A story that ended in Erin’s ‘death’.  
 
    The Transcend had everything to gain from having someone of Erin’s rank and inside knowledge in their grasp, but to snatch her in broad daylight would be a political disaster. It would be tantamount to a declaration of war on the system, and the Transcend’s fleet that lurked beyond New Canaan’s heliopause would be the first to be attacked, making it difficult to get Erin outsystem. 
 
    If the Transcend’s engineers had been sent in to extract sensitive information from a New Canaanite, they would have to fake that person’s death. A volcanic eruption would be the perfect cover. But if that was what had happened, Isa would have to move carefully to find Erin; if the kidnappers knew she was on their tail, they might be prompted to destroy the evidence of what they’d done. 
 
    Lark guided the skiff into the landing bay at the PETER. As they exited the vessel, Isa thanked the woman for her help. 
 
    “No problem. I’m sorry we didn’t find her. What do you plan on doing now? Are you going to get a berth on one of the ships heading for Carthage?” 
 
    “I was hoping I might be able to stay here.” 
 
    “You were?” Lark’s eyebrows rose. She’d clearly already dismissed Isa’s speculations, but decorum overcame her skepticism of Isa’s theories. “Sure, there’s plenty of room. We can find you a bunk somewhere. You’ll have plenty of time to catch one of the ships, if you change your mind and decide to evacuate.” 
 
    “Er, I wasn’t intending to leave. I want to keep searching for Erin, as long as it takes.” 
 
    “You do?”  
 
    Isa hated that she sounded like a crazy, grief-stricken widow. She couldn’t help that, but she needed Lark’s agreement if she was to remain on the PETER. She could work on persuading the engineer on her new idea later. 
 
    “Well, if you want to stay here for a while,” Lark continued, “that shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Come on. I’ll introduce you to Reiko and Leif, if they’re back.” 
 
    “A vid just arrived for me. Do you mind if I watch it before I follow you in?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Lark left the bay, and Isa opened the message from Martin. It was a vid of himself and Jude aboard the Odyssey. Jude was sitting on Martin’s lap. 
 
    “Say hi to Mommy Isa,” Martin said. 
 
    “Hi, Mommy Isa! Hi, Mommy Erin!” The little boy waved his hand. 
 
    Behind his son, Martin’s face twisted in pain. “Do you want to tell her what you’ve been doing on the ship?” 
 
    As Jude explained how he’d made a friend and they had been playing hide-and-go-seek in the observation dome, Martin’s voice overlaid Jude’s. 
 
    <I haven’t told him anything much yet, Isa. I can’t bring myself to, and I guess you might be right. I hope so. I hope I’m wrong, that you’ve found her and you’re both on your way to Attica right now to catch the next ship out of there. Stars, I hope so.  
 
    <If not, please take care. If Erin’s gone, Jude will need you more than ever. And we have triplets who need a mommy too. As soon as you’re ready, come home. Then we’ll tell him together.  
 
    <I love you.> 
 
    Jude’s voice took over, continuing his excited chatter about his new friend. Isa watched her son’s image hungrily, remembering the soft, heavy feel of him sitting in her lap and the weight of him on her hip when he was younger. She recalled the little bronzed boy toddling after his father into the waves at their beach house on the Med, and running through the long grass next to the Black Sea on Troy.  
 
    For a moment, her resolve faltered. Was she imagining all this stuff about Erin? Had the news of her wife’s death affected her mental health? She’d required treatment to come to terms with the deaths of everyone she had left behind at Victoria…. Was she becoming mentally unstable again? 
 
    Guilt nagged at her. If something happened to her, Martin would be forced to cope with two deaths, while raising four children, and Jude would be devastated by the loss of two of his parents. Was she being selfish in refusing to accept the obvious truth about what had happened to Erin? 
 
    Then she remembered the boulders.  
 
    The rocks could not have fallen in that pattern. And if Erin did die there, what happened to her body? Even if it burned, there should be some kind of a trace.  
 
    Those two facts couldn’t be denied. Lark had not been able to explain them. Isa knew she was right. Her instinct wasn’t leading her astray, the evidence had confirmed it. 
 
    She walked along the passageway to the living area of the PETER. She would reply to Martin later and tell him what she’d found; she would record a message for Jude too. She was so glad they were safe and traveling home to Carthage. 
 
    Two people she hadn’t met before sat in the lounge along with Lark and Hal. The four had been discussing something as she entered, but she’d been too preoccupied by her own thoughts to notice what they’d been saying. 
 
    From their expressions, it was clear they’d been talking about her. 
 
    “Isa,” said Lark, too brightly. “Meet Reiko and Leif.” 
 
    Reiko was an angular woman with a gaunt face and black hair cut in a short, severe bob. Leif had deep-set, grey eyes above a thick beard. Unlike Hal and Jere, they were both wearing TSF uniforms.  
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” said Reiko. 
 
    Isa looked into the woman’s black eyes. “Thanks for your condolences.”

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.12.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Mount Poros 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erin had to fly several passes over the forest’s thick foliage to find a space large enough to land her skiff. The tree cover was dense in the foothills surrounding Mount Poros’s looming peak. By the time she reached the rest of the team, everyone was waiting for her. They had already taken up the seismometers and dispatched them on drones for storage aboard the orbital ring. 
 
    Erin walked up to the group feeling a little sad to be saying goodbye to Fazir and Lark, even though they were somewhat crazy—especially Fazir. But she guessed she would see them again at some point.  
 
    She would not miss the other engineers. Jere and Hal were okay, but Leif and Reiko had definitely been a thorn in her side the entire duration of the assignment. It would be a pleasure to see them go, and have the weight of maintaining secrecy about New Canaan’s defenses off her shoulders. 
 
    “Erin,” said Reiko, “I was worried you weren’t going to make it.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Leif said. “We would have waited for her. We aren’t in a rush.” 
 
    “Yeah, no hurry to go back to another tour on a cruiser,” said Jere. “I want to thank you for the hospitality you’ve shown us. We’re well aware of the political tensions between New Canaan and the Transcend, and we’re grateful you could overlook all that and treat us as individuals who were sent here only to help.” 
 
    “No problem,” Erin said. “On behalf of New Canaan, I’d like to thank you all for being gracious guests.” Was that the right thing to say?  
 
    She guessed so. Diplomacy wasn’t so far from lying through your teeth. 
 
    There was a pause where everyone looked uncomfortable, having exhausted the average engineer’s supply of small talk. Jere was looking glum, and Lark looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.  
 
    Erin pitied them. It had to be hard to care about someone who lived on the other side of an unbreachable divide. 
 
    “Looks like this is it,” said Fazir, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. 
 
    “Er, I have an idea,” Jere blurted. 
 
    All present turned to him in surprise, the TSF’s engineers equally as taken aback as the New Canaanites. 
 
    “It would be a shame not to build on the rapport we’ve generated,” he continued. “You guys should pay us a visit in return sometime. Nothing formal, just—” 
 
    “Jere!” Reiko exclaimed. “You can’t make an offer like that without Admiral Iysra’s permission.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Erin, “I’m sorry, but I really doubt our governor would agree. Besides, I have too much to do here. I appreciate it, but—” 
 
    “Holy smokes,” breathed Fazir. “Look!” 
 
    He was pointing at Poros, which dominated the view. Smoke and steam were gushing from the volcano in great puffs, bursting upward into the clear blue sky. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of that,” frowned Lark. “We should all get out of—” 
 
    Her words were cut off by a deep, loud, juddering rumble emanating from the volcano. At the same time, the caldera shuddered.  
 
    “Shit!” Fazir hollered.  
 
    Millions of tons of rock exploded as the massive crater broke apart. An ear-shattering crack split the air, and a pressure wave nearly bowled Erin over. The ground leapt under her feet. She was thrown forward, a high-pitched whine ringing in her ears. The earth seemed to rise up to meet her, and for a second, she lay still, dazed. 
 
    <Run, Erin,> Walter urged. 
 
    Thanking the stars she could hear him if nothing else, Erin struggled to rise. Everyone had disappeared, no doubt running to their skiffs to escape the eruption. Hot ash, dust, and chunks of rock rained down, quickly dulling the vivid green of the undergrowth.  
 
    The explosion had disoriented her. She swung around, trying to figure out where she’d landed her skiff. As she scanned her surroundings, she saw the volcano—or what remained of it. Half of it was simply gone, dissolved into grainy clouds that pirouetted toward the sky briefly before spreading outward and plummeting down as if sucked in by the ground.  
 
    I have to get out of here. 
 
    Turning, she saw the skiff in the distance. The ground beneath it had shifted, and the vessel lay on its side. Erin sped toward it. Even in its current position, she thought she could take off in it. She only had to reach the damned thing. 
 
    <Erin, are you OK?>  
 
    It was Isa. News of the eruption must have arrived in Attica. 
 
    Erin spoke with both Isa and Martin as she ran across the smoldering, black ground, already thick with ash. The air was filled with the sulfurous fumes and iron scent of the eruption, but Erin caught a whiff of something else, a horrible smell. She finally recognized it.  
 
    Her hair was burning.  
 
    She ran a hand over the short strands, wincing as her palm met a smoldering piece of debris. She brushed it and the burned strands of hair away. 
 
    Each breath was turning into a struggle, and she pulled her shirt up over her mouth and nose to keep out the ash and dust. Walter was attending to the damage that the heated atmosphere was doing to her lungs, but she had to reach the skiff soon. 
 
    The vessel lay only a few meters away, one of its doors popped open. Though she wasn’t quite safe yet, Erin felt the welcome pleasure of relief. Even if she couldn’t get the skiff off the ground, she might be able to seal herself inside for a while and escape the worst effects of the disaster. 
 
    But then something barreled into her hard enough to lift her off her feet and fling her forward. The last thing she remembered was a boulder rapidly approaching her face.
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    Erin woke to utter darkness. She lay on her back, secured to a hard surface by restraints at her wrists and ankles. When she tried to lift her head, she discovered another restraint around her neck. 
 
    Confusion befuddled her.  
 
    Am I having a nightmare?  
 
    But nothing was changing. She wasn’t waking up, she was already awake. She reached out with her mind.  
 
    What the hell?  
 
    She had no Link access. Her mind felt wrong, like someone had poked holes in it.  
 
    <Walter?> 
 
    When no answer came, Erin wondered again if she was dreaming. She tried to think of possible reasons Walter might not answer her, but she couldn’t come up with any. Her head hurt, but if her brain had been damaged enough to also damage Walter, she wouldn’t have been able to think. 
 
    <Walter?> 
 
    There was nothing. The direct connection to her AI was null-routed. She tried to access the Link again, then her other mods, finding them either null-routed, or reporting offline. She finally managed to access a base bio-data module, but all it gave her was the time; she couldn’t even access her body’s nano. 
 
    Almost an entire day had passed. 
 
    Anxiety began to overwhelm her. What had happened to Walter? Had someone removed him from her mind? Why would anyone do that? And where was she?  
 
    Her eyes strained to penetrate the darkness, but it was complete. There was no heat, no EM, nothing. 
 
    Knowing it was futile, she mentally said Walter’s name again. 
 
    Silence.  
 
    Erin tested her restraints again, but they were firm, allowing no more than a couple millimeters’ movement. The neck restraint even tightened uncomfortably when she swallowed. She strained her ears, but she could hear nothing except a deep, quiet, familiar hum. She was on the PETER.  
 
    How did I get here?  
 
    The last thing she remembered was Poros erupting. 
 
    “Hey!” she shouted.  
 
    The sound barely echoed before dying away. So, she was in a small, enclosed space. She shouted again, trying to judge just how small from how it reflected her voice, but it was hard. Walter could have told her exactly, down to decimal points. 
 
    Where is he?  
 
    Erin was utterly alone, for the first time since she could remember. AIs had been part of her mind for a long time. When one had gone, another took his or her place. They were a part of her.  
 
    Yet the inexplicable loss of her AI was the least of her worries.  
 
    Erin ran through the recent events she remembered. She’d been running to her skiff after the volcano exploded, deafened by the noise and probably the pressure wave too, dodging the falling debris, the hot air and ash searing her throat and lungs.  
 
    Something had hit her in the side, she couldn’t remember what. And next, she’d woken up in this, this….  
 
    Did someone make a terrible mistake, and now everyone thinks I’m dead?  
 
    Erin recalled history lessons about how people used to die when they were very young, and those left behind had to dispose of the dead bodies. Sometimes they would put them in something called a tomb.  
 
    She appeared to be in a similar kind of place, but she was pretty sure they didn’t used to tie the corpses down, or that’s what she remembered….maybe. What was wrong with her brain?  
 
    Another memory hit: Martin and Isa!  
 
    They would be waiting for her in Attica, wondering what had happened to her. They would be worried out of their minds, and she had no way to contact them.  
 
    Dammit!  
 
    Erin struggled vigorously against her bonds, which only resulted in choking and sore wrists and ankles. She reasoned that she would not be restrained unless someone meant her some harm.  
 
    This has to be Leif’s doing. Or maybe Reiko’s. Probably both.  
 
    She didn’t particularly trust Hal or Jere either, no matter what Lark thought of them, but surely none of the Transcend’s engineers would risk kidnapping her. That would be insane. Phaedra would easily notice she’d been abducted, and as soon as Tanis found out about it, she would have them all arrested.  
 
    Time was dragging on, though in the darkness, and lacking some of her augmented mind’s most basic functions, she kept losing track of time—used to seeing it displayed on her HUD. She was soaked in sweat from her struggles, and growing thirstier and thirstier.  
 
    Deprived of her senses, she began to see imaginary colors and hear voices speaking far off, their words indistinct. Her sense of isolation grew, accompanied by increasing anxiety.  
 
    Did Leif and Reiko get what they wanted from Walter? Are they going to leave me here to die? How will my family cope if they never see me again? Will Jude ever get over it? She began to wish she’d spent more time with him. 
 
    Dread and misery gnawed at her, but then something else kicked in. She’d forgotten all about the training she’d done. What had Usef told her? It was about survival. Whatever it takes. It was time to put her training into practice and reach deep. She could survive this. She would survive this. 
 
    Erin realized her breathing rate and pulse had been speeding up, and that she was wasting her energy. She deliberately calmed herself, shutting out the thoughts that would lead her down a rabbit hole of despair. She even forced herself to shut out her anxiety over Walter, Martin and Isa. Her breathing and heart rate naturally followed suit and slowed down.  
 
    She had to get out.  
 
    She asked herself what Usef or Tanis would do, and knew immediately that they would find a way, no matter what. She might be able to open the other restraints, if she could get a hand free. Which she probably could, if she pulled hard enough. If she could shut her mind to the pain. That was a grisly thought. Her control systems to dispense analgesics were offline—likely tied to Walter’s removal—so it would be agony, and what was left of her hand might not work very well, but anything was preferable to passivity and helplessness. She wasn’t going to die alone in the dark without putting up a fight. 
 
    No time like the present.  
 
    Erin grimaced and set her teeth as she began to pull. The restraint cut into her flesh at the base of her thumb bone. Her hand was pretty small, but she relaxed it, trying to make it even smaller. If she was lucky, she might only lose some skin. The restraint bit deeper, and Erin gasped. She felt blood trickle out. 
 
    All of a sudden, a crack appeared in the darkness, allowing in piercing rays of light.  
 
    Erin squinted and blinked as the crack grew wider. A door was opening. The silhouette of a human figure passed across the blinding beams, then the door closed, and all was dark again. Erin thought she’d recognized the person from the brief glimpse, but she wasn’t sure. 
 
    A light turned on, and she saw her guess had been correct. Reiko stood in the narrow space. The gaunt woman did not look at all friendly.  
 
    Erin had found her kidnapper. 
 
    While Reiko glared at her, fury twisting her features, Erin quickly took in her surroundings. She was inside a slim storage tank; the ceiling curved only a meter above her bed. If Reiko stretched out her hands, she would be able to touch both walls at once. Erin guessed the space had formerly stored equipment for the orbital ring. Perhaps the walls were made from a material that blocked Link signals…. That would make sense, yet in the brief time the door was open, Erin had attempted to make a connection and failed—which strengthened her fears about what had been done to her, and to Walter. 
 
    “What have you done to my brain? What did you do with my AI?” she demanded. 
 
    Reiko didn’t answer immediately. Her eyes narrowed, and she looked at Erin as if considering what to tell her. Finally, she spoke. 
 
    “Your AI…Walter, was it? He rather stupidly decided to sacrifice himself for New Canaan.” 
 
    A shadow settled over Erin’s heart.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, though she’d already guessed the answer.  
 
    “Faced with the choice of giving up your system’s defense plans or his life, he chose the latter. I strongly suggest you don’t make the same mistake.” 
 
    Sorrow and grief rose in Erin like a great tide, but she fought to maintain control of herself. She would have time to grieve Walter later—after she’d killed Reiko.  
 
    “You’re a fool. Walter didn’t know New Canaan’s defense plans any more than I do. We’re engineers, not military. But when Tanis Richards finds out you’ve murdered an AI and kidnapped me, you’ll be the one to die, and all for nothing.” 
 
    “No, you’re the fool. No one’s even looking for you, everyone thinks you died in the eruption. You’re all alone, Erin. There’s no rescue on its way. If you decide not to tell us what we want to know, all I have to do is leave and lock the door. Your death won’t be pleasant, and it’ll take a long time. So what do you say?” 
 
    “Some choice. Even if I did know something about the system’s defenses, what would be the point of telling you? So you can leave me here anyway? So my family can be killed when the Transcend attacks?” 
 
    “If you answer my questions truthfully, we will offer you and your family safe passage outsystem.” 
 
    Erin almost laughed. “You think I would leave millions to die as long as the people dear to me are safe? You think I would be that much of a traitor?” 
 
    “One person’s traitor is another person’s smart decision-maker. You should count yourself fortunate you’ve been given this opportunity.” 
 
    This time, despite the loss of Walter and her dire situation, Erin did laugh. “If this is good luck, I’d hate to encounter bad.” 
 
    Reiko leaned in close to Erin’s face. “We will have the picotech. It’s inevitable. And if we don’t take it, someone else will—such an imbalance of power can’t exist forever. New Canaan is doomed whatever you do. If you don’t tell us what you know, you’ll die here, alone and in agony, and your family will die too.” She straightened up. “Personally, I think it’s a good offer. I’d take it, if I were you.” 
 
    “You’re not me, though. New Canaanites don’t steal what doesn’t belong to them.” 
 
    “Very noble, Erin. Let’s see how long your moral superiority lasts.” 
 
    Reiko walked out and slammed the door, and Erin was immediately plunged into darkness once more.  
 
    She exhaled heavily. Walter was gone; they’d killed him. She would never feel his familiar, welcome presence again. Her eyes filled with hot tears that ran out the sides and into her hair.  
 
    Poor Walter.  
 
    Of course he hadn’t told them anything. And neither would she. She would never jeopardize the safety of New Canaan. She would never make Walter’s death meaningless. 
 
    One thing working in her favor was that Reiko hadn’t actually harmed her yet. That meant, now that Walter was gone, Erin was the only source of information Reiko had, and she would be reluctant to kill her.  
 
    That fact would buy her time.  
 
    Erin realized something else: Reiko had said ‘we’ and ‘us.’  
 
    That means Leif, for sure.  
 
    She wondered if all the Transcend’s engineers had been in on the scheme to extract intel. It would have been hard for Reiko and Leif to get her away from the eruption site by themselves.  
 
    Reiko had said no one was looking for her, which meant that, through some butchery of her mind, they had destroyed her Link access. That meant Phaedra would not receive her signal.  
 
    Martin and Isa must think I’m dead.  
 
    The thought tore at her. She resolved to do her best to prove she wasn’t. 
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    Hours had passed since Reiko had left. Erin guessed the engineer was concerned her absence would be noticed by Lark and Fazir if she was away too long. Erin had spent that time trying to free herself, but all she had achieved were bloody and torn wrists and ankles.  
 
    When she’d undergone her military training, Usef had suggested she upgrade her mods to military standard, but she’d wanted to put it off until after Athens’ PETER had been fixed.  
 
    If  only I’d done it earlier, I could break out of these restraints, and be ready to give Reiko a nice surprise when she returns.  
 
    She might even have been able to break out of the tank where she was confined. But wishing wasn’t going to change anything.  
 
    Erin had decided her best option was to play for time, wait for Reiko’s vigilance to wear down, and watch for opportunities. Perhaps she could feed her tidbits of information that were convincing but unverifiable, or put on a performance that her resolve was crumbling and her sense of desperation increasing.  
 
    Whatever she did, Erin knew she was on a fixed timetable…. The Transcend’s engineers couldn’t remain at the PETER forever. The eruption would put back their departure for the moment, but the day would come when either Tanis would decide they were incapable of fixing the PETER, or they would actually fix it, removing their reason for remaining. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    “Hey!” Erin yelled. “Help! It’s Erin! I’m in here!” 
 
    The door closed. When the light inside the tank turned on, Reiko was smiling.  
 
    “You’re a long way from help. Unless you can make your voice carry hundreds of kilometers, no one’s going to hear you.” 
 
    It was a small piece of information, but worth knowing. Erin now knew she was somewhere on the PETER, far from the section where the engineers lived. This was important because it meant that a skiff was nearby, as Reiko would need one to fly there.  
 
    “You’ve been busy,” said Reiko when she noticed the bloody effects of Erin’s struggles. “To be honest, I’m not surprised. I guess I would do the same in your circumstances. But it really was a waste of time. The only way you’re getting out of here alive is if you tell me all you know about how Tanis plans to defeat an invasion of New Canaan.” 
 
    “What’s the point of telling you anything?” said Erin. “You’re going to kill me no matter what I say. You have to. You can’t risk anyone finding out that you faked my death and kept me here. You would never make it out of the system.” 
 
    “All good points. But you’ve forgotten that I could take you with me when I leave and no one would know you survived the eruption. You could have a life in the Transcend. You would be welcome, especially considering everything you know.” 
 
    “I’m happy here, thanks.” 
 
    Reiko heaved a sigh. “I thought you would say that. You leave me with no alternatives. Erin, I’ve worked alongside you for weeks. I’ve gotten to know you and, strange as it may seem, I don’t dislike you. I’m not going to enjoy what I’m about to do. You have to understand, I’m not a bad person, only a determined one. If I have to put you through hell to get what I want, I’ll do it. Do you understand?” 
 
    Erin saw the absolute sincerity in Reiko’s eyes. She wanted to say, ‘If you know me so well, you’ll know this entire exercise is pointless’. But she kept her mouth shut. As long as Reiko held the smallest belief that she might learn something useful, she wouldn’t kill her torture subject.  
 
    When Erin didn’t answer, Reiko slipped a slim, steel wand from her sleeve. Its end was rounded, not sharp.  
 
    Did she sneak it past the security check when she arrived in New Canaan, or did she make it while she was here?  
 
    A good engineer could turn their hand to most things if they had the right materials.  
 
    Feeling slightly nauseated, Erin next wondered what Reiko planned to do with her metal stick. 
 
    She didn’t have to wait long to find out.  
 
    Reiko touched the tip of the wand to Erin’s bloody wrist. Agony flared up her arm like lightning. Her back arched, and she heard herself screaming. The pain seemed to go on forever, then suddenly it was gone. Erin was back from her well of agony and in the tank once more. The nerves from the fingertips of her left hand up to her spine tingled furiously as Reiko stood over her. Though the engineer had described herself as ‘not a bad person,’ Erin saw only curiosity in her eyes, not a shred of pity. 
 
    “That was the mild setting,” Reiko said simply.  
 
    She said something else, but Erin had tuned her out. If this was what she had to endure, she had to learn to shut out the pain. She was in no position to stop Reiko at that moment, but she could control her perception of what her nerves told her. She didn’t want Reiko to know what she was doing, though, or the pieces of information she intended to feed her would be less convincing. 
 
    Reiko touched the wand to Erin’s other wrist. Again, white-hot pain flared, but Erin tried to push it down, closing her mind to it. However, she still screamed and struggled against her restraints.  
 
    The torture session continued. Reiko turned up the intensity of the nerve stimulator. Erin didn’t succeed in entirely shutting out the instrument’s effects, but she managed to subdue the sensation. She suffered terribly, but she stayed in control, holding onto the fact that, at some point, Reiko had to stop. 
 
    Finally, she did.  
 
    “Had enough?” 
 
    “Yes,” Erin panted.  
 
    She considered that it might be time to pretend to give up, but quickly dismissed it. Reiko would never buy it; she had to play the game a little longer.  
 
    She swallowed and added, “Your stick tickles.” 
 
    “Still defiant, huh? You’re made of tough stuff. I guess I’m going to have to try something else. I prefer the wand…. It’s clean, leaves no marks. But some people require messier methods. They might be able to bear pain, but they can’t stand to see a limb amputated.” 
 
    “There’s no need to do that on my account. I’d hate to see you cut off your arm for no purpose.” 
 
    “What wonderful bravado in the face of watching me cut a piece from your body.” 
 
    “Appendages can be replaced. I already did that once, I can do it again.” 
 
    “Not if you die from blood loss or shock.” 
 
    “If I die, you’ll never find out our secrets.”  
 
    “So you do know something.” 
 
    Erin was silent.  
 
    Reiko looked like a cat that had caught a mouse. “I knew it! I knew I was on the right track. Leif—” She sucked in a breath. 
 
    “So, Leif is in on this too?” asked Erin. “Is it only you and him, or all four of you?” 
 
    A shadow of anger passed across Reiko’s features. “It doesn’t matter what you know.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, because you’ve planned to kill me all along.” 
 
    Reiko scowled. She lifted the wand and thrust the tip against Erin’s cheekbone. The movement was so sudden, Erin didn’t have time to prepare herself. She received the full force of the pain inflicted. For a time, she lost all control. She could feel herself writhing and hear her shrieks echoing off the metal walls around her. 
 
    When Reiko withdrew the wand, Erin was blind in her left eye. All her muscles throbbed, protesting against their long restriction and the knives of pain that had passed through them. Echoes of the nerve stimulation reverberated behind her eye and across her face and ear. Blood in her mouth told her she’d bitten her tongue. 
 
    Reiko leaned down and put her face so close to Erin’s, their noses were nearly touching. “Tell me what you know,” she hissed. 
 
    All Erin’s calmly prepared plans to feed the woman plausible lies and eke out the time until an opportunity to escape presented itself had gone out the window. The torment Reiko had inflicted had provoked a deep hatred in Erin. If she had been free at that moment, she would have strangled Reiko with her bare hands.  
 
    This bitch killed Walter. My husband and wife think I’m dead…. My son probably thinks so, too. 
 
    Erin worked her mouth, gathering a gob of saliva and blood, and then spat. 
 
    The other engineer reared backward and wiped the bloody spit from her cheek. Pale with anger, a deadly calmness settled over her. She glared at Erin. All formality and pretense had dropped away, and loathing oozed from her. Erin was glad of it. Now they both knew where they stood. 
 
    Reiko lifted the wand as if to use it again. Erin tensed and readied herself. 
 
    But Reiko hesitated.  
 
    She held the wand indecisively in midair, then she flung it down. The instrument clattered on the metal floor. Reiko turned, strode to the door, and pulled it open. She passed through the portal, and the door clanged shut. 
 
    Erin was alone again. But now, everything was different. Reiko had left the light on, so Erin was no longer in the dark. Even better, the engineer had left behind a handy weapon.  
 
    Now all Erin had to do was reach it.
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    She’d done it. Erin had pulled one of her hands out of its restraint. The waves of pain were beginning to recede, but she didn’t want to look at the effects of her efforts on her skin and flesh. As long as her hand still functioned, any injury would be worth it. If she didn’t get out of there soon, her physical state wouldn’t matter. 
 
    Erin gingerly tried to flex her fingers,  touching each one to her thumb in turn. Her blood made the contact tacky, and the pain returned in full force, but victory and relief welled up when she managed the action successfully.  
 
    It was oddly ironic that it had been Reiko’s torture that had enabled her to free herself. After enduring that agony and trying to control her reaction to it, nearly pulling off her own hand had been downright bearable.  
 
    Now to see if she could remove her restraints.  
 
    She explored the neck restraint first. Erin had spent some of her long time in captivity speculating about Reiko’s attempt to extract intel from her. All of the engineers had been searched upon their arrival, and found to be carrying nothing suspicious. She wondered if something had been left behind on the PETER by the FGT, or if they had simply outwitted the ISF inspection team. 
 
    As her tender fingertips alighted on a catch on the restraint, Erin found that her guess had been correct. Military-grade prisoner restraints would not be operable by hand; they would require a security access to lock and open them. But Reiko had tied Erin down using simple grips she’d found somewhere on the ring.  
 
    Erin fiddled with the grip, feeling out the lock’s design. She wiggled in a broken fingernail and flipped the catch. It sprang open and her neck was free.  
 
    She sat up and looked around, noting that she’d been lying on an equipment box. The grips were threaded through a network of square holes in the lid. She reached for the one that was confining her other wrist, trying to ignore the bloody wreck of her free hand. In moments, she had two hands free, and seconds later, both feet.  
 
    Erin swung her legs over the side of the box and climbed down. She tried the door, but it was locked. Apparently, Reiko’s rage hadn’t caused her to forget that task.  
 
    With her good hand, Erin unfastened her shirt and pulled it off. Next, she took off her undershirt and wrapped the material around her injured hand. After putting her shirt on again, she scanned the floor of the tank. At first, she saw only bare metal…. Then her gaze alighted on the slim torture device. The silver wand had ended up in a corner near the door.  
 
    Erin retrieved it and examined the instrument. It was a simple piece of thin, smooth metal. To ignorant eyes, it looked innocent, and could have easily been passed over during an inspection. There were no buttons or any other physical clues on how to operate it, as far as she could see. Erin guessed that Reiko could connect with it mentally. 
 
    The discovery was a big setback to her plans. One touch of the wand would incapacitate an attacker, but only if she could operate it. Conceivably, if her ability to connect to the Link remained intact, she would have been able to figure out how to access the device, but as it was, the wand could possibly be used as a small spear, though a blunt one. Still, it was better than nothing. 
 
    Now she only had to wait.  
 
    Erin squatted down next to the door, the wand poised in her good hand. She’d chosen to sit next to the side of the door that opened. She didn’t want to risk waiting behind it. The instant Reiko opened the door even slightly, she would be able to see that the surface of the equipment box was empty. She would know that Erin had broken out of her restraints and was waiting for her. Then she might just close the door, trapping Erin inside forever.  
 
    No. Erin would have to wait for the door to open, then she would rip it wide and attack. While she waited for Reiko’s return, Erin studied the wand in her hand, trying to figure out the best way to kill Reiko. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    More hours passed. Fatigue began to plague Erin. After her legs started to ache unbearably from squatting for so long, she sat down on the floor, leaning against the wall. Her nerves continued to jangle from her torture, and the stress of her ordeal had left her in dire need of sleep. She was also desperately thirsty.  
 
    If Walter had been with her, he would have taken care of all her physical complaints.  
 
    Poor Walter, Erin thought again, aching with his loss.  
 
    She’d always missed her AIs when it came time for their partnership to end, but this was different. To know that she would never speak to him again, never hear the slightly nagging and chiding tone in his voice, hurt her deeply. She could imagine his defiance and sharp sarcasm in reaction to Reiko’s attempts to make him turn traitor.  
 
    I have to avenge him. She hoped her actions would honor his memory. 
 
    She pressed her head against the thick metal wall of the tank. The coolness of the surface was helping her to remain awake, but nevertheless, her eyelids were drooping. 
 
    Then she heard movement at the door.  
 
    Erin snapped upright and leapt to her feet. The door was opening. Erin thrust her fingers into the gap and pulled, wedging her foot into the space created at the bottom. Through the open space, she saw two surprised, frightened eyes—grey eyes. It wasn’t Reiko returning, then. It was Leif. 
 
    Momentary shock weakened Erin’s grip on the door. The portal was open a forearm’s length, but Leif pulled it sharply, trying to close it. The door closed on her foot instead, and Erin renewed her grip on the door with both her good hand and her bloody one.  
 
    Leif tugged on the handle, hitting Erin’s hands while kicking her foot. His attempts to dislodge her loosened his hold, and with a grunt, Erin dragged the door open wider.  
 
    She pushed herself into the gap and saw that Leif was drawing out his own torture wand. Knowing it would take the fight out of her if he brought it to bear, Erin reached out and chopped at his wrist. He didn’t drop the wand, but it was batted away. In another moment, she was through the door.  
 
    With a wordless scream, she flew at him, crashing into the burly man at full force. Leif stumbled backward, and together, they toppled to the floor.  
 
    Erin landed on top of the sprawling man, and immediately ground a knee into the elbow of the arm that held the torture device so that Leif couldn’t raise the wand to her. Her other knee was on his shoulder. She plunged Reiko’s torture wand into him, thrusting the blunt metal down, aiming for the hollow above his collarbone where no cloth covered his skin to impede the metal.  
 
    She ripped the wand out and thrust it into his chest cavity again like lightning, reminding herself that this man had helped to kill Walter. Twice more she stabbed, speculating wildly on how many more times it would take. She had only a second or two before he would overpower her. 
 
    Leif writhed and struggled. Erin’s stabs seemed to be having little effect. Blood only dribbled from the wounds.  
 
    Suddenly, he rose up. Grabbing her around her waist, he savagely threw her off of him. Her back hit the wall, and she slid to the floor. His face red with rage, Leif came at her with his wand raised.  
 
    Erin skittered sideways on all fours. Abruptly, she hit another wall. She was in the corner of a small room.  
 
    Leif advanced, bear-like in his size and predatory gait, a killing look in his gaze. Erin shrank backward, though she had nowhere to go. She lifted the slim piece of metal that was all she had to defend herself with.  
 
    He lunged, and Erin threw herself sideways, kicking at one of the large man’s knees. He yelled and fell, but as he tumbled, he reached out and touched the back of Erin’s thigh with his wand. Without time to prepare for the nerve stimulation, agony ripped through her.  
 
    For several long seconds, she could do nothing except squirm and scream.  
 
    A blow to her head sent her flying into the wall. Blackness encroached, and she fought to remain conscious. She vaguely heard Leif’s footsteps behind her. A hand gripped her neck, and she rose into the air, suspended like a puppy from its mother’s mouth. 
 
    Excruciating pain burst from her side. Erin shrieked, but the sound barely escaped; Leif’s huge hand was fastened around her throat, choking her. Then suddenly, she was dropped on the floor, and a thud came from behind. She turned, wondering why she was still alive. 
 
    Leif was lying face downward. One of his arms was outstretched, and his wand was lying underneath his open hand. His other arm was folded up beneath his chest.  
 
    Erin pulled up her knees and looked around, surmising that she was still alone. With that concern satisfied, she sat up to look more closely at the man. A pool of blood was forming on the floor under his neck and quickly growing wider. Erin crawled toward Leif’s dropped wand and dragged the device toward her. She tucked both wands down the back of her pants and then stood up. 
 
    She pushed at Leif’s shoulder with the toe of her boot. When he didn’t respond, she grabbed his hair and lifted up his head. Blood dripped from his beard, and his blood-suffused face was lifeless.  
 
    “Huh,” she whispered. “It was me.”  
 
    Her strikes had taken a while to have an effect, but she’d killed him. Relieved, Erin let go of Leif’s head, which thumped onto the floor.  
 
    She again took stock of her surroundings. She was clearly somewhere on the PETER, but where exactly, she had no idea. The structure had few features that were unique to a section. She was inside an empty, nondescript room, probably intended for storage. That explained the tank, and another storage container on the other side of the passage.  
 
    Erin strode to the door and tried to open it. 
 
    “Dammit!” 
 
    It was locked. Leif must have sealed it before opening the storage tank. Erin had broken out of one prison only to find herself locked inside another.  
 
    Even worse, Reiko and Leif had been working closely together; If this part of the ring had Link access, then the other spy had to know by now that Leif was dead. She would be coming for Erin, and when she arrived, she would be prepared. 
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    Isa wanted nothing more than to fly to the section of the PETER that Reiko and Leif had visited after the eruption and look for Erin, but she had to hold back. If the two engineers had done what she suspected, it would be foolish to make them aware that their actions were under scrutiny. Isa would need time to figure out exactly where Erin was. She didn’t want to trigger the engineers to destroy the evidence of their wrongdoing. 
 
    If she was to find her wife, she had to tread carefully.  
 
    Lark had put Isa in Erin’s room, after asking if that was what she wanted. Isa had hesitated, unsure if it would be too upsetting for her, but in the end, she’d accepted. She wasn’t about to begin imagining that Erin might be dead. 
 
    After Lark left her, the first thing Isa did was look at Erin’s few possessions. It seemed that her wife only kept a brush and a few changes of clothes in her room. Then Isa opened another drawer, and her throat swelled. Sitting inside were two drawings: one displayed stick figures of three adults and a small child. The figures stood in front of a square house, and behind the house, pointed waves splashed against a shore. 
 
    The second picture was a sketch Isa had drawn long ago before she’d even thought of becoming a professional artist. The drawing was of Party Field in Landfall with the wildflowers in bloom. She’d forgotten all about it. 
 
    In the corner of the drawer sat a pile of seashells.  
 
    Isa bit her lip and blinked. She sat on the bed and put her head in her hands, taking deep breaths as waves of emotion washed over her. She couldn’t control the sorrow and fear that rose up. She lay down, and as her head touched the pillow, Erin’s scent wafted up.  
 
    That tipped her over the edge. She had tried to be strong, but it was so hard. Isa let herself give into her feelings. 
 
    After a time, she grew calmer and took control of herself again. She sat up and wiped her eyes, then walked over to Erin’s washbasin and splashed water on her face before checking her appearance in the mirror. 
 
    The time for indulging her emotions was over; it was time to act. She was going to get her wife back. 
 
    As she walked along the narrow passageway to the living area, Isa said to Phaedra, <I’d like to see the plans for this ring.> 
 
    <I’m sorry, you do not have the level of security clearance required to see those.> 
 
    It was the answer Isa had predicted. She was only an artist from Carthage, after all. Why would she need to see the plan of the PETER unless she had nefarious motives? 
 
    <I assume Governor Richards could grant me the necessary clearance?> 
 
    <That’s correct.> 
 
    Isa halted and leaned back against the wall while she composed a message to Tanis. She hadn’t spoken to the governor much following the invasion drill at her gallery on Troy.  
 
    Since returning to Carthage, the relationship between her family and Tanis’s had never regained the same relaxed friendliness. Isa wasn’t one for holding grudges, and Erin liked Tanis and Joe a lot, but Martin seemed unable to forgive or forget the terror Jude had suffered during the drill. He didn’t seem able to be reasonable about it. 
 
    Despite that, Isa knew Tanis well enough to feel confident she would pay attention to her concerns. She wondered if anyone had even told New Canaan’s governor that Erin was believed to be dead. 
 
    “Tanis, I’m aboard the PETER on Athens. You must know about the ongoing problems with the planet and the evacuation. Did you receive a report that Erin died in the eruption? I know this might sound crazy, but I don’t believe it. I went to the coordinates where Phaedra last registered her presence, but her body wasn’t there. And what’s more, two of the Transcend’s engineers—Reiko and Leif—didn’t return to the ring’s C&C after the eruption. They went to a different section entirely.  
 
    “Perhaps this sounds crazy, but I think they might have done something to Erin to cut off her Link access and then took her there. I think they could be holding her. I want to search for her. I need the plans, but Phaedra won’t give them to me without your permission. Could you send it? And any other advice or help too, I guess. It’s vital that the TSF engineers don’t know what I suspect, so please don’t send in Marines, or at least not just yet. I don’t want these bastards to cover up what they’ve done by killing Erin and disposing of her body before we can find her. 
 
    Isa sent the message, but it would take a little while before she would hear back from Tanis. In the meantime, she had a charade to maintain.  
 
    She resumed her walk to the living area. When she arrived, Reiko and Hal were sitting in the lounge, chatting about what might have caused the eruption in spite of the PETER’s improved performance. They looked up briefly and then resumed their conversation. Isa went into the kitchen to grab some dinner before sitting down at the table. 
 
    “You didn’t choose the pasta, did you? It’s pretty bad,” Hal joked. “Right, Reiko?” 
 
    “I’ve had better hundred-year-old rations,” the woman agreed. 
 
    “No, I didn’t choose the pasta,” Isa replied. 
 
    Hal seemed to remember that Isa’s wife had supposedly just died. His face dropped. “Er, is your room okay? Got everything you need?” 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine, thanks.” 
 
    Embarrassment and discomfort written large on his features, Hal turned to resume the technical discussion with Reiko, but she said, “Do you mind if I ask you something, Isa?” 
 
    “Depends what it is.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Reiko’s gaze was level and cold.  
 
    Isa took a breath. She needed to choose her words carefully.  
 
    “I’m going to need a while to process what’s happened. I wanted to spend some time where Erin worked.” 
 
    Hal looked downward, as if wishing he were somewhere else. 
 
    “I guess I know what you mean,” said Reiko. “Lark said you didn’t find Erin’s remains at the eruption site.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, a volcanic eruption is so devastating, it’s possible that you might not find anything at all.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “I understand how you feel,” said Reiko. “We’ll all miss Erin a lot. She was a good person and a great engineer.” 
 
    “She was,” said Hal.  
 
    Lark entered the room. “I thought I’d find you here,” she said to Isa. “It’s good you helped yourself to some food. We don’t stand on ceremony up here.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Isa replied. “I’ve lived with Erin long enough to know that manners aren’t high on engineers’ list of priorities.” 
 
    “Shit!” Lark exclaimed. She paused, looking downward. 
 
    The other engineers were also concentrating on their Link feeds. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Isa. 
 
    Lark raised her head, her forehead creased in concern. “Another earthquake. Seven point nine, thirty-six kilometers outside Attica, twenty kilometers deep.” 
 
    “Oh no!” said Isa. “How’s the evacuation going? I hope there aren’t any casualties.” 
 
    “Me too,” Lark replied. “All the buildings are earthquake-proof, and so is the spaceport. Most of the city’s population has already gone up, but people from outlying areas are still funneling in. I’ve told Phaedra to send them here if enough ships don’t arrive in time.” Lark filled her own plate before sitting down next to Isa.  
 
    As the woman ate, she joined in the discussion with the other engineers about the PETER. They were running through the fixes they had already tried, and deciding what to try next.  
 
    Isa was surreptitiously watching Reiko, but the woman maintained a convincing façade of normality. If Isa didn’t trust her gut so deeply, she might have begun to wonder whether her suspicions were correct.  
 
    Then something occurred to her: she’d met all the engineers Erin had mentioned except one.  
 
    “Where’s Leif?” she blurted, halting the engineers’ deep discussion. 
 
    “Oh, he’s finishing up some work on the other side of the PETER,” Reiko replied casually. “He’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Jere says he’ll also be back soon,” said Hal. “He just sent Fazir on his way to Carthage aboard one of the ISF corvettes.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” said Lark. “They must have moved him to the front of the evacuation list.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Reiko. “He’s gonna need half his body regrown.” 
 
    The conversation moved on, and Leif’s absence was forgotten by everyone except Isa. When she’d asked about him, Reiko’s gaze darted toward her in an unfriendly fashion.  
 
    She would have liked to grab Reiko by the throat and not let go until she revealed Erin’s whereabouts, but that wasn’t a viable way forward—especially when Erin’s other kidnapper appeared to be with her right then. 
 
    Isa had finished eating and was disposing of her plate and cutlery when Tanis’s reply arrived. 
 
    Isa, I’ve given you clearance for the PETER’s structural plans. This turn of events is very concerning on a number of levels. I love Erin like a sister, but for now, we can’t accuse the TSF’s engineers without proof—things are too tense.  
 
    I’m trusting you to conduct a careful search and not arouse suspicion. I’m also sending the Andromeda and two companies of Marines to assist in the evacuation. They’ll be there in two days, but until then, you need to keep Usef in the loop. 
 
    Most of all…dammit. Most of all, Isa, even if they have Erin’s body, we can’t let them escape with any of her datastores, Walter, or her mods. No matter what. She knows too much about our plans and facilities. 
 
    Stay safe, and once you have proof, call in Usef.  
 
    Isa was still thinking over the governor’s words, when Reiko suddenly shouted, “Oh!”  
 
    The engineer had half-risen from her seat, shock written on her features. Then she seemed to remember where she was and sat down again. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Lark asked. 
 
    “No, I….” Reiko rubbed between her eyebrows with two fingers. “I received some news that surprised me, that’s all.” 
 
    “From the Transcend?” asked Hal. “I didn’t receive anything.” 
 
    “It was something personal.” She gave Hal a hard look. 
 
    “Okay, sorry.” 
 
    “I hope it wasn’t bad news,” said Lark. 
 
    “No. It wasn’t anything important,” Reiko replied, appearing oblivious to the contradiction between her words and her reaction. “What were we talking about?” 
 
    Lark reminded her of the point of their conversation, and the discussion continued.  
 
    Isa made herself a drink and returned to the table. She pretended to be concentrating on watching something on the Link, but every so often, she would lift her gaze to Reiko.  
 
    Whatever it was the woman had learned, it was calamitous enough to cause her mask to begin to slip. Whereas previously she’d been animated and vocal in giving her opinion on the problems with the ring, now she barely said a word. Her color had paled too.  
 
    Something had gone wrong for her. Perhaps Erin had escaped and was on her way back to them. Isa certainly hoped so. If she wasn’t, now that Isa had the PETER’s plans, she might be able to find her wife that night while the engineers slept.
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    The pool of blood that had formed beneath Leif’s body had widened to its farthest extent and begun to congeal, and Erin still hadn’t figured out how she could successfully attack Reiko when she returned. There was nowhere to hide in the bare room, and Reiko would be entirely aware that Erin would be waiting for her. Erin would not have the advantage of surprise, as she’d had with Leif. 
 
    The only saving grace in the situation was that Erin was fairly certain Reiko wouldn’t have a weapon to shoot her with. Nothing like that existed on the PETER, as far as she was aware, and it would be impossible for Reiko to bring in anything military.  
 
    On the other hand, she might have been able to mock something up from the scant resources available to her. If she had, Erin’s job would be that much harder. 
 
    She had searched Leif on the off chance he was carrying something she could use to attack Reiko, but she’d turned up nothing on the cooling body. All she had was the torture wand Leif had brought along with him, which, in her hands, was nothing more than a piece of metal. 
 
    Erin took stock of her situation. She had two pieces of metal, one good hand, and two feet against whatever weapon Reiko could invent.  
 
    Things weren’t looking good.  
 
    Doing her best to ignore her bone-dry throat and tongue, aching body, pain-ridden hand, and exhaustion, Erin scanned the chamber for the hundredth time. Its bare walls and floor seemed to mock her.  
 
    Can’t think of anything? they said. Tut tut. Usef would be disappointed in you. 
 
    Usef would be disappointed in her. In her situation, he would know exactly what to do, she was sure. Hell, he would probably just rip the door from its hinges or ram it open with his head. In fact, Usef probably would never have gotten himself into her situation in the first place. 
 
    But she wasn’t Usef. She didn’t have his bulk, his strength, or his long years of military experience. She was short and not particularly strong, and while she might have done well in drills and the dangerous situations she’d found herself in previously, there had always been guns involved. She couldn’t rely on her sharp-shooting abilities here. 
 
    There has to be something I can do.  
 
    She thought back, trying to remember if she had ever been in a fight without a weapon before. When she’d stopped Nathan Hart from stealing the picotech, she’d had a gun. Both times. When the SSA terrorist, Pippa, had attacked her, she’d had the weapon Tanis had insisted she carry. When she’d fought Tony on the seabed in Troy, she’d had a knife. 
 
    Troy.  
 
    Erin recalled the invasion drill at Isa’s art gallery. She’d had nothing to fight with then, but she’d wrested a weapon from the soldier who had been guarding Martin, Isa, and poor little terrified Jude. That time, she’d managed to surprise her enemy….  
 
    Erin looked upward. Exposed pipes ran across the ceiling, perhaps part of Lark and Fazir’s earlier attempts to fix the structure, or perhaps just because the PETER was not built for show. The pipes were not thick and didn’t look particularly strong, but she was not heavy. She guessed they would probably hold her weight. 
 
    She smiled wryly. She had a plan Usef would not have been able to execute. One day, she would tell him about it. 
 
    However, when she looked at the pipes again to gauge the distance she would have to jump, she doubted she would make it—the ceiling was high. Still, she didn’t have a better plan.  
 
    She had no choice. She had to reach those pipes.  
 
    Erin checked the position of the two torture wands she’d tucked into the back of her pants. If either of the devices fell out as she jumped, she would have to drop down to retrieve them and then jump again. The metal pieces seemed secure, though.  
 
    Next, she gingerly rewound the bloody, stiff cloth around her injured hand. The pain from it soared higher then subsided again to a deep throb. She would never attempt her feat single-handed; she would have to ignore the pain as well as she could to grab one of the pipes.  
 
    When she had readied herself, Erin walked to one end of the room, focused her gaze on the area of the ceiling above the door, and ran.  
 
    She leapt and fell, crashing into the door. She estimated that she’d missed reaching the pipes by about thirty centimeters. She tried again. She ran, jumped, and failed again, this time by an even greater margin.  
 
    Erin tilted back her head and regarded the pipes. If only she could reach them, they would give her exactly the advantage she needed. If she couldn’t, she was as good as dead.  
 
    She forced herself to her feet and walked resolutely to the opposite side of the room. Mustering all her energy and focus, she ran toward the door, leapt, and…missed again. This time, her shoulder thudded brutally into the door as she came down, setting off a torrent of agony in her damaged hand.  
 
    This third failure lit a fire of anger and frustration in Erin. She couldn’t exhaust herself further with these fruitless attempts. She would need all her remaining strength to kill Reiko when she came through the door.  
 
    Erin climbed to her feet and strode across the room, thinking, her head lowered in concentration. She had to get up to the ceiling, but she didn’t know how. She simply wasn’t tall enough to do it naturally, and to continue trying and failing would exhaust her so much that she would complete Reiko’s job for her before she arrived.  
 
    Erin turned and paced across the room again, wishing she had something to stand on that would give her a little more height. She moved sideways to avoid the pool of blood, and halted. Her gaze shifted from the floor to Leif’s body.  
 
    Erin stepped to the head end of the corpse and bent down to grab under its shoulders. The body was heavy and unwieldy, but she managed to drag it over to the door and position it so that the head was touching the door.  
 
    Why didn’t I think of this before?  
 
    Reiko would now have to contend with Leif’s body in order to enter the room.  
 
    Erin kicked his legs apart so that she wouldn’t tread on them in her run up.  
 
    Again, she walked to the opposite side of the room. As she prepared herself for her running start, she noticed that a new, wet, red streak now ran right across her path. Sighing, Erin returned to Leif, pulled off one of his boots and then his sock, and used the material to clean the smear off the floor.  
 
    Finally certain she had eliminated the slipping hazard, she was ready to try again. Erin took a deep breath. She focused on Leif’s back and then lifted her gaze to the pipes. She had to succeed this time.  
 
    Gathering herself into a ball of speed and determination, she sped across the room. Her foot landed square on Leif’s back and she launched off. Her arms reached upward, her body curved with effort. Her hands snatched at the pipes. 
 
    And missed.  
 
    Erin landed on the soft, unstable surface of the corpse and fell off, coming down heavily on one knee. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    She rose to her feet, wincing with the new pain. She had the almost uncontrollable urge to kick the corpse, but that would only make her knee hurt worse. She’d been so close this time. All she needed was another fifteen centimeters or so of additional height. 
 
    It was so obvious. If she hadn’t been so debilitated, she was sure she would have seen it immediately.  
 
    Erin knelt down next to Leif’s body, ignoring the pain from her knee, and slid her good hand under the corpse’s shoulder. She tried to lift him, but quickly realized she would need to use both hands to turn him over.  
 
    In the end, Erin required both hands and a knee to accomplish the feat, but eventually the corpse flopped onto his back, Leif’s unfocused eyes staring up at the pipes that Erin was trying to reach. His blood had matted in his beard and hair. Erin shuddered. For the first time, she wondered what had happened to his AI. He had to carry one; all engineers did. 
 
    She hoped it was as dead as Walter.  
 
    Now all she had to do was to prop the corpse back up against the door.  
 
    This proved harder than turning him over. Whenever she pulled the body’s top half upward, the corpse would slip down again, though never quite as far down as its original position. Gradually, she moved Leif into a sitting position with his back against the door, his chin resting on his chest. 
 
    Luckily for her, rigor mortis was beginning to set in, and the body was losing its floppiness.  
 
    Her uninjured hand on her hip, Erin debated what to do next. She could either run up again and try to launch from Leif’s shoulder, or she could simply attempt to scale the body. She settled on the latter, guessing that the force of herself pushing off after a run up would thrust the body down and cause her to fall short. Again.  
 
    Erin stepped onto Leif’s thighs. Pressing on the door with one hand for balance, she lifted a foot and placed it on Leif’s shoulder. She bent her knees, craned her neck to see the pipes, planted her other foot on the corpse’s head, and jumped.  
 
    Her open fingers closed around the pipes.  
 
    Yes, finally!  
 
    She held on tight, and a fresh agony spiraled down from her injured hand. Erin fixed her focus on her next move. She pulled herself up, her legs swinging, and got first one elbow and then the other over the pipes. The clearance above them was so narrow, the top of her head brushed the ceiling. She paused a moment while she rested. She was facing the door, only a short distance from it, and her legs were dangling. She had to get her entire body up to keep the element of surprise.  
 
    Pulling her legs up proved difficult, so she pushed against the door with her feet and walked them upward. 
 
    In a few moments, she was entirely above the pipes. The metal ran under her back, buttocks, and thighs, but she knew she had to be facing downward when Reiko arrived.  
 
    In the shallow clearance, it wasn’t easy to turn over and then maneuver herself around, but she managed it. Now the pipes were supporting her shoulders and hips, and she was looking down at the top of Leif’s bowed head.  
 
    Next, she pulled the two makeshift wands from the back of her pants and gripped one in each hand. The minute Reiko came through the door, Erin would drop down onto her and kill her. All she had to do was wait.
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    Isa sat on Erin’s bunk, waiting, tense with impatience. She didn’t know when the engineers would go to bed, and she had no way of finding out, so she’d decided to wait several hours before venturing out. If Lark saw her, she would only think Isa was a little crazy, but Isa didn’t trust anyone else on the PETER.  
 
    Not that she needed more evidence, but Reiko’s strange behavior that evening had confirmed the engineer was involved in Erin’s disappearance. Isa was worried about the content of whatever message the woman had received; it hadn’t looked good. Isa hoped it was news of Erin’s escape.  
 
    Leif hadn’t returned, and Reiko had explained his absence by saying that he’d decided to spend the evening working in the other section of the PETER, and would sleep there when he finished. Neither Lark nor Hal had appeared to think this was odd. Isa guessed the engineers had probably spent the last several weeks working on different areas of the structure. 
 
    Jere had returned from Attica a short while before Isa had announced she was going to bed. He’d told them about the crowds at the spaceport, waiting to be evacuated. While he’d been helping Fazir to his priority place on a shuttle, the earthquake Lark mentioned earlier had struck. Some panic had ensued, but the Marines had gotten everyone under control again.  
 
    Usef had his hands full. She hoped he would be able to gather the company he needed to help find Erin. 
 
    At least Martin and Jude must have been far away from Athens, en route to Carthage, when the earthquake struck. She would have hated for them to be caught up in the mayhem. With that thought, she remembered she hadn’t yet replied to Martin’s message. 
 
    Martin, thanks for sending the vid. It’s so good to see you and Jude, safe and a long way from here. I wish I could tell you I’d found Erin and she’s okay, but that isn’t the case. I’ve searched her last known location and she isn’t there—no body, not a single sign of her—which tells me something weird is going on. 
 
    I have an idea where she might be, so I’m going to look for her there. I’ll explain everything later. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. And you needn’t worry about earthquakes or volcanic eruptions while I’m here. I’m on the PETER, far away from all that. 
 
    I hope that in my next message I will be able to send you news that I’ve found Erin and we’re coming home. I’m more convinced than ever that she’s alive, and if she is, you know how hard she’ll be fighting to return to us. I’m going to help her do that.  
 
    I don’t have much more to say at the moment. Please hug Jude for me and tell him his Mommy Isa loves him. 
 
    Love you too. 
 
    Isa sent the message. She wrapped her arms around her knees, and counted the passing minutes. Though it had been late when she’d left the living area, the engineers had remained, continuing their technical discussion. She’d been all but invisible to them, which was fine. She hoped to remain invisible until she found Erin. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    In the early morning hours, Isa finally judged it safe to leave and go to find Erin. Along with the plans for the PETER, Phaedra had granted her access to the entire structure, no doubt on Tanis’s instruction, so no door would be closed to her in her search. 
 
    Isa exited her room and walked quietly to the common living area before peeking inside. The place was empty and silent. The engineers had all finally gone to bed. She passed by the open door and walked onward, toward the landing bay. When she arrived, she counted the skiffs; she’d counted them when she’d first landed too.  
 
    One was missing.  
 
    Leif would have taken one to fly to the other section of the PETER, but Jere had arrived since then. They were definitely one skiff down, which to Isa only meant that Reiko had taken it and gone to Erin.  
 
    It didn’t matter. Isa had expected she would have to deal with the Transcend kidnapper at some time or another.  
 
    Isa climbed into her skiff and retrieved her weapon from where she’d hidden it behind the passenger seat. Feeling safer with the weight of it on her lap, she flew the vessel out from the bay and into the darkness. 
 
    Phaedra had given her the location of the section of the PETER that Reiko and Leif had flown to after leaving the eruption site. It was halfway around the planet, where it was currently daylight on the surface. 
 
    As she flew, a visual of Athens came up on her display. Even without magnification, the planet’s turmoil was evident: a smoky haze permeated the atmosphere, occasionally illuminated by lightning bursts below. Isa recalled the lava field where she’d first met Lark and Fazir. Athens was reverting to a hot, angry place, and no one could do anything about it.  
 
    Canaan Prime swiftly rose, and Athens’ ashy atmosphere glowed in the sun’s approach. The massive circle of the PETER loomed overhead.  
 
    Isa finally arrived at the correct section and flew into the bay. Two skiffs sat there already, Leif’s and Reiko’s. Both were empty.  
 
    Isa grabbed her weapon and climbed out of her vessel. No one seemed to be around. She walked across the empty bay.  
 
    If Reiko had suspected that Isa would be going there, she hadn’t waited to confront Isa upon her arrival. Either the woman had believed Isa’s story about why she was there, or she did suspect her, but something more urgent had drawn her away. 
 
    While she’d been waiting for the right moment to make her move, Isa had plenty of time to look over the ring’s plans in detail. Each section was basically identical. They all contained a node, the supporting machinery, service access passageways and tunnels, and general-purpose rooms that could be converted for storage, workshops, parts manufacturing, or habitation.  
 
    Or somewhere to confine a kidnapping victim. 
 
    If Reiko and Leif were keeping Erin captive here, it would be in one of these all-purpose rooms, somewhere deep within the structure where none of the other engineers would be likely to go. 
 
    Other than that, Isa had no clues to guide her as to where to begin her search. She had no choice; she would have to search everywhere.  
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    Erin didn’t know how much longer she could hold on. The pipes she was lying across didn’t support her weight comfortably, and she had to expend muscle strength to remain in place or else she would fall. If that happened, she didn’t know if she would ever make it up there again.  
 
    When she’d stepped on Leif’s head to push herself upward, the body had fallen to one side and she would have to haul it upright again. Erin guessed that the corpse would also be properly stiff by now, and more difficult than ever to maneuver into position.  
 
    The sight of the dead body—with its grey skin, glazed, fixed eyes and gaping, blood-stained mouth—was gross, yet Erin couldn’t avoid looking at it. If she were to close her eyes, it would be the first step to becoming drowsy and losing the tension that was keeping her up there. 
 
    Where the hell is Reiko? Erin had expected her to arrive earlier, immediately after she realized that Leif was dead. Maybe she doesn’t want to act suspiciously. 
 
    Erin rested her forehead on the crook of her arm and shifted her position slightly. It was as much as she could manage without risking falling down. The movement brought her a small respite. The pipes must have worn grooves into her shoulders. She had hooked her ankles over the pipes as well, and they ground painfully into her hips and her calves. She was flexing her feet and toes regularly to keep her blood moving.  
 
    She didn’t want to jump down onto Reiko only to collapse in a heap on the floor because she’d lost all feeling in her feet. 
 
    If Walter were still with her, he would have taken care of everything. Erin had so much to thank him for, and now she would never get the chance. Nearly all her present life was thanks to him; if he hadn’t pushed her to be more proactive about her love life, she would never have met Isa.  
 
    She would give anything to brush her hair again. 
 
    Erin jerked her eyes open and tightened her muscles. She’d relaxed too much and almost fallen.  
 
    Dammit. How much longer? 
 
    As if in answer to her question, above the all-pervading hum of the PETER, Erin heard a small snick. Someone had unlocked the door.  
 
    Instantly, her pain and fatigue melted away, and she was a tense ball of potential energy, waiting for a trigger. Seething hatred rose up in her. Reiko had about one more minute of life…. Erin hoped it was going to be a painful one. 
 
    The door opened inward a crack, but Leif’s body still lay against it, pressing it closed. Erin peered through the gap in the top, but she could see little of the person trying to enter. It didn’t matter. No one else would come except Reiko.  
 
    No doubt surprised to discover an impediment to her entrance, the visitor paused. Reiko didn’t call Leif’s name, of course—she knew he was dead. But did she know Leif was the reason she couldn’t open the door? She was about to find out. 
 
    Greater force was applied to the door, and Leif’s body began to slide. Erin had been right about rigor mortis setting in; the corpse was stiff as a board, barely bending as it moved, though the smell of death that had been gradually growing in the room puffed upward strongly.  
 
    Erin swallowed, fighting the urge to gag. She could now see the top of Reiko’s head and the center parting in her hair.  
 
    Don’t look up. 
 
    Reiko saw the disturbed pool of blood where Leif’s body had lain. She paused again. 
 
    Erin’s heart rose into her mouth as a possibility she hadn’t considered suddenly occurred to her. Reiko could simply choose to shut the door, lock it, and leave Erin to die. Leif would never be found, and neither would she. If she dropped down now, Reiko might have time to do exactly that. Erin needed her to come inside the room.  
 
    Erin’s gaze bore into Reiko’s black hair, willing her to take just one more step. One more step, and she would drop down and crush the bitch, then two stabs above the woman’s collarbone would turn her into a dead woman standing. 
 
    Reiko pushed the door hard, sending Leif’s body sliding further, and leapt into the room. She turned to face the rear of the door, as if expecting Erin to be standing there. 
 
    Instead, Erin dropped from above.  
 
    She landed awkwardly on Reiko, her chest thudding onto one of the woman’s shoulders. The blow forced the air from her lungs, but she managed not to entirely collapse. Reiko failed to do the same. She crumpled under Erin’s impact. 
 
    Erin was on her in an instant. The blunt spears of the torture wands flew downward, but the angle was wrong. She cut two gashes across Reiko’s collarbone, but the improvised knives didn’t penetrate her skin. Erin stabbed again, gouging troughs across Reiko’s throat. The woman yelled and struggled, throwing Erin off. She turned onto her stomach and ran, rising, heading for the open doorway.  
 
    She was trying to escape and shut Erin inside.  
 
    Too late. 
 
    Erin propelled herself into the woman’s back and crushed Reiko against the floor. A whoof of expelled air erupted from the other woman as her stomach and chest hit the ground. Erin was astride the TSF engineer, and lifting the wands to stab her in the back, but Reiko twisted violently, sending Erin tumbling again.  
 
    This time, Reiko didn’t attempt to escape. She lunged at Erin, her eyes narrowed by hatred, and made a grab for one of the torture wands. Erin kicked her in the face. Reiko’s head snapped to the side, and blood ran from her nose, but still she came on, trying to snatch up a wand.  
 
    “Bitch!” Erin spat. “You’re not using one of these on me again.” 
 
    “Think you can stop me? You killed Leif, and I’m going to make you pay for that. Did you know you can die of pain? You can…. Only it takes a long, long time.” 
 
    Reiko threw herself at Erin again. Erin thrust out her boot to push Reiko away, but the woman grabbed her ankle and used it to drag Erin closer. Erin kicked at the other engineer’s head, her toes meeting bone and bursting with pain. Reiko grunted as she pulled her head back, but she didn’t let go. She forced Erin down so that she couldn’t kick again.  
 
    Reiko’s hand clamped down in an unmovable grip on the wrist of Erin’s injured hand, and she was twisting it, trying to make Erin drop the wand. Erin slashed the other wand at Reiko’s neck, tearing through the skin, but she couldn’t penetrate deep enough with the blunt instrument to cause serious damage. 
 
    Reiko was like a wild thing, savage with anger, and she had the advantage of having an AI that could immediately wash away whatever pain Erin inflicted. Reiko’s AI was fixing her wounds from within as soon as Erin created them.  
 
    Erin couldn’t stand it any longer, the agony from her wrist was too much. The wand tumbled from her opening fingers.  
 
    Reiko snatched it up, but to do so, she had to release Erin’s wrist. In her triumph, her hold on Erin’s ankle also loosened.  
 
    Erin kicked herself free, turned, and dove at Reiko, her new angle giving her a better line of attack. She plunged her wand toward the engineer’s neck, but Reiko dodged at the last second, and the wand gouged a furrow across her face. Erin darted backward. Reiko’s features were arranged in a mask of dripping, red fury as she lunged at Erin, her torture device in her outstretched hand. 
 
    Agony detonated in Erin’s midriff, and she couldn’t prevent herself from screaming. She raised her wand again and ran in for another attack. Reiko fought to get away, but Erin had her cornered. She drove her wand toward Reiko, but the woman leaned in and touched Erin’s thigh with the torture device. When Erin bellowed, her blow missed its mark, but she didn’t give up her attack. Again she stabbed. Reiko’s eyes widened, and she ducked just as the wand passed over her head. 
 
    Erin grabbed the woman’s shirt with her injured hand, glaring into her blood-soaked face. She shoved Reiko against the wall, trying to keep her still long enough to kill her.  
 
    Reiko squirmed and fought and pressed the torture wand against Erin. The two women grappled some more. Erin stumbled over Leif’s corpse and fell to the floor, but she didn’t let go of her opponent. She dragged Reiko down, shrieking when the torture device touched her again. 
 
    Reiko bucked, arching her body to unbalance Erin. A split second later, she turned over onto all fours and got up. Then she raced for the door.  
 
    Just as quickly, Erin was after her. Reiko ran out, and Erin launched herself at Reiko’s ankle. She snatched…and found herself on the ground, holding empty air.  
 
    Erin jumped to her feet and ran down the passageway.  
 
    Reiko’s footsteps were echoing as she sped away, dripping blood. 
 
    Gripping her remaining wand in her uninjured hand, Erin ran after her.
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    Reiko fled for her life. The ferocity with which Erin had attacked her had shocked her to her core. Leif’s death should have warned her what to expect when she opened the door.  
 
    How did Erin kill him?  
 
    It hardly seemed possible. Perhaps he had released her from her restraints, though Reiko couldn’t believe he would do something so stupid. It certainly wasn’t anything they had agreed to. At least he had put up a fight before he died, judging by the mess he’d made of Erin’s hand. 
 
    Reiko suppressed a sob. She could still hardly believe he was gone. She blamed herself for not having gone to help him as soon as she’d received his terrified message that Erin was attacking him. She would never have made it in time to prevent Erin from killing him, but perhaps she might have been able to bring him back using the PETER’s medical facilities.  
 
    But that would have meant revealing everything to the others. They would have discovered that Erin wasn’t dead, and that herself and Leif had committed kidnapping and murder. It would have meant the end of all she was working toward, all she still needed to do. She’d been forced to sacrifice Leif to a higher cause. 
 
    Reiko shook her head and briefly squeezed her eyes closed to rid them of the tears clouding her vision. She had no time to think. She had to get away from Erin, the woman had gone berserk.  
 
    She knew the layout of the PETER well, which would work to her advantage. Her footsteps would soon be inaudible too, and with the damage to Erin’s mind augmentation, she would have no mental map to follow. She would be running blind.  
 
    Reiko dashed down a narrow passageway, barely as wide as her shoulders. She checked behind her. Her AI had clotted the blood that had been flowing from her many wounds, so she no longer left a trail. She would quickly lose Erin. 
 
    At the next corner, Reiko turned and then immediately turned again, working her way into the labyrinthine structure. With luck, she would be able to double back later to sneak up on Erin. 
 
    When Reiko had gone into the room where Erin had been trapped, Erin had been the one with the advantage. Reiko needed to take back that advantage. She strained to listen over the pulsing of her blood and her panting breath, trying to locate her pursuer. 
 
    Erin was barefoot, and Reiko hadn’t heard the thud of her soles hitting the metal walkway for a while.  
 
    Reiko slowed down. She spotted an access hatch ahead, and the sight sparked an idea. She flicked a second glance over her shoulder. The narrow corridor was bare and silent, but she would have to be quick. Erin could catch up to her at any moment. 
 
    She was at the hatch. Reiko crouched, slid her fingertips under the raised edge, and popped off the cover. After placing the cover on the floor, she climbed inside, moving backward. As soon as she was in, she reached out and picked up the cover. Replacing it from inside the tunnel was tricky, but eventually she managed it. She almost wished she’d be there to see Erin’s face when the woman found the corridor empty and tried to puzzle out where Reiko had gone.  
 
    The new space was even narrower than the passageway she had left, and it was only a meter in height. Reiko brought up a map of that section of the ring. It was rendered in great detail, showing every part of the structure. Her position was displayed as a tiny dot.  
 
    The service access tunnel she sat in was part of a vast network that spread across the entire PETER. If she wanted, she could crawl all the way back to the section where the rest of the engineers were sleeping—though it would take her weeks. But that wasn’t where she wanted to go. She had to return to the landing bay.  
 
    When Erin eventually gave up looking for her, the bay would be the next place the woman would go. She would realize that she didn’t need to catch Reiko; all she had to do was reach Reiko’s skiff, then the game would be over. Reiko didn’t plan on letting that happen. 
 
    To go forward, Reiko had to lay on her side in the narrow tunnel. She squeezed herself painfully against the walls as she eased her body around, tasting the stale, cold atmosphere of the enclosed space in the back of her throat. She began to crawl, her head down and her shoulders hunched. She watched both the dim area ahead of her and her progress on her mental map. She had a lot of ground to cover, and she was moving slowly. She upped her pace. She had to reach the landing bay before Erin.  
 
    It had been a good decision to mangle the woman’s Link connection. Not only was Erin unable to speak to anyone, she was also invisible to Phaedra—and she would remain so until she died.  
 
    When Reiko found her, she would jump on Erin from behind, bang her skull against a wall until she was unconscious, and then strangle her to death. Killing Erin painfully would be preferable, but she had no time for that.  
 
    She considered what she would do with the body after; if she pushed it into space, there was a chance it might be seen. Perhaps she should put Erin inside an access tunnel…. Then it could be decades or even centuries before someone discovered it. Perhaps no one ever would. She liked that idea very much. 
 
    Reiko realized she would have to return to Leif and do something with his body too. Anguish wrenched at her as she recalled her lover. She would remember him forever. She again wished she had the luxury of time to make Erin pay for killing him. 
 
    If only she could enact her revenge on Erin’s stupid wife, who had come moping after her. Why the hell had she turned up, anyway? Did she really think anyone believed her nonsense about getting closure over Erin by spending time where she worked?  
 
    Reiko certainly did not. It was clear the woman suspected something, but she lacked the brains to figure anything out, so there was no need to be too concerned there.  
 
    How could someone as smart as Erin marry such an ignorant woman? There’s no accounting for taste. 
 
    Reiko checked her position. She would reach the landing bay in another twelve minutes. She had traversed many turns on her way, and now she had to go up. At the next vertical tunnel she arrived at, Reiko stood. She grasped the slim ladder on the tunnel’s walls and began to climb. 
 
    Though she continued to move quickly, she also employed a great deal of caution. It had occurred to her that Erin could also have gotten the idea to move through the service tunnels, and Reiko did not want to stumble across her enemy in that confined space. 
 
    As soon as she had the thought, Reiko heard a sound ahead. She halted abruptly, her fingers tense on the rungs. The noise was coming from above.  
 
    She tipped back her head and peered into the dimness. The sound was rapidly growing louder, it was rhythmic and mechanical. 
 
    Reiko finally recognized the echoing vibration, and she exhaled heavily. The pressure must be getting to me. Otherwise, she would have immediately known what was bearing down on her. But I’m in its way…. What will it do when it reaches me? 
 
    She searched the tunnel walls above, but no exits were visible. She thought she remembered passing one a few moments previously, but there was no time to check on the map. Reiko began to rapidly step down the tunnel ladder. She scanned below, but no openings were appearing.  
 
    Reiko descended faster, but it was a wasted effort. She knew how fast those things moved. All she could do was hope that it had been programmed with a strategy for what to do when it encountered a human in such a confined space. She didn’t fancy the prospect of a stand-off. 
 
    The whirring sound grew intense. Reiko could see it now: the underside of a maintenance bot was racing toward her. She braced herself, pressing her chest against the cold, hard rungs of the ladder, and her head against the tunnel wall. Vibrations ran through the ladder. The noise of the bot resounded from the metal walls.  
 
    Reiko heard a snap and then felt a flat, metallic surface brush her back. 
 
    When she looked down, she glimpsed the maintenance bot at the level of her feet; the machine had extended its legs to go around her. They had retracted now, and the bot continued its race downward, running along the tunnel wall. Then it was gone. 
 
    Reiko berated herself for retreating so far down the tunnel before waiting for the bot. She should have stayed her ground…. Now she had lost precious time.  
 
    I’m not thinking straight.  
 
    If she was to find and kill Erin, she had to keep her wits about her. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Reiko pressed an ear against the inside of an access hatch cover and closed her eyes to concentrate. No sound penetrated from beyond.  
 
    According to the map, she was about thirty meters down one of the four passageways that led to the landing bay. She waited another thirty seconds, listening intently. It would be bad luck if Erin happened to be nearby when she emerged, but Reiko wanted to do so in a passageway, not inside the bay itself. It was less risky this way.  
 
    She gently pushed at the top of the cover on the bulkhead. When it popped open, she slid her fingers into the gap and eased the rest of the cover away from the portal. She grasped it carefully before lowering it to the floor.  
 
    The passageway immediately in front of her was empty. Reiko poked out her head and saw that the rest of the passageway was empty too. She quickly climbed out of the tunnel, picked up the hatch cover, and replaced it.  
 
    Reiko ran lightly toward the landing bay. She already had the exact place in mind where she could await Erin without being seen. She only hoped that Erin hadn’t arrived before her. 
 
    As she entered the space, her heart lifted. Her skiff remained in its slot—Erin hadn’t taken it. She was probably still wandering lost somewhere within the convolutions of the PETER, following Reiko’s cold trail. 
 
    Suddenly, Reiko stopped. She could see the nose of another vessel. That made three: hers, Leif’s, and one other. The third skiff sat there, empty—yet menacing, due to what it implied.  
 
    Reiko stood still, fear and confusion sending tingles through her nerves.  
 
    Upon closer inspection, she saw that it was a domestic model, not one assigned to the ring’s engineers. 
 
    When the answer came to her, additional tension grabbed at her gut. It was obvious; the other skiff had to be Isa’s. The fact that she was there meant she was searching for Erin.  
 
    Perhaps she’s not so stupid after all. She’d clearly guessed at least a little of what they had done.
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    Coordinating the evacuation of Athens was becoming an increasingly urgent operation for Phaedra.  
 
    She had been liaising with Murry on Carthage, as well as the AIs on Troy and Tyre, to free up vessels that could be sent to collect Athenians and tourists. Even if the threat of increasingly strong earthquakes and tsunamis hadn’t been growing, the gases, dust, and ash ejected by the massive eruption would make the planet a less-than-ideal place to live for a considerable time to come.  
 
    Until the engineers working on the PETER solved its problems, there was little point in starting to return Athens to a habitable state. Phaedra had been reading the data from the seismometers, and she expected a second large eruption any day.  
 
    Which was why she needed to speed up the evacuation.  
 
    <Andromeda, what is your ETA?> 
 
    <We’re eighteen hours out,> the ship’s AI, Corsia, replied.  
 
    <Eighteen hours? What took you?> 
 
    <Give me a break, Phaedra. Tanis ordered us to pick up a full company of Marines. You know, in case this isn’t all some terrible accident….> 
 
    <Oh, right,> said Phaedra. <Sorry. I just have different priorities right now.> 
 
    <No problem,> said Corsia. <No one expected this. It can’t be easy for you. It’s lucky that most of the evacuees are tourists and they already have homes to go to elsewhere in the system. I think Athens’ citizens will be stuck on High Carthage for a while.> 
 
    <Probably months, at least. There’s always the chance it could be hundreds of years before Athens is habitable again.> 
 
    <That bad, huh?> 
 
    <That bad. Let me know when you’re an hour away, okay? I have a couple of cargo carriers arriving around the same time, and our nearspace is a mess.> 
 
    <You got it.> 
 
    Phaedra checked the list of people who remained on her planet; it looked like they would all fit on the Odyssey when she docked. Any stragglers could squeeze onto cargo vessels. Those would be the nitwits who had stayed at their resorts until the last minute, reluctant to give up the last few days of their vacation. And then there had been the idiots who had wanted to go see Poros erupting.  
 
    Phaedra gave a mental sigh of exasperation. Humans could be so vexing sometimes. Why did they want to see something in real life when they had perfectly good vids and holograms to watch? 
 
    At least all the young children and people requiring medical treatment had already left. She now only had to try to ensure that families with teenage children, and people who had arrived in groups, could travel together when they returned home. That wouldn’t be difficult to arrange as a courtesy. Medical personnel would be the last to leave, and then the evacuation would be complete. 
 
    Except for the Delphinians, Phaedra reminded herself.  
 
    She’d already tried to get them to at least evacuate to Attica, but so far, they’d refused. She once again sought out the Delphinians’ de facto leader, Marvin, who owned the local bar.  
 
    <Hi,> she said. <How are things there?> 
 
    <Oh, you know, much the same. Can’t complain.> 
 
    Phaedra’s sensors told her that the air temperature in Delphi had risen five degrees to sixty-one centigrade. Its inhabitants would be feeling the heat, though their cooling tech would protect them for the moment, providing they remained inside. However, Phaedra was particularly concerned by the hamlet’s position near a vent that released volcanic gases. With the current level of activity, who knew what might come out of the mountain? A large enough cloud of carbon dioxide would turn Delphi into a ghost town within minutes. 
 
    <Can we talk?> Phaedra asked. 
 
    <Uh, sure,> said Marvin. <But if you’re going to tell us to leave again, you’re wasting your time.> 
 
    <I can’t tell you to do anything. You know that. But the conditions there—> 
 
    <We know the conditions, Phaedra. We have our own instruments. The thing is, we like it here. It suits us.> 
 
    <Marvin, Delphi isn’t going to go away if you leave. The place will still be there when you get back.>  
 
    This was somewhat of a white lie. There was a possibility that a seismic event could permanently alter the local landscape, perhaps even take out the mountain. But Phaedra was not above embroidering facts when it came to saving human lives. 
 
    <Maybe it will. I guess this might be hard for you to understand, Phaedra, but most of us spent our entire lives trying to find a place like this, and like-minded people to share it with. We might be ornery and troublesome, and Delphi might be the most inhospitable place to live in all New Canaan, but we found our home, and we found our family. It isn’t easy to give that up.> 
 
    <But like I said, you can have all that back once this is over.> 
 
    <Can we? Once we leave, will we all make our way back? How long will we have to wait? And in that time, might not the easy life on Landfall tempt us? Or the beautiful landscapes of Troy? If we go, I’m not sure things will ever be the same again, and I guess that’s how everyone else here feels too.> 
 
    She had done her best. The Delphinians were free to choose what they did with their lives, like every other New Canaanite. That was kind of the point of the place.  
 
    <I suppose I understand. Let me know if you change your minds. But if you wait longer than thirty-six hours, the last of the rescue ships will have departed. You might have to wait a few days for another to arrive from Carthage, and you’ll have a pissed captain to face.> 
 
    <I’ll let you know, but the way things stand now, we’re prepared to take our chances.> 
 
    Phaedra turned her attention from the hundred and nine Delphinians to the thousands of willing evacuees. Attica was now empty and silent, which was fortunate, as there had been a strong earthquake quite close to the capital a few hours previously. The last to leave had been the Marines who had been helping to keep things under control. They had gone to the city at the southern pole, Actium, to aid the final evacuees there.  
 
    Attica had been emptied out first due to its proximity to Poros’s devastating eruption and its topography, which was slightly less seismically stable, but the eruption’s effects were global, so Actium was also experiencing them, though to a lesser degree.  
 
    Phaedra issued the passenger lists to the spaceport coordinators, who would handle the finer details of informing individuals which shuttle they would take as the evacuation ships arrived. 
 
    After the last of the evacuees finally departed, Phaedra would remain on Athens—for the time being, at least. The planet’s future remained unclear. Perhaps she would be recalled to work on another of New Canaan’s planets, or perhaps she would be given the option to stay.  
 
    She laughed at the irony. She had been trying to persuade the Delphinians to do something she herself would not choose. Though, to be fair, she would not die if Athens became uninhabitable, and should she be at risk, her core’s housing possessed a launcher to send her into orbit. 
 
    Soon, it would be just her and the Delphinians, clinging to their preferred, harsh life in the Badlands. She wondered if she could persuade them to move to one of the poles. 
 
    Except she was forgetting the people on the PETER…Lark and the visiting engineers. And Isa, Erin’s wife.  
 
    How long will it take her to accept that Erin died?  
 
    The poor woman seemed to have formed a delusion that Erin was somewhere on the PETER. Governor Richards had taken pity on her and allowed her access to the PETER’s plans so she could search and see for herself.  
 
    Well, she can’t do any harm. It’s only kind to allow her grief to play itself out.  
 
    Erin’s death was a great loss to everyone. Phaedra made a mental note that Isa would also require transportation to Carthage at some point.  
 
    An uptick in a seismometer reading caught her attention. Pressure had been building along that fault line for a while. The adjacent sensor also registered a rise in activity. The next sensor did the same, and the next.  
 
    Phaedra sent out warning to all the evacuees waiting in Actium. 
 
    Forty-one seconds later, the earthquake hit.  
 
    Through her cameras placed all over the city, Phaedra saw the roads shake. The paved areas were flexible to withstand stresses and strains, yet the AI saw cracks opening up. This was a bad one, and it wasn’t over yet. 
 
    The sensors told Phaedra that the epicenter lay eighteen kilometers from the southern capital, but the quake was exceptionally powerful, the strongest in her records. Soil was undergoing liquefaction. Branches dropped from trees. Even the quake-proofed buildings of Actium were losing tiles, and their windowpanes were cracking.  
 
    Phaedra’s audio sensors relayed the frightened shouts and screams of the people waiting to leave the spaceport. She issued instructions, telling them to get under strong structures like doorways if they couldn’t get outside, and to move away from buildings if they were already outside. She also issued instructions to Actium’s EMS personnel, but there was little anyone could do until the shaking stopped. And it seemed like it was going to go on forever.  
 
    Athens was too hot. Its magma was roiling hard beneath the crust, grinding the planet’s tectonic plates against each other, and when the pressure was suddenly released, the surface suffered, churning and juddering. The place was simply unsafe.  
 
    Phaedra had to evacuate the remaining people, fast.  
 
    She decided to talk to Marvin and the people of Dephi again.  
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    Isa couldn’t find any trace of Reiko, and there was no sign of her on the section’s network. It was as though the woman had completely disappeared.  
 
    Phaedra had told her that Reiko and Leif had traveled to a different section of the PETER after the eruption, so the AI should be able to find them now. Isa only had to ask her—though she would not be pleased that Isa had gone after them alone. 
 
    <Phaedra, can you highlight Reiko and Leif’s location for me?> she asked without giving a reason.  
 
    <Are they on the ring? I don’t see them anywhere,> the AI said after a moment. <Half my planetary networks are down, and nearspace is a mess. They could be anywhere. I did have Leif in the same ring section as you, but his signal disappeared when there was a strong earthquake near Attica. He wasn’t a priority to find, since I assumed he’d just gone somewhere with weak Link access.> 
 
    Isa wondered what could have caused that, hope that it might have been Erin’s doing springing up inside. <I’m positive they’re in the same PETER section as I am.> 
 
    <Hmmm…. If they are, they’re not on the general network. The ring doesn’t have a lot of sensors for me to tap into—oh, wait.> 
 
    Isa chewed at her lower lip as she waited for the AI to go on. 
 
    <Yes. OK. The FGT have a separate backup network used for maintenance equipment. There!> 
 
    A single dot appeared on Isa’s map of the PETER. 
 
    <I am only sensing Reiko at the moment,> Phaedra reported. 
 
    Isa recalled that Reiko had received her ‘bad news’ a few minutes after Lark had heard about the earthquake. The timeline made sense.  
 
    <Phaedra, don’t you think it’s possible Leif’s dead?> 
 
    <Isa, if people are being killed, I need to call in the Marines.> 
 
    <I have no idea what could be going on,> Isa backpedalled, still worried that could put Erin at risk. <I was just curious if you have any data on what he might have been doing before he went offline.> 
 
    <He’s from the Transcend, so I don’t have access to his biometrics data. You shouldn’t worry too much, though. Several sections of the PETER have weak Link access—especially when it is working overtime to stabilize the planet.>  
 
    Isa ignored Phaedra’s pitying tone. Leif was dead, and Isa was sure that Erin had killed him. Her heart lifted. Erin was fighting back, and she was somewhere nearby. Isa only had to find her. 
 
    <Let me know if you need anything else, Isa. There has been another large eruption, and I am dealing with the aftermath. Unfortunately, this one was close to Actium and there have been some casualties.> 
 
    <That’s terrible news. I’m so sorry, Phaedra. Thank you for your help.> 
 
    Isa walked out of the bay and took the passageway that led toward the dot that represented Reiko. The Transcend engineer was in a small room with an undefined purpose, according to the information on the PETER map. She was moving around somewhat erratically. Isa focused her mind’s eye on Reiko while she jogged toward her location, wondering what the woman could be doing that would cause her to move so strangely. 
 
    As Isa watched, Reiko made a sudden change of direction; the dot that represented her exited the room and moved up a passageway at a rapid rate.  
 
    Reiko was running, and she was traveling deeper into the PETER.  
 
    Is she running toward or away from something, or someone? Is she running after Erin? 
 
    Isa sped up. The convoluted interior of the PETER, combined with the fact that she was watching Reiko’s progress while also looking ahead, meant that she couldn’t run as fast as she wanted. But as long as Phaedra could track her, Reiko wasn’t getting away.  
 
    The dot halted. Isa panicked. 
 
    What is she doing now? Has she caught Erin? 
 
    Isa ran on, taking a left turn. She was about ten minutes from her target. She reached a long stretch of straight passageway and was able to increase her speed. She sprinted to the end and turned right.  
 
    Reiko began to move again, though much slower than before.  
 
    Why?  
 
    Isa checked the woman’s position; she had entered a maintenance access tunnel. 
 
    The only possible reason was that she was either hiding from someone, or planning on sneaking up on someone. Isa’s hopes rose. She could sneak up on Reiko, stand right next to her on the other side of a wall, and the engineer would never know.  
 
    Isa compared her own location. She was close to the room where she’d seen Reiko moving erratically before leaving it so abruptly. She decided she would take a look inside when she reached it before continuing to track Reiko. Perhaps she might learn something. 
 
    She ran on, joy bubbling up in her chest. Martin would be so relieved that Erin was alive, and Jude and the triplets wouldn’t lose a mother. Isa’s family would remain intact and happy.  
 
    She forced herself to hold her emotions in check. She mustn’t get ahead of herself. As long as Reiko remained alive, Erin was in danger. 
 
    Isa turned yet another corner. The room she was heading toward was less than a minute away. She caught sight of the open door, but she could see nothing through the gap. She slowed to a walk and softened her footsteps. No sound was coming from the room.  
 
    When she reached it, the first thing her gaze lit upon caused her to suck in a breath: a red-brown streak crossed the floor.  
 
    Blood.  
 
    She couldn’t imagine what else the dried liquid might be.  
 
    Isa touched her fingers to the door and slowly opened it, revealing the foot of someone lying down. As she opened the door further, she saw sprawled legs. The limbs belonged to a man, and they looked devoid of life.  
 
    She leaned through the doorway. Sure enough, there lay Leif. He was half-slumped, turned to one side behind the door, and his face and hands were grey. Dry blood encrusted his beard, neck, and clothes. 
 
    <Phaedra, Leif is dead.> 
 
    <Leif is…. Are you sure?> 
 
    <I know you think I’m crazy, like everyone else does, but I’m looking at him right now. There’s blood everywhere. He must have been murdered. That’s why you lost his signal.> 
 
    <I have to admit, I was not expecting that. Isa, you should leave immediately.> 
 
    <No, I really shouldn’t. Listen, Reiko had no reason to murder Leif—in fact, I’m sure she was with me and the other engineers when it happened. Which means there’s only one person who could have murdered him. Erin.> 
 
    <That does seem to be the logical conclusion,> replied the AI. <This throws a whole new light on everything. Don’t worry that Reiko will leave. I will assume control of all the skiffs currently in the landing bay, and if she enters one, I will immobilize it and lock it down, trapping her.> 
 
    <That’s a good idea,> said Isa.  
 
    <Do not approach her, Isa. I will inform Governor Richards about the situation. Marines are on their way to you from Actium.> 
 
    Isa acknowledged Phaedra’s request, then took a deep breath and stepped into the room. There was another door across the room, though it was smaller than the one she’d just entered through. Isa headed toward it, briefly scanning Leif as she walked by him.  
 
    Disgust and elation fought inside her. Isa was certain that Leif had died at Erin’s hands. She’d murdered him to escape, and, as Isa thought back to Reiko’s earlier behavior, she guessed that Erin had fought Reiko too.  
 
    Isa looked into the smaller room. A container with a gridded lid stood against one wall, and at its edges were opened grips. Bloodstains marked the container’s surface; Isa grimaced at the gory sight. She guessed it was Erin’s blood. 
 
    But she’s free.  
 
    Erin had gotten away and killed one of her captors. That explained why Reiko entered the maintenance tunnels: she was hiding. She was scared that Erin would kill her as well.  
 
    It was probably the smartest decision Reiko had made since arriving in New Canaan. Isa would never forget that moment on Troy when Erin had shot Martin’s killer dead without an instant of hesitation. 
 
    Reiko is right to be afraid.  
 
    Isa spun around and ran out of the room. She had to find Erin and help her, she was probably injured and in pain. They would catch Reiko together.  
 
    At first, Isa set off in the direction Reiko had traveled when she left the room, but when she checked the woman’s current position, the Transcend’s engineer had doubled back and was moving toward the landing bay. 
 
    Isa wondered if she was trying to leave. She won’t get far. Not now that Phaedra knows the truth, and the Marines are coming. 
 
     If Reiko was lucky, the Marines would catch her before Erin did. 
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    Erin halted. She hadn’t heard Reiko’s footsteps for a while, and the spots of blood had disappeared. After taking numerous turns down fresh passageways, she was also entirely disoriented. Without her Link access, she was handicapped. She didn’t have the first idea where she was inside the PETER, and she didn’t even think she could find her way back to the room where she’d killed Leif.  
 
    Slumping to the floor, Erin pulled up her knees, and rested her forehead on them, trying to silence the buzzing in her head. Her injured hand throbbed, and she ached in places she didn’t remember ever aching before. More than ever, she missed Walter—not because he would have taken care of all her pain. She missed his calm voice, his sardonic humor, his upbeat attitude….  
 
    Without him, she was alone. 
 
    She had to catch Reiko and make the woman pay for killing her best friend. But she could not find her, and she didn’t know how much longer she could go on. She was so tired and weak after the hours she’d spent hanging suspended above the pipes.  
 
    Erin lifted her head and leaned back against the wall, her half-closed eyes taking in her surroundings. The passageway looked identical to the others she’d passed through. The interior of the ring carried no signs or markings to show people their position or directions to significant areas, like the landing bay. There was no need. Anyone who was supposed to be there would be able to access a map of the place. For all she knew, she could be leaning against the only barrier between herself and space, or she could be around the corner from the place where she’d started. Perhaps both.  
 
    But was she really completely lost? Though she didn’t have Link access or Walter to help her, she did have her memory of everywhere she’d run while trying to catch Reiko, and she had seen the PETER plenty of times when traveling toward and away from the structure via skiff. The good thing was the structure was the same all over; the same construction pattern repeated around the entire circumference of the ring.  
 
    Keeping one ear open for the sound of footsteps, Erin closed her eyes and began to mentally replay her journey to her current position. She had traveled about one and a half kilometers, all told, along passages of varying length and orientation. In her mind’s eye, Erin traced a line to represent her route. Perhaps it wasn’t perfect, but it would do.  
 
    Next, she brought up a memory of a complete section of the PETER. The structure was complicated, and she had few recollections in her organic memory that included an entire section. The clearest was from the time she had planet dived, when she had looked back at the ring as she fell away from it. That meant her view was from the underside…not perfect for her needs, but it could work. 
 
    Erin moved the fabricated line of her path through the PETER to set it against her memory of the structure’s design. The first thing she noticed was that she was far from the living area, where nearly all the passageways were the same length. She was also fairly certain she was not close to the base of the ring, where myriad dropaway points led down to the nodes that drew energy from Athens. And the upper reaches were skeletal framework only, for strength. No rooms or even maintenance tunnels existed up there because all repairs were made externally.  
 
    She continued her search, turning her mental line around in her mind and trying to make it match up to somewhere in the maze. Finally, she found it. Her route fitted against an area of the PETER roughly midway between the base and the outer framework.  
 
    Holding the image in her mind, Erin opened her eyes and stood up. It was possible that she was wrong. Perhaps the mental line she’d created of her route would match against another place in the structure. Perhaps even more than two places. But she could test whether she was correct by traveling beyond the line. If she’d gotten it right, she should be able to successfully predict what she would encounter next. 
 
    While she had been trying to figure out where she was, Erin had come to a conclusion: staying alive was more important than finding Reiko. The woman had escaped her for now. Searching for her within the labyrinthine PETER was beyond Erin’s capabilities in her current physical state.  
 
    She had also realized that if she allowed her anger and grief over Walter’s death to control her actions, she was going to end up dead. If that happened, Reiko might get away. It was probable that no one else knew what she and Leif had done, and though they might suspect her of wrongdoing, they wouldn’t be able to prove anything, and Tanis would be forced to allow Reiko to return to the Transcend. 
 
    Or even worse, despite all that had happened, Reiko might stick around and pull her tricks on someone else she thought could tell her about New Canaan’s picotech and defenses, and Walter’s death would not be avenged.  
 
    These were possibilities that Erin could not allow to come true.  
 
    Erin had realized that she was the proof of all that Reiko and Leif had done. She was the evidence that was needed to expose the engineers’ scheme. The instant she returned to Lark and Fazir, they could tell Phaedra what had happened, and the AI could send in Marines to find Reiko and bring her to justice.  
 
    Her realizations were bitter. Erin would have liked nothing better than to kill Reiko for what she had done, but she had to face the fact that that avenue was closed to her. 
 
    Usef’s words came back to her: 'It’s about survival’. 
 
    Erin set off, returning the way she had come. She walked quickly, continuing to strain her ears for the sound of Reiko moving nearby, but the passageways offered only empty silence except for the quiet echo of her own footfalls.  
 
    She continued retracing her path back toward the room where Leif lay dead. After that, she would head to, if she guessed correctly, a landing bay that was positioned another eight hundred meters from the spot where she’d been held and tortured. 
 
    She figured that Reiko and Leif had to have traveled to this section via skiffs. If Reiko hadn’t already departed the same way, she could be heading to the bay now. Erin had to reach a vessel first. 
 
    She weighed the possibility that she would encounter Reiko at the landing bay. If that happened, she decided, it would be all to the good. She still carried one of the torture wands.  
 
    She gripped it tightly and walked faster.  
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    Erin sped past the room that held Leif’s corpse without even a glance. She’d found her way back there quickly, but not as quickly as she would have liked. Her spurt of energy when she’d been running after Reiko had faded, and she couldn’t seem to muster any more speed.  
 
    Traveling beyond the room where she’d fought Leif brought her into new territory. She would soon find out if she’d mapped her route against the PETER correctly.  
 
    She walked on. The passageway ended in a fork. The right-hand path led upward for another twenty meters, while the left-hand route remained on the same level. The left passageway was long, and many openings lay on both sides. 
 
    Erin nodded in satisfaction. She was now certain where she was. To get to the landing bay, she had to go left and take the second right turn, which would take her downward. 
 
    She followed the corridor, her success sending a fresh burst of adrenaline through her. Somewhere, she found the strength to speed up a little.  
 
    She thought through the steps she had to take: first, catch Reiko and make her pay for killing Walter. Failing that, she would find a skiff and use its Link access to alert everyone to what Reiko and Leif had done.  
 
    Whether or not Hal and Jere had been involved would be for an official investigation to determine, but she would gladly escort them from the system herself if they were. Lark would be sad, but the Transcend had clearly shown they could not be trusted.  
 
    Thirdly, she had to fix the damned PETER so Athens could return to its regular stabilization schedule. And then, finally, she could go home. 
 
    The temptation to simply kill Reiko would be strong, but she had to resist. One of the TSF engineers was already dead; that would take some explaining. If Reiko died too, it could be just the sort of excuse Admiral Iysra was looking for to justify an attack on New Canaan.  
 
    She needed to keep Reiko alive. The woman had to confess what she had done so that it would be clear that New Canaan was not at fault. They had to show that the Transcend had committed a hostile act by sending in spies. 
 
    She had nearly screwed up once by killing an enemy in a thoughtless rage. She was not going to make the same mistake again. 
 
    Erin loped along another passageway, and then another, working her way downward. The landing bay lay only two hundred meters away. Soon, the distance had shrunk to less than one hundred meters.  
 
    Erin slowed down and continued more cautiously. Reiko wasn’t dumb; She might have predicted that Erin would head for the bay. It was the only way off the PETER, after all.  
 
    The final passageway opened on her left. Erin stepped slowly toward it, creeping close to the wall. When she neared the opening, she put her back against the wall and edged up to the corner. She peeked around it. Nothing. She walked on. 
 
    The entrance to the landing bay appeared ahead, tantalizingly close, but Erin only crept toward it. The place had several entrances, Reiko could still be waiting for her. No sight or sound gave Erin any indication one way or the other. 
 
    There was nothing for it. She would have to take her chances.  
 
    Erin peered through the bay entrance. She saw no sign of Reiko, but what she did see was three skiffs. She had been about to dash to one of the small craft, but the unexpected sight made her pause. If only Leif and Reiko were in this section, there should be only two vessels. And one of the three was not from the PETER’s fleet. 
 
    Erin tried to puzzle out the strange presence of the domestic vehicle, but she couldn’t think of any explanation that made sense. She pushed her curiosity aside, accepting that perhaps the reason would become clear later. All that mattered was that all the vessels were empty. 
 
    Taking a breath, Erin darted through the doorway of the landing bay. Carefully scanning the empty area, she ran toward one of the skiffs. She reached the vessel without incident and threw its hatch open.  
 
    She jumped into the seat and reached for the manual control to close the door, but as she activated it, she heard running footsteps.  
 
    Reiko was speeding toward her across the bay.  
 
    Before the skiff’s door closed, the other woman jumped through it and crashed into Erin, sending her flying into the controls face-first.  
 
    Erin heard the door mechanism stop, leaving the door half-open. She screamed as Reiko touched her with the silver wand, and blind rage tore through her. She swore that the woman would never use that cruel instrument on her again.  
 
    She jerked her elbow backward, and felt a satisfying impact against flesh and bone. Reiko grunted. Rearing upward, Erin threw the woman off her, and the other engineer stumbled away, struggling not to fall down. 
 
    Erin leapt onto her, focusing on the slim piece of metal Reiko held in her hand. She grabbed the woman’s wrist and twisted it. At the same time, she kneed Reiko in her diaphragm, forcing the air from her lungs, but the woman’s grip on her device remained steely, and she struggled like a wildcat. Erin drove her forehead into Reiko’s face, breaking her nose. 
 
    Reiko fought back, refusing to let go of her torture wand. Erin opened her mouth, leaned in, and clamped her teeth around Reiko’s forearm, grinding her teeth into the muscle. The TSF engineer screamed, and her struggles found new strength. Erin bit down harder while fighting to maintain her hold on her downed opponent.  
 
    Finally, Erin heard the sound she had been waiting for: the clink of metal hitting the floor.  
 
    Reiko’s blood fresh on her lips, she released her bite, lunged for the device, and flung it away from her. The slim piece of metal flew through the grav field and into space.  
 
    Erin still had the other torture device tucked in the waistband of her pants. She pulled it out and sent it in the same direction as the first. She didn’t want Reiko to use it on her. 
 
    This momentary diversion of Erin’s gave Reiko the opportunity to struggle out from under her. She pushed Erin away and leapt up, nursing her bitten wrist. 
 
    “Bitch! What are you? Some kind of fucking animal?” Reiko wiped away the blood oozing from her sleeve. 
 
    “You’re the one who’s behaved like an animal,” Erin spat. “Only that’s an insult to animals. You’re going to Landfall, where you’ll face what’s coming to you for killing Walter.” 
 
    “Like hell I am. It’s just me and you here, and there’s no way I’m letting you leave.”  
 
    Reiko dove at Erin. She stepped aside, but Reiko caught her anyway, flinging an arm around her waist.  
 
    The two women fell and grappled again. Reiko grabbed Erin’s hair, but couldn’t get a good grip on the short strands. Blood running from Erin’s nose dripped into her eyes. She screwed up her face and twisted her head and body, fighting to escape Reiko’s grip. She brought her knees up and pressed the soles of her feet into Reiko’s torso, propelling the larger woman off of her.  
 
    Reiko landed on her behind, and Erin leapt onto her again. She had to subdue her somehow, knock her out, so Erin could get to a skiff and use it to access the Link. 
 
    But, despite the injuries Erin had inflicted, Reiko hadn’t been tortured as Erin had. She hadn’t nearly torn off her own hand to escape her restraints. She hadn’t gone for hours without water and spent many of those hours trying not to fall from a ceiling. Reiko was fresher, stronger, and she had the benefit of an AI helping her.  
 
    It was starting to show.  
 
    Reiko resisted Erin’s attempts to punch her in the jaw, deflecting each blow by swiping Erin’s fist aside. She landed a blow of her own on Erin’s chin, knocking her head backward and sending sparks bursting across her vision. 
 
    Erin shook her head, trying to remain conscious. Reiko shoved her chest with both hands, unsteadying her further, and twisted out from underneath Erin. She jumped to her feet and, before Erin could also rise, kicked her in the ribs.  
 
    Erin rolled away and tried to get up, but Reiko caught up to her and kicked her again, aiming the blow at Erin’s head. Her boot impacted Erin’s temple.  
 
    This time, the blackness was coming for sure, and there wasn’t anything Erin could do about it. 
 
    She crashed onto her side, furious and despairing as her senses began to close down. Reiko was going to kill her. There was no doubt about it. She would get away with what she’d done, and Erin would never see Jude, Isa, or Martin again. Jude and the triplets would lose a mother. 
 
    She raised a feeble hand, instinctively warding off her impending death, as the floor came up to meet her face. 
 
    It seemed only a moment had passed before Erin was awake again. She couldn’t breathe, and a terrible pain radiated from her throat. She opened her eyes to a view of Reiko’s leg rising above her. Reiko’s face angled downward, contorted by an immense, gloating pleasure. 
 
    Reiko was kneeling on her throat, crushing her voice box and cutting off her air supply.  
 
    From her depths of desperation and desire for life, Erin found the strength to tense the muscles in her neck, trying to ease the pressure on her windpipe. She lifted her arms against Reiko’s pressing leg, but she was like a butterfly batting at a window to open it. She shifted and kicked her legs, but they couldn’t reach Reiko. 
 
    Erin was dying, she couldn’t think of a way….
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    As Isa approached the landing bay, faint sounds echoed up the passageway. There was a noise like a skiff opening, and at first, Isa was tempted to shout out, thinking that she might have found Erin. Then it occurred to her that the sound she’d heard could have been made by Reiko. She didn’t want to spook the woman—if Reiko thought her crimes had been revealed, she might guess that Phaedra would turn her skiff into a trap. 
 
    Isa ran faster, though quietly.  
 
    However, when she checked Reiko’s position in the PETER, she wasn’t inside the landing bay; she was a little outside of it, moving along a different passageway. Then Isa saw Reiko’s dot suddenly spurt forward, heading for the bay. 
 
    <Phaedra, is someone else in the landing bay besides Reiko?> 
 
    <I don’t have a visual of it, but one of the skiffs opened just now. There must be someone there. All the other engineers are accounted for, though…. Isa, I think we may have found Erin.> 
 
    <I think we have.>  
 
    Isa flew down the passageway, but she couldn’t close the distance fast enough. Reiko would reach the bay before her. That was fine by her, she planned on giving the Transcend’s engineer a nasty surprise. The weapon Usef had given her was a welcome touch of cold metal under her arm. 
 
    A few beats later, a scream rang out. Seconds after that, the sound of shouting voices floated up toward her. Isa couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, but a jolt of warm recognition and elation welled up in her.  
 
    Erin!  
 
    Her wife was alive, and not only that, she was in fighting form. 
 
    Within another thirty seconds, Isa was at the landing bay. She tore through the doorway then stopped dead. A terrifying sight confronted her. Next to an open skiff, Erin was on the floor on her back, and Reiko had a knee on her throat. Erin’s legs and arms were weakly flailing. 
 
    Horror coursing through her, Isa lifted her weapon. She aimed, but her hands were shaking. Hitting her target had never been so important; she couldn’t risk hitting Erin.  
 
    Remembering her training, she concentrated her focus on Reiko’s torso, and fired. The shot went wide and the TSF woman twisted, looking for the source of the shot. Isa inhaled, aimed again. She exhaled, and as the breath left her, she fired again.  
 
    This time, the round hit.  
 
    Reiko shrieked and fell away, her side singed and smoking. Isa’s shot had only been a glancing blow, tearing a bloody furrow across Reiko’s back, but she was down. The woman turned enraged, startled eyes at Isa. 
 
    Erin was rolling onto her side, her features twisted with pain, her hands reaching for her throat.  
 
    Isa ran into the bay, the muzzle of her weapon fixed on Reiko’s half-prone figure.  
 
    “Erin, are you all right?” 
 
    But her wife couldn’t answer. Isa wasn’t even sure she’d heard the words.  
 
    Reiko was scrabbling backward on all fours.  
 
    “Stay where you are,” Isa growled. “If you move, I’ll fucking kill you.” 
 
    She dropped to Erin’s side and spared one glance downward at her prone wife. To her relief, she saw that Erin seemed to be recovering. Their gazes met for a fleeting second, and the warm light of recognition and gratitude flamed in Erin’s eyes.  
 
    When Isa turned her gaze back to Reiko, she hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Isa urged, standing up. “Move one more time. Just once. Please? I really want you to.”  
 
    Poised over her seriously injured wife, Isa’s rage was incandescent. Her finger ached to pull the trigger and end the life of this person who had hurt the woman she loved. 
 
    “Don’t kill her,” Erin croaked. “We need her alive.” 
 
    Isa and Reiko’s gazes were locked. Reiko was frozen where she lay next to a row of empty crates; the woman was a wreck, cut up and covered in blood. Erin had done some serious damage to the bitch. The stink of burned clothing and flesh filled the bay. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Erin asked in a whisper. “Where are Martin and Jude?” 
 
    “They’re okay. They’re on their way to Carthage. Everyone thought you were dead, but I didn’t believe it. I had to come and find you.” 
 
    “She killed Walter,” said Erin tonelessly. 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” said Reiko, smirking. 
 
    Isa stepped over Erin to move closer to the offending engineer. They might need Reiko alive, but that didn’t mean Isa couldn’t inflict a little pain.  
 
    Suddenly, brilliant lights shone into the bay from outside, startling her. She turned to look through the grav field and saw a military vessel approaching. The Marines had arrived. 
 
    Isa turned back to Reiko. 
 
    The engineer was gone, the sound of pounding footsteps echoing through the bay. 
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    Erin had seen it all from where she lay on the floor, recovering from Reiko’s attack. Isa had Reiko pinned down. The engineer could not try to escape without Isa shooting her, and at such a close range, even Isa wouldn’t miss. 
 
    But then lights from an approaching military vessel had flooded the bay. Erin had been distracted by them too, but she had returned her attention to Reiko a moment before Isa had.  
 
    Reiko had not been slow to take her chance. Erin caught a glimpse of the woman’s bloody back as she fled. 
 
    Oh, she is not getting away! I’ll kill her first.  
 
    Erin rose to her feet, snatched Isa’s weapon from her grip, and ran after Reiko as she fled into the labyrinthine structure.  
 
    Was she hoping to make it to an area where Phaedra would not be able to spot her? What would she do after that? Erin couldn’t guess, but she knew she would have to come out of hiding at some time or starve to death.  
 
    Or is she thinking she can arrange for Jere or Hal to pick her up?  
 
    Erin hadn’t figured out yet whether Reiko’s other colleagues were in on her schemes. Even if they were, Reiko’s hope that she could escape New Canaan undetected was foolish. She was surrounded by enemies, and her number one foe was right on her tail. 
 
    This time, Reiko had only a second’s head start. Erin raced into the passageway where Reiko had fled, and immediately saw her running figure ahead, the charred skin of her back showing horribly through the clothes that Isa’s shot had burned away.  
 
    Without breaking pace, Erin aimed and fired. The round hit Reiko’s shoulder. She cried out, staggered, and almost fell, but at the last instant, she righted herself and ran on.  
 
    Erin kept up her pursuit. Reiko’s AI might be eliminating the pain of her wounds, but it could not repair her muscles and bones so fast. She fired again. This time, she hit Reiko’s knee. That shot did the trick, and Reiko hit the floor.  
 
    Erin ran up to the fallen woman, aiming at her head. 
 
    “No!” Reiko exclaimed. “Don’t kill me.” 
 
    “I told you, I’m not going to kill you.” It took all of Erin’s willpower not to turn the words into a lie. “You’re going to Landfall, where you will stand trial for Walter’s murder, and tell us exactly what you were trying to do here.” 
 
    “No.” A deep fear made dark pits of Reiko’s frightened eyes, perhaps a deeper fear than that of her own death.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Booted feet were running up the passageway.  
 
    The Marines. Relief washed over Erin, bringing utter exhaustion along with it.  
 
    Reiko began to edge away from her, dragging herself backward on outstretched arms, her injured leg limp and useless. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Erin asked. “Don’t you understand? It’s all over. Stay where you are, or I’ll—” 
 
    Then she saw where Reiko was heading. She was at a door in the passageway…a door that didn’t appear on the plans, a door that should not have been there. The realization of where it led hit Erin like a bolt. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Reiko had reached up and was pulling the door open.  
 
    “Stop!” Erin yelled again. “If you go out there….”  
 
    She didn’t bother to finish, she just fired. The shot hit Reiko as she launched herself through the door and out into the black.  
 
    They were at the threshold of one of Fazir’s planet-diving launch pads. Had she known about it all along and gone to it so she could commit suicide? Erin didn’t know, but she’d be damned if she was going to let Reiko off so easy. 
 
    Expelling the air from her lungs, she ran at the exit and leapt into space.  
 
    She saw Reiko floating away, propelled by her momentum. But Erin had given herself plenty of propulsion too. She snatched at Reiko’s foot, narrowly missing.  
 
    Erin’s saliva was beginning to boil on her tongue. Her abdomen was swelling. Blood vessels would be popping under her skin. Soon, her ears, eyes, nose, and mouth would begin to bleed. If she’d had Walter on board, she could last longer, but as it was, she knew she had only seconds at best.  
 
    Though she might not have Walter, she did have Isa’s weapon.  
 
    She fired a shot in the opposite direction from the way she was traveling, pushing herself toward Reiko. The effect on her speed was too strong for her needs, and she collided with the woman. The impact sent them both farther from the PETER.  
 
    The result wasn’t exactly what Erin had intended, but it meant she could grab hold of Reiko. The woman was dying, succumbing to exposure to open space. Her mouth was open, and blood from her exploded lungs was breaking free from it and her nose in great globules, streaming away in their wake.  
 
    If Reiko survived, it would be due to her AI, but would the artificial intelligence keep her alive? Erin didn’t know if the AI had a death wish too. 
 
    Blackness was edging into Erin’s vision. With a huge effort, she turned her weapon to face away from the PETER. She pumped the trigger, firing its small magazine of concussive rounds set for close detonation, the pulses pushing the two women back toward the ring.  
 
    She had neither the precision nor the energy required to aim exactly for the entrance; she only hoped to move into its vicinity. Then, with luck, some brave Marine would risk his life to retrieve them. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    Before she found out if her plan was successful, the blackness in Erin’s vision became complete. 
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    Isa trailed after the Marines that were running up the passageway. She’d had the briefest encounter with Usef, who barked, “Which way?” before running in the direction Isa pointed. 
 
    When she caught up, she found the soldiers clustered around an open door—a door that led, unbelievably, out into space. The troops were blocking Isa’s view. She weaved her head around, trying to peer beyond them, but she couldn’t see her wife. Only that dreadful open door and some stars. 
 
    Isa pulled at a Marine’s arm, trying to move the man out of her way.  
 
    “Please let me through,” she begged. “Where’s Erin gone?” 
 
    A black visor turned toward Isa. “Step away, ma’am. This area is not safe.” 
 
    “I only want to know what’s happened to my wife!” 
 
    The Marine turned and grabbed Isa’s upper arms. He forcibly moved her away while Usef growled over his troops, “Isa, get back.”  
 
    The clustered Marines were moving away from the doorway, spreading out. Isa was unable to see past them, so she ducked down and peered between the moving bodies.  
 
    A single Marine stood at the edge of a short platform that jutted out from the doorway. He was retracting a line, like a fisherman hauling in his catch. The Marine stepped backward, and Isa saw another Marine attached to the end of the line. As he landed on the platform, Isa saw he was bearing a burden.  
 
    Her heart stopped.  
 
    He was holding Erin. Her eyes were closed, and she appeared unconscious, yet she was gripping Reiko’s calf like a vise. 
 
    As the Marine moved into the passageway, the PETER’s a-grav hit. He maintained his hold on Erin, but Reiko hit the floor with a thump. The Marine lowered Erin beside her.  
 
    Erin’s skin was a mass of red blotches. Isa wasn’t sure she was breathing. She forced her way between the gathered Marines, and this time, they let her through. Someone closed the door.  
 
    Isa fell to her knees beside the two women. The only comfort she could derive from what she saw was the fact that Reiko looked even worse than Erin did. Blood oozed from the TSF engineer’s mouth, and her eyes were open and staring without focus, the whites turned scarlet. 
 
    Isa leaned over Erin. Her wife’s lips were blue, a horrible contrast to the red rash that covered her face and hands. Then Isa noticed that one of Erin’s hands was a mangled mess.  
 
    What happened to her? What did Reiko and Leif do?  
 
    “One of you give me a gun,” she said to the Marines. “I have to make sure that woman is dead.” 
 
    “Can’t do that.” Usef’s voice was filled with malice, but it wasn’t directed at her. 
 
    Footsteps were running up the passageway. 
 
    “Please move aside.” 
 
    A Marine carrying a medic’s case had arrived.  
 
    Isa got up and backed away a couple of paces, covering her eyes. She couldn’t watch. She didn’t want to see Erin’s last moments. She’d said that Walter was dead; that meant she had no one and nothing special working inside her to keep her alive.  
 
    This wouldn’t be like that time with Martin. If Erin died, she could not be resurrected. 
 
    For what seemed an eternity, all Isa saw was darkness, and all she heard was the sound of the medic working on Erin.  
 
    After some time, a hand touched her shoulder. It was large and heavy. Usef was trying to offer her some comfort, but Isa didn’t feel any better. She would not ever feel better if Erin died. 
 
    Isa told herself that she had done her best. She’d refused to believe the trick Reiko and Leif had pulled. She’d searched for Erin when everyone else believed she was dead. She’d found her wife, and saved her from Reiko….  
 
    Had she done all that for nothing? Would she lose the woman she loved at this last, final moment, when their enemies were dead, and Usef and his troops had arrived to save Erin?  
 
    Isa felt the moments of her despair counting out, one by one. 
 
    Then something changed. She sensed an alteration in the atmosphere. The Marines, who had stood as still and silent as herself while the medic worked, began to move.  
 
    Isa removed her hands from her eyes. The Marines were lifting Erin up; Isa saw her wife’s chest move. 
 
    She’s breathing!  
 
    Isa ran over and pushed between the Marines carrying Erin. She gripped her wife’s uninjured hand. Erin’s eyes opened a slit, and her gaze found Isa’s.  
 
    Isa ran with the troops down the passageway, leaving Reiko’s corpse behind. 
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    Erin was being treated for her injuries in the PETER’s medbay. Once she was stable, they’d transfer to the civilian ship. 
 
    She still did not look well to Isa. The PETER only housed a basic medical station, sufficient to deal with the minor ailments and accidents of its two resident engineers. In normal circumstances, Lark and Fazir would have been able to receive treatment for more serious medical emergencies in a fully equipped hospital in either Actium or Attica. But all the Athenian medical staff had departed on the last evacuee ship, and the Andromeda was still a few hours away.  
 
    To Isa, the fact that Erin no longer had Walter to help her heal really showed. Bruises from her wife’s fights with Leif and Reiko were blooming all over Erin’s body, and she had grazes on her cheeks and elbows—though these were hard to distinguish against Erin’s ‘vacuum rash’. Her unprotected spacewalk had predictably done a number on her. One of her hands was sealed in a treatment bag, and Isa had also noticed that, in the brief moments when Erin opened her eyes, one of them didn’t focus properly. 
 
    Isa had glued herself to Erin’s side ever since the Marines had brought her to the medbay. The entire time that the Marine medic had treated Erin, Isa had not taken her eyes off her. The Marines had detained Jere and Hal, and though Isa knew that Erin was no longer in any danger from anyone at this point, she feared looking away for even a moment, lest she not see her wife again.  
 
    It was a stupid fear, she knew. But then again, her feelings of unease about Erin’s safety on Athens had been illogical, and so had her conviction that Erin was not dead, and she’d been right on both counts. 
 
    She held Erin’s less-injured hand and watched her as she drifted in and out of consciousness. The medic had told Isa he’d replenished Erin’s fluids and treated her wounds, and that the treatment bag would patch up her hand. He’d also diagnosed a problem with her nervous system and treated it. Erin’s nerves were in a state of over-stimulation, he’d said, and added to Isa in a low voice his opinion that Erin may have undergone torture.  
 
    When Isa heard that, she wished she’d killed Reiko herself.  
 
    Every so often, Usef would pass by the open door and peer inside. Then he would continue on his way in the usual, gruff, serious style he adopted while in uniform. Compared to the Usef that Isa had first met, Major Usef was a different person.  
 
    She preferred him in his colorful, short-sleeved shirt and thong. She would have liked that Usef to come in to talk to her. 
 
    “Hey.” Erin’s eyes were open. 
 
    “Hey, yourself.” Isa gripped her wife’s hand tighter, wondering if she would stay awake this time. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’ve felt better.” 
 
    “I bet you have.” 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “A couple of hours.” 
 
    “What happened to Reiko?” 
 
    Isa pursed her lips. “She’s dead.” 
 
    “Damn. You mean I kissed the black for nothing?” 
 
    “Yes. Sorry. After they brought you back to life, the Marines started working on her. They said they did everything they could, but her internal AI had destroyed her brain.” 
 
    “Her AI wanted to kill itself too?” 
 
    “That’s what it looks like. They said it could have been her AI who forced her to space herself.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. She was scared, Isa. I saw it in her face. Scared of something so bad that she would rather die than face it. And I don’t think that something was Tanis.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Isa. “It might have been. Tanis is pretty scary.” 
 
    Erin smiled. Then her eyes grew wet, and tears flowed out. She sniffed. 
 
    “My joke wasn’t that bad, was it?” asked Isa, who wasn’t sure she’d been joking. 
 
    “I miss Walter.” 
 
    Tears filled Isa’s eyes too. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Minutes passed in sad silence.  
 
    Erin suddenly started, and her eyes grew wide. “Did you tell—” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve told Martin you’re safe, though I spared him the details. He would only worry, and by the time he sees you again, you’ll be better. I sent him a message as soon as they told me you were out of danger. We never said a word to Jude about what had happened to you, either. As far as he knew, you were lost and I had gone to find you, while he went home early with his daddy.” 
 
    Erin relaxed. “So, as far as everyone knew, I died in the eruption?” 
 
    “That was certainly how it looked. It was the only rational explanation for Phaedra losing your signal for so long in that area. But I couldn’t believe it.” 
 
    “Thank the stars for that. You saved my life, Isa. If you hadn’t come along when you did, Reiko would have succeeded in killing me. I had no more fight left in me.” 
 
    “Well, you saved mine once too, remember? I only wish I’d hit that bitch dead-on with my first shot, right in the head, and taken her out. I know you wanted her kept alive, but after all she did to you….” 
 
    “I know the feeling, believe me, and I don’t blame you, but it would have been wrong. You remember how Usef was mad at me for years because I disobeyed orders and killed Pippa? He was right. I was a fool. You can’t allow your emotions to rule your head in those circumstances. Not when there’s a longer game to play, and our survival is at stake.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you finally understand,” said Usef as he walked through the doorway. 
 
    “Shit,” Erin grumbled. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.” 
 
    Usef’s impassive face cracked into a small smile. “Don’t you mean ‘you weren’t supposed to hear that, Major’?” 
 
    “Forget it,” said Erin. “As long as I’m not in uniform, I’m calling you Usef. I don’t care how you feel about it. After what I’ve been through, I’ve earned it.” 
 
    His smile spread wider. “Sounds like I’ll have to get you into uniform, then.” 
 
    “No,” said Isa. “Nuh uh. No way. Erin’s an engineer, and that’s how she’s staying. That’s what she loves. Not all this fighting, right, Erin?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. For now, anyway.” 
 
    Isa did not like the sound of Erin’s second sentence, especially considering that the woman who uttered it had only just been through kidnapping, torture, combat, and a near-death experience. And for some of those, it was not her first time.  
 
    Erin suddenly gasped and sat up. “I think I’ve got it.” Then she clutched her head and carefully lay down again.  
 
    “Erin, lie still,” Isa scolded. “You have to take it easy until we can get you onto the Odyssey.” 
 
    “But I think I know what’s wrong with the PETER! I was dreaming about it when I woke up. Then the thought slipped from my mind when I realized where I was and remembered everything that happened. But now it’s come back to me. I need to speak to Lark. Is she still here?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Isa. “She’s around somewhere.”  
 
    “I’ll ask her to come by,” said Usef. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Erin. “It’s a pain in the ass to have no Link access, I feel blind, deaf, and dumb. It reminds me of that traditional hotel room you booked in Attica, Isa. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Of course. It was an odd feeling. I liked it at the time, but I’d hate to live like that forever.” 
 
    Lark appeared in the doorway. Isa was shocked when she saw her. The woman was a mess. Her face was blotchy and her eyes red, as if she’d been crying for hours. 
 
    “Lark, I—” Erin said before she also noticed Lark’s face. “Er, is Jere returning to the Transcend?” 
 
    Lark nodded, her lip trembling. “He and Hal are being taken to Carthage for questioning by the governor.” 
 
    Usef said, “I’ve spoken with him, and I believe he had no part in this—neither did Hal, for that matter, but Tanis wants to see them, anyway. Evidence may still turn up that they were complicit.” 
 
    “That’s not going to be the case,” said Lark. “Jere’s a good man, even if he is from the Transcend. He isn’t our enemy, no matter what Reiko and Leif did. He had no idea what they had planned.” 
 
    “There are always good people on both sides in war,” Usef said. “Doesn’t mean they escape the consequences.” 
 
    “Lark,” said Erin, “you have my sympathy, but don’t forget you have a job to do here.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten. Why did you want to see me?” 
 
    “I want you to try something. I have an idea.” 
 
    Erin began to explain an idea she’d had. Rather than going back to the default settings on the nodes, it involved programming in a new efficiency curve that would better suit the planet’s current state.  
 
    The explanation became complex very quickly, filled with acronyms that were meaningless to Isa. Though she didn’t follow it, she marveled at how her wife could lie there in her injured state, after suffering all she’d suffered, and still be solving engineering problems. 
 
    As Erin was speaking, Usef stood up to leave. 
 
    “Are you going?” asked Isa. 
 
    “Yes. It’s time to escort our two Transcend friends to Carthage and then back to the heliopause.” 
 
    “That’s going to be a long trip,” Isa said. “I guess we won’t be seeing you on the Odyssey or on Athens for a while.” 
 
    “Well, we’re trusting Erin to fix this mess. Even so, it’s going to be some time before Athens’ tourist resorts open their doors again. It’s a pity—I’ve had a lot of fun here over the years.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Isa. 
 
    “But on the other hand, it’s lucky for Martin that Athens will be uninhabited for a while.” 
 
    “Why’s that? Martin loves coming here as much as any of us.” 
 
    “This is the only place in New Canaan that offers tsunami-surfing. Now he won’t have to defend his title until the planet is up and running again.” 
 
    Isa lifted an eyebrow. “What I think you mean to say is, that’s lucky for you.” 
 
    Usef laughed and slapped her on the back, jerking her forward. “I’ll see you when I see you.” He strode toward the door. 
 
    “Bye, Usef,” said Erin. 
 
    Without turning around, the beefy major lifted a hand in farewell.  
 
    Lark also stood up, looking somewhat calmer now. Isa guessed that having a clear work plan to keep her occupied probably helped.  
 
    “When is Fazir coming back to the PETER?” Isa asked her. 
 
    “He got transferred to the Andromeda while en route to Carthage, and they have the facilities to patch him up. Once they give him the all-clear, he’ll be coming back.” Lark seemed visibly relieved. “Hopefully in a day or so.” 
 
    “So you’re going to be on your own until then?” 
 
    “If Erin’s idea to fix the PETER works.” The engineer winked at her boss. “If I’m alone for a day or so, it’s no big deal. I’m used to solitude.” 
 
    “We’ll stay in touch, though,” said Erin. “I really appreciate what you did for me—and that you kept Isa safe.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Lark while shaking her head at Erin. “As much as I was able to, with this wild woman.” 
 
    “You know, I’m feeling a little better,” Erin said. “I think I’m well enough to get up.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” said Lark. “I’m going to try to see Jere one last time before he leaves.” 
 
    As Lark left the room, the Marine medic stepped forward, ready to assist Erin as she pulled herself upright. This time she managed it on her own. 
 
    “Ready to go home?” Isa asked.  
 
    “Ready to get back to work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.15.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Odyssey, departing Athens 
 
    REGION: Athens, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” asked Erin.  
 
    She was back to her normal self, excepting the absence of an AI partner in her mind. While they’d waited for the Odyssey’s return, the Andromeda’s doctors had restored her Link access and fixed the damage that Reiko and Leif had done to her brain with their heavy-handed, unskilled work when they had ripped Walter from her. The doctors had also restored the vision to her damaged eye. 
 
    Erin had printed some new clothes suited to a trip spent aboard a luxurious spaceship, though she had been expecting to spend the days until they reached Carthage mostly in their cabin or under the stars in the Observation Dome. She’d taken Isa at her word when she’d said she only wanted to rest and relax, but Isa had changed her mind. 
 
    “The thing is, how long will we have to wait until we have another chance?” asked Isa.  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe not as long as you think. The Odyssey might convert to a cruise ship until Athens is open to visitors again. She could travel between the inner planets, stopping off for a day or two at each one. Or she could visit Athens, where the shuttles won’t land, only offer tours. There might be some interest in seeing Athens from orbit, or taking rides to see the volcanoes and lava fields.” 
 
    “Stop being so logical,” said Isa. “Let’s go and see Mikhail. You know you want to.” 
 
    “Okay, you got me there. I would like to see him again.” 
 
    They walked through the ship to the cocktail lounge. Like the rest of the Odyssey, the place was heaving with people. The ship was packed with the last of Athens’ evacuees, but no one seemed too bothered about their hasty departure from the volatile planet. Everyone who Erin had encountered seemed to be having a helluva time. The chatter in the lounge was so loud, it was drowning out the music.  
 
    Many of the patrons were showing signs of drinking more of Mikhail’s cocktails than was advisable if they wanted to remain upright. Luckily for the drinkers, that didn’t seem important to them. 
 
    Isa tugged on Erin’s elbow. She’d spotted a pair of empty seats at the bar. They eased through the crowd and hopped up onto the seats.  
 
    “Oh no,” Isa exclaimed. “Where’s Mikhail?” 
 
    Their husky cocktail waiter had been replaced by an unfamiliar woman. Her back was facing them while she fixed a customer’s cocktail. Glossy, thick, blonde hair hung down her back in long curls. 
 
    Isa was visibly disappointed. She was actually pouting. Erin guessed her wife had gotten used to the things she loved about her trips to Athens, and that Mikhail had been one of them.  
 
    “Nevermind,” said Erin. “I bet she makes great cocktails. Or maybe Mikhail left her his recipes. Check out the list. I can see some new ones as well as old favorites.” 
 
    Erin continued to peruse the cocktail menu. There were so many drinks to choose from, and she didn’t want to make their server wait when it was their turn to order. The woman was rushed off her feet, keeping everyone supplied. 
 
    But it was hard to choose when so many delicious-sounding alcoholic beverages were on offer: 
 
      
 
    Silven Sunrise 
 
    AI Ale 
 
    Pilot’s Challenge  
 
    New Canaan Cannonball 
 
    White Dwarf 
 
    Nebula Cocktail 
 
    GRB (Gamma Ray Burst) 
 
    Supernova 
 
    Syzygy 
 
    Hot Jets 
 
    A Black Hole 
 
    A Quark 
 
    An EVA 
 
    A Zero-G  
 
    A Galactic Overlord  
 
    Ion Chunder 
 
    Warp Drive 
 
    FLT Starblaster 
 
    Mars Margarita 
 
    Blue Comet 
 
    Blue Flame  
 
    Celestial 
 
    Xanthian Bloodwort 
 
    Intergalactic Warp Ichor 
 
    Cosmic Vortex Bomb 
 
    Flaming Dragon 
 
    Atmospheric Explosion 
 
    The Nebula Crawler 
 
    The Correllian Mind Sapper  
 
    Critical Mass 
 
    The Sidereal Sling 
 
    A Blazing Blazar 
 
    Nanite Disabler 
 
    Pico Pickler 
 
    Odyssey's Ecstasy 
 
    Canaan Delight 
 
    Neuron Scrambler 
 
      
 
    Erin came to a decision and swung her legs as she waited to be served. After a couple of minutes, the new barkeep approached. 
 
    “What can I get you ladies?”  
 
    The woman’s voice was deep and velvety, but Erin’s attention was immediately diverted from their server’s voice to one of her physical features—or rather, two. The new cocktail waiter was tall, which meant that her cleavage was at Erin’s eye level, and the woman’s mammary features were so large, Erin wondered how she remained upright.  
 
    When she tore her gaze from the surprising sight and looked up into the woman’s face, she got another surprise. She looked closer, but she was sure she was not mistaken.  
 
    “Mikhail?” 
 
    The transformed cocktail waiter laughed. “I knew I would never fool you, Erin.” 
 
    “Stars,” Isa exclaimed. “Is that really you? That’s quite the transformation. So, you fancied being a woman?” 
 
    “Yeah, I felt like a change, and you know what they say—go big or go home. So, what’s it to be?” 
 
    “Uh…” said Erin. It was hard not to look in the obvious place. “I’ll have a….” She’d intended to order a Correllian Mind Sapper, but she was having second thoughts; the cocktail’s name was an unwelcome reminder of recent events. “A Supernova,” she finally managed to finish. She looked at Isa, whose gaze had dropped from Mikhail’s face while Erin had been ordering. 
 
    <Don’t stare,> Erin told her. <It’s rude.> 
 
    <I can’t help it.> 
 
    “Impressive, huh?” asked Mikhail. 
 
    “Astounding,” said Isa. To Erin, she added, <I’m sending a live vid to Martin. He’s never going to believe this.> 
 
    “Isa,” said Erin, nudging her wife with her toe. 
 
    “Oh, er….” Isa snapped out of her preoccupied state. “I’ll have a Cosmic Vortex Bomb.” 
 
    “By the way,” Erin said to the transformed Mikhail as she was fixing their drinks, “have you changed your name too?” 
 
    “Nothing big, just added a letter to get to Mikhaila.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Isa. “We’ll remember that, won’t we, Erin?” 
 
    “We’ll find it hard to forget,” Erin replied quietly. 
 
    When Mikhaila slid the filled cocktail glasses across the bar to the two women, she said, “When Athens is open to visitors again, will you be going back?” 
 
    “It could be tricky for a few years,” Isa replied. “We’re expecting babies. Triplets, in fact.” 
 
    “Triplets? Cool,” said Mikhaila. “What are their names?” 
 
    “Now that,” said Erin, sipping her drink, “we haven’t decided.” 
 
    “But I’m sure we’ll be back in Athens someday,” Isa said. 
 
    “Good,” said Mikhaila. “If I’m still a woman then, I’d love to have a go at the limbo-dancing competition.” She winked at them and moved on to serve new customers. 
 
    <Mikhaila limbo-dancing?> said Erin. <It would be worth returning to Athens only to see that.> 
 
    Isa burst into fits of giggles. 
 
    <I wasn’t joking,> said Erin. 
 
    <I wasn’t laughing at what you said. Martin just replied about Mikhaila’s new assets.> 
 
    <Huh, why’s he leaving me out? He must’ve forgotten I’m back on the Link. I’m going to remind him. Cut me in, okay?> 
 
    A few moments later, Erin was snorting with laughter.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.26.8942 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Marine Eco Station #14, Knossos Island 
 
    REGION: Carthage, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why we all have to go,” said Martin.   
 
    Erin noticed he hadn’t changed yet. Her husband was sitting on the sofa in his beach shorts and an old T-shirt.  
 
    “I could stay here and look after Jude,” he continued. “There was no need for Malcolm to come all the way from Landfall.” 
 
    “Firstly,” Erin replied, “Landfall isn’t far. Secondly, Malcolm loves spending time with Jude, as you know very well, and thirdly, if the governor of New Canaan invites you to dinner, you go.” 
 
    Martin folded his arms over his chest and said, “You’re very selective about what you call her, you know, according to what you want. Sometimes it’s ‘Tanis’, and sometimes it’s ‘the governor’. If you’re apologizing for her behavior, it’s ‘Tanis has a difficult job to do’, but if you want us to do whatever she says, it’s ‘you can’t say no to the governor’. Which is it?” 
 
    Erin clenched her teeth in frustration, but then she relaxed and laughed.  
 
    She walked behind Martin, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and kissed his cheek. “You’re so incredibly annoying sometimes.” 
 
    “So are you.” Martin reached behind him and grabbed her, pulling her onto his lap. He cuddled and kissed her. “I’m glad it’s finally all over.” 
 
    He was referring to Erin’s safe return from Athens, and her debriefing about the incident with Reiko and Leif. Erin had been told that, as far as her involvement was concerned, the case was closed, and Tanis had invited Erin and her family to dinner as a way to put a period on the entire affair.  
 
    At least, Erin guessed that was the reason for the invite. 
 
    Isa appeared from the bedroom, where she’d been changing into a party dress. “Hey, you two, we don’t have time for canoodling. We’re supposed to be there in—Martin, you aren’t even dressed! You can’t go in beach gear. Hurry up and get changed. This is a formal dinner party at the—” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” said Martin. “ ‘At the governor’s house’, I know. All right, I’ll get ready.” He scooched out from under Erin, depositing her on the sofa. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Was he saying he doesn’t want to go?” asked Isa before Martin had fully left the room. 
 
    “Yes, I was,” he called over his shoulder as he disappeared into the san. 
 
    “Yes, he was,” echoed Erin. “You look nice.” 
 
    “Thanks. I thought I should make an effort.” 
 
    “It was worth it.” 
 
    “Where’s Jude?” Isa asked. 
 
    “He’s outside with Malcolm. Our son was telling me the ‘swell is perfect’, and he wants to ‘catch some waves’.” 
 
    “Oh man,” said Isa. “Before we know it, he’s going to be the one competing against Usef in a tsunami-surf-off.” 
 
    “I think you could be right.” 
 
    “I wonder how the girls will turn out?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea, but it’s going to be fun finding out.” Erin felt a thrill go through her at the thought that they would be bringing the triplets out into the world the next day. 
 
    “Are you excited?” Isa asked. 
 
    “Definitely, and also terrified.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Martin emerged, fastening a shirt. 
 
    “Great,” said Erin. “Now let’s go enjoy our last moments of freedom before chaos descends.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Things were not going well at the dinner party. Tanis and Joe were being the perfect hosts, but the atmosphere at the table was tense and overly polite. Everyone had chatted about current affairs in the colony, the work at Athens, and politics and the latest news. They’d even talked about the weather. But awkward silences were opening up between bouts of conversation, and the pauses were getting longer and longer. 
 
    <Martin,> said Erin, <would you please stop it?> 
 
    <Stop what?> 
 
    She mentally grrrrred at his predictable response. <You keep giving Tanis your death glare.> 
 
    <I don’t know what—> 
 
    <Yes, you do,> Isa chimed in. <Don’t deny it.> 
 
    <All right,> Martin said. <I’ll try to ignore the fact that she terrified our son and nearly got Erin killed several times over.> 
 
    “More potatoes?” Tanis asked, offering Martin the bowl. 
 
    “No,” he snapped. Then he recovered. “Er, yes, thanks,” adding as an afterthought, “They’re delicious.”  
 
    He was trying, Erin had to give him that. But her husband’s expression remained sour. 
 
    She hadn’t felt so embarrassed in ages. Tanis and Joe had put a lot of thought into the night—the food and drinks were amazing, featuring several of the guests’ favorites. Things should have been going perfectly, except for the fact that Martin could not let go of his grudge against Tanis. If anything, his enmity toward her had gotten worse with time; Erin’s experiences working on the PETER had lifted his resentment to a whole new level. 
 
    She knew his attitude was due to his love for her, but it was irritating. He acted as though she had no choice in what she did, as if she was Tanis’s puppet, dancing to her tune. It wasn’t like that. Erin was as concerned about defending New Canaan as Tanis was. Erin chose to do what she did because she wanted to protect the system and its inhabitants. She wasn’t only following orders. When would Martin understand that? 
 
    “We haven’t mentioned the most important event, coming up tomorrow for you all,” said Tanis. “Erin told me you’re going to be expanding your family considerably.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Isa. “At long last. We had to push back the date a few times, due to Erin’s work at the PETER, but finally….” Her sentence stumbled to a close as she realized she’d strayed into dangerous territory. 
 
    “What Isa means is,” Martin said, “we had to wait until we knew Erin was okay and would be coming home.” 
 
    Erin held her breath. Stop right—  
 
    “You know,” Martin pressed, “at one point, I didn’t think she was ever coming back.” 
 
    …there. Erin sighed.  
 
    Martin had to say it, he had to bring up her assignment in Athens. She should have known. She should have agreed to let him miss the party; now she was going to pay the price.  
 
    “Anyone for more vegetables?” Joe asked brightly, his eyes ticking toward Tanis. 
 
    <I’d love some,> Angela said with a laugh, which was cut short by a scowl from Joe that led to a moment of silence. 
 
    “It was a difficult time….” Tanis let the word hang for a moment before continuing. “I’ve known Erin for over a century now, I don’t know how I would have handled it if she’d died.” She shifted her gaze from Martin to Isa. “You’re lucky to have a wife who wouldn’t take no for an answer—we all are. I wish we could have learned earlier what Leif and Reiko planned, but at least Hal and Jere weren’t involved.” 
 
    “What I wish is that Erin hadn’t been put in danger again,” said Martin. The death glare returned. 
 
    “I think it’s probably best that we leave now,” Erin interjected. 
 
    “I agree,” said Isa. “Big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “It certainly will be,” said Joe. “Have you thought of any names yet?” 
 
    “Ha!” said Erin, desperate to shift the conversation anywhere else. “It’s funny you should say that. While the babies were growing, Martin was coming up with the most outlandish names. What were they?” 
 
    “Uh, Bippo, Bappo, and Boppo?” Isa replied. “I think that was one set. And another was Arty, Porty, and Aramat. It was hilarious, wasn’t it, Erin?” 
 
    “Yeah, so funny.”  
 
    <I like Bippity, Boppity, Boo,> Angela suggested. 
 
    Martin’s eyes had remained locked on Tanis’s through the exchange, still glaring. Neither of them was laughing.  
 
    “It certainly sounds like it,” said Joe. “So, what did you settle on in the end?” 
 
    “Strangely enough,” said Erin, “Martin came up with some sensible names yesterday. They’re lovely, actually, so we’re going with those.” 
 
    “Don’t keep us in suspense,” prompted Joe.  
 
    Isa opened her mouth to speak, but Martin cut her off, saying, “I do hope that was the last time Erin has to risk her life, Governor.” 
 
    “I expect that Erin will continue to do her job,” Tanis replied coolly.  
 
    “Exactly.” Erin nodded in agreement, not to placate Martin, but because she truly believed her words. “I’ve only ever done what I’m supposed to do. No one has deliberately put me in harm’s way, it’s just that we’re doing important work, and that’s where the risk is. I’m not going to give up on my life just because it can be dangerous and that makes you worry.” 
 
    Isa rolled her eyes. “Come on, guys. This isn’t the time or the place.” 
 
    “Actually,” Tanis said, “I believe it is. We can’t let this fester any longer.” 
 
    “Good,” said Martin. He leaned back and folded his arms, then looked at Tanis through narrowed eyes. “I’m glad to hear it.” 
 
    “Martin, I believe you remained in stasis for the entire journey from Sol. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes. So what?” 
 
    “You don’t seem to understand our situation here. We possess the most powerful technology in the galaxy—a galaxy that has FTL and could send a million ships our way if they know where we are. Everyone out there wants what we have. Irony of ironies, the fact that we’re deep within the Transcend is what keeps us safe, but even they would swoop in and take what we have if they thought they could do it without staggering losses.  
 
    “Let me be blunt. Without the ‘risks’ that Erin and many others have taken, that would have already happened.  
 
    “The galaxy is a dangerous place, and there’s no hole we can hide in and not be found eventually. We left Sol, and it was destroyed, we left Victoria, and that world was destroyed. We’re not leaving New Canaan. This is where we make our stand. But I believe that we can prevail, that when trouble comes knocking, New Canaan will be ready. We’re going to surprise the hell out of anyone who thinks they can take us down—but we can only do that with our best and brightest doing their part.  
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    Martin didn’t reply, but his head dipped in a nod, and he shifted his gaze to Joe and then away. 
 
    Erin hoped it was a sign that he would finally see sense.  
 
    “Having said that,” Tanis continued, “I have a proposal to make that might seem a contradiction.” 
 
    Martin looked up, but Tanis was now looking at Erin. 
 
    “How did you feel about your diplomatic duties on your last assignment?” the governor asked. 
 
    “You mean avoiding saying what I really thought around the TSF’s engineers?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean.” 
 
    “I hated it.” 
 
    “I thought you might say that.” Tanis paused. “I would say you did a good job nevertheless.” 
 
    Erin was silent, wondering where this was all going. 
 
    “We all know that the time when New Canaan must defend itself against attack is approaching,” said Tanis. “And after that, I may have to leave the system. Anyway, I cannot remain governor forever—someone else must take the reins eventually.” 
 
    Erin grew alarmed. She hoped Tanis wasn’t thinking what she thought she was thinking. 
 
    “Erin, I think you would make the perfect successor to my role.” 
 
    <Oh she got you!> Angela commented with a laugh that earned a scowl from Tanis, while Martin groaned and slowly shook his head.  
 
    “You want me to be…?” Erin’s voice rose to an embarrassing squeak. She coughed and deliberately lowered her pitch. “You want me to be governor?” 
 
    “Wow, Erin, that’s fantastic,” said Isa. 
 
    “Is it?”  
 
    It was a genuine question. The notion that she might one day become governor of New Canaan had never entered her mind.  
 
    “But how will I get my real work done?” she asked. 
 
    Joe held a napkin to his mouth and failed to stifle his laughter with a fake cough. “That’s a fair point.” 
 
    “You’ll have to diversify,” said Tanis. “I can see I haven’t exactly sold it to you. To be clear, at the moment, it’s only a possibility. But think about it. Maybe the idea will grow on you.” 
 
    Erin’s eyes were wide with amazement as she looked first at Isa and then at Martin. Isa was surprised but smiling. Martin’s head remained down, and he continued to shake it.  
 
    “What are your plans, Martin?” Tanis asked. 
 
    He looked up, startled. “Me? I’m not sure. We’re all going to be busy for a while with the triplets. Probably quite a long while. I’ve been doing a little consulting work here and there since we returned from Troy, while I was waiting for something interesting to turn up.” 
 
    “Have you heard the latest reports from Athens?” Tanis asked the marine biologist. 
 
    “No, I haven’t. Why?” 
 
    “It’s not good. The excessive volcanic effluvium in the atmosphere is causing the planet’s air to cool rapidly, and making the exothermic extraction more difficult.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” said Martin. “Athens is…was…a nice place.”  
 
    “It will be again,” Tanis said confidently. “And quite soon, I hope, due to Erin’s ingenuity in fixing the PETER. We’re working on cleaning the atmosphere right now. But sadly, our efforts will be too late to save many of the animals and plants.” 
 
    “The marine life should recover, if the temperatures begin to rise soon,” Martin reasoned. 
 
    “Yes, but not the land-dwelling species. I was thinking that replenishing the flora and fauna will be a challenging task. I know your specialty is marine ecosystems, but….” 
 
    “But what?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Martin,” said Isa, placing a hand on his arm. “I think Tanis is offering you a job working in Athens, repairing the damage to the ecosystems.” 
 
    “You want me to seed Athens’ landmasses?” Martin asked Tanis. 
 
    “If you would be interested.” 
 
    His eyes lit up. Erin noted that his concern over the prospect of her becoming governor had been pushed to one side.  
 
    “The plan for Athens’ wildlife is mostly prehistoric, right?” he asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” said Tanis. 
 
    “What an opportunity,” said Isa. “You should accept, Martin. I’m sure you’ll love it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m not sure that Athens is the kind of place I’d like to raise a family.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have to live near the resorts,” said Erin. “We could find a quiet place out of town, like your beach house. But not in the Badlands. We definitely won’t live there.” 
 
    “I could open a gallery in Attica,” said Isa. “The tourists would love a change from the usual hot springs, surfing, and cocktails.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Martin, raising his hands. “One step at a time. But I’ll definitely think about it.” 
 
    Erin could see that, despite his cautious words, her husband was already contemplating the prospect of seeding Athens. Always driven to nurture and protect, he would find the project right up his alley. The terrestrial life of an entire planet might be sufficient to satiate his drive. 
 
    And, inspired by Athens’ astounding landscapes, Isa would open the most incredible interactive art gallery in New Canaan. Athens’ tourism trade would boom when the planet had something more to offer than its usual hedonistic activities.  
 
    Erin wondered how the next few years would pan out for herself, too. She could not imagine herself as governor of four planets, though Tanis’s faith in her was flattering. All she wanted to do at that moment was meet the three little girls she had created with Martin and Isa. After things had settled down from that momentous event, she would speak to Murry about a new AI partner. She felt she would be ready soon, though she would never forget Walter. Then maybe she could think more about the long-term future. 
 
    It was like Martin had said: one step at a time.

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    A man stands on a shoreline, watching three toddlers playing in the sand. The sun is setting, and waves are encroaching on an elaborate sandcastle that must have taken hours to construct. Turrets and tall spires rise from within the wide castle walls. Narrow streets wind between tiny houses, their roofs made of seashells. A single flag, made from a thin piece of driftwood and a scrap of cloth, stands at the center of the defensive fortress. Seaweed represents gardens within central atriums. Small sticks, that may or may not be the castle’s inhabitants, lie discarded, their story perhaps come to an end. 
 
    With each successive wave, a little more of the sandcastle is destroyed. The swell arrives, lapping a little higher than previously, and when it retreats, the grasping water drags down a house, or a wall, or erases a street. Slowly, the construction is being eaten and returned to the sea. 
 
    Eventually, nothing but flat sand will remain, and it will be as if the beautiful, complex sandcastle, lovingly made, never existed. 
 
    The three little girls have already forgotten the hours they spent building it with their father. They are happily jumping in the shallows. Perhaps there will be tears when they see the sandcastle is no more, but their tears will be quickly forgotten as they move on to their next game. 
 
    A short distance away from the man and farther out to sea, a young boy is balancing on a surfboard. He is several years older than his sisters and more independent. The boy paddles the board out beyond the breaking waves, and rides them in again, trying to stand on his board. He fails more often than he succeeds, and splashes into the water, but he is undeterred. He tries again and again. 
 
    Two women appear beyond him, swimming toward the shore. One of the women has short hair, the other has her long, black hair tied in a ponytail. They reach the shallow water, stand, and wade to the beach.  
 
    The toddlers see the women approach and squeal with excitement.  
 
    “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” they shout and run to the women.  
 
    The man and the boy also move toward them, though more slowly. Together, the family walks over the sand to a small house they built. It’s a simple place, but enough for their needs. 
 
    The man and the women, and others like them, have helped to build entire worlds, piece by piece, like the sandcastle. They’ve constructed buildings, laid roads, and built maglevs. They’ve made thriving, happy places where everyone can realize their dreams, and they called the system of worlds New Canaan.  
 
    But somewhere at the backs of the builders’ minds, they know their peace and contentment is a fragile, fleeting illusion. Enemies known and unknown are approaching, intent on stealing the riches of their system.  
 
    The family on the beach may only have a short time left. 
 
    War is coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Follow the tale of the New Canaan colonists in the Orion War series, starting with Destiny Lost, and then New Canaan. 
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