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        The Colony Corps carried refugees

        from a failing Earth

        to spread among the stars.

      

        

      
        Stranded on marginal worlds

        with too few people,

        the colonists struggled to survive.

        Their numbers plummeted.

        They lost contact with Earth,

        presumed dead.

      

        

      
        Now a century later,

        a resurrected Colony Corps

        revisits the mother planet.
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        November 1, 2218

      

      

      Earth suddenly appeared before Captain Sassafras Collier’s eyes, deep blue with the waters of life, swathed in a gauze of pure clouds. A sunspot dazzled from the South Atlantic. Her mouth opened as though she could taste home again, after 95 years away – 80 subjective.

      Today mother world and forgotten colonies would meet again. She sat in awe at the magnitude of what they were about to do. What happened here since she flew away?

      Her partner Clay Rocha, beside her in the two-seater bridge, seized her hand and squeezed. She shot him a huge grin and squeezed back. Clay was the last one left who’d been with her on that awful day they launched from Earth.

      Because neither of them could die. Or rather, they hadn’t figured out how yet, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. Their bootleg experimental nanites were amazingly capable. Even hacking their bodies to pieces, repeatedly, once failed to kill them. Sass trusted the experience would not be repeated. That hurt.

      The glowing fractal flower of the BECT warp gateway continued to burp out three more ships behind her own Thrive One. Sass paid them little heed, in her hunger to feast her eyes on her homeworld. The ocean loomed unnervingly close from a mere 4,000 kilometers, filling her screen.

      They’d inserted on a track similar to the old International Space Station, heading northwest between the eastern point of Brazil and West Africa to the northeast. Farther away than that, atmospheric haze obscured the lay of the land. In 20 minutes their path would curve into the Maritimes from the east.

      And Sass and Clay would see home again, the land of their birth. She was in her early thirties when they left, Clay five years older. They looked younger than that now.

      Sass and her science lead, Eli Rasmussen, had compromised on this insertion point. Sass wanted to start at her old home, Upstate. The name harked back to northern New York State before the United States collapsed, decades before she was born. But to gauge the health of the planet, Eli wanted to see the Sahara and Amazon more than a temperate forest. Assuming Upstate was still forested.

      Besides, it rained in Upstate for five solid years before she left the planet. Nothing to see but cloud cover. Eli won that round.

      Only a few minutes longer, she exulted. They sped northwest at a good clip. Their orbit would take about 140 minutes per circuit of the planet, ten full passes per day, each offset like a ball of twine to visit all but the polar regions. Their altitude offered a viewing aperture 3,000 km across before the atmosphere blotted any useful detail. On the first few passes, she would see Upstate, and Eli could study his precious Amazon from edge to edge.

      This first glimpse of the Amazon showed mottled tan instead of green. Africa shone a solid bright beige, not a cloud in its sky. On Eli’s biome map, the southern half was once green, too. Not anymore. Whiskers of dust reached aloft from the engorged desert, and disappeared north into the familiar whorl of a hurricane aborning.

      Beside her, Clay leaned chin into hand, as rapt as she was.

      The Diaspora, their exodus from Earth, stole them away to desperate colonies on distant airless moons, or direly unsuitable planets. Because the homeworld was doomed. It could not heal, only grow worse. The air was barely breathable, biomes collapsing, weather disasters mounting in a downward spiral. Survivors warred for control of the remaining scraps of arable land and potable water, while overpopulation destroyed what little farmland was left.

      How many survived? And how could Sass help them? She leaned ever closer into her screen, longing for evidence of life in the open ocean.

      And she recoiled as suddenly Ben Acosta appeared on her screen. A handsome guy, with regular features and a Mediterranean complexion, hair the color of an old penny, these days he styled himself Commandant of the Colony Corps, or C3. Admiral would be too pompous a title for a handful of modest ships and under a hundred spacefaring crew.

      Sass couldn’t help frowning at him for inserting himself into her glorious vision of Earth.

      “I’ve got a few minutes,” Ben said hesitantly. His three ships would continue on to Mars, a less challenging target for this historic reunion for humanity. “You could still change your mind. Come with us. Before you commit.”

      Ah, the last-chance pitch. She smiled kindly at her onetime protege and shook her head. “I’m home, Ben. Thank you. For everything.”

      “But it isn’t home, Sass,” Ben countered. “Mahina is your home now. Earth is a dangerous unknown. Never mind, we won’t rehash that now.”

      She wanted to humor him. Mahina was a dead moon when she arrived all those years ago. Of the quarter million souls she arrived with, Mahina had killed everyone by now except Clay. Their descendants carried on, like Ben.

      “I’ll care about Mahina forever. You know that. But I left years ago. We’ll be OK.” This wasn’t her first rodeo. She’d reopened other worlds.

      He searched her eyes. “Call me before going in. And look long and hard before you commit. Promise me.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      Ben was 80 years her junior. He appeared 25 instead of his actual 40-some years, as did they all. His career had leap-frogged hers when a single bad-old-warp jump cost her a decade of space experience relative to him. But he’d always be a baby to her.

      He chuckled. “I’ll call you tomorrow with what we’ve learned on Mars. And I want a full report.”

      “Yes, Commandant.”

      “Because I love you and I care, Sass. You’re important to the colony worlds. Earth? They forgot you long ago. Stay loyal to Mahina. Please.”

      She nodded gently. If everyone she once knew on Mahina was dead, this was even more true of Earth. “I won’t betray you. And this isn’t good-bye. So get off my screen and go look at your own planet. Mars is red. The blue one is mine.”

      He smirked appreciation. “Right, then. Tomorrow!”

      “Tomorrow. I hope you’ll point a comms beacon at them by then.”

      “Yes, I will. Because I don’t want you to talk to Earth before I talk to Mars.”

      But he had no authority over her, a fact that rankled him in Sass’s opinion. Thrive didn’t answer to his shiny new Colony Corps reboot. The old asteroid hopper belonged to her and Clay outright. She’d cottoned to Ben’s paranoia enough, stripping her poor ship of any technology that Earth could use to backtrack to find Mahina, the Aloha system and beyond.

      “No promises. Love you. Bye.”

      He nodded once, and cut the channel.

      And Earth returned to her screen in cotton-candy glory.

      “Don’t be mean,” Clay murmured beside her. “We need his backup. For the crew, if not for us.” Cute as Ben was, the C3 couldn’t hold a candle to her partner. With a warm Latino complexion, tall and dark-haired, Clay looked like a male model. Both were the sort that plain blond Sass instinctively avoided. Vain.

      Sass grimaced at him. But the guys were right. She owed it to the crew to get them out alive. A 24-hour delay to study the planet amounted to due diligence. She rubbed fingers that itched to key in a landing sequence. She opened a window in the view of the mid-Atlantic to watch Ben’s ship vanish into the fractal glory of their new warp gateway, hard to see against the puffy white clouds.

      What a different century this could have been if the Diaspora used that gateway, instead of the one-way trip to the colony worlds of the bad old warp. The gaudy display winked out before her.

      Ben controlled the gateway, not her. He refused to risk Earth getting hold of one. They’d only re-established contact with half the colony worlds yet, but combined they expected all the colonies to amount to less than a million souls. He had only the one means to protect them from a potentially hostile mother planet – close the door.

      The fractal’s disappearance sobered her. The doorway was now closed on her, too, unless and until Ben reopened it.

      Though its disappearance did her science team a favor. The gateway spewed noise across the electromagnetic spectrum, which surely scrambled their sensor readings.

      A threat light flashed on her dashboard. The Electrostatic Discharge system, the ESD shields, took a hit.

      “Probably just a dead satellite,” she murmured to Clay. “Computer, display impact.”

      Then she winced. She didn’t have a ship AI anymore – artificial intelligence – another compromise to placate Ben’s paranoia. All of her computer systems were lamed. Instead she keyed up the schematic manually, as they took another hit.

      That was no space debris. That was an attack laser! “Dammit!” She took the controls to evade manually. “Clay, figure out what’s shooting at us!”

      “Shooting…?” Clay broke from his reverie and froze, perusing his control panel. He had no idea how to do that manually. Normally he’d ask the AI to do it.

      “Evasive maneuvers. Dodge! Do not fire!”

      Clay took the helm and jerked the ship upward, away from the planet. “We don’t shoot back?”

      Sass anxiously reviewed visuals and cross-checked them with ESD energy impacts. “First choice, duck. Then talk. Shooting is our last resort.”

      “Didn’t you just promise Ben not to talk for 24 hours?”

      “Screw Ben. We need to say we come in peace. Open that conversation with our guns, and we’re done.”

      Clay countered, “Self-defense.”

      “Not now, Clay!” She switched channel to hail her engineering chief. “Darren, you’re seeing the lasers hit our ESD?”

      “Lasers? I figured that was debris.”

      “Clay! Too high! Keep our altitude within plus or minus five hundred klicks, or we’ll hit something. Darren, I need ideas!”

      “Why didn’t it shoot at us before, I wonder?” Darren mused. “Found it.”

      He tossed coordinates to her. She rapidly fed the numbers into her threat display, replacing her longed-for home planet with a scatter diagram of near objects. The damned laser platform lay beneath them. “It’s shooting up?!” Why would they point an armed satellite upward? “Clay, try diving below, 3900 klicks altitude. And keep veering east-west, speed up, slow down, you know. Be unpredictable.”

      “Sass, you should take the helm.” Clay was a good pilot, even a daredevil in atmo. But his brain balked at orbital mechanics. “How much can the shields take?”

      Darren fielded that question. “About two minutes, but our orbits should diverge right about…now.”

      Sass sat frozen, eyes on her threat display. But as the seconds ticked past, Darren’s prediction appeared correct. The satellite wasn’t firing at them anymore. Gradually her hunched shoulders dropped. She breathed deep and unkinked her neck in relief.

      But Darren was still thinking. “Maybe the gateway confused it.”

      “Diverging orbits worked,” Sass pointed out.

      “Yes, but if it’s a defensive screen…”

      Sass hung her chin. “Then there’s a global array of the damned things. But why?”

      “Defense,” Darren replied simply. “Implies they have something to defend against. I’ll work on it.”

      “Thank you, Darren.” Sass sat back in her seat, but kept her orbital scatter-gram on her screen instead of the tantalizing Earth panorama. She’d assumed all the crap in orbit was defunct. But that laser pumped an awful lot of power into her shields. Not exactly evidence of life, but –

      “Sass, Eli,” the botanist hailed her. “We’re picking up signals!”

      “Saying what? Send it to me.”

      “Ah, no. A lot of signals. Satellite comms, bouncing all over the planet. Tens, hundreds of thousands. They’re not hailing us.”

      “Oh. Can we listen in?”

      “I did that.” A hesitant note entered Eli’s voice. “Here. Coupled video signals, two people chatting.”

      The videos opened on her screen. Sass leaned forward for her first glimpse of folk from home.
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        Diaspora-vintage space warp was a one-way trip for the interstellar settlers. It cost three years of their subjective lives, but ten to twelve years objective time to reach the original ‘first shell’ colony worlds. Then in 2213, Mahina discovered the warp gateway. Far-flung isolated pockets of humanity began to reconnect.

        – Quasar Shibuya, The Early Diaspora.

      

      

      Eli’s video sample replaced Sass’s satellite diagram on her bridge display. This was her first human-scale glimpse into latter-day Earth. Even if it amounted to eavesdropping, she quivered with anticipation.

      On the left a…man…sat with his…feet…up on a desk. Closest to the camera, perspective rendered the bare feet wider than his torso, and flipper-wide with six webbed toes. His surroundings appeared to be a dripping battleship grey. A messy bunk bed spilled crinkly plastic sheets behind him. Unconcerned by the damp, he peeked between exaggerated bunions, displaying a fish-like top of the head and scaly neck. His gills expanded when he laughed.

      On the right side, a woman. Unlike the elders on Sass’s crew, wrinkles and touches of grey in her black hair betrayed middle age. Sass’s ex-cop instincts pegged her as the guy’s mom. Except her protuberant eyes appeared blank metallic over a truly enormous schnoz and inhumanly wide mouth. No fishy bits or gill slits, though she seemed to stand in a wet lab. Ms. Nose wore a white lab coat amid a busy workspace replete with counters, vials, grey-boxed analytical equipment, and a fume hood with waldo gloves.

      After a second digesting their appearance, Sass tuned into the conversation. She gathered the pair were happily bad-mouthing their coworkers, though the details escaped her. Something about cesium and carelessness on the woman’s side, and an overly picky commander on the other.

      Then Nose inquired, “Any nice girls?”

      “Not caring. Gotta go!”

      This clinched it for Sass, certain that she witnessed a mom check in with a son in the Navy. Though he wore no insignia, merely a wet T-shirt.

      Nose grimaced as Flipper clicked off, webbed hand reaching between his knees. As she likewise closed the channel, Nose’s hand also sported six fingers, the pair’s only resemblance. And the snippet ended, leaving Sass to gaze again at the enigmatic Earth.

      Over Eli’s channel, Zelda giggled, their atmospheric specialist. “I bet they use video filters. I wear cat whiskers and ears when I comm my friend Anya.”

      Each time Sass thought Zelda was maturing, the woman proved her wrong. At 29 she might be the youngest on the ship. Still.

      Eli said it before Sass got the chance. “I don’t think so, Zelda. Sass, most are like that. Altered humans.”

      “Hundreds of thousands, you say? Conversations?”

      “Mostly data transfers. Comm calls, entertainment, email, you name it.”

      Earth was alive after all. And its population was safe enough for trivial conversation long-distance. Some of them, Sass cautioned herself, lest she get too far ahead of her data. “Can we estimate how many people? From the data volume.”

      “A lot,” Eli responded. “More than Aloha.” Aloha was Mahina’s star system, with a trio of colony worlds and sundry space platforms, total population maybe three quarters of a million. “Maybe by three orders of magnitude. Or four. You’d have to ask them. North America coming up soon. Congratulations, Sass. I know you’re dying to see home.”

      He was sweet. “Yeah, save the best views for me. And let me know when you spot a live city.”

      “You’re not watching?” he asked in surprise.

      No, she’d better focus on her satellite problem. The ESD light started to flicker again. “Sass out.”

      At least this time she knew at which altitude the space lasers lurked. And two locations gave her their rough spacing. Her defensive driving improved. She sped up, slowed down, and generally sought to be difficult to predict. Equidistant between guns, their power was at a minimum, too.

      But she doubted Thrive could withstand this barrage for a single lap around the planet, let alone the planned 24 hours. Clay could spell her, but this was exhausting. Yet the plan called for her to observe the whole planet before opening a conversation.

      I do not want to shoot first. And she passed into range of attack satellites three and four, which delivered an immediate one-two punch.

      “Darren, Sass. Any options for me?”

      “Just about to test one. Quit dodging.”

      With grave trepidation, Sass instructed the programmed orbit to resume. She held onto her override controls just in case. But the next round of energy bursts she expected, due in 10 seconds, never materialized. She waited another 20 seconds. No more hits. “What did you do?”

      “We’re broadcasting the lambda whoop,” Darren replied. “That’s what Teke calls it.”

      Teke was the physicist behind the BECT gateway, currently on Ben’s ship. The acronym BECT stood for Ben-Elise-Cope-Teke, naming the primary co-inventors.

      “A lambda whoop makes us invisible?” she asked.

      “Hardly. Just very confusing. The frequencies –  You don’t want me to explain it.”

      “I really don’t,” Sass concurred with feeling. “Thank you, Darren, you’re a genius!”

      “Of course. Uh, cap? The noise uses less power than laser hits. But.”

      She sighed. “How bad?”

      “If we stay in orbit a couple days like this, we’ll eat up half our travel reserves.”

      They earmarked several piles in the fuel budget. One to land, and one for takeoff from the powerful gravity well. The remainder was small in comparison, but allowed them to fly between continents several times, and once they left Earth, power them to their cry-uncle spot at the L5 Lagrange point. If they expended the travel reserves and ate into the takeoff budget, there was no way out of here unless Ben landed to refuel them. Or until Thrive manufactured replacement fuel on Earth – hard to do.

      “Understood, chief,” she murmured. “See if you can optimize usage. Take some hits, befuddle the rest.” Damn.

      “Upstate,” Clay prompted beside her as she keyed off the comm.

      She lunged out of her seat to look on his side, draping herself on his shoulders cheek to cheek. Her lover was born here, too. There were clouds, yes. And from what she saw of the coastline, the Northeast continued its slow sink beneath the waves. But she saw breaks in the cloud cover. Sunlight reached the ground below!

      “It’s healing, Clay,” she breathed.

      “Says you? Or the geek squad? Sass, please, no assumptions today.”

      She kissed his temple rather than argue with him. Then a glint of that sunlight struck something to reflect into her cameras. Eli called to confirm, but she’d already caught the gist.

      The Upstate Earthlings lived in domes. She’d come all this way, starved to step outdoors into a full rich biome again, feel the rain on her face while she breathed deeply of fresh air and fecund vegetation. Yet Earth wasn’t that anymore. Maybe the only open-air world they knew of was the one they’d left – the terraformed desert moon of Mahina.

      Darren’s lambda whoop held good as they crawled across the American Northeast, Sass drinking it in. Then parting clouds gradually revealed an enormous new lobe on the southwest of Lake Michigan, perfectly round, about where Chicago used to be.

      “Zelda, any increase in radiation near Chicago?” Sass slipped into her own seat to supply coordinates.

      “Nope,” Zelda replied. “Probably a kinetic strike. Impact crater. Filled with water.”

      Clay mused, “That might explain the space defense lasers.” He opened a notepad on the screen. He titled it ‘To Discuss with Ben.’ He added bullet points for laser attack satellites and impact crater.

      Sass pursed her lips. Yeah, Ben wouldn’t like this. She didn’t much care for it either. “Luna?”

      Clay grimaced exasperation at her. “We know nothing. So we find out. Right?”

      She raised hands in irritated surrender.
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        * * *

      

      On the far side of the Sun, and a longer planetary radius out, Ben Acosta gazed in disfavor on his own choice of planet.

      He’d spent a few extra minutes on the bridge to ascertain that none of the spaceship graveyard drifting in orbit was hostile. But his sensors detected no power or heat. That settled, he left the bridge to his gunner for the moment, and joined the geek squad convened in the galley.

      He needed to decide how long to learn by observation, versus opening a dialog. If anyone was left to talk to.

      “They call this red?” he called out cheerfully on the way in. “It’s peach. An orange sort of pink.”

      His gorgeous housekeeper Tikki returned, “It’s a pretty shade of peach.” The man hastened to supply his captain with a glass of tea and and an ice wand. Ben swizzled in a lightning zig-zag of ice and handed back the wand with a grateful smile. A generous multi-world snack buffet littered the dining table. Ben snatched a croissant. Thrive Spaceways – or the Colony Corps, as he’d rechristened the adventuring arm of the company – didn’t carry a single person from the dismal world of Cantons. Yet their French and Austrian pastries traveled the stars.

      Ben claimed his seat at the head of the table. He started to put his feet up, but the housekeeper cleared his throat repressively. In his fleet, a housekeeper rated as a chief petty officer. Tikki applied the crew to cleaning chores when engineering didn’t need them.

      “What’s the white stripe?” the captain asked his brain trust.

      On the face of Mars, it looked as though someone drew a chalk line to the west of Arsia Mons, the massive volcano home to Mars One, the last-known sole settlement on this rock ball. The computer informed him the volcano was thirty times more massive than the biggest on Earth, Mauna Loa. But it shrank in comparison with Olympus Mons off to the left, which was about the size of Italy on Earth.

      Ben’s ancestry was part Italian, and he felt some affinity for Hawaii due to being born on Mahina in the Aloha system. But he couldn’t relate to ‘Italy’ as a size. Mahina’s most impressive geographic feature was a rift a hundred meters high. Which was fun to jump off, with or without a hang-glider. In contrast, the planet before him featured twice the gravity of his home moon. And the valley to the right stretched halfway across the planet face. The three massive volcanoes showed up clear as day, though he inserted his ships four times farther off than Sass chose, in geosynchronous orbit over the colony site.

      Visibility was less problematic with a thin atmosphere.

      The physicist Teke, a baldy from planet Denali like Tikki Cook, finished retrieving an answer to Ben’s question. “The white stripe is a condensation trail. Water. Snow. Apparently this time every year, that streamer forms west from Arsia Mons, up to 1500 klicks long. Neat.”

      “Huh,” Ben acknowledged. “And the shiny bits are solar collectors?” The modest colony was dug into the flank of the volcano. He hadn’t spotted any domes from the bridge.

      “Safe bet,” Teke agreed. “We found activity on the surface.” He leaned forward to zoom in the wall display screen with his oversized comm tablet. “Kicking up dust. I bet they’re mining.”

      “Also a safe bet,” Ben returned. “Possibly for water. No convenient snowballs in the neighborhood.”

      Desert Mahina orbited amid a gas giant’s convenient rings of ice. Unlike most colonies, their settlers never completely gave up space, because little ships like his and Sass’s needed to fetch water.

      “Ah. Point.” Teke shifted the zoom to the area tiled with solar collectors, then increased magnification to study a handful of them. This clump proved to be mostly broken, reflective surfaces dulled and fragmented, dust drifts built up to one side. He panned along and found intact reflectors too, though.

      Floki, the emu-form android on the team, said, “Sar, 60% of the solar reflectors are in good condition. We postulate they collect into light pipes for agriculture, not power.”

      “Based on?”

      “Prior knowledge,” Hugo Silva supplied. The AI specialist hailed from Sanctuary, the tiny colony where the original Colony Corps regrouped after depositing their settlers in the Diaspora. His own forebears were from Ganymede, one of Jupiter’s moons. But ex-Martians outnumbered the Gannies on Sanctuary. “Mars One had maybe fifty thousand citizens in its heyday after we left. The solar array isn’t big enough.”

      Ben thought this through. “So do we estimate thirty thousand remain?”

      “Don’t know,” Teke countered. “I’d guess somewhere between ten and thirty thousand.”

      The captain had hoped for ‘none.’ Nothing personal, he wished the Martian people well. But his goal here was to salvage lost research. Two Martian crews, with their priceless science teams, had never reached Sanctuary. But instead of a nice antiseptic retrieval, this was looking like yet another space colony desperate for transport to somewhere the grass was greener. The grass here didn’t look so green.

      He sighed. “Any obvious anti-aircraft guns?”

      “Why would anyone make them obvious?” Teke retorted.

      “Ours are obvious as hell. Because why hide an anti-meteor gun? That just makes it cost more. So what are we still investigating?”

      The emu volunteered, “Trying to intercept off-world comms. Ways into their computing infrastructure.”

      “Without success,” Hugo summed up. “They’re not talking.”

      Ben glanced at Teke, who shrugged. “The discrepancies from historic records are unsurprising. It’s lousy pink real estate. Call whenever you want.”

      Ben glanced around the others, but they seemed to accept Teke’s verdict. He gazed at the planet and sighed. “OK, let’s do this.” He opened separate comms windows to include their doctor and chief engineer on the call, plus himself flanked by Teke and Hugo at the table. “Everyone else out of the camera frame. Especially you, Floki. Remember you never show yourself in this system.”

      The mechanical emu obediently found a spot against the wall.

      “Hugo, hail them. Time to make someone’s day.”

      Hugo fixed a tightbeam on the small colony and addressed them using the old Colony Corps, Diaspora-era protocols and wavelength. Those were likely obsolete. But no one else in this sky was talking, making it easy to deliver the core concept: ‘Hey, you! Yeah, I’m talking to you!’

      Ben drummed his fingers and reminded himself not to expect much. These first contact situations tended to underwhelm. On planet Cantons, they never did get anyone to pick up. No one monitored the Cantons space comms anymore. He and Sass had elected to infiltrate.

      After a few minutes, a wide-eyed youth accepted the hail from the surface. “M-Mars One,” he stammered near panic.
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        The oversized role of the modest moon Mahina is probably explained by the Colony Corps, reborn under the leadership of Ben Acosta near the time the BECT warp gateway was discovered. Legend has it that Ben supplied the ‘B’ in BECT.

      

      

      “Mars One, Merchant Thrive Actual,” the captain replied to the terrorized youth who picked up this Very Important Call. “I’m Ben Acosta, Commandant of the Colony Corps. We come in peace. We hope to visit your colony.”

      “Um…why?” asked the boy. Exceedingly gaunt, Ben couldn’t tell whether the lad suffered from malnutrition or a recent growth spurt. The kid’s threadbare shirt provided a name, Lt. Rover.

      “We’re interested in research records. From when the Corps left Mars a century ago.”

      Rover gulped in panic. “I-I need to… We’ll call you back!” His screen blanked out.

      “Poor kid,” Ben acknowledged. He swept his comms windows to a column on the edge of the display. His engineer Remi, currently flying the fuel tender, replaced his image with a ‘Hold’ placard while he got back to work. The doctor, Sanjay, followed his lead. The galley team continued their perusal of the planet to kill time.

      Ben kept a weather eye for any guns coming online. But he didn’t expect hostility, merely a mad scramble to respond to an inexplicable event. If this happened back home, an unknown ship arriving out of the blue, Carl at Schuyler Spaceport Control would be screaming in panic to Ben’s husband now.

      Who’d be far from reassuring. Ben’s not home. You deal with it. The commandant grinned.

      Mars One got its act together in under ten minutes. Hugo hastily restored the comms windows to center stage and prompted Sanjay and Remi back to duty.

      “Gus Groot, Chairman, Mars One,” their new correspondent bit out. A grey and grizzled man, clearly Groot did not benefit from medical nanites. No surprise there – the technology was mastered on Mahina. More surprising, he was a stretch, skeleton attenuated by inadequate gravity. Artificial gravity hailed from pre-Diaspora. Every member of Ben’s crew wore a personal generator on his belt. Yet even Ben’s husband and dad had stretch physiques. Just because a technology was available didn’t mean everyone could benefit. Equitable distribution was an economic question.

      “Ben Acosta, Commandant of the Colony Corps, and captain of Merchant Thrive. I’m  in geocentric orbit with two smaller ships, Stalwart and Psyche. I’m honored to meet you, Chairman Groot.”

      “Areocentric orbit,” Groot corrected absently. “Never mind. God.”

      Ben smiled sympathetically. “I imagine this is a shock.”

      “Why didn’t you come before? Where have you been all this time?”

      “Personally? I’m descended from colony settlers.”

      Hugo volunteered apologetically, “No one ever intended to come back. Hugo Silva, by the way. Descended from Ganymede.”

      “When they left,” Groot said searchingly, “the Colony Corps families, with our last ship. They said they’d come back. After they collected their crews.”

      Ben touched Hugo’s sleeve and slightly shook his head. “I’m sorry, Chairman Groot, but they lied. My crew and I had no part in that.”

      “Long before you were born,” Groot acknowledged. “How old are you?”

      “I’m forty-one.” Ben declined to provide ages for his team. Hugo was in his late fifties, and the good doctor nearly eighty. Remi was his own age, subjective at least. And he had a fair suspicion how old the chairman was. “You?”

      “I’m forty-four.” The anguished answer came out as a growl. “I’m the oldest in Mars One. Oldest still walking, anyway.”

      “My husband,” Ben shared, “expected to die of old age by thirty. My mother died of the radiation cancers when I was six. We’ve recently improved our life expectancy. Maybe we can help you. Some.” He was heartened to see his doctor nod emphatically. He’d have to remind Sanjay not to get too ambitious. “In exchange for access to your research archives. Perhaps I could visit tomorrow, and bring my engineer, doctor, physicist, and computer specialist.”

      A message popped up on his tablet from Tikki Cook. Bring food!  “Maybe you’d like to lunch with us on our courier ship.”

      “Courier ship?”

      “I have three ships with me. My flagship stays in orbit, along with a fuel tender. I propose landing with our courier, yes.”

      A shuttle didn’t have the engine power to return to orbit. His flagship Merchant Thrive was a technology treasure trove he had no intention of letting a Martian visit. Besides, landing Psyche took less fuel.

      “And how big is your flagship?” Groot asked suspiciously.

      Ben grinned. “My flagship is a Jupiter Orbital 3 asteroid hopper. Typical ship’s complement fourteen. The fuel tender sleeps two. The courier, six at a stretch.”

      Best not to draw attention to the mining guns on an asteroid hopper. Ben could rid the universe of Mars One inside of twenty minutes. But he had no reason to.

      Fortunately Groot overlooked the gun aspect. He shook his head and lidded his eyes in pain. “And the great ships?”

      Ben confirmed gently, “Dismantled for parts at the destination.” This wasn’t wholly true, but close enough. He also had transports capable of carrying a thousand migrants at a time. But he wasn’t ready to dangle that carrot yet.

      Hugo stepped in to ask for information to synchronize their clock to local time. This mundane detail served to soothe the chairman. Fortunately, a Mars day was only a few minutes different from Mahina time. Lunch would come three and a half hours late for Ben’s team, no biggie.

      “Mr. Chairman, I do have one more question for now,” Ben brought up. “Are you in contact with Earth, Luna, Ganymede?”

      “Ganymede was abandoned after the Diaspora,” Groot confirmed. “A platform hung on in the belt for a couple decades. Since then we haven’t heard from them. Luna and Earth are alive and well. Damn them to hell.”

      “A lot of people?”

      “Maybe a few million on Luna. Earth, no idea. A lot.”

      “And Mars One?”

      “Twelve thousand,” he replied bitterly. “And falling.”

      “I know this is a lot to ask,” Ben broached the subject. “But my ships are small. Could you please not tell Luna and Earth about us? I assume they’re still capable of…?”

      “Damn near anything,” Groot confirmed.

      “But not, I hope, arriving at Mars, from opposition, in under a couple months?” Mars and Earth were presently about as far apart as they could get.

      “More like a couple years at opposition.”

      “Excellent, thank you. Because, Chairman, if they were to threaten me, I would run away. And the Colony Corps would never return.” Ben shrugged apologetically. “Too dangerous.”

      “Understood.”

      Ben didn’t like that cold brusque tone. Damn. Groot had to live in this neighborhood once Merchant Thrive left. “We do come bearing gifts, sir. And perhaps my engineer and doctor could prove helpful.”

      “Hell yeah. Tomorrow.” Groot abruptly cut the channel.

      Ben’s chief engineer Remi Roy stretched his arms over his head. In his Sagamore-French accent, he drawled, “That did not go well, cap. He sells you in a heartbeat. Blabs all he knows.”

      “Yeah, I got that impression,” Ben agreed. Sorry, Sass. “He might wait til after our lunch.” He reconsidered. If he intended to screw someone over, he’d prefer to do it ‘before we became friends.’ More forgivable that way. “Might not.”

      Remi smirked. “Not. Hugo, monitor comms.”

      Ben nodded to confirm the order. He rose and rapped the table. “Keep up the good work.”

      He departed to strategize with his doctor on which tempting gifts of health to dangle on the morrow. In teaser quantities only – for substantial reward, he required good behavior up front.
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        * * *

      

      A wary lackey threaded his way into the lair of President Alexei Alexeyevich Voronin, despot of Russia. In this dome of minuscule apartments in a loop of the great Volga River, Voronin’s vast office could have housed a thousand.

      But this was merely his public room. His private apartment was smaller. He continued lining up his shot on his hexagonal pool table, three banks and into the pocket. With narrowed eyes and his peripheral vision, he noted which footbridge the man selected over the winding lap pool. He offered three choices. The green one would be at home in a Japanese garden. Fussier was the red Chinese with boxy lanterns. Least inviting was the Russian, a utilitarian aluminum plank, farthest from the entrance.

      He smiled privately as the young man chose correctly, and stayed on the path through the miniature golf course. He made a note to ask whether anyone had briefed him. That was forbidden.

      Voronin and his guest sported none of the appalling mosaics the Westerners wore.  Russian culture considered genetic pollution repulsive. No, though both men were enhanced, their accessories remained hidden to adversaries. The President looked like what he was – a powerfully built man of late middle age, with small eyes and receding white hair. With no ceremonies planned today, he wore a polo shirt over snug jeans and bare feet. The room was chilly, but Voronin didn’t bundle himself like an effete American.  That made one sickly in winter.

      The flunky reached him at last. Voronin held his pool cue between his hands and slapped it down on the edge of the pool table with a loud clack, startling the man as intended. “You are?”

      “Ostrovsky, sir. I am your liaison with Baikonur Cosmodrome.”

      Voronin pressed his lips for a few seconds before replying. “My liaison? I am not so intimate with Baikonur.”

      “Yes, sir.” Ostrovsky dipped his head and swallowed. “We’ve detected a disturbance, sir. Over the Atlantic. It initiated the space defense grid, which fired from four satellites. This event was preceded and followed by a…signal distortion.”

      “Luna dares to attack again?”

      The hapless messenger cocked his head. “The trajectory is not ballistic. Rather, it seems to have entered orbit.”

      “Show me.” The President waved a hand to his standing desk, a podium placed before a wall-sized window overlooking the flat dead yellow vista of November beyond the Volga. Fertile cropland, and the snows had yet to come. But a warmer climate still brought little sun in winter. A faint twitch in his cheek caused a computer display to unravel from the ceiling.

      Ostrovsky stepped to the podium. He studied the computer interface briefly – it was ordinary, and unlocked – and brought up his diagram. A highlighted track showed an arc rising between South America and Africa. The curve topped somewhere over the boreal forests of North America and headed west.

      A brief section showed red asterisks. “Satellites targeted the intruder from these locations.”

      “Intruder?” Voronin pressed. “Surely this is an assumption.”

      “Y-yes, but it seems likely. The first disturbance, here, was accompanied by a novel array of electromagnetic noise. Unfamiliar readings. Satellite communications were disrupted for 15 minutes. The noise source followed this track. Then vanished here.” He pointed to where the red asterisks began. “At which point the defense satellites began shooting at it.”

      “But they stopped.”

      “Yes, part of the disruptive noise resumed at this point. Now the satellites are confused again.”

      “Un-confuse them,” Voronin ordered. “Quickly.”

      “Yes, sir. But that will take time. Possibly days.”

      The President pursed his lips to make the man squirm, then relented. “So what is it doing? Landing in the Arctic?”

      “Ah! No. We believe it’s orbiting Earth. Possibly scouting. Like this.” The man pantomimed winding a piece of yarn – circles with one hand, while rotating an imaginary yarn ball with the other.

      “I don’t knit,” Voronin replied dryly. “Perhaps I should. I hear it’s good for stress.” He bent the pool cue, back in his hands, nearly to the breaking point.

      Ostrovsky turned hastily back to his display. “This is the trajectory it crosses above Earth.” He showed an animation of a half dozen cycles, drawn with a pale line and white blip of traveling disturbance, as the planet rotated much more slowly. “It should cross within Baikonur’s observational range on its fifth or sixth orbital pass. We should be able to take more accurate readings then, perhaps even visuals on the vessel. We don’t have quite enough data to chart its path accurately yet. Perhaps within the hour. But our current forecast is that it will cross within line of sight of Baikonur in about ten hours.”

      “At which time you will report to me again. In person.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Speculate, Ostrovsky. Is this Loonies again?”

      The emissary from Baikonur stared at his stalled animation, and slowly shook his head. “It’s possible. But we think it’s extra-solar. Human or alien, we don’t know. But Mars or Luna, we would be very surprised. We do pay spies there.”

      “Indeed.”

      Ostrovsky pulled up another picture on the screen, a blue sky muddied with dust aloft. Everyone was familiar with such dust, especially present company, old enough to recall the Lunar War. No, the flunky’s interest was a tiny scribble in mid-sky. He zoomed until the sky graffiti was as big as the President’s hand. He walked over to peer at it closely.

      Against the bright sky, it looked like a loose skein of many-colored pastel embroidery floss, knotted somewhat thicker in the middle. “What is this?”

      “We don’t know. But that’s the best visual we have of the original fifteen-minute event. And sir, we know of nothing – nothing – that emits a radiation signature like this.”

      “And its current appearance?”

      Ostrovsky shook his head. “We can’t see it. It’s four thousand kilometers up. It isn’t very big. The weaker noise, though, that could be spoofed with a star drive exhaust. Though different from our star drives.”

      Voronin straightened. “Curious. Keep me apprised.”

      “Sir. And should we notify Pontiac, Hakone, and Oslo?”

      Russia was obligated by treaty to do so, as they maintained the Northern League’s sole spaceport. The President raised a bland eyebrow. “Not yet. You may go.”

      The scientist bowed acceptance and walked away, keeping to the safe track through the amusing minefield of the miniature golf course. Voronin liked this one. He accessed the man’s resume via his embedded in-brain network connection, then called out from behind.

      “Well done, Yuri Industrievich. I look forward to your further briefings.”

      The man missed a step, surprised by the familiarity of being called by his personal names, which he had not provided. But he didn’t glance back, which pleased the President even more. He quite enjoyed a capable underling.

      Though he made a note to watch that Industrievich didn’t get chatty with the League. Scientists. Their allegiance owed to their own international commune of fellow tunnel vision devotees, the micro-world of left-handed radio wave pulsar cosmologists or whatever, instead of true patriotism. Though not, Voronin judged, nearly so foolish as to provide intelligence to the enemy on Luna. There was indiscretion, and then there was treason.
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        It’s difficult to comprehend what Mahina was thinking – or rather, Ben Acosta’s Colony Corps – to approach Earth before first reunifying the Diaspora colonies. He was punching outside his weight class. David, meet Goliath.

      

      

      Sass’s 24-hour meeting with Ben proved awkward at best. First, they wished for their whole teams on screen. The tiny silvery screen of the instantaneous ansible wouldn’t work for that. They used full video from their respective galleys, subject to a 22-minute time lag.

      So the parties recorded their complete presentations in parallel in under 20 minutes, sending from Earth and Mars simultaneously.

      She wished Clay would stop playing with the dratted robo-mink and look professional. But without their ship AI, the ‘android’ pet actually set up the comms handshaking. Sass sorely missed her familiar ship AI. While Clay adored the luxurious white fur of his new friend Fidget, who in turn adored being stroked, fondled, cuddled and teased. At the moment, Clay amused the little weasel-beast by making him chase his own tail on the table.

      Why did she agree to this?

      Eli completed his presentation on Earth’s environmental status. Clouds veiled crucial components of their view, but their orbital passes overlapped enough for Porter to get fairly decent pictures spliced together for 60% of the planet surface. Under that remaining 40% could lie dangerous dragons.

      But they’d learned the main thing. The great coral reefs, the tropical rain forests, the marshes and mangroves – those biomes were gone. The northern forests, like her home in Upstate, remained in a degraded state. Sass couldn’t follow his discussion of how they’d evaluated phytoplankton, the weak oxygen production of the vast oceans. And though Zelda couldn’t sample the atmosphere yet, she could discern gross composition in silhouette.

      “In summary, we expect oxygen levels below the minimum for humans to breathe. Most familiar fauna expected to be extinct. We see little evidence of human occupation in the southern hemisphere, only the northern. And most of that lies above the 38th parallel. And below the 66th parallel, the polar dark. No open-air agriculture observed, but it’s late in the season. Many dome communities.” The botanist took his seat.

      “Thank you, Eli,” Sass acknowledged. She placed before-and-after images of Lake Michigan on the screen. “We have another challenge. Earth has a satellite defense grid, actively firing. We suspect this is why. This new crater where Chicago used to be,” she flipped the image, “and another at Beijing,” again, “and the one-time sites of Paris and Moscow. There might be others. We think they withstood an asteroid bombardment from the space colonies. Luna threw rocks at them. Big ones.”

      “At least a decade ago,” Porter suggested. “For them to fill with water.”

      Sass nodded. “And also time to deploy the satellite lasers.” She put a schematic of the defense constellation on the screen, complete with altitude, velocity, spacing, and the power and timing of their strikes. “Ben, if you fly the gamut by eye, the guns are fairly weak if you stick to the seam-lines equidistant between them. Which isn’t easy.”

      Her chief engineer Darren addressed his counterpart on Ben’s team. “Remi, that’s simply the expected falloff as the square of distance. The guns hurt even at that ‘seam’ spacing.”

      “Right. Darren, explain your lambda whoop.”

      He took over the screen with a ship schematic and briefly explained how he’d mimicked a lambda whoop to confuse the guns, using Thrive’s star drive exhaust.

      Sass clamped her hand down on Clay’s arm and pursed her lips at him, to request he stop fidgeting with Fidget. Chastened, he leaned down to whisper in the beast’s ear. Then the agile mink scampered down the table to stand on its hind legs, gazing rapt at the screen in happy anticipation.

      The captain mourned yet again the unwisdom of getting roped into a Nico Copeland-Acosta scheme, Ben’s adoptive son. Nico believed himself in love with Floki, the android emu on Ben’s ship, a being he constructed himself. Didn’t the term android mean man-like? Instead he started with an emu, building on an available chassis. Now contemplating children, Floki dithered, like all incipient parents. They decided to start with pet minks and work up to…emus? Sass hadn’t dared ask, sure her smiling poker face would crack.

      Darren wrapped up with the cost-benefit analysis on the lambda whoop.

      “Thank you,” she acknowledged, checking her time. “Bottom line, Ben, we can’t afford to stay in orbit another day. Threats are manageable. And I won’t leave this planet without atmospheric readings. So we land. There was an island nation, Bermuda. Most of the island remains above sea level, but its dome is broken open. No other sign of habitation. I plan to start there for basic science. Landing in a few hours. Then continue to Upstate. Sass out.”

      Having squeaked in under the time limit, her team briefly stretched around the table. Sass contemplated doing something about the mink, but gave it up. No doubt Fidget was painfully eager to see its daddy and brother on Ben’s ship. It’s just that the optics –

      Yes, exactly. The screen came alive with Ben’s broadcast. Because Ben and Sass both sat at the heads of their respective dining tables, farthest from the screen, the captains showed up smallest. The central figure, up close to the camera, was a black-brown sable mink, Fidget’s twin Lenka, larger than life on the wall-spanning display.

      Fidget crooned mournfully, and swayed, greeting this image of her brother 22 minutes after the fact.

      “Clay!” Sass gritted. “The mink.”

      He retrieved the moaning beast while Sass leaned forward to hear Ben, somewhat occluded by Lenka. Mercifully, the emu ordered the mink to go sit with him.

      That distraction resolved, Sass focused on Ben’s tale, lips pursed, and shook her head. Someone would end up evacuating 12,000 Martians and bringing them to the home system, she could see it now. She’d been that someone who took over for half of the last job, 40,000 from planet Denali resettled to Mahina, after Ben worked himself to a nervous breakdown carrying the first 30,000. He hadn’t left her in the lurch after that. He solved their lack of support infrastructure, so Sass could focus on transporting immigrants. They succeeded.

      Neither of them was eager to do it again.

      Ben’s comments concluded with the same prediction.

      The surprise came after. His engineer Remi Roy sat forward and said, “With respect, cap. Maybe they should transport to Sagamore instead. Give Mahina time to absorb the last group.”

      Sass’s jaw dropped. Carry the Martians to a slave-owning world? But her reaction wouldn’t reach them yet.

      “Thank you, Remi,” Ben acknowledged. “I agree that’s where we’re headed.” Sass shook her head angrily, as they’d see in 22 minutes. “But we’re not there yet. And today, a first meet and greet. Who knows?

      “So Sass, that’s where we’re at. I’ll dangle tempting bits of medical aid, small samples.” He waved to Sanjay, his medical researcher, to give a brief preview of the Martians’ health status, based only on video calls. His preliminary verdict was ‘challenged,’ typical of space colonies. He anticipated Mars was not quite as bad as Mahina settlers of only twenty years ago, when Thrive first headed to space seeking solutions.

      Ben resumed, “Here’s where you come in. Mars confirms Luna and Earth are still inhabited, a few million and a bazillion respectively. They don’t know Earth’s population. And the Martians already warned Luna that we’re here. We believe that’s no skin off our nose. Luna can’t reach Mars for months. But. They know the ‘Colony Corps’ is around. I didn’t mention you, and I won’t. But expect Earth to be more alert. I suspect Earth and Luna are not friends, but I have no details.

      “I’d like to suggest again, that you abort and come join us here. For safety. Learn more.” He tilted his head. “And I know you won’t. But once I engage on Mars, it gets harder to break off and come fetch you. Floki?”

      The emu nodded gratefully and turned to Sass in entreaty. “Lenka and I are very anxious. Is Enka contributing? Did she perform adequately as an AI substitute on the bridge during entry?”

      Ben waved to indicate an open minute to reply.

      Sass forced herself to beam a smile. “Fidget wasn’t on the bridge. We renamed him. I didn’t realize he was a she.” Anatomically, the furry device was blank in that regard, though it purred and wriggled in ecstasy when Clay rubbed her nether parts. “Clay and Fidget have bonded. He – she – slept with us last night.”

      Her smile gained a wincing edge. Robots didn’t sleep. Sometime around 01:00, Sass threatened to throttle the busy beast. Clay stopped up the shower drain to create a water park out of their bathroom. Who knew minks were aquatic, like their cousin the otter. By 03:00, Sass evicted Fidget to give their apartment a chance to dry. She carried her bodily to the galley and stayed to watch new swaths of Earth unfold beneath them, a mesmerizing pastime. She never did get back to sleep.

      Neither did Zelda. But the redhead leaned forward in delight. “Floki, she’s adorable! And so smart! I can’t tell you how much she helped with our analyses.” Porter nodded emphatically, Eli with reservations. “You should be so proud of them!”

      Floki couldn’t respond for 40 minutes, and Ben had continued his presentation after the pause, inviting Teke to show off excellent photos of their peachy planet and their limited views of outbuildings and mining on the Martian surface. Then Ben replayed an edited version of his first video comms with a Chairman Gus Groot.

      And Ben’s 20 minutes were up. Like Sass’s team, they stretched, then watched rapt. Sass could tell when the attack satellites came around, because Ben and his pet goons Zan and Wilder huddled to discuss, while Remi rounded the table to squat beside the physicist Teke. Floki’s beak pressed flat into a line of displeasure, and his long swan-like neck recoiled. That’s probably when I ordered Clay to retrieve Fidget.

      “This is confusing,” Sass announced to her table. “Dismissed if you want.” Her housekeeper Corky decamped for cooking therapy, but the others stuck around.

      The end of Sass’s presentation was clear as day. Ben strode to sit on the end of his table in front of the camera, blocking her view of everyone else.

      “Sass, don’t do it. Ansible. Now.” He cut the comm.
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        * * *

      

      Ben’s face awaited her on the ansible’s small silvery screen as she took her seat in her office.

      He smiled wanly in black and white, or rather grey on grey. She returned the smile sunnily.

      “By the way,” he began, “Floki is livid. He’s afraid you’re being mean to my granddaughter.” He paused to let that sink in, eyes averted to the left.

      No, Ben isn’t comfortable calling a robot mink his granddaughter.

      “The mink is your AI support,” he continued. “We suggest you get better at integrating her into your command processes.”

      “Your granddaughter,” Sass acknowledged.

      “Her name is Enka,” Ben noted.

      Sass leaned forward. “I promise to ask her which name she prefers. But Ben…I’m wondering if it was a good idea to send your – baby granddaughter – to Earth.”

      “I had that thought,” he shared. “The grandparent role is new and fraught. And I’m told they aren’t really grandchildren, merely prototypes. Who will grow up to be my grandchildren. Remembering my prior screw-ups, naturally.”

      “Huh.” She struggled to keep her face open and nonjudgmental. She mentally noted yet again that Nico – the missing link who tied Ben to emu and minks – was not invited on this trip. Perhaps Ben wearied of locking his adult stepson in the mop closet, his ship’s surrogate brig. In contrast Floki, the guilty emu party, proved the most ideal crewman Sass had ever carried.

      “Yeah. Kids.” Ben sighed loudly. “On to business. Bail out, Sass. All the signs are flashing lurid red. Do not do this!  I know you want to save Earth –”

      “I do not have a savior complex! Ben, this is my home. I know it looks bad. What, you think we built vast starships to colonize lousy moons for our health? No! Maybe we didn’t make it clear, but Earth looks better!  The planet is healing. Somehow they kept lots of people alive –”

      “That makes it a threat, Sass. Please!”

      “No!” She glowered at him. “This is my homecoming! Clay’s too. And all of humanity’s. The door is open. I will step through.”

      “I can’t protect you.”

      “From myself? Of course not.” She gentled her tone. “No one expects you to make this come out right, Ben. It means the world to me that you’re trying.” She pinched thumb and forefinger before the video pickup. “But we both have this little perfectionist streak. You want to save everyone, too. Don’t deny it. But today is not the day for ass-covering. Today we take a risk. And abide the consequences.”

      He worried his lip. “You’re sure.”

      “No. But I’m going in. Cheer up, I’ll send terrific pictures from Bermuda. And something will go pear-shaped, because of course it will. And you’ll have your hands full on Mars. And that’s how it goes.”

      “We both stride boldly forth to do something stupid.”

      “It’s who we are.” She canted her head and squinted a special smile. “Ben, it’s a best-case scenario. Earth lives! We can reconnect. Sure that makes it complicated. But think of the payoff! A century of the genius of millions applied to a hostile environment. We harvest their advances and bring them home to the colonies.”

      He nodded ruefully, then shook his head. “Right. Onward into the lion’s den. Good luck. And be nice to my grand-mink.”

      She laughed out loud. “I’m going to throttle your grand-mink!”

      Ben smirked. “They carry self-repairing nanites. And she’ll tattle on you. Then Floki will feel hurt at you.”

      Sass wiped a tear of mirth from her eye. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      “Any time, girlfriend.”

      She attempted to sober up. “You take care on Mars, Ben. We’re making history again. Smile for the cameras! Sass out.”
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        Colony Corps records are sketchy at best, as though someone edited out all the juicy details, the wrong turns and misdemeanors. We’re left with few details on what, and almost none on who or why. Their rationale is frustratingly opaque to history.

      

      

      Sass turned to greet Clay as he took his seat beside her in Thrive’s shuttle. Her brow flew high, because he brought the mink. He thoughtlessly set her free. Sass immediately captured her in mid-scamper across the control panel.

      “No running on the dashboard,” the captain ordered.

      This inspired the mink to squirm loose and launch herself to Clay’s shoulder, seeking a better deal. “No, you have to obey the captain,” Clay scolded. “You want to see out the window, don’t you?”

      The mink nodded solemnly. She arranged herself standing on both the man’s shoulders, bent over his head in the middle. And she purred.

      Sass considered ordering the creature to stay behind. But no, she really did need a working relationship with her replacement ship’s AI. So she made nice, voice modulated to address a child. “Fidget, I meant to ask you. Do you prefer to be called Enka?”

      The mink glanced at her briefly, then out the window at the bright subtropical blue sky, puzzled. “We play outside?” She warbled in a clear childlike soprano.

      “Yes, in a minute. Would you rather I call you Enka?”

      The mink blinked.

      From the next row of seats, Zelda opined, “Enka is a pretty name. But Fidget is a fun nickname.”

      The mink beamed at her, and nodded. She turned back to Sass and raised a wide paw to indicate the window. “We go now?”

      “All in,” Clay agreed.

      Sass tamped down her annoyance, and pressed the button sequence that caused the shuttle to unfold out of its parking nook inset into Thrive’s hull. This briefly flipped them upside-down, with the tantalizing vista of Bermuda over their heads. But artificial gravity and inertial dampers told their bodies otherwise. Sass tapped her thrusters to right them, then flew gently onward to loop around the islands. Thrive would stand off at 200 meters altitude and wait for them, Darren conning the ship from his podium in the hold. For this first foray, Sass wasn’t about to risk their home. Engineering chief Darren was only mildly disappointed to be left behind.

      The geek squad quivered in anticipation almost as bad as the mink, especially Zelda. Eli, who could usually out-bland a Buddha statue, looked like a kid in a candy shop, as did agronomist Porter Pinckney, eager to study wild soil. The paddy medic Liam looked worried, as did the Denali security guard Kaol. All in spacesuits and carrying gear, the shuttle was packed.

      But the shuttle flight was easy. Sass skipped only 50 meters above the waves, which should clear the highest hills by 20 meters. They had no map of this place post-ocean rise. There was a great deal less land remaining.

      Porter confirmed his estimate from orbit. “About 40 meters sea level rise since the turn of the millennium.” He continued to play team geographer until he could dig his fingers into true dirt.

      Sass reached the northeastern tip of the now-subdivided island, and cut through a gap between hills into a broad inside passage. The water below was a breathtaking cobalt blue, with lighter turquoise sections. The hills sported ruins so battered they could pass for relics from the Roman Empire.

      She spotted no paths, no animals, no birds. The sands stretched high onto the low hills cresting the water. “Porter, what are you calling the tide line?”

      “I had a reference photo,” he replied. “On the first island, Lighthouse Hill.” He rose to hang over her shoulder and point. “That’s the tide line.”

      Sass turned to follow along a shallow reef. Porter fed a reference map to Fidget, who happily superimposed it on their view, correcting the perspective on the fly. “Wow, Fidget, good job!”

      The mink nodded smugly. Porter scratched her ears and beamed positive reinforcement.

      The captain veered through another gap toward the highest point of the island chain, now 35 meters above the waves. When she caught a glimpse of broken dome gracing the hill, she abruptly hung a left, to loop back to where they started.

      “Thank you,” Kaol said with feeling.

      Sass couldn’t blame him. If people lurked here, they likely holed up in some fragment of the dome. What she wanted first was samples of air and water, not an encounter. So she settled the shuttle onto the sand of the sheltered inner slope of Lighthouse Hill. No structure remained, even in ruins. But the view was pretty.

      “Helmets on,” Liam requested. “And stay on until cleared.”

      “Agreed, Liam,” Sass said mildly, “but let me give the orders.”

      “Aye, sar.” He grimly clicked on his helmet, and clutched his medical bag firmly. When Ben told Sass he’d found a paddy medic for her, she thought he was crazy. Yet Mahina and Denali medicine were more exotic than they wished to explain. The ex-slave was well-trained in the finest pharmaceutical and surgical techniques Sagamore could offer, and self-trained on Denali drugs as well. Dour little guy, but paddy culture seemed that way to her.

      He was grateful to earn a suite of the self-healing nanites for himself. He also hoped to raise his people’s self-esteem by serving on a high-profile expedition.

      In Sass’s opinion, the guy could stand to lighten up. But as a girl from the wrong side of the tracks, she respected the hell out of him. For a rice paddy slave to earn his freedom, then pay his own ticket to Mahina, all by dint of hard work – that was pretty amazing.

      “OK, Zelda, lead the way!!” Sass encouraged.

      Kaol pushed ahead of the atmo specialist into the airlock, but at least he carried her heavy sample analyzer for her. Clay with Fidget, Porter and Eli, packed the chamber, and had to cycle through first. Sass and Liam waited for the second cycle.

      “Kaol, report,” Sass requested while she waited.

      “Clear, sar.”

      “No dangerous beasts?” she teased.

      “Only Fidget, sar.”

      Finally the outer door opened, and Sass jumped out. She sank into soft sand to her boot ankles. In delight, she stepped around the shuttle to gaze in all directions, enjoying the forgotten effort of trudging through sand. Regolith, the dust and gravel of unimproved Mahina, wasn’t the same. Sadly the famous pink sand of Bermuda had been supplanted by grey, like grubby rock salt. All around lay low herb growths, reminding her of sand dunes from old pictures. She’d never seen a real sand dune, the rising ocean having chased Downstate dwellers into the forests in Upstate. New dunes took centuries to form, and never got the chance.

      This wasn’t dune either, merely sand washed up a hill. And the plants… Sass stepped closer and studied them. Sturdy small flowers of assorted varieties bloomed among tough hummocks of silver and green and yellow foliage. Tumbrels of bright blue trembled on green stalks. She walked along the sand-plant verge entranced.

      “Clay, it’s gorgeous.”

      “It is that,” he murmured, voice choked. “I’m headed for the water.”

      “Wait for me,” Sass requested, before Liam could bark at him. She turned from her herb study to jog to his location, downhill near the junk heap of the high tide line.  “Zelda, any verdict yet?”

      “First verdict,” Zelda offered. “Oxygen levels 15%. We prefer 21%, of course. This level…it’s kind of like being on the top of the highest mountains. Carbon dioxide is high – 5,000 PPM. That’ll make you grumpy, for sure.”

      “Both make you irritable,” Liam corrected. “Also unconscious, depending.”

      Zelda asked, “Do you remember the values when you left, Sass?”

      “Not me. I wasn’t scientifically inclined.”

      Clay said, “At that point, up to 3000 PPM CO2, and 17% oxygen. Combined, there were no-go days. As in, you wouldn’t die of it, but you sat still. Try to stand up and walk without a rebreather, and you’d pass out. So, yeah. It got worse.”

      “Much worse,” Eli concurred. “Not enough primary production – plant life. Do you have sample vials? I’d like surface and two-meter sea water samples, please.”

      “I’ll do it!” Sass offered. The chance to dive into the clear turquoise waves sounded divine.

      “In your suit,” Liam reminded her.

      “Yeah, yeah.” She reached Clay, both grinning ear to ear, and shared a hug. “We did it!”

      Clay thought she was nuts 13 years ago when she bought Thrive – two decades ago objective. The best she hoped for at the time was to make Mahina settlers healthy again. A homecoming to Earth was unimaginable. The original Colony Corps stranded their system without even the bad old warp. Yet here they stood. On this November day under a bowl of blue sky and a warm ocean breeze, her heart felt full, triumphant. Her feet couldn’t bear to stand still.

      “Race you!” Laughing, she bounded downhill toward the water. She only noticed the knee-high garbage heap at the high tide line to leap over it toward the placid wash of half-foot-high waves.

      Clay loosed Fidget, who reached the water first like a streak of white. The mink hit with a splash, eager to frolic. Then she immediately bounded out again and flew up the beach, launching into Clay’s arms.

      Sass pounded to a halt and reversed to them. “Did you catch something fun, Fidget?” Still smiling, she turned on her external mikes, normally unused in a pressure suit.

      And she sobered immediately. The mink keened piteously, sobs warbling in panicked gulps of air. No, she didn’t breathe, except to fill an air bladder to improve her voice quality – Floki used the same system. “What happened?”

      “The water,” Clay murmured, struggling to hold and calm the crazed creature. This was no mean feat. Less than arm’s length nose to tail, Fidget was two kilos with dry fur, and agile as a ferret. “It hurt her.”

      Sass tore off her helmet. She filled her mouth from her sipping straw, and spit it into the mink’s face.

      Clay took the hint, but disagreed with the method. He took off running up the beach to the shuttle and its water supplies. “Mink hurt!” he called ahead.

      Sass started to follow, having forgotten her removed helmet. Three sinking steps later, she found herself on her knees, astonished. Oh, yeah. Oxygen. She didn’t feel out of breath. Her knees simply buckled. She could hear someone calling in the helmet speakers, but it lay on the sand a toss away.

      She trusted Clay to deal with the mink. She slitted her eyes and dropped her head back to feel the sea breeze ruffling her hair, caressing her face. The sun’s warm rays penetrated her skin. She heard the lapping of the waves breaking onto the beach a stone’s throw behind her. From the green tussocks beyond the shuttle came a roar of insects.

      And not a single bird. Not a seagull cry to be heard. She remembered them from her childhood, before her family fled up the ever-broadening Hudson. She’d forgotten their raucous shrieks. She couldn’t recall whether she saw birds by the time she left the planet, in the constant pouring rain. Maybe not.

      The beach stank of seaweed and dead sponges. She’d remembered the fantasy of wave-washed beaches and fresh sea air, forgotten the authentic low-tide aroma. The straw-colored seaweed heaps reeked of rotten eggs.

      She pulled off her gauntlet and sifted her fingers through the sand. The tide was going out, so this stretch remained damp. She enjoyed the fine crumbly texture. She peered closer, to see tiny shards of green plastic intermingled with white and clear and pink bits in the grey. She tried to brush it off, only to recall how stubborn the stuff was. Her hand burned a bit, a red rash trying to rise as fast as her nanites repaired it. Despairing of getting any more sand off, she pulled the glove back on and secured it, recalling sand in her shoes in early childhood after playing in the beaches of Prospect Park. The city was losing its battle for survival against the storms, its starving survivors desperate. But she’d been too young to understand. Every street and park offered sand to play in.

      Her glove sealed again, she knee-walked to retrieve her helmet, still squawking. Certain she’d regret it, she pulled the thing back on and sealed it with a snick. She’d only stolen a couple minutes offline to herself.

      “Sass back on comms. Clay, how’s Fidget?”

      “Still crying. Her fur is falling out in tufts. Poor mangy mink.”

      Sass’s heart went out to the creature. “Give her a kiss for me. I’ll get the samples.”

      “Is that smart?” Liam countered. “The water dissolved a robot.”

      Sass grimaced, and studied her sand-caked knees. She brushed off a spot. The damp sand made no lasting impression on the high-tech fabric. “I’ll be quick.”

      She waded into the water, able to enjoy the push and pull of the waves, if not teasing her skin directly. At waist deep, she was past the churn from the waves breaking. She skimmed a surface sample. In her suit, she couldn’t reach a two-meter depth, because the suit’s air would pop her up like a cork. But she reached as low as she could push her arms down, and collected another vial.

      Helmet face breaking the water’s surface, she could study the seabed around her boots. She kicked a little to watch the billowing streamers of sand. But she saw no hermit crabs, no fish.

      Reminded, she hurried to splash out of the water to bring the samples for testing. No, this Earth wasn’t the one she left. Though she began to wonder if she actually knew that world, or remained as clueless as the kindergartner in Prospect Park. In her day-to-day police rounds through the tent cities, mostly she trudged head-down in a poncho, pulling her boots from sucking mud. Her view was a narrow band between rebreather and dripping hood. And her outlook at the end was a bottomless pit of depression. To keep putting one foot in front of the other seemed all she could manage.

      Funny how much she’d forgotten.

      The sun suddenly darkened. She looked up to see a bank of roiling cloud massing above the island chain.

      “Captain, the wind is increasing,” Darren complained from the ship.

      “Everyone on the shuttle! Now!” she called ahead, and started to run.
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        Androids from the Aloha system favored animal models over human. Earth and Luna developed humanoid models as surrogate soldiers, then later fought a war of extermination and banned them.

      

      

      “You are unbelievable, Collier!” Clay yelled at his partner, lover, and captain over comms. “Irresponsible, reckless. Idiot!”

      Fidget, whom he was presently trying to shampoo in a sample tray on the sand, mewled piteously. He’d been too rough on her while venting his aggravation. Liam pushed him aside and took over the washing. He plucked soapy wads of white mink fur out of the shallow water and flicked them away.

      Clay stood abruptly. “Gear, Eli, Zelda, Liam, me. Into the shuttle. Now!”

      “Fidget is a member of our crew,” Sass attempted, still jogging up the beach.

      “Yes, she is! And how did you pulling off your helmet help her?”

      “I don’t know. Did it?”

      Yes, but Clay wasn’t about to admit it. He shut the outer lock door. “Zelda, open your box. The chemicals need to reach all surfaces for bio containment.”

      Sass burst out, “Oh, for crying out loud, Clay! We evolved on this planet!”

      Clay hit the wash cycle button. This buffeted their spacesuits with anti-biologics in sheets of water. “Yes, Sass. Our diseases evolved here, too. Most of the crew have never been exposed. Ever hear the term ‘virgin field’?”

      “Clay, there aren’t even birds on this island! No people!”

      “You don’t know that. Sass, I’ve been to Bermuda before –”

      She huffed a sour laugh. “Of course you have!”

      “– For work! Yes, Sass, I had money. Not enough to buy in here. Bermuda was a tax haven, arks for the super-rich. Let’s sound off. Who votes for letting Sass enter Thrive without passing biotainment?”

      Liam: “No.”

      Eli: “Hell, no!”

      Porter: “Sass, think of the crops!”

      Zelda: “It’s Fidget too!”

      “That’s true,” Clay noted glumly. “Sorry, Fidget, this might hurt.” Outside his suit, the airlock begin its temperature scales, first baking them to 120 °C. Next they’d be blasted with -70 °C. After that basic cycle they’d check the sensors.

      “Ow, it’s starting to rain,” Sass complained.

      “Ow?” Clay asked. How did rain hurt through a spacesuit? He peered out the modest window. Indeed, raindrops pelted down hard enough to leave little craters wide as his thumb, with sand flying from them. The remaining crew huddled against the side of the shuttle with the mink. “Sass, Darren’s in trouble flying the ship! I need to get up there!”

      “I didn’t say that,” Darren interjected mildly. “I was concerned about you. Thrive is fine. You’re kinda screwed. Are you seeing this on sensors?”

      “Not into the shuttle yet,” Clay growled. He set a good example by picking up his boots one after the other to flash-dry. “What are we facing?”

      “A storm formed out of nothing over the island chain. Damnedest thing. It forms into a point of puffy white cloud on the other end. On your end, it’s nasty.”

      “I think we noticed that.”

      “Did you see the waterspouts?” Darren inquired.

      Sass pounded on the door. “Clay! Let us in now!”

      “No. You’re going through biotainment. It’s a pain in the ass decontaminating the shuttle.”

      Liam inquired, “Have you two been married long?”

      “We’re not married!” Clay and Sass barked simultaneously.  They glared at each other through the window.

      “Ah!” Liam checked his biologics sensor. “We pass.” He aborted the cycle to let the humans into the seating area.

      “Kaol, don’t let her in,” Clay ordered, as he shut the inner door.

      “Sorry, captain,” Kaol said regretfully. “And the um, mink?”

      “Sass can wash her.” Clay sat to the helm, racking his helmet on the back of the chair. He used the external cameras to look around, displaying the view on the windshield for the others.

      Liam sat beside him. “How do you decontaminate the shuttle?”

      “I don’t know. Corky deals with it.” Their housekeeper had been with them on and off since planet Sanctuary – years. A detached inner voice he didn’t much like supplied, eight years subjective, twenty objective.

      Liam didn’t take his bitten-out hint. “Seems awkward, to put seven people through the airlock in three waves. Inflexible.” With their helmets off, this wasn’t broadcast to Sass, still being pelted by fat rain gobs, shielding Fidget on her tray against the side of the boat. “Will you keep it up? Or just use it to punish Sass?”

      Clay shot him a glower. Yes, the paddy was trying to get a rise out of him. He grimaced and tapped the control panel. “I’ll apologize to everyone once we’re back on the same comms.”

      Liam shrugged. “It’s a small ship. Family I was told. Tiptoeing around because mama and papa fish are mad – it’s uncomfortable.”

      “You’re very pushy for a paddy.”

      “If I weren’t pushy, I’d still be a paddy. Now I’m a doctor. And a Mahina citizen.”

      “Sorry. Yes.”

      “Keep your marital squabbles in bed, Clay. If you can’t, perhaps counseling.” Liam leaned in close and whispered. “Consider it a threat.” Then he shifted to his normal seat as Kaol and Porter burst in from the airlock.

      Maybe we should have taken a getting-to-know-you cruise. But why would they? Everyone else on board had worked together before. The doctor was a last-minute swap after their previous choice backed out. And he was willing to depart immediately.

      Clay checked the control panel and a camera instead of talking to Sass on the comms. The woman and mink were in, and she wasn’t hailing him.

      Fidget retreated into a corner, bent almost double. Sass took off her helmet and got down on hands and knees, butt in the air. She touched noses with the adorable creature. She spoke softly and calmed her fears. Then she set the suit tourniquet on her forearm and removed the one glove she’d contaminated. She shifted up to her knees to pull down the decontamination hose and transfer the drawer of chemicals to their level. And she settled in to wash her hair and arm. Obviously they didn’t use the car-wash settings on bare-skinned people. They washed by hand until they passed the sensors.

      She propped her helmet against the corner and filled it for a bath for the mink to wash herself. In a few minutes, Fidget bounded out of the helmet, so Sass could refill and dump it to rinse the hideous decon shampoo from her hair. Then she played a squirt game with the hose to rinse the mink. With Fidget feeling happier, she gently rolled the mink onto her back to rub her tummy, then open its hatch to irrigate her innards and orifices.

      Then Sass reached up to hit the tester. Apparently she’d been thorough. The airlock automatically unlatched, its indicator light green.

      She tenderly shut Fidget’s access panel, then adopted hands and knees again to kiss her head. Then she opened the door to set the mink free while she racked the cleaning implements, blond hair darkened and dripping around her ears.

      “Everyone,” Clay announced. “I apologize for my outburst. Sass, especially to you.” He lunged to catch Fidget before she could launch onto the unlocked control panel. “No. Only when someone holds you.”

      Fidget took this as an invitation to twine around his neck, warm and stinking of the tar-like black decon soap developed for Denali’s ravening microbes. The furball lay cold and damp, and purred like a motor.

      Kaol volunteered to tidy the airlock instead of the captain. She took her seat beside Clay as though nothing untoward had happened. She opened the comms. “Darren, you need me up there?”

      “No. Take your time, captain. The storm seems to be dying out at the other end of the island. It may blow over soon.”

      “Thank you, chief.”

      “Apology not accepted?” Clay prompted.

      “Done and forgotten,” his beloved claimed, with a sunny smile. From long experience, he interpreted this as, You’re a jerk, and you’ll pay later. “Why did you visit Bermuda for work?”

      “You remember a big scandal, maybe a decade before we left. A team sold poisoned rebreathers. They made them out of the three most trusted brands.”

      She froze an instant. He knew that feeling, receiving memories long dormant, yet eerily clear when reinstated. When I feel like the android I am. She nodded. “Thousands died, right? One of my old army buddies lost her husband. That has what to do with Bermuda?”

      “The perps ran here with their profits. We came to collect.”

      She shot him a hard glance. “And you found they worked for the government, just like you.”

      And you, he thought sourly. Granted a beat cop worked much farther down the pecking order. “We killed them anyway.”

      “Good.” She pulled back the stick and they headed up, still flying low. Waterspouts frolicked in the inner lagoon. She took a turn around one to marvel at it. Then she banked and headed out from under the cloud. Blue sky reigned, not 10 klicks from the island tempest in a teacup.

      “That’s the damnedest thing,” he murmured.

      “Bermuda’s not the same,” Sass suggested. “And you thought I was mean to the rodent.”

      Fidget murmured, “Mink belongs to the Mustelidae family. Not order Rodentia. Minks are carnivores.”

      Clay laughed softly and gentled the creature’s flank. “Good to know.”

      “Fidget, I didn’t spit on you to be mean,” Sass explained. “I wanted to get the nasty ocean water off your face, because it was hurting you. Your eyes were scrunched in pain, and I know how sensitive your nose and whiskers are. I’m sorry if I scared you.”

      “You’re nice,” Fidget replied, all forgiven. She was growing toasty around Clay’s neck. Perhaps she could steam herself dry.

      “Sass?” Porter hazarded, after their make-up session clearly hit a lull. “The sand line reaches twenty meters above mean high water. More or less.”

      “So the whole island was inundated,” Eli suggested. “And the domes collapsed? That would take quite a storm.”

      Sass brought them around to the broken dome area, a low hump of a ridge above a second broken-open lagoon. A taller hill rose above the sound, but that one appeared undeveloped.

      “Oh!” Clay remembered a tourist attraction. “Fidget, where were the Crystal Caves on Bermuda?” Bingo. The mink highlighted the dome ruins, extending underwater. “We’d probably need diving suits to see them. But they were worth it. Fidget, show some pictures.”

      Sass pushed the images off to his side of the viewscreen to keep her own clear, but she leaned over to take a look. These were glorious caves, with pastel colored walls of massed stalactites and stalagmites, like a pipe organ of tinted ivory in an organic cathedral. “Gorgeous. Not today.”

      “They might still be sealed off from the ocean,” Clay said hopefully.

      She shot him a look. No. No one had time for that while the oceans rose. They looked to save their own skins, not natural wonders.

      The shards of the dome betrayed no obvious structures where people might have sheltered after whatever catastrophe broke it open. Sass hovered a few meters above a section she found intriguing, or maybe she just thought she could land there. Fewer broken walls littered the ground.

      “Goals?” Clay asked. “What do we hope to gain if we go in?” It was still raining, but softly. The storm cloud began to dissipate, light brightening.

      “Rain sample,” Sass suggested. “Radiation and such measurements. Maybe a database we could filch. Safer than talking to people. Who might call other people.”

      “That’s worth it,” Eli voted. Kaol and Zelda nodded their heads emphatically.

      “Agreed,” Clay said. “What do you say, Fidget? You and me, hunt for yummy data?”

      “Mmm!”

      “Sass, will you join us?” Clay invited wistfully.

      “I dunno, Clay. Gonna be a rego ass all day?”

      He sighed. “Probably. This place. Sass, it was gorgeous. I walked this land. Toured the caves below. The elite domes. The gardens. The…birds.” They hadn’t seen as much as a rat. Only insects, wind and waves and wildflowers.

      She reached over and squeezed his hand. Her hedgehog demeanor softened. “Yeah. You’re OK.”

      Clay couldn’t agree. He hadn’t felt this unsettled in a long time. So many memories flooded back that hadn’t resurfaced in decades. He gulped.
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        The brutality of the 21st century cannot be overstated. The Northern League formed to save the planet by bringing its human population to a sustainable level. Over 6 billion people had to die.

      

      

      Ben smiled confidently at the delegation caught in his airlock, his guests for lunch. But the telltale light above the door remained red. His courier ship Psyche succeeded at mating with a standard docking tunnel to Mars One. But the door wouldn’t open.

      “Remi?” Ben asked.

      The engineer stepped forward to investigate, while Ben explained to their three visitors how to use the intercom button so they could talk through the seal. He asked them to wait while he conferred.

      In low tones, Remi explained, “The city air pressure is 30% lower than ours. I can equalize it. But will it hurt them?”

      Ben turned his back on his guests and summoned Sanjay, his medic. Not that they ordinarily carried a doctor. Sanjay joined for the scientific mission.

      The neurologist frowned. “There could be discomfort, but not harm. I think.”

      “Could we lower our pressure to match theirs?”

      Sanjay was more confident of this answer, and shook his head. So did Remi. “Like altitude sickness. We’d feel very unwell.”

      “So we can’t walk around their city?” Ben objected. “We need pressure suits in the corridors?”

      “Let’s split the difference.” Remi adjusted a setting. The guests started contorting their faces.

      Ben recoiled. “Remi, stop!”

      Fortunately, Sanjay realized what he was seeing. He pressed the intercom. “Try yawning. Your ears will pop. Is this too uncomfortable?”

      “We can handle it,” Groot claimed.

      Remi went slowly, and brought them all the way to Psyche’s Earth-normal, sea-level air. No one’s ears started bleeding, and at last the telltale turned green. He also kindly reset the courier ship’s gravity to the Martian one-third g as a courtesy, just in case.

      Ben hauled the door open immediately. “Sorry for the holdup!” He introduced his team, starting with those already standing by the door, then continued on to his physicist Teke, ‘computer’ specialist Hugo, security man Wilder, and Tikki Cook, who provided the small feast.

      The local variation on a handshake turned out to be right fist punched into left palm at the sternum, accompanied by a curt head bob. Ben made sure he mastered the gesture. The two bald Denali traded their own steepled prayer-fingers gesture. The others left it at a respectful nod.

      In turn, Ben was re-introduced to young Lt. Rover, and a stern-looking woman intermediate in age, the ‘CIO’ Mila Montrose, ‘from the Board.’ The captain wasn’t sure what they meant, but chose to follow up later.

      “My apologies for the lock,” Ben excused. “Every other dome we’ve visited chose Earth sea-level normal pressure.” He waved the guests to the plank-wood picnic benches flanking a matching table, erected in mid-hold. Psyche offered bunks for six. Merchant Thrive’s mop closet offered more room than the courier’s galley.

      Gus stroked a finger along the table top.

      “Uh, careful,” Ben warned. “You might get splinters.”

      “Is this wood?” Mila asked, clearly in awe.

      Ben blinked. He’d expect anyone to be awed at Tikki’s cooking, but the table was raw boards set on sawhorses. “Ah, yes. From my homeworld.”

      Groot pounced. “Which is where?”

      “Please be seated,” Ben insisted, taking the single folding chair at the head. “We’re not going to answer that question.” He smiled to soften the statement. “We’re here now, and that’s all that matters.” He served himself some sliced fresh fruit, then passed the platter to his right. His crew followed suit. The guests earnestly studied their example. Mila struggled to apply tongs.

      Sass was the first to realize this opportunity on Thrive, but now every PO-3 asteroid hopper maintained a kitchen garden under the waste light from their star drives. Following in mentor’s example, Ben’s Merchant grew fruit trees and berries as well.

      Tikki graciously explained what each dish was.

      But Ben noticed the Martians seemed unfamiliar with anything he said. “Let me try.  That’s fruit. That’s bread, made from protein powder. Tikki, the meat is also –? No, I guess that’s real meat. Salad vegetables. Sweet potatoes. The noodles are made of wheat.”

      Sanjay volunteered, “If you don’t normally eat meat, you might want to avoid that.”

      “I’m so sorry!” Tikki exclaimed, rising to remove the offending bacon and ham to the side table. “I should have asked for medical advice.”

      “Would the gut bacteria help with that, doctor?” Ben asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Ben reflected this seemed fair enough. The research neurologist, fresh from the elite domes of Mahina Actual, had less experience with Denali gut medicine. “Never mind, I’m sure the other food won’t bother your stomachs. What do you normally eat?”

      Mila sunk her teeth into a peach, picked fresh this morning, eyes wide in surprise. Rover’s mouth was full of soy protein donut. Groot replied, “Porridge.”

      “And?” Ben asked in puzzlement.

      The chairman gritted out, “We eat porridge. We would be grateful for…anything.”

      Mila picked up a shred of lettuce, dressed with rice vinegar, and sniffed it suspiciously.

      Ben frowned. “Surely you grow fresh greens?”

      “We rely on recyclers.” Groot’s face betrayed his humiliation. “And grow oats. When I was a child the formatters still worked. I remember spaghetti.”

      Ben traded a quick glance with Remi. “Perhaps we could take a look at it.”

      “The air pressure,” the chairman blurted. “You’ve come at an inconvenient time.” Mila and Rover scowled beside him. “We planned to blow that section of the city. The computers don’t work. So we planned to cut cubic to keep the pressure up.”

      “Blow?” Remi inquired.

      “Explode. The roof will cave in and seal it off.”

      Ben and Remi froze at this concept, the captain’s spork in mid-air. He laid it down. “Why not an airlock? Or don’t you have a spare airlock?”

      The chairman’s face set in further mortification. He covered this with a sip of water. “The water is delicious.”

      “Everything is delicious!” Rover enthused.

      Groot shot him a glower. “We are not beggars, captain. If you came here all the way from – wherever – there must be something you want from us. Or to you, is this a casual workday?”

      “Not at all. We are tracking down research, as we said. Important research that never reached its destination. We’ve planned this trip for years.” A slight exaggeration – the planning phase lasted months, but he and Sass had debated it for a couple years. Ben folded his arms on the table. “You have to understand. There are few of us. Approaching Earth is risky.”

      “How few?”

      Ben tilted his head. “I won’t get too specific. But you know that only two or three million left the home system in the Diaspora. Or were there more later?”

      Groot glared at him. “It took all we had to launch those ships! No, there weren’t more! You left us without even the blueprints to make warp drives to follow you!”

      Ben slowly nodded to acknowledge the agony in those words. “Not me. And not you. No one at this table was born yet.”

      Groot waved an irritable hand to concede the point, and tried working his jaw again. His ears apparently still objected to the pressure. The Martians surreptitiously feasted on great gulps of air. The guests didn’t smell too appetizing.

      The captain still gazed at him through narrowed eyes. How much anger and anguish lay behind his outburst? He opted to lay it on thicker. “Chairman, my great-grandparents were born on Earth. Remi and Sanjay, even more removed?”

      “Sixth generation,” Remi agreed. Sanjay said, “Fifth.”

      Ben nodded thanks. “My husband, my father, they’re both gravity-stretched like you. When I met my husband, he expected to die by age 30, typical for his walk of life. That was only a couple decades ago. Teke and Tikki’s people, we saved from an overheating planet just this past year. We weren’t living a life of luxury out among the stars while you suffered.”

      He paused for the other to digest this. “But we are few. Too few to generate all the technological advances we need. Because life in space is precarious. As you well know.”

      Groot seemed to thaw a little. “Indeed.”

      Ben sat back. “We might be able to help with some of your challenges. An airlock is easy enough. In fact, a gift.” He pulled a Sagamore-style emergency air bubble kit out of his toolbelt and rolled it to Groot. Plastic-wrapped, it looked like a straw packaged with a pink gumball. He pulled out another and stepped away from the table. He blew it around himself, a great transparent pink bubble which adhered to the floor.

      He poked at the side, then grabbed handfuls of the elastic pink and twisted it to and fro. It held strong. Then he took a knife from his belt and slit it open to step out. He peeled up and wadded the deflated remains to discard by the side of his plate. “An emergency air lock. I brought a gross of them for you as a hosting gift – a hundred and forty-four per carton. We carry them all the time. Surprisingly handy.”

      “That’s – may I see that?” Mila collected the filmy spent bubble and passed it to her boss, who marveled at the substance. “How strong is this?”

      “Easily cut,” Remi replied. “Temporary shelter only. But airtight.” He rose to collect the gift box and set it by Ben’s elbow, away from the guests.

      Ben elected to pick on his other guests. “Mila. What is a CLO?”

      “CIO,” she corrected nervously. “Chief Information Officer. I was in charge of the computers. Until they stopped. Now I send records to Luna –”

      Groot cut her off. “Some things.”

      Ben asked lightly, “Like the fact the Colony Corps is visiting?”

      “No, you asked –”

      “We intercepted your transmission. I was sad to see that. We are in a position to help you a great deal, Chairman. But trust is earned. Yes?” Ben let the man sweat for a moment, then proceeded. “But we’re only visiting for a short time. And Luna is in a position to help you. Do they? Help you?”

      “Yes.” When Ben continued to hold his eye, Groot admitted, “They promise more than they deliver.”

      “They haven’t delivered in a decade,” Rover muttered, on his far side.

      “L-T,” Ben mused. “Is that an abbreviation for Lieutenant Rover?”

      Rover straightened his posture. “Yes. I’m head of Martian security.”

      “You seem young for such an important post.”

      “I’m nineteen. Earth years.” Rover swallowed. “My father taught me all he knew. He passed two years ago.”

      “I’m sorry.” Ben considered asking how many people the kid supervised, and abandoned the notion. “Let’s hold the presents until after the tour. Sanjay, about the air pressure?”

      “We might have trouble,” the doctor allowed. “But I think a couple air canisters should suffice. Take a few breaths from them any time we experience distress.”

      “Dessert first?” Tikki Cook suggested. He unveiled his pastry trade from the side sawhorse and set it on the table with a flourish. The Merchant group all leaned forward to admire the selection and artistry.

      “We don’t normally eat like this,” Teke muttered. He disapproved of sweets, said they rotted the brain.

      Remi decisively swept up a pudding tart, glazed with strawberries, and bit in. Mouth full, he waved to urge Mila and the others to follow suit.

      She was the first to succumb. After a tiny bite, her eyes flew wide. “That is the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted!”

      Remi nodded emphatically. “Try the brown ones too. Try all of them.”

      Sanjay cleared his throat. “You’ll make yourself sick if you try all of them. But do try the chocolate.”

      Ben contented himself with a cup of coffee, another new experience for his guests. Scarcely a crumb remained on his table by the time they rose to tour the colony. He didn’t offer a tour of the courier ship.

      When the outer airlock door opened, he took one breath of the colony’s odious air and gagged, struggling not to lose his lunch.
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        When the Diaspora departed Earth in the 2120s, the mother world’s population was 1.5 billion and falling. A century earlier, it had been nearly 8 billion, on track to crest at 11 billion by 2100.

      

      

      Sass skidded down a sandbank into a subsided hole among the ruins. Their first hour exploring the top of this Bermuda hill hadn’t borne much fruit. Sand drifted everywhere, hiding broken concrete walls and furniture eager to twist an ankle. Skeletons were all too common.

      But this depression lay a story below the level crest of the hill. Perhaps a cave collapsed below. Fidget seemed to think something was down here. Loosed, she ran ahead to sniff at something. Dry now, the mink looked mangy indeed with half her fur missing.

      Sass followed and found a child’s shoe. A few brushes of her suit gauntlet cleared the rest of the skeleton, and the skull. “Clay, VR goggles. On a cord.”

      She tugged the cord gently and followed it around the wall of the depression. They’d seen no shortage of dead electronics here. But most led to piles of collapsed wall. Not that Sass was averse to excavating. The shuttle’s grav grapples could pull wreckage aside. But so far they hadn’t found any promising leads.

      She found a switch box. Possibly a class of a dozen students had studied in virtual reality when disaster struck. More importantly, she found the data cable. But the computer that served the lesson was crushed. It never used a data cable, probably having connected to the dome network by radio.

      “Dead end,” she reported yet again. “This was a classroom.”

      She tried and failed to scale the sandbank back to the surface, a feat Fidget managed with ease. So she cranked up her personal gravity generator to counter Earth’s strong field, and bounded out with a few leaps.

      Liam reported from the other scouting team. “We’ve got a probable date on the deceased. Forty years ago. A youth raised purely in the domes.”

      “How do you tell that?” Sass asked.

      “Lack of poisons incorporated in the bone. I tested another individual, much older. Radioactive traces in his bones. Iodine, cesium, other environmental toxins.”

      Clay’s tone betrayed growing exasperation. “Thank you, Liam. But remember, teams. Our goal isn’t to figure out what happened to Bermuda. It’s to find data. Data which is decades out of date, apparently.”

      Sass chided, “Clay, fifty years of history is better than none.” His brusqueness with her new crewman annoyed her. “Well done, Liam. Say, can you fix Fidget’s fur?”

      “I treat people,” the doctor returned. “Machine repair is Darren’s department.”

      “Thanks.” Sass grimaced and cut back to her team channel. She and Clay were android nearly as much as the mink. But they wouldn’t need repair today, knock on wood. “Clay, mind your temper, please. Let the kids enjoy solving a mystery.”

      “My offer of relationship counseling stands,” Eli noted, the third wheel on their team. He’d been threatening the couple with intervention for the past hour. Not that Eli wanted to talk. “Clay, look at this. Could this be an intact chamber?”

      Sass jogged over to join them. Standing back as far as she had, the raised area Eli studied did appear tall enough for rooms, if she subtracted the slope of debris from its base. “I’ll follow it around, look for a door.”

      Fidget chose to scout ahead of her, while Clay and Eli strode the other way. She soon ran into another bank of collapsed wall, and bounded to the top, then down again. The far side offered fewer slabs of fallen concrete. But the suspected chamber walls changed over to unpainted cinder block. Sass turned to take in the hill slope crowding nearby, with more living tussocks pushing through the sand. “I think this is an outer wall.”

      Clay agreed. “I’ve got an airlock.”

      When attempts to open that with a blaster failed, Sass retrieved the shuttle. Using its guns, she cut a corner off the low slung rectangular bank. Eli and Clay had already slipped inside by the time she returned from parking the shuttle.

      Yes, this group of rooms had survived the event that collapsed the dome. The glassed portion of the structure had begun at the second floor level, atop thick castle-like walls. The room Sass had chopped open contained shelving of canned goods, with expiration dates consistent with Liam’s dating, plus the rotted remains of potato barrels and great bags of staple grains. Eli collected samples of rice and oats.

      Clay managed to open the single door onward. Sass followed him through, adding her helmet light to his. A Carolina flag tacked to the wall above a desk. A couple dead monitors, and yes, a personal-sized computer. Clay plucked that up and stowed it in his backpack for study on the ship. They hadn’t seen human remains in either room.

      Sass and Eli advanced to the room’s other doors. Sass’s blaster unlocked the first, a private office. Sass claimed another personal computer there. The next proved a restroom. If this disaster befell during the school day, shouldn’t there be people here?

      Clay finally forced his way through the next door, having gone straight for one with the most elaborate style of lock plate. “Eureka. Found a server room.”

      Sass peeked in as her lover settled at a dust-covered desk to consider how to apply enough power to decant the digital secrets housed therein. She left him to it, to try the last door. This appeared little different from the server door, until she opened it.

      “Hello. Staircase down.”

      “Wait for me!” Clay demanded. He also tried and failed to tell Kaol’s team they were headed downstairs. Their comms didn’t reach through the heavy block walls.

      She tried the switch on the wall, with no response from lights. Then she picked up Fidget for mink control, and started down, ignoring her lover. She kept her blaster in hand though.

      “I told you to wait,” Clay growled over the suit radio.

      Eli muttered, “Remember what I said about leadership? And petty arguments?” He followed close at Sass’s heels, curious as she what lay down here.

      Three dogleg flights of stairs later, she reached another locked door at the bottom. She handed the mink to the botanist. The bouncing telltale of Clay’s helmet light above was catching up. She blasted the door lock before he could attempt to order her not to. She was the captain. He could at least pretend to obey her. She leaned down to peer to the other side through the gaping hole left by the blaster.

      “More rotting organics,” Eli judged by his air meter. “Heavier than the store room.”

      “So the people upstairs fled down here,” Sass suggested. She hauled on the door lever without effect, even when she braced a boot against it. This one was designed to open toward them, from steel frame. Kicking it wouldn’t work.

      Clay bounded down the last few stairs, and pushed her out of his way. When his attempts to haul the door open also failed, he applied his blaster to the hinges. The door, never air-tight, settled enough to work in fingertips and utility knives. Finally it leaned toward them so they could set it aside.

      And a gallery of the Crystal Caves lay before Sass in their glory. Or rather, three moving headlamp circles captured roving glimpses. Her imagination sketched in the whole from the picture Clay had shown her.

      Eli murmured beside her, “Earth is lovelier than I imagined. So many novel pockets of beauty.”

      “Actually, this reminds me of when I met Teke.” Sass met the physicist, then 17 years old, when she accidentally followed him into an underground river on Denali, which deposited them in a similar gaudy cavern. The crowded curtains of stalactites reminded her of Jonah and the whale, with her trapped on the wrong side of the whale’s baleen teeth. Granted, with Teke, she initially thought she was doomed. Fortunately, the crazy kid guided her to the exit.

      She shook off the memory and strode into the cavern. A tourist trap, this cave supplied a concrete pathway with a chain railing on posts, now mostly rusted and broken. With her light on glistening walls of lavender and rose and sweet yellow, she almost stepped off the walkway at a turn. Clay caught her belt and hauled her back.

      “This is where the people went,” he murmured, casting his light along the next leg of the path, an upward ramp. In a crevice to the left lay their trash, an institutional-size empty can of potatoes on top.

      Sass gauged the modest volume of refuse. “Not for long. Keep going.” She strode ahead, careful this time to rake her light across the path frequently. The wheelchair-friendly walkway rose another twenty meters through switchbacks, some cut through the living stalagmites. She was beginning to think this was a waste of time, when a much larger cave opened before her. She stopped, and the three of them cast their lights around.

      Sass had an excellent sense of direction to begin with, and space piloting honed it further. This chamber was the high point, its ceiling the floor to the ruins above. The organic forms of the stalactites ran more slender, more vividly colored.

      “There!” Eli spotted it first, a viewing platform. The storage room refugees had brought cushions, and ate more cans of stores.

      Though still not for long. She walked to the wide space, no larger than an ordinary living room, and held her arm out to prevent Eli from disturbing the scene while she took photos. Silly, really – she wasn’t a cop anymore, and the fate of these ark dwellers wasn’t her mission. But Earth brought back old habits. She lowered her arm, and stepped in herself.

      The store room crew didn’t enjoy much of a life here. Copious batteries littered their trash crevice. Six cushion spots offered pillows, but they laid to sleep on damp concrete, to the sound of constant dripping. She naturally took a seat on a solo bolster, slightly separated from the rest. The leader sat facing this way to hearten his team. She scooted around. He faced this way to plot their next steps. They were here for days, possibly a week or two. Knowing that their ark was destroyed, that incessant tinkle of dripping drove him nuts, she was certain. Or her? She bet not. A woman leader would keep the cushions equal.

      She cast her light around. Typically people carved or wrote hash marks to keep track of time, however pointlessly. But she didn’t see any.

      She shifted her butt to the concrete and lifted the cushion. Bingo! “Notebook.” This was a cheap small spiral-bound model, warped from the damp.

      She’d always felt something poignant about investigating the dead. As though each victim had a story to share, entrusted into her hands. Yes, today’s mission was fact-finding. But these sad little pages, in an uncomfortable camp, yanked at her heartstrings.

      Clay and Eli rapidly checked beneath the other pillows. Eli found a couple letters. Sass studied her own find. The missing hash marks were here on the back. “One week.” Something had been written on the front cover, but she could only make out dents, not what was written. So she opened to the first stained page, and frowned in concentration at the crabbed cursive, a style of writing she rarely saw a century ago, and never since. Settlers on Mahina tended to the illiterate in her day, though Ben claimed the schools improved light years after she left for Sanctuary. In any event, no one used archaic cursive.

      “August 16, 2180,” she reported. “Liam was right.” She gave up on puzzling out each word and scanned for the next she could easily make out. “Super-lightning. That’s what destroyed them. Natural causes, not war.” Though from her recollection of the 22nd century, the distinction didn’t make much difference. The two fed on each other into an unholy downward spiral.

      “What is super-lightning?” Eli asked.

      Sass tried to remember what she knew of the phenomenon. But her education before she left Earth was as bad as any Mahina settler. And she’d never seen super-lightning first-hand, only scare stories percolating through the tent cities. “Uh, Fidget, you explain.”

      “Super-lightning,” quoted the mink in its sweet high tones. “A lightning strike orders of magnitude more powerful than normal, with bolts up to 1000 kilometers long and a hundred Gigawatts of power. That exceeds the energy output of the Upstate region at time of Earth departure. Super-lightning is positively charged, unlike normal lightning, which is negative.”

      Clay added, “One of the weather patterns that grew more common in the 21st century.”

      Sass sighed. “Normal buildings had lightning rods to carry strikes to ground. But super-lightning would simply explode the rod, and everything around it. And this is a high point over open ocean. Its lightning rod would have attracted any nearby bolt. No wonder no one rebuilt here.”

      She turned to the last page, but Eli reported first.

      “Suicide note. They had enough food but no…charges for the rebreathers? He says good-bye to his wife. Sorry he didn’t protect her and the kids better. He tried. And now he’ll try to dive his way out, see if they can escape through the underwater caves.”

      Clay murmured, “They wouldn’t survive that without scuba gear. Doesn’t matter.”

      Sass tucked her notebook find away, to study later. “Fidget, run ahead to the surface. Tell the others to meet us at the shuttle. We found all we’re likely to learn here.”

      And the notion of super-lightning made her suddenly very anxious to return her people safe to the ship. Darren was a sweetheart, but he was an engineer, not a flight officer. Though where she could find safe haven on this planet – that was no clearer now than on the day she left for Mahina.
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        People are hard to kill.

      

      

      Sass climbed down the shuttle ladder into her hold, to pandemonium. The science team talked a mile a minute, thrilled by their finds on Bermuda. Clay carried the mangy mink to the chief engineer for a checkup while the doctor scurried into med bay with his own gruesome prizes.

      She stepped aside for Kaol to hop down, and opened a ship-wide address. “Attention, all hands.” She paused until those in the hold looked to her, but continued on the address system, booming from the walls. “We need a safe place for the night, then a debrief. Discussion.”

      First mate Clay shot her a grimace. The security officer Kaol seemed dismayed that he had no opinion to offer. But Eli stepped forward eagerly. “The Sargasso Sea.”

      Sass blinked. “The what?”

      “We’d like water samples from the Sargasso Sea. We suspect the ocean is better oxygenated here than most places –”

      “Eli. Safe place to park for the night, is the agenda.”

      Clay corrected her. “Sass, he’s suggesting we’re in a good place. The Sargasso Sea is here, a bit further east. It’s a giant seaweed mat in the Atlantic.”

      Eli spread his hands. “That’s what I was trying to explain. The ocean currents form the Atlantic gyre with a calm sea in the middle. Of sargassum seaweed. Most of the ocean was a desert even before the twenty-first century. Supported a very low density of life. The exceptions were coral reefs, marshes, mangroves, and spots like the Sargasso Sea. The ocean equivalent to rain forests for biome productivity. The coral died off centuries ago. But the Sargasso is right here.”

      “You mean the reeking seaweed?” Sass asked, nose scrunched in revulsion.

      Eli frowned at her. “It might not smell bad when it’s alive. Sass, we haven’t accounted yet for how high the oxygen levels are.”

      “How high?” the captain asked in disbelief. “I can barely breathe out there. You’d keel over.”

      Zelda, the atmo specialist, stepped in to bolster her boss. “Sass, the rain forests are destroyed, the reefs and marshes are degraded, and the phytoplankton levels are very low. We haven’t accounted for enough oxygen production to explain the atmospheric concentration.”

      Sass pursed her lips. “Agenda. Park. For the night. Someplace safe.”

      Clay cut in, “I like the Sargasso. Ancient sailors feared it, because they’d get becalmed. The weather worries me.”

      “Oh!” During the century that culminated in the Diaspora, the weather on this planet worked to exterminate human beings almost as enthusiastically as their own governments. “Sargasso it is. Captain out.” Sass terminated the public address, and added, “Darren? How’s Fidget?”

      “She’ll regenerate herself. Won’t you, sweetie?” he crooned to their ship’s pet, draped over his engineering podium for a tummy-rub. “Apparently she called Mommy for advice. Now she’s very itchy as her tougher fur grows in.” He scratched her side, then flicked tufts of white fur off his fingers. “She’s shedding.”

      “I see that,” Sass agreed sourly. She stepped to join them, and stow her pressure suit in the lockers by Darren’s station. “Called Mommy? Fidget, we’re in a comms blackout. How often are you calling Mars?”

      The mink rolled onto her wide puppy-feet and looked shifty. “Some. Always.”

      Sass leaned down to meet her eyes firmly. “No calling without my permission. None. We’re hiding.” She raised a finger to her lips. “We stay very quiet when we’re hiding.”

      “But there are millions of signals. No one will hear! We don’t speak English. No one will understand us.” Fidget averted her eyes. Her squeaky voice adopted a higher keen of panic.

      “She’s probably right, Sass,” Darren suggested. “Who would understand data signals between our AIs? Plus they’re pointed at Mars.”

      The captain straightened in dismay. How such a small creature could beam signals across the sun to Mars, and capture replies, baffled her. Any tight beam at that distance would surely spread wide as the planet. But the great AI Loki was a consulting toolsmith on the build of this silly mink. “Remind me to ask Loki how that’s possible.”

      Darren’s eyebrows flew up. “Yes. Indeed.”

      “So Fidget. How is Ben doing today on Mars?”

      “They ate lunch. The colony smells bad.”

      Sass allowed that was pretty good intel for a mangy robo-toy. “Thank you, Fidget. But no more talking to Merchant without my permission. Understood?”

      The mink flattened onto the podium and began to keen in misery.

      Clay reached in and scooped up the pet. “Sass, go fly the ship. It’s my job to hassle the crew. Notice how I don’t choose to, bitch. It’s alright, Fidget, just ignore the mean old lady.”

      “You –!” Sass bit off the rest and stomped to the side of the hold. She stomped harder, with a twist on her gravity generator, to launch up to the catwalk to continue to the bridge. No respect! She slid into her pilot seat and used manual typing to find likely coordinates in this Sargasso Sea she’d never heard of before. Atlantic Gyre my butt. But it did sound like a quiet spot to leave the bridge to him overnight while she caught some sleep. Bastard.

      Fortunately her irritation dissipated with the view as she flew low over the ocean swells with a glorious sunset behind her. She placed a rear camera on split screen to enjoy it fully. As the lemony light faded to honey, and the sky’s blue gained hot pink streamers on turquoise, the wind calmed and the waves smoothed, and gained ever-thicker clumps of floating straw. That’s a lot of seaweed. The same yellowish variety she’d smelled on Bermuda turned out to be this sargasso stuff.

      She upped the false-color brightness compensation as the true colors drained to pewter swells with purple highlights, and kept flying, seeking even thicker wads. Eli wanted her to find the Atlantic’s answer to the Amazon rain forest here somehow. Yet her instruments picked up radio signals from the surface, and plenty of them. She split the difference, trying to give any locals a wide berth, yet seek the thickest seaweed, until radio contacts ringed her at ten klicks. Then she took station, hovering 100 meters up. Good enough.

      Though what she’d sought was deserted open ocean. There are millions of people on this planet, maybe billions. Solitude may be hard to find. She opened the ship-wide address again. “All hands, full stop, Sargasso Sea. Maintain radio silence. This is a popular spot. Science team, assemble for EVA for samples. Captain out.”

      With that, she retraced her steps, hopping down into the hold. And found Clay waiting at the foot of the shuttle ladder in scuba gear. “Seriously?” Though now she saw him, she itched to put on her own dive suit. Great idea!  Except it wasn’t.

      “I lead the away team,” he claimed sourly. “You stay here.”

      “We’re not even pretending I’m the captain today? I give the orders, Clay.”

      “Already given.” He turned and scaled the ladder. Apparently the geeks were already aboard waiting for him.

      “We need to talk,” Sass warned him.

      “Won’t that be fun.” He clanged the airlock shut behind him.

      The housekeeper Corky called down from the catwalk. “Captain, when will you be wanting dinner?”

      Good thing she was here to make the important decisions. “Soon as they’re back, Corky. Any chance we could clean up the fur?”

      “She’s still shedding,” Corky offered apologetically.

      Sass reflected that Mahinans knew little of furry pets. “Don’t wait.”

      “Aye, sar.”

      The captain sighed and checked in with the doctor to kill time. Poor Liam was astonished by the traces of healed fractures he found on the Bermuda skeletons. “For a paddy slave on Sagamore, this would be proof of brutal abuse. How did they break so many bones safe in a luxury dome?”

      Sass suffered the weird clicking sensation again as memory awoke, whole and vivid, of the beatings she took in the army at 14. Were all my memories whitewashed before they were put in storage? “Earth is a rough place. Human life is cheap here.”

      “Life is cheap on Sagamore,” Liam argued. “The minimum slave price would be two weeks pay on Mahina.”

      Two weeks pay now, perhaps, but not forty years ago when Sass policed the villes. “Wrong direction. Humans had negative value on Earth when I lived here. I was paid to kill them.”

      Liam met her eyes in shock. “What?”

      She shook off her mood and touched his arm reassuringly. “Long time ago. Don’t worry. I don’t kill people for –”

      “Sass!” Clay barked in her ear over her comms. “Coming in hot!”

      “What?” she yelled, already running for the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      The trip to the waves was trivial for Clay in the shuttle, only 100 meters down from Thrive. The only tricky bit was rolling out of the shuttle nook without making a splash. The contraption was designed for space. But he leveled out, with the floor of the airlock only his own height above the placid sea.

      Eli’s trio came along for this quick outing. In a moment, they packed into the airlock and opened the door. Clay clambered down a rope ladder to ease himself into the waves. They’d made these scuba suits to dive on planet Sylvan, where the waters were more poisonous than Earth’s oceans, according to their samples to date.

      It’s not as though anything would kill Clay. Or rather, he’d get over it. This fact infuriated him, as always. He let it go with the rope ladder, and dropped backward into the wild Atlantic.

      Where he became instantly tangled in seaweed.

      Oh, hell. When he thought ‘seaweed,’ he thought of the short varieties floating in New England waters. But this sargassum plant grew long ropes, suspended by float bubbles. He pulled out his utility knife and started hacking his helmet and air canisters free. “Eli, I’m tangled. Get started without me.”

      “You could grab onto the rope ladder, and we’ll haul you up,” the botanist suggested. “Or we could throw you the life preserver.”

      “No, I’m fine,” Clay assured him. “I want to swim beneath the mats, take a look.”

      “And how’s that working for you?”

      Clay grimaced in annoyance. It wasn’t working at all. Sure, maybe he could cut himself loose. But as he kicked around, the weeds extended at least as deep as his flippers could press down. Far from the sensual delight of swimming, this felt awful. And if there were sharks lurking in here he’d never see them coming.

      If I can’t swim, neither can a shark. This thought was small comfort. Sea creatures ate smaller sea creatures, and that chain of chompers ran the full scale from whales to microbes. Something in here was capable of biting him. “Fine, you’re right.” He cut another shank of twigs to free his arm, and reached for the ladder.

      Another few minutes of struggle – he needed to abandon his flippers – and he sat on a ladder rung, arm through to hold steady. He trained his bright helmet dive light downward, lest he draw unwelcome attention from those surrounding radios, likely fishing boats. “Ready. Drop the sample containers.”

      Porter fed down the first container, dangling on a line. Clay filled it with surface water as the next container came down for a deeper sample. For that, he kept his body braced on the ladder, but reached one arm and his helmet into the wet mass of reedy bubble floats.

      Something grabbed it. Astonished, he let go. “Um, another sub-surface sample container, please. I dropped one.”

      Porter replied, “The next one’s weighted to go deep, if you can manage it.”

      Clay checked its heft, and doubted it could push through the weeds when a grown man hadn’t. “I’ll use this for sub-surface. You’ll need something a lot heavier to sink it.”

      For his second attempt, he squatted on a lower rung, rubberized feet in the waves, which lapped up to his lowered thighs. Holding on tight with the other hand, he pressed the container down into the weeds, helmet face into the water. This wouldn’t reach down much more than a meter. With thumb cocked at the ready, he flipped the lid closed as soon as the jar was full, while gazing around below.

      And a light strobed him from below. Rego hell!  That wasn’t the only light, either. “Everyone in! Now! We’re not alone!” He struggled to yank the sample bottle from the press of weeds. The second it worked free, he pulled himself out of the water and doused his headlamp. “Porter, pull this sample up or lose it!”

      “But we wanted –”

      “People. Underwater. We’ve been seen! Don’t bother with the airlock. Just get inside!”

      He called Sass while he swayed his precarious way up into the lock chamber. He pulled himself in, stood, slid, fell, and landed hard on his ass. Ow. Rather than do that again, he flipped onto his belly to haul up the ladder.

      That’s when the submarine turret broke the surface. Screw the ladder.
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        Some of Earth’s billions died of the famines which touched every continent. Too little rain, or too much, destroyed crops on a continental scale. The great cereal crops were decimated by disease.

      

      

      Heart pounding, Clay scrabbled his way into the shuttle. The submarine turret knocked on the bottom, rocking the smaller vessel sideways and sliding him against a back seat. He regained his feet halfway to the pilot’s chair. “Shut that door!” A snick announced he’d been obeyed seconds after he set the shuttle climbing back to the mother ship.

      Not that a 45-meter PO-3 was much of a mother ship. The ship is tough enough to face a submarine, and I’m not. Depending on what kind of submarine, and how annoyed its sailors were. Clay took a quick conscience check. No one should be too annoyed.

      He zoomed them over Thrive’s nose, with over 20 cm to spare, and fish-tailed the shuttle around to the correct orientation, while simultaneously hitting the attitude jets to snuggle in, upside-down. OK, he scratched the paint on that maneuver. And Sass will bitch about my driving again. He slammed the button to initiate the mechanism – clamp on, flip, draw in, lock to ship, come on, hurry!

      “Shuttle secure!” he yelled. “Sass, get us out of here!”

      “What did you do to them?” his beloved demanded – Sass, anyway.

      “I didn’t do anything to them, and are you fleeing yet?”

      “I hit the gas before you finished clamping. Teach your grandma to suck eggs, Clay. You came in way too close. And did you scratch the paint?”

      “I did, Sass. I scraped the entire side of the shuttle. It’ll look like hell, rust like hell, and I crushed the rope ladder, too.”

      “Clay?” Eli interrupted. “How do we exit without contaminating the ship? Focus, please.”

      Abruptly brought back to reality, Clay perused the state of his shuttle. Puddles of seawater lay everywhere, and soaked through the woven upholstery and foam seats. He’d dragged in a few clumps of sargasso weed, too. He peered through the airlock. The outer door wasn’t closed before the inner one. A bent ladder rung sat jammed between the open airlock and the ship’s door. He sighed and settled into the first mate job, while Sass had all the fun.
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        * * *

      

      As she’d boasted to Clay, Sass gunned her thrusters the instant the grapples seized the shuttle. Now she skimmed scant meters above the heaving sea. On her sensors, radios in the vicinity came alive, five times as many as she’d passively tracked before.

      Yup, Thrive had been noticed.

      And she’d hoped to avoid that. So much for sleeping over the Sargasso Sea tonight. But what really bothered her was the report of a weapons lock, a shrill red-light sensor she’d never seen turn on before. She clicked it off, thought better of it, and turned it back on. Then its unnerving tone began to warble.

      Fidget suddenly popped up in the gunner’s seat beside her, broad puppy-toes on the console. Her high girlish tone reported, “Weapons fired, tactical nuclear warheads. Take evasive maneuvers.”

      Sass couldn’t have been more astonished if the toaster emitted advice on her choice of breakfast. But she had no time to think, only do. She pulled back the stick and climbed straight up. Then she flipped the ship backward for an outside loop, leveling off again about 26 degrees off her prior heading. “Still locked?” The mink didn’t reply. “Fidget, is a nuclear warhead still locked on us?”

      “Monitoring.” Sass counted ten rapidly pounding heartbeats before Fidget resumed. “Warhead deactivated. Returning to submarine. This is not a known feature.” The mink dropped down from the console and commenced grooming a hind leg. Tufts of white fur accumulated on the black gunner’s seat.

      Sass blew out and checked the radio tell-tales. The whole rego-damned ocean lit with signals like a Christmas tree beneath, as though paved with ships. Where did they come from? And she answered her own question. From underwater. She’d checked the open ocean for ships. It never occurred to her to look for submarines.

      A sudden splash of radio noise hit the sensors from the vicinity of their submarine encounter. She checked it on visual. A ship exploded back there. Seconds later, another one.

      “Multiple warheads detected,” her mink companion commented. “None locked on us.”

      “They’re shooting at each other.” Sass checked the skies, with a sinking feeling they might be no friendlier than the seas. They were quieter across the EM spectrum, though, no signals below LEO satellite altitude – lower Earth orbit. She climbed to 3300 meters, and keyed in a randomized zig-zag toward Upstate. If this was doomed to be a short trip, she was determined to see home again before she ran away.

      She’d seen Earth again. And mostly she realized how very little she’d ever seen of the place before she left, except in pictures. She’d never even visited the north side of the Great Lakes, only the southern shore of Lake Ontario and the tip of Lake Erie to the north and west, Lake Champlain to the northeast, and the ruins of New York City to the south. She’d vaguely thought Bermuda was in the mid-Atlantic, and never heard of the Sargasso Sea.

      Clay earned a top-notch university degree, while she earned her stripes in the army – the flogging scar kind of stripes. Army service was the best an orphan fourteen-year-old could hope for in the tent cities.

      The mink stiffened, and Sass’s eyes flew to the sensors, where new lights appeared. Flying at that speed, her new acquaintances would be jets. If that was even their top speed, which she hastened to warn herself she did not know. It isn’t my top speed. This wasn’t her top altitude, either. She pulled back the stick to climb, and banked to the left, careful to keep her maneuvers unpredictable. “Darren, Sass. Give me a little more of that invisible treatment. And let’s raise the ESD shields.”

      “Are we…in combat?”

      Sass forgave him his surprise. With paper-thin survival margins, the colony worlds did not invest in spaceships to shoot at each other. What a colossal waste of resources. A ship like Thrive was built to mine asteroids and fetch ice, not fight.

      “I hope not. Sass out.” She almost called back to ask what happened if a small tactical nuke hit their shields. But there was little point in asking. They’d either survive it, or not. If the ship was lamed, she flew to a landing as best she could, wherever she could.

      Stop thinking like that.

      One thing was clear. Her aerial companions suffered an immense turning radius at their speed. Sass didn’t have that problem. She dropped 3732 meters – she avoided round numbers – while turning 43 degrees as tight as she could. Then she held level for a slow count of six goosing her speed to Mach 2.7. Then she fell off to Mach 0.8 and returned to her original heading, plus a bit for randomization, diving up and down like a porpoise randomly through 6 klicks of altitude.

      No, the jets couldn’t do that.

      They could loose warheads, however, just like the submarine. Dammit. On the plus side, these came at her with reaction time. She scooped the gun controls over to her side of the console. Fidget watched intently, her itchy leg hung poised in the air. And the captain fired her small laser at one of the incoming missiles, which exploded. But it didn’t detonate the warhead. Good. She goosed her speed evasively, gave it 23 klicks, then shot at the other two warheads in rapid succession.

      One thing an asteroid hopper was good at – shooting rocks. Mercifully, Ben skipped that part of the AI targeting system during his frenzy of system lobotomy. Which only stood to reason. The moon Mahina dwelled within the rubble-rich rings of the gas giant Pono. She couldn’t navigate near home without decent gun control.

      Comms! They were receiving EM on every wavelength. Well, then she’d broadcast on a wide band. “Attacking jets! This is Thrive Actual in a JO-3 spacecraft.”

      Technically Thrive was a PO-3, but P stood for Pono, where it was built. A JO-3 was the Jupiter Orbital original.

      “We come in peace! Please! Stand down and talk! Over!” She clicked off the hail and set it to repeat. But no response was forthcoming.

      Nor did she expect any, sadly. With every wavelength occupied, she had no idea how to hail her attackers. Cutting through cluttered local comms was not an issue she usually faced. To hail another vessel in the vastness of space, one trained a tightbeam on them. But in this context, the jets were likely to interpret that as an attack. And they still wouldn’t recognize she was trying to talk to them. Thrive didn’t have their comms protocols.

      She was nearing the American seaboard now. She adjusted her random jogs to remain over the ocean, sure that anti-aircraft defenses along the coast would be thick. Her jet escort dropped off her sensors, which tended to confirm her suspicion that she was in range of shore batteries. Plus new radio signal sources seemed to blanket the coastline to twenty miles from shore. She terminated her all-bands broadcast, which could only serve to assist enemy targeting now.

      She hit the cloud cover first, then heavy rain slashed at her ship. Unfortunately, those provided no cover whatsoever. She saw the radio sources plain as day, and they presumably saw her, too.

      So how to land? Or could she land? Ideally, she’d prefer the bottom of the ship never rest on anything wet. Thrive carried her fuel reserves in shipping containers racked to the bottom of the vessel, the same standard box model used by trucks, trains, and cargo ships centuries ago. Dry, the fuel pellets were stable, and those boxes were tough.

      But if the fuel got wet, it exploded spectacularly. More than enough to blow up her modest spaceship. She preferred to hover, not land.

      Where, remained the question. Every place she knew lay beyond that blockade of coastal vessels. She allowed herself the briefest of eye-rolls and punched the comm. “Clay to the bridge.”

      “Can’t. Shuttle decon.”

      Sass quirked a lip, but let it go without comment. “OK. I need advice. You know this world better than I do. I’ve dodged submarines, jet fighters, and tactical nukes. But now the coast is an armed fortress. I want to see Upstate – tomorrow. Where do I lay low tonight?”

      Clay’s pause wasn’t long enough to check a map. “Fundy. Bad place to moor a boat.”

      “What’s a Fundy?”

      “Where, Sass. The Bay of Fundy, between New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. Highest tides in the world. Or they were. Sea rise might have changed that. It won’t be deserted, but ought to be less crowded than a direct approach.”

      “I’m impressed. And, um, a backup choice?”

      “All my second guesses are in the same direction. Continue northeast along that coast. You’ll find empty above the Arctic Circle.”

      “The planet warmed, Clay. People fled north.” Despite the objection, she veered back out over the Atlantic.

      “Agreed, but it’s still pitch dark in winter. Growing season is short.”

      Sass grimaced in self-irritation. She knew that. All human habitation on the hothouse planet Denali lay in the polar region, and she just spent a year evacuating them. “Right. And Clay? I’m sorry. I just –”

      “I know. I’m sorry for being an ass. Memories resurfacing. It’s like they’re morphing into nightmares as I access them. Bermuda… I was a different person in Bermuda.”

      “Yeah.” She couldn’t have said it better. “Body count?”

      “Maybe a dozen.”

      His voice took on a Boston accent and clipped coldness Sass remembered, too, the Clay Rocha she’d first met. A rich Fed, and didn’t that baggage carry distrust and class hatred. But I was wrong about him, she reminded herself. Don’t be too sure, another part still replied, even after all these years. “We’ll talk. Later.”

      “Clay out.”

      Body count, she mused in disgust. The theme of her century, culling a human population so bloated they destroyed the world. She’d loathed and feared the authorities, and scuttled to make herself too useful to kill. And became a tool of genocide like everyone else who survived.

      This planet wasn’t the one she left. She wasn’t the person who left it. This was one hell of a homecoming. And in the person department, these unfolding memories, whitewashed for decades, bothered her. In her android aspect, where had these nightmare recollections hidden, to revive themselves now? And could they reassert the person she was then?

      The old Sassafras Collier died before she left Earth, literally. Her new undying android incarnation was a different person, one she liked better.

      “Incoming,” Fidget warned.

      Sass welcomed the distraction. But apparently this new quartet of fighters compared notes with her previous dance partners. They flew slow and positioned in a staggered high-low to box her against the marshes of Jersey. And started firing missiles, damn them! She locked the threats into her smaller laser to neutralize.

      Did they have guns, too? Or only the missiles? Doesn’t matter. She couldn’t risk the coastal defenses, and she neared the New England shore to the north, to be cornered. She spun on a dime compared to what her pursuers could manage, and headed due east, directly toward her northeastern-most attacker.

      Her selected victim in this game of chicken tried to evade, dodging south. She continued to track him head-on. But she’d exposed Thrive’s flank. The other jets closed in, with a new barrage of missiles. She flicked those targets to the small laser to deal with on automatic. A handful of missiles was child’s play compared to a hell-run through the rings of Pono.

      The way out was to destroy that jet, or possibly the northern two. She lined up the shot on her main laser, but still her finger hesitated. Knowing Earth, these were manned fighters. She faced human crews who’d done nothing wrong. Was there no other way?

      This is Earth. Kill or be killed. She lased the fighter out of her way, practically evaporated it with her asteroid-carving gun. And she locked onto the second jet at this end of the box. She obliterated that one, too.

      Swallowing, she goosed her speed to Mach 4 and screamed out east, the solid boat-city of the Long Island shoals flashing past to her left. She overshot the Cape Cod shoals out into the North Atlantic. Her jet companions couldn’t follow quickly enough.

      As the radio chatter thinned below, she dropped to 100 meters, and cut her speed, the ESD field, and the lambda whoop. I am a seagull, gliding above the waves.

      Scratch that. No more seagulls.

      And so much for ‘we come in peace.’ Damn. She laid in a sedate zig-zag to the Bay of Fundy, and hoped its tides remained a problem.

      “Fidget.” The mink perked up, rising on her forepaws, eager to help as the captain addressed her. “Any chance you could figure out how to hail an enemy vessel?”

      The mink looked away and down, then flattened on the seat, crestfallen. Sass reached across and stroked her. “It’s OK, little one. I know it’s a hard problem.” And she’d have to solve it the hard way – convince someone to give her the protocols.
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        Others were directly killed by heat-supercharged weather events – floods, mudslides, storm surges, cyclones.

      

      

      In the Mars One colony, Ben’s situation wasn’t as immediately deadly, though he grew leery of the slow effects. When their tour reached the life support systems, he and his engineer Remi requested to stay and ‘take a look.’ Mila continued onward to the computers with Hugo and Teke, with Wilder watching their backs. Groot had already escorted the medic, Sanjay, back to the courier ship, to study some samples.

      And didn’t that sound ominous.

      But the obvious problem was that the colony’s life support was on its last legs. Ben took a blessed turn on the breath mask he shared with Remi, closing his eyes in enjoyment of a few deep clean breaths. Then he racked the mask and turned to the task at hand, hauling a slimed filter screen out of a vat.

      In all his years in space, filters just didn’t come more disgusting. He’d found the source of the vilest stench of the colony right here, in its most concentrated reek. He levered the arm-span-wide sieve out of the gloppy soup, and attempted to shake it side-to-side to lose some water. At .38 g gravity on Mars, the bowl still massed too much to shake. He gave up and propped it against a tank corner, mostly out of the water. He pulled out a utility knife to scrape at it. Ropy strands of gelatinous goo plopped into the muck, a mixture of clear and green-brown.

      He supposed the growths were mostly animal rather than vegetable, based on the lack of grow lights in the chamber. Then again, the work lights could probably keep algae happy enough. The stench was unbearable. After he freed a couple kilos, he was finally able to shake the water through.

      “Rover, got another for you,” he invited. The lieutenant morosely wheeled a rubber cart for the commandant to deposit the screen for cleaning. He and Groot insisted they did this by blowing them dry in the next room.

      Ben favored his own suggestion, of tossing the noisome things out onto the regolith to freeze dry to death under fresh solar radiation. But water was precious here, and they wanted to reclaim it. They didn’t call their pink ground regolith either, nor shared Mahina’s hostility to the omnipresent dust, ‘rego’ a common swear-word.

      Rego hell. Ben shook his hands into the vat and watched Rover exit the room. He and Remi were alone for the moment. “That was the last of the screens. Now what do we do with the vat?”

      Remi glanced over from his latest cabinet project. “You know what I would do with it. Why do you ask?”

      Ben sidled up next to him. Remi recoiled from his stench. “What can we accomplish here? Realistically.”

      Overhead, a steampunk masterwork of pipes dangled from the rock roof, archaeological layers of bypass pipes in mummy windings of fiberglass repair cloth. He supposed it stood to reason that each time the heat failed, the pipes burst. Fix some, bypass the rest.

      The engineer shook his head, dismissing the pipes above with a glance. “If it’s any one system, I can fix. Maybe replace one machine. But you see. Catastrophic systems failure. Maybe a decade ago.”

      “They’re still breathing,” Ben countered. “Sort of.” His face itched. He no longer had any clothing clean enough to wipe it on, let alone his grimed hands. So instead he worked his nose. “Give me a breather? So I don’t touch the mask.” He was growing light-headed again.

      Remi held the air supply to his face until Ben drew away to signal ‘enough.’ “Drink,” the engineer demanded, and held the water for him next. “We get altitude sick if we don’t drink.” After Ben finished, the engineer took his own advice and downed a cup’s worth from their jug.

      Then he leaned back on a less filthy variety of equipment cabinet. Unlike Ben, the engineer’s overalls remained fairly clean, the swine. “We build them a new airlock to shut off the computer tunnels.”

      “You like that plan?” Ben returned. “Then we decant the computers in vacuum.”

      Remi shrugged. “They’re right. They have no choice. Not enough air.”

      On the little of their tour before they closeted themselves with the equipment, the locals appeared listless, blotto. They handled the low pressure better than Ben’s team, but weren’t capable of working. Most sat around in a dull-stare torpor, even the children subdued. And there were children here, dammit.

      “So that brings their pressure up to Earth-normal? Or?”

      “Or,” Remi agreed. “Progress, not perfection. Cleaning the vats… They need clean water to drink.” He glowered at the brown vat Ben tackled for him. “Carbon dioxide is way too high. And that won’t solve it.” He stood and threw up his hands in an excessive Sag gesture. “It is too much, Ben. Any one system, yes, I could build a new one!” At Ben’s gesture, he lowered his voice. “We don’t have the steel stock.”

      Merchant’s printer could replace any of these machines. “I thought maybe we’d find specific parts to replace.”

      Remi grimaced. “I could.” He clearly didn’t want to, and Ben couldn’t blame him. The machines were unfamiliar, well over a century old, in advanced states of decay. To take one apart risked destroying it. And how to copy a part already corroded beyond recognition?

      “No. Better to choose one machine and give them a new one.”

      “Then CO2 scrubber,” Remi allowed sadly. “But Ben, they can’t stay here.”

      “Understood. How long?”

      Remi cast his eyes unhappily around the equipment banks. “They should leave years ago. But people, they are resilient. And they are not our responsibility.”

      “No.” Ben gulped. Could he really abandon them to their fate? No. He hadn’t worked out yet exactly what being Commandant of the Colony Corps meant to him. But this was his motivation for starting the rego thing up again. To find the survivors of the Diaspora and help them succeed. He just hadn’t bargained on Mars being part of the club.

      “A steel printer? Leave it behind with them?” he suggested. This was Mahina technology, but a fairly basic one. It wouldn’t enable the Martians to come knocking on Mahina’s door.

      Remi shook his head slightly. “No skills. And their steel isn’t good enough for stock wire.” The various grades of steel were not created equal. “And this would leave us with no steel printer. I need that.”

      Ben sighed. “Alright. For now, all I’m committing to is one airlock, one CO2 scrubber, and cleaning this damned water scrubber air filter thing.”

      Remi snorted. “You’ll carry them all to Sagamore. Twelve thousand.”

      “No. We just did that with Denali. We can’t do it for every sorry excuse of a colony we come across.”

      Remi pursed his lips, unbelieving.

      “I’m serious,” Ben insisted. “We might come back with new life support equipment.”

      “They might be dead by then. And they have no future here. And you’re soft.”

      Ben grimaced. “True. You really think Sagamore would take them?”

      His own world, Mahina, was royally sick of Ben’s strays. The 70,000 refugees brought from Denali didn’t exactly blend in. Mahina’s whole population only came to a quarter million – including Denali and Sags. The Denali were pushy buggers, too.

      “Yes,” Remi replied simply. “The Martians are not too many for Sagamore. They have skills we use, new tricks to share.”

      “So you’re actually suggesting we do this?” Ben shot a glance to the door and lowered his own voice. “Another migrant project?”

      “We ask permission first,” the engineer suggested. “On Sagamore. And the Martians. But it’s possible.” He pushed off his cabinet. “And it’s what you will do. Because you’re soft.”

      Fair, Ben conceded. He sighed. When he agreed to this plan, he thought Mars was long abandoned, and Luna as well. Though it seemed inevitable they’d find survivors on Earth, in some low-tech and desperate residual existence. He hadn’t bargained on finding all three worlds as going concerns. And the Martians seemed friendly, or desperate at least.

      Rover interrupted their conversation, carrying back the first of the cleaned screens. Ben held out his arms to accept it. The lieutenant gratefully accepted a few lung-full draws on their air can, administered by Remi, before returning to the washroom.

      Ben held an arm full of screen with no clean vat yet to dump it in. Instead he studied its structure, now that he could see it. The overhead lights glinted on a tear in the metal mesh. He set the hoop on its edge to look closer.

      A hole was only to be expected. Fine metal filaments corroded through over time, a few cross-hair squares grown larger. But that wasn’t what he was seeing. The break was a straight cut, severed metal shiny and fresh, with a continuing nick to the filter rim. “Remi.”

      The engineer stepped over to look. “This metal is cut today. Maybe yesterday.”

      “Self-sabotage?” Ben wondered. “Who would do that?” He searched the engineer’s expression, then answered his own question. “Someone desperate. Someone trying to force our hand.”

      Remi guessed, “Or more afraid of someone else. Luna?”

      Ben nodded slowly. “Don’t mention the CO2 scrubber. We hold that offer in reserve.” He didn’t like this, not at all. What were their hosts hoping to achieve? “Our primary mission is backup for Sass. We’re on Mars to kill time doing something useful. We do not get tied up in local dramas. Especially if we don’t trust them.”

      “We could ask,” Remi suggested doubtfully. “Report the sabotage.”

      “Invite Groot to lie to me some more. Sure.” In his frustration, this time Ben forgot the condition of his suit arm. He wiped his face with slime.

      Remi wryly mopped the smear with a rag from his toolbelt and a bit of their drinking water. Then he took one look at his rag, dropped it to the floor, and kicked it beneath the brown filtration vat.

      Ben reflected it was a good thing he brought his second-best engineer with him. His husband would have laughed at him instead of being so nice. Besides, Cope was into advanced R&D these days. Remi was honestly better at routine life support like this mess. Though Ben had rather hoped they’d outlived the stage where daddy Cope insisted on staying home with the kids. Oops, another kid. And the company needed its CEO.

      “This research, Ben,” Remi noted, focusing him back to present circumstances. “What we come here to find. It didn’t help them any.”

      “Good point.”
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        The citizens, companies, then nations of Earth went bankrupt. Economies collapsed like dominoes.

      

      

      Sass sighed in satisfaction at a good meal, and the absolutely gorgeous view on her galley wall. Clay proved right about the Bay of Fundy, or at least this corner of it. Cap d’Or stood at the narrow mouth of the highest-tide lobe of Fundy, where currents met in a rip-tide cauldron, once guarded by lighthouse and foghorn. Both measures were irrelevant a century before Sass was born, supplanted by satellite navigation on any boat large enough to brave these waters.

      The facilities were also drowned, shattered and gone under the pummeling of rising seas. Yet high cliffs remained at her back as the dining room display gazed down on the in-rushing tide below, gleaming in fractured moonlight beneath scudding clouds.

      Her crew seemed rather alarmed by the harsh scenery. Time to get back to work. She thumbed her comms. “Clay? Ready to debrief?” He took a turn on the bridge now, though Corky brought him supper.

      “Go,” the first mate agreed. “I have a report to start.”

      “Oh.” Sass sat erect in her seat. “What’s up?”

      “Before the submarine. Something yanked a specimen jar out of my hand. I dropped it in surprise. I didn’t notice anything, but I reviewed my helmet footage. Sorry it’s blurry.” He sent a video, which Sass tossed onto the big screen. Though she kept her gorgeous silvery coastal scene, smaller, to the right.

      And she promptly forgot all about it, leaning forward to frown at the video clip. Its quality was dreadful. Clay was thrashing through the sargasso weed at the time. It was dark, and his helmet light and camera swung through an arc.

      “There,” Eli said. Sass halted playback as he rose to approach the screen. He backed up to what he’d spotted. “Fish Guy.”

      Sass tilted her head one way and another. All she saw was a blurry mess of seaweed floats and twigs, on black. “I don’t see it.”

      Eli traced a tilted oval on the screen, a glowing magenta line following his finger over a dark section of the image. “Eyes. Mouth.” Only when he added those dots did Sass recognize the face, almost upside-down to the viewer. He then lightened the image, over-exposing the seaweed to bring out the dark face, a quick flash of headlamp reflecting off eyeballs and the planes of his cheekbones.

      “Wow. Definitely not an avatar. Clay, did you see his hands?”

      “No. This is all I got. Next clip I have is the submarine lights.”

      Those had been powerful enough to beam through the mat. Sass could see why Clay scrammed. Unfortunately, neither this clip, nor the next of the turret, gave much hint as to how large the vessel was. It never crested all the way, and Sass and Clay had been too busy for a close look.

      Sass sat back in her seat. “Thanks, Clay. So this really is a fish person. Who talked to Big Nose. Fidget, can you check video satellite comms for me? To see whether they’re all nonhuman.”

      She’d caught Fidget napping. Mink and captain gazed at each other in dismay. Fidget blinked a few times, looking down at the floor where she lay. “I don’t know how to do that.”

      Fortunately Eli had spent more time understanding his instrumentation for this trip. “Fidget, select the first one hundred video conversations you can intercept. No, sample a thousand, then choose a hundred, with preference for clear facial images from different locations. And place those hundred faces on screen.”

      This request, the work of microseconds for Fidget’s illustrious ‘great-grandfather’ AI Loki, took the poor robo-toy a few minutes. Faces the size of playing cards slowly appeared on the screen. After she was done, the mink slumped back to the floor, and began to snore.

      “Good job, Fidget,” Sass murmured.

      Most of the crew rose at some point in their study, to peer closer. Sass stuck to her comm tab to grant the science team elbow room at the big display. Fish-folk were popular, along with an alarming variety of altered eyes and mouths, some with fangs, and a few with extreme ears. Yet around half the faces ran the gamut of normal human. They seemed to age, although as Clay pointed out, none appeared older than 60, all in their robust active years.

      “Huh,” Sass said, after giving everyone a chance to satisfy their curiosity. “Science team. Opinions. Are they all human?”

      Zelda and Porter shrugged.

      But their boss the botanist said, “Almost certainly. I’d love a tissue sample. But I’m betting this isn’t genetic. At least not for reproduction. Liam?”

      The paddy medic looked appalled. “How else?”

      Eli resumed his seat and looked something up on his tab. “I think they called it…yes. A chimera, or genetic mosaic. The basic person has normal human genetics. But some parts of them express another genetic code. Like a tree graft. The roots and trunk might be chosen for rugged growth. Then graft on a bough of a different apple variety, or even a pear bough on an apple trunk.” He looked up at Sass with an apologetic shrug. “Just a guess.”

      “Do we have records of that being done?” Sass inquired. “On Earth, or…?”

      “Not to humans,” Eli allowed, plying his handheld again. “We have grafted tomatoes in the engine room. Mahina Actual experimented with mice and less evolved animals. The goal was to see if humans could be adapted. Meet the terraforming halfway. There were ethics concerns.”

      “I should hope so!” Liam blurted.

      “Let’s not judge,” Sass soothed. “I know it’s hard when looking at someone…repulsive. But we don’t know enough.”

      Clay proclaimed, “ ‘God Himself, sir, does not propose to judge a man until he’s dead. Why should we?’ ”

      “It’s a quote,” Sass clarified. “From ancient history. Point is, Liam, try to keep an open mind. If someone turned himself into a fish, trust he had a reason. He needs to breathe underwater.”

      Born to a dome-bound moon, never a candidate for terraforming, the Sagamore Liam did not appear mollified. Sass doubted he’d ever taken a bath, let alone aspired to swim.

      “That’s clever,” Zelda allowed. “Still pretty gross.” She nodded sympathy to Liam, who appeared comforted.

      Sass regarded the mink, now twisted in the middle and stretched to her full extent. One raised stumpy foot trembled now and then. The poor critter was out cold, not available for further analysis.

      “Moving on,” she said decisively. “What did we learn today on Bermuda? Let’s start with why the ocean melted my mink.”

      “High carbonic acid levels.” The young agronomist Porter seemed to be handling all matters water-related. “Though Eli was right. The Sargasso micro-biome seems to support more life. Less acidic water, better oxygenation. The seaweed are primary producers, of course, but other plankton in plenty as well. We didn’t see any fish.”

      “You were rushed,” Sass allowed. “The area’s popularity seems to suggest there’s something to eat. And the air?”

      Eli nodded. “The Sargasso doesn’t account for the oxygen level by itself, but it proves some of the ocean is supporting life. Just a guess, but maybe these floating cities along the coast maintain similar conditions. And forests and marshy bits.”

      Zelda volunteered, “Low oxygen isn’t the only problem. Radiation levels and other atmospheric poisons are high. Carbon dioxide very high, enough to seriously impair judgment and cognition. Weather patterns significantly altered from the twentieth century baseline. Desertification advanced. Forests degraded. Lively cyclone formation. The tropics aren’t livable. But it was already that way at the time of the Diaspora, wasn’t it?”

      “Getting there,” Sass agreed. “There were still quite a few people in the tropics.”

      “Well, if they’re still there, the weather is not their friend,” Zelda concluded.

      “More on the health threat?” Sass prompted Liam.

      “We need air to function,” he replied. “Most of us would lose consciousness in minutes without a face mask. You seem to have taken no harm.”

      “I’m fine,” Sass murmured. “As expected. But my knees gave out. I couldn’t carry out normal activities.”

      “No. The air will damage the rest of us, but not I think beyond the ability of Yang-Yang nanites to repair.” He brooded, as one of the two members of the crew with neither Sass and Clay’s death-defying experimental nanites, nor the top-of-the-line Yang-Yangs. “The skin is a major gas-exchange organ. I should wear a protective suit and full face mask, and take anti-radiation medication. The Yang-Yang crew should be safe with full face plate and normal clothing. Though we’d all be more comfortable in something like a Sanctuary uniform.”

      The planet Sanctuary, where the original Colony Corps regrouped after carrying colonists in the Diaspora, supported a similar non-breathable atmosphere, but adequate air pressure. The Sanks wore slightly stiff uniforms at all times, though they rarely left their dome.

      “We have the uniforms,” Sass allowed. “By full face plate, you mean covering the eyes and ears, as on Denali?”

      “Not strictly necessary,” Liam agreed, “but the rain is caustic. We’ll suffer red skin irritation around the edges of the face plate. And then there’s the microbiology. Whatever pathogens are in the air, you’d prefer they don’t touch your eyes or enter your ears.”

      “Fungus leprosy,” Sass muttered, the microbial bogeyman of the tent city existence. Like most skin fungal infections, the stuff was damnably difficult to dislodge, and ate away the sufferer’s features, like lips, nose, ears, and toes.

      Liam nodded. “I read up on Yang-Yang capability against microbes. They are essentially helpless against Denali bakkra, some use against viruses. Fungus aren’t mentioned. Though I have Sagamore topical treatments for them. Such ailments are common in the rice paddies. But if I understand correctly, some of these Earth diseases were weaponized.”

      “Yes,” Sass bit out.

      “I’d keep my ears covered,” Liam concluded.

      Sass’s eyes drifted back to the mink. “And Fidget?”

      Darren volunteered, “I tested her new fur. It’s not as soft and sensitive. But it’s proof against the rain samples we’ve seen so far, and a bit of ocean spray won’t hurt her. She’ll be an outdoor pet again. Poor little thing.”

      Sass nodded slowly. “So we cannot survive the air and water here without protection. In domes, we wouldn’t need air, but germs are even more dangerous.”

      “Yes!” Liam underscored.

      “Gut check,” Sass concluded. “I say we proceed. Anyone want to bail? Or remain in the ship.” She looked sympathetically to Kaol, her Denali security. Like Liam, his culture valued natural aging.

      He gulped. “I’ll do it. Liam, please give me the nanite injections.”

      Ben vetoed Sass carrying in the equipment to cater Yang-Yangs to a person’s genetics. But instead they brought pre-customized injections for Liam and Kaol to apply at will.

      Sass nodded respect to him. “Many space-going Denali take the plunge.” Including his ex-lover on Ben’s crew. She suspected for many, like Tikki, their reservations were more financial than a matter of principle. But Thrive Spaceways offered Yang-Yangs to everyone on their crews as part of their compensation. And unlike Mahina, Spaceways didn’t impose an age limit.

      Liam folded his hands before him and frowned at them. “I believe Yang-Yangs are effective after the fact. I’ll wait. And continue to participate in EVA.”

      Eli said, “Sass, no one wants to leave. We haven’t made contact yet. We’ve learned nothing about their advances to take home with us.”

      Zelda and Porter nodded emphatically. Porter added, “Including the Fish Guy technology. That could make Sylvan habitable.”

      This was a sore spot with Sass, that their attempt to colonize the Garden-of-Eden planet Sylvan proved beyond their reach. “Semi-human,” she murmured.

      Eli shrugged. “If that’s the technology I think it is, they’re fully human. They’re just ugly.”

      Clay quipped, “Though perfectly attractive to each other.”

      “If they’re still human, they’re repulsive to each other,” Sass growled. “OK, I think we’re safe for the night. Kaol, after your injection, please nap with Clay on the bridge tonight. Let’s get some rest, and visit an Upstate forest in the morning.” She rapped the table in finality.

      “Are you going to consult with Ben?” Clay asked.

      Sass held her breath a moment, then blew out. “Not his decision. We will send our data and observations to date. Keep him apprised. But we are a go.”
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        The early 21st century collapse in America was called the Calm, after legislation aimed at keeping citizens calm by lying to them. Truth was an early casualty.

      

      

      Sass slipped into her seat in Thrive’s compact office with a bad attitude. They now hovered below the treetops over a marshy bit in the drizzling woods of Upstate. She was so proud of her flying this morning, sneaking along water routes from Nova Scotia. She imagined the French voyageurs of centuries past canoeing the same highways to feed Europe’s fur markets.

      She was about to assemble her team and set foot again in the forests of home at last.

      And then Clay had to spoil her moment. They’d received a burst video from Ben. She thought she’d managed to duck him. When she called last night by simultaneous ansible, she caught Ben’s crewman Judge instead, because the commandant was on Mars. Naturally the rare ansible did not accompany him.

      She regarded the one-way video in full live color, recorded a few hours ago. Clay held it rather than interrupt her tricky piloting.

      Ben looked like hell, with watery red eyes. His mouth hung open, corners drooping, rather his usual buffed and charming 25-year-old guise. He almost looked his real age today. Suddenly curious, she clicked play.

      Ben sniffed three times, then blew his nose on a cloth napkin. She laughed out loud. He caught a cold! Served him right.

      “Hi, Sass. Calling from death’s door. I’m told this is ‘only a cold.’” He glowered into the camera as though accusing her. “And you had them all the time before you left Earth. Plus allergies. Sanjay says the allergies are confusing the Yang-Yangs. Plus onslaughts from multiple viruses, none of which we’re immune to. So that’s the first thing. If you think Yang-Yangs will protect your crew –” He paused to sneeze again. “No. Sanjay estimates twelve hours, and we’ll start feeling better. For now, my entire away team is useless.”

      His voice grew froggy. He paused for a gulp from a steaming mug. He tried to sniff his sinuses open a bit. What a piece of negative nostalgia to watch. His misery brought back for Sass the true reason why she slogged through so many years dogged and uncaring, simply shooting people if they bothered her in her cop rounds, without a second thought. She was sick all the time. The rain never stopped, bringing endless bouts of colds and flu. On Vitality, the refugee ship to Mahina, they took nearly a year to eradicate the viruses. But the Colony Corps was adamant – all communicable disease stopped here. Bless them for that!

      “Next. These Martians fancy themselves some kind of client of Luna. Maybe because Luna is their only prayer of resupply.

      “In further good news, the Martians are liars. So, take their intelligence with a grain of salt.

      “This colony is failing. They adapted some. They can actually walk and talk in their air. We can’t. We’re trying to improve their lot a little. But it’s untenable. The last thing I want to do is resettle another planet so soon after Denali.” He paused to glower into space.

      “Oh. Some of the life support failure was self-inflicted. Like, since we arrived in their sky. What the hell they think they’re doing, I don’t know.” He looked straight into the camera to hold her eye.

      Sass suddenly sat forward, amusement vanished. “You be careful, Ben,” she whispered. He wouldn’t hear her. She didn’t record.

      “So that’s it from Mars One so far,” he summed up. “The computers and their secrets are down. Status is characterizing problems. Then we head back to Merchant and build solutions. Then a second trip down to install the fixes. I don’t want to waste fuel flying an elevator back and forth to orbit.

      “This is some kind of vestigial corporate community. Like the head honcho is the CEO, and they call themselves a subsidiary of some outfit on Luna. That part’s pretty silly. Education by apprenticeship. Max lifespan maybe 50, most dead by 30, children, but below a replacement rate. They’re dwindling to death and mostly clueless. Sort of like Mahina when we started. Your basic colony failing to thrive. Smells god-awful. Worse than Mahina Orbital that first time we broke atmo.

      “Oh, and Remi points out, whatever brilliant research they’ve got, it didn’t do them any good. So there’s that.

      “I’m sure I forgot something but I need a nap. Be careful. Rely on your mink. Ben out.”

      Sass immediately hit the record button. “Ben! So sorry about your cold. True misery, aren’t they? Yeah, I had one for my last decade on Earth. Or worse.” She paused to smile sympathetically.

      “Thanks for the warnings. I’d like to offer one in return. Beware of good-cop, bad-cop. There are so many ways to play. If you suspect they’re in cahoots with Luna, trust your gut. Beware of friendly Martians.” She paused to level him a look similar to the one he’d shot her.

      “And sympathy plays. Those are a classic. The pretty young woman, desperate for help. You’re immune to girls, but your team isn’t. And even you can fall prey to the bright and hungry child with enormous eyes. Or the pretty boy eager for adventures of the horizontal kind. I recommend a team chat about fraternizing.”

      She paused to doodle a fingertip across her desk. “They aren’t human here, Ben. Not entirely. Not anymore. You want to look at that part of our data burst. Fish people lurking in the sea.”

      She added a few more low-lights from their data to pique his curiosity. Though that would wait until his nanites beat the virus. He wouldn’t feel curious about anything until his nose stopped running.

      “And with that, I’m about to stroll in the woods of home at last. It’s still a beautiful world. Wish me luck! Sass out.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry, Clay,” Sass murmured on a private line, as the airlock opened before her to the November woods. One of them had to stay behind and fly the ship. If this went wrong, it was too much to ask of the engineer.

      “It’s OK,” he claimed. “The magic is stepping foot again where you tread so long ago. I got that in Bermuda.”

      That gave her pause. Clay didn’t enjoy Bermuda. But she shrugged off the concern, with every intention of relishing Upstate. She looked around her companions, who shot her thumbs-up. Except for the mink, who fidgeted in her arms. She nodded decisively, and flicked her grav to 0.1 g for the hop down. Clay held Thrive hovering only a few meters above a dead-grassy field, but that put the door airlock about seven meters up.

      She landed lightly, and took one bound to clear the landing zone before she turned off her gravity, her boots sinking slightly into the boggy grass. The clearing was surrounded by November woods, not Earth’s most beautiful view. But it was home. The familiar grey day, the brown on brown of thick bare branches above fallen leaves, a few dark conifers mixed in, and the cardinal red surprise of a few red maple leaves still clinging to a stunted tree –

      “Sassafras,” she murmured, walking toward a sapling not much taller than herself. “Hey, team. Meet my namesake.”

      She bent down a twiggy branch and found remaining leaves in all three tell-tale shapes, the oval, the mitten, and the double-thumb mitten, shining through the murk in brilliant autumn scarlet. A few yellow and gold leaves fluttered from maples as well. The underbrush by the sassafras included the darker red canes of wild raspberry.

      Botanist Eli stepped beside her, and she introduced him to her old friends of the woods.

      “You’re glowing,” he murmured with a soft smile.

      “Am I? I feel it,” she agreed, beaming back at him.

      The mink’s wiggle quotient finally exploded out of her arms to break the reverie, and she laughed. “Fidget! No more than ten meters from me at all times! Acknowledge.”

      “Aye, sar.” And the mink immediately flew at a tree and climbed it. None of the trees exceeded the captain’s specified ten-meter limit. In fact the tallest looked like victims of a bad hair-cut experience a few years back, likely a microburst. The underbrush lay thick with fallen branches, some more recent than the autumn leaf-fall.

      Sass turned to her team at last. “This field. See the stone outcropping. This is likely a few inches of soil over shallow stone, or an old road.” She looked around for the signs. “Yeah. A secondary road, a rural highway. That’s why grass grows here. The land is stony, marshy brooks at low points.”

      Her eyes fell on a line of tumbled stone, thick with lichen. “That’s an ancient field stone wall. Someone cleared this land for agriculture once, maybe five centuries ago. Take measurements here. But stay in the field for now.”

      Zelda and Porter erected their equipment. Kaol set off to walk the perimeter of the field. Eli fell in beside her as she chose to follow Kaol, peering into the woods all around.

      Suddenly she halted. Could it be? She’d seen the flick of a bushy tail. Then Fidget leapt to the same tree from another, and gave chase. “A squirrel! Fidget, stop!”

      The mink, bright white on the dark wet trunk, froze comically. The scolding squirrel leapt to another tree. Which apparently belonged to some other squirrel, who chased it down the trunk. She lost sight of the pair of them as they raced into the underbrush.

      “How can it breathe well enough?” Eli wondered. “Do you mind? If I take one for dissection?”

      Her heart panged. “Kill it?” It seemed miraculous that there was a single mammal left alive on this landscape.

      “Only one,” Eli excused himself. “Sass, that creature shouldn’t be able to run.”

      She couldn’t bring herself to authorize harming it. But Fidget suddenly leapt down her tree trunk to pounce on something in the leaves. Her prey almost got away, but she pounced again. Then the proud mink trotted back to them with a creature clamped in her jaws, fluffy white coat spattered with crimson blood.

      She dropped a chipmunk at Eli’s feet, then gazed up with shining brown eyes.

      “Good job, Fidget!” Eli praised her. He bent down to give her back a stroke, fastidiously avoiding the blood near her mouth. “Um, don’t hurt anything else. But I needed one sample. Thank you.”

      Fidget looked to Sass winningly, seeking more praise. She caught Sass’s expression of horror and turned to slink off in dismay, belly to the muddy grass.

      “Good job, Fidget,” Sass praised belatedly. The mink flinched as though hit with a rock.

      “The mink is good at reading human expressions,” Eli noted clinically. He donned lab gloves to collect and bag his sample. “She can read you.”

      “No kidding,” Sass acknowledged.

      “Fidget is fantastic. Every member of the crew is in love with her. Except you.” Eli skewered her with a glance. “Get over it.”

      “Right. Eli, you’re in a forest. Do botany.”

      He popped the dead chipmunk in his bag and straightened, then surveyed his bloody gloves and bag in distaste. “Gladly.”

      Kaol rejoined them, and stepped directly before her. “We’re not alone,” he murmured. “Don’t look. But I’ve spotted three people. Traps. Markers. They vanish quickly. Shy.”

      Sass nodded. “Science team, return to the ship. Kaol, let’s try to open a dialogue.” She checked his belt unnecessarily. He was armed, with sonics and blaster. She carried stunner and blaster herself. She eyed the hovering asteroid hopper. “Clay, drop the cargo door. Faster to board.”

      Thrive dropped the giant gangplank of a cargo door to horizontal. Zelda’s first attempt to re-board overshot, as she flew a slow parabola over her target surface. Kaol rolled his eyes and relieved her of her testing equipment when she landed. Sass did the same to get Porter and Eli tucked in quickly. She tried to call the mink in, too, but Fidget ignored her.

      She lightly dropped back to the grass. “Fidget, you need to obey, or you’re never leaving the ship again.”

      “She’s obeying me, Sass,” Kaol corrected her, landing harder in a deep-knee bend. “I asked her to run up that tree and bring back video.”

      “Oh. Sorry, Fidget.” She sighed. Eli and Ben had a point. She really needed to get on the same wavelength with this mink. “Clay, close the hatch. We’re keeping the mink for reconnaissance. Maybe she’ll tire herself out.”

      The once-white dynamo streaked back to them with its hopping gait, and leapt into Kaol’s arms. Copious mud and leaves joined the blood staining her muzzle. Kaol didn’t mind. He pulled out his comm tab, and the mink touched it with her grubby whiskers to download her video.

      Sass reflected that they needed to train the hyperactive robot to keep her camera level and move it slowly. But this time she managed to bite her tongue rather than criticize. Kaol simply halted the playback, opting instead to jump between still frames.

      Standing side by side, the mountain of a young man pointed slightly to their left with his tablet, then shifted the mink onto his broad shoulders to free both hands. “This is our ten o’clock. Do you see the streamer of decorations?” He zoomed in.

      Sass had taken that for a simple vine. But no, Kaol was right. Rather, it was a vine, but someone hung handmade totems from it, small figurines shaped like people, birds, and others she couldn’t make out, like childish Christmas ornaments fashioned from twigs and straw, battered by the elements.

      “Fidget, did you see any people?” Sass asked.

      The mink shook her head.

      “She just doesn’t recognize them,” Kaol murmured. “Here.” He’d flicked through still shots to find one.

      Sass didn’t immediately spot the figure either, even with the hunter’s finger pointing it out on the small screen. A swirl of fabric, in a blue shade of tan, lighter than the bark of the trunk withdrawn behind. Kaol rewound a little and played two seconds, all the glimpse the video caught. She caught a fleeting impression of a shy woman, hidden beneath a shawl as seen from above. She nodded for Kaol to continue.

      He reached the end of Fidget’s video and stroked the creature’s head in appreciation. “That way. If you want to talk to them.”

      “I do,” Sass insisted.
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        Several pandemics appear to have been natural. Unlike the colonies, Earth was strangely unable to control contagious disease.

      

      

      Kaol drew the mink from his shoulders, draping the creature around Sass’s neck instead. Mink and captain regarded each other’s face in dismay.

      “Need my hands free,” Kaol explained briefly. Then he set off in his chosen direction across the small field, crouched low, his steps silent.

      Sass grew up walking in these woods, but long ago, and never silently. She ducked down and struggled to keep up as Kaol passed into taller weeds bearing burrs. Then he passed into the underbrush, occasionally pausing to gentlemanly hold a spiny cane out of her way.

      Footing was treacherous on the steep hill slope, strewn with rocks under fallen branches, and thick with saplings and shrubby species, all camouflaged by the deep leaf litter. Muscular memory reminded Sass to lay each step in exploration before committing her weight to the foot. Kaol automatically slowed so he wouldn’t get too far ahead.

      He climbed uphill to a short cliff, a chunk of granite sticking out of the slope, and climbed it. He turned to offer a hand, but Sass shook her head. She’d scrabbled up such rocks before, and a quick gravity adjust saved her some effort.

      He shook his head at her microscopically, eyes flicking to the gravity generator. She turned it off obediently. She had to concede the point. The shy folk with their woven baubles didn’t strike her as techno-savvy either. He’d only shown her the one person, but he’d seen others. She trusted his judgment.

      With a final heave, and accepting a hand the last of the way, she joined him atop the outcrop, where he squatted.

      He barely breathed the words. “Now we stay very still. Fidget, that means you.”

      Sass elected to sit on her rump rather than squat. He frowned, but let it go. He trained his gaze on the ground, a couple meters away, and she followed suit, though she saw nothing there except a shard of broken pumpkin spilling its seeds, vivid orange against the wet-dark leaves.

      After a few minutes, Kaol murmured again, “Use peripheral vision. To my left, twenty meters. A man prays to a tree. Do not eyeball him.”

      In her long years, peripheral vision was not a skill Sass had mastered. She split the difference, keeping her eyes on the ground a few meters further away, and drawing them around closer to the direction Kaol indicated. And she frowned. She didn’t see anyone.

      But sure enough, a figure slowly unfurled from the ground, and raised his arms, head thrown back to look straight up the tree. He slowly lowered his arms, picked up a basket, and walked toward their right and slightly away.

      “How do we approach him?” Sass whispered in exasperation. In sudden decision, she began to rise, in ultra-slow motion. She held up one hand, and then the other, palm out flat. The man stood bent, so she didn’t straighten completely, to echo his body language as best she could. Fidget started to shift, so she petted her to stay still.

      “Hello!” she called softly.

      The man paused. She toed Kaol and signaled him to rise too. The tree man crouched lower and took a few wary steps away. She didn’t look at him directly, keeping her eyes down, but now she could see him more clearly.

      He looked all wrong. Though gaunt, his neck was thicker than Kaol’s. Hunched, she doubted he was capable of straightening. His face was nut-colored with asymmetric knobby additions to brow and jaw. A flattened crooked nose stood over a slack mouth. His matted hair carried broken leaves and twigs. Gnarled hands hung at his knees. His clothes were of a loose weave like burlap, his feet bound with the same fabric and thrust into crude wooden clogs. He wore no breathing gear.

      She slowly pulled her faceplate off. “My name is Sass. This is my friend Kaol.” A freshening wind fluffed her hair into her face. A spit of rain hit her eye and cheek. The eye burned slightly from it.

      Alarmed, the man peered closer, and side to side, as though unbelieving what he saw. He grunted, “Hnuh! Hnuh!” Then he paused and looked up.

      Sass followed his gaze to a low-slung dark cloud, promising harder rain.

      Her new friend waved in a down-gesture, as though throwing her away. Then he turned and trotted downhill to their right.

      “Wait, come back!” Sass called. He ignored her.

      Kaol straightened fully, and sighed. “You want to watch them?” He pulled a few dot cameras out of his belt in offering. Back on Sylvan, they’d attached these dots to trees to observe the alien wildlife and learn their ways.

      Sass nodded and restored her face plate, grateful for the first few deep breaths to revive her strength. “Fidget, place the dots to watch this area, especially that tree, and the direction the man took. Do you understand?”

      Fidget collected the cameras. Her mink toes featured retractable thumbs, and side pockets lurked beneath her fur. In a moment, she was off, pausing now and then in her bounding zig-zag progress to scout for filming positions.

      Sass warned, “I don’t know that Fidget can monitor the videos like Floki did.”

      Kaol shrugged unconcern. “If she can’t, she’ll ask Floki how.”

      The captain took a good look at him. His bald scalp grew red, and he unconsciously turtled his shoulders to his ears to reduce the strengthening rain dripping down his muscle-bound neck. The temperature was dropping, though still merely a mild autumn afternoon. “It’s cold here for you. I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged off the comment. “Food maybe. Offer a picnic.” He squinted at the sky. “Fidget, please hurry.”

      Sass stiffened in alarm as she heard a snorting challenge of complaint. That sound was familiar. She couldn’t quite place it, but the unmistakable smell came soon after, with striking power right through the face shield. Lest she miss the skunk odor, Fidget streaked back and leapt into her arms.

      “I smell bad!”

      Sass chuckled at her. “You really do!” The rain started pouring harder. She turned and used her grav generator to leap down the bluff. Kaol followed her as they ran through the cloudburst, heedless of staying quiet now. The rain beat too heavily for the locals to hear them, anyway, and anyone with sense was taking shelter. As did they.

      Mercifully, the biotainment bath in the airlock proved effective against skunk. Though once Kaol started sneezing, he couldn’t stop. When the inner airlock door opened, she put an arm around him to lead him into med bay. Where Liam took one look at him, and offered a pill and a glass of water.

      “Antihistamine. The science team already had theirs. What’s that smell?”

      “I don’t smell anything,” Sass claimed. Maybe a whiff of skunk remained.

      Liam picked up the mink for a sniff and recoiled, immediately setting her back on the floor. “Report to the chief for cleaning, mink.” He let it go with a raised eyebrow at the captain’s own aroma.

      Sass grinned. “I’ll change uniform, shall I?”

      But Clay interrupted in her ear. “Sass, we’ve got company.”

      “They’re harmless.”

      “Not the forest folk. A military flyer, some kind of patrol. They called ahead, demanding we stay put.”

      “On my way.”

      She was grateful to visit the woods of home, and meet one of the shy folk. But now her cautious initial surveillance was over. Time for the real first contact.

      She bounded up to the catwalk and ducked into the dining room for its big screen. Her cook Corky blanched and held her nose, sweeping Sass away with a hand gesture. Right. Maybe the overdose of skunk knocked her nose offline. The captain detoured to her cabin instead, to use Clay’s desk. Sorry Clay.

      She swept her lover’s tidy research windows off the desktop display and brought up her comms interface. She identified the signal the first mate referred to, and signaled them back. Answering a hail was far easier than catching someone else’s attention. She put her grade-A armor smile on tight as someone answered, also on video, with a massive scowl. She limited her reaction to a surprised blink and kept her warm demeanor intact.

      She addressed a man whose face appeared arrested halfway through a werewolf transformation to four-footed form. Fortunately he wore a rebreather which masked his muzzle and teeth.

      “Hello! My name is Captain Sassafras –”

      “Dome! Identify!” The wolf man’s uniform and manner appeared sharp and official, in contrast to his fur.

      “I am not from a dome,” Sass replied carefully. “My ship is from the Aloha star system, with the Colony Corps. Although I was born in the ruins of New York City, in the year 2090.”

      The wolf snorted. “Joker.” The screen blanked.

      And the ship rocked with the first laser. Sass instantly accessed another screen of controls, but Darren beat her to it, raising the ESD shields. “Clay, angels!”

      “They didn’t strike me so.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Any real pilot knew the lingo. “Up, Clay! Give me a thousand meters. I don’t want the people below hurt!”

      “Oh, good. You found someone to save. That didn’t take long.”

      “Stow the sarcasm. Evasive maneuvers. I’ll join you in the bridge.”

      “Why didn’t you join me in the first place?”

      She didn’t bother answering, as she slammed out the cabin door and jogged around the corner into the bridge.

      His face screwed up in disbelief. “Is that skunk?”

      “Pretend you can’t smell me. That’s an order.”

      Judging from his face, he couldn’t obey. Tough. They’d reached altitude. She spun the ship to face the patrol, a sleek silvery thing her sensors had trouble locking onto, about the size of Clay’s top-of-the-line four-seater on Mahina. Nice.

      With the ESD field up now, and the inertial dampeners online, she could no longer feel hits directly, so she checked. They’d fired four times. “Darren? Sass. Their hits aren’t hurting us, are they?”

      “No, we can take this all day. We are burning fuel, though.”

      “Understood.” She hailed the original signal again. “Excuse me. As you may have noticed, shooting at me doesn’t do any good. Ready to talk?” She beamed her highest-wattage smile at the wolf man.

      “Who the hell are you?!” he demanded. “And no more of that gibberish!”

      “I’m afraid the gibberish is the truth. I am Captain Sassafras Collier. My ship is Thrive One. We come from the reconstituted Colony Corps in the Aloha System. My world was settled from Upstate, 95 years ago. Not far from here. I was among those settlers. This ship model is a Jupiter Orbital 3 – check it in your database. Your laser beams have no effect. Nor will projectiles. This ship is built to navigate through asteroid fields.”

      “And you’re a hundred years old,” he scoffed.

      She gave her nose a flirty wrinkle. “What’s your name?”

      His fur bristled with his shoulders. “Dome Killingfield, Lieutenant Three-Eight.”

      What a name. Sass’s cheeks began to ache. “Nice to meet you, Lieutenant Three-Eight.”

      “Are you also immune to nuclear warheads?”

      Sass pursed her lips, dropping any effort to appear pleasant. “There are innocent people below. You would not damage my ship. You would damage these woods, and those people.”

      “What, stragglers?” He huffed a laugh. “We do not concern ourselves with vermin. What do you want?”

      “Thank you, I’d like to speak to your leader. Of…Killingsworth?”

      “Killingfield. Hold.” The good lieutenant’s muzzle was replaced by a stylized logo of a dome with a foreground symbol of a scythe harvesting humans, slicing them in half. Charming.

      Clay suggested, “Maybe this isn’t the best dome.”

      “Should we fly around until we find one with a flower logo?” Sass traded a look with him, and batted her eyelashes.

      “You didn’t need to offer the ship specs.”

      “Thrive exceeded those specs decades ago. If we bolt here, where else would we go?”

      But Three-Eight returned to the screen before they could develop alternatives. “You will proceed to Killingfield. Follow my ship. Park at these coordinates.” He flashed them onto the screen briefly. “Once you arrive, hail me, and we will establish comms with the Dictator. Three-Eight out.”

      Sass stared at the blank screen and rewound the conversation to retrieve the coordinates. These included several extra digits, but otherwise seemed to match GPS coordinates from her time. “Gut check.”

      “My gut says you reek. Go shower in the hold.”

      “I’ve already visited the cabin,” she muttered, fingers already setting the auto-pilot to follow the werewolf.

      “Seriously, Clay. Do we make a break for it? They know who we are now. The closest domes are nothing special. That’s why I picked this stretch of woods. I vote we start at the bottom of the food chain. Work our way up. I’m sure Killingfield is charming. Just like home.” She pictured the old tent cities where the desperate waited to die.

      He snuffed appreciation. “You got that right.”
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        All told, deaths due to natural causes were a drop in the bucket compared to 6 billion.

      

      

      “They’re insisting we land,” Clay complained through the bathroom door.

      Sass left him in charge of leisurely complying with parking instructions from Killingfield, while she took an opportunity to de-stink herself. Darren found a concoction of detergent, baking soda, and peroxide that nullified the reek and left Fidget sparkly white.

      “Don’t land,” she insisted. “Tell them we’ll explode if we land, and break their dome. I need to soak a couple more minutes.”

      “And our stateroom? Smells awful.”

      “Give the environmental filters a couple hours. Clay, get back to the bridge.”

      He reached in and deposited her comm tab on the sink. She’d tossed it on the bed before dumping her clothes in the bottom of the shower. “Answer your hails.”

      “Sorry.” She squeezed suds through her hair again, wondering if it too would bleach from the peroxide. Not that she minded – she looked good in white hair. At her age, she’d certainly earned it.

      She heard her lover depart the cabin, and took a deep breath, dropping her arms to hang at her sides. This was it, the moment she’d waited for, the big reunion with Earth. Did she have sufficient hosting gifts? Or did she spearhead an alien invasion? She imagined her hosts were just as curious for the answer as she was.

      We are friendly, she reminded herself. Yes, we are capable of defending ourselves, but we aren’t a threat. We are your lost children returned. A sentimental message.

      Problem was, the authorities in Upstate of old were not the sentimental kind. Their job was to keep surviving populations under heel, cowed and obedient. And if anyone complained, to eradicate them quickly lest civil disobedience snowball. And Lieutenant Three-Eight seemed aligned with that bad old agenda.

      Aside from the wolf fur.

      She sluiced off her foam, nose reporting it did its job. The shower smelled fresh and clean. She ducked her head around to check the mirror. Her wet hair looked possibly lighter, corn silk instead of dirty blond, and her eyebrows as well. Her pale skin and Northern European features weren’t mainstream among the faces Fidget displayed. But that was true in the tent cities, and Mahina as well. Skin tones had blended over centuries of mingling. She rucked up the hair experimentally, then combed it flat and added a quick slash of lipstick. Good enough, and her features tended to corroborate her claim of being a throwback.

      Yes, I tell them that. About me. But she wouldn’t mention that Clay was also Earth-born. Of the two of them, he had the better chance of understanding their systems, breaking in and learning something. She had only her wits and a smile. She grimaced at her reflection and hurried into the cabin.

      Clay laid out what he wanted her to wear, the same outfit she’d selected for her first meeting on Sanctuary, their reunion with the descendants of the first Colony Corps. She nodded resolutely and donned the clothes, Mahina mushroom long-sleeved T-shirt, high quality in a drape-y fabric, over neat jeans and regolith boots.

      I will find the people ready to hear my message. And I will smile my way through everyone else who stands in my way. Somehow.

      She strode forth to rejoin Clay in the bridge. He caught her hand as she slipped between the seats, and pressed it firmly. She returned his grasp with interest, and dropped a kiss on his forehead before she sat in the pilot’s chair.

      “The Assistant Dictator expects your call,” Clay clued her in. “You smell great.”

      She chuckled. “Thank you. And do we know what the Assistant Dictator does for a living?”

      She studied the view. They hovered 100 meters above another barren field, this one artificially flat and kept treeless by force of mowers. A quick 360 through the external cameras suggested this spot as the namesake killing field. Batteries of guns aimed down from the dome ramparts. Tortured forest stood back the length of an old football field to provide clear lines of fire. From this height she could see over the walls into the glassed roof of a structure shaped more like a race car than a geometric dome, no doubt to offer less resistance to the storms. Massed crops in kelly green obstructed her view of the interior.

      If the good folk of Killingfield looked out a window, she didn’t spot it.

      “Any final words of wisdom?”

      “Ask for a history lesson,” Clay suggested.

      “I like it. We’re clueless academics, worthy of an eye-roll.” She shot Clay a grin, and opened a channel. “This is Captain Sassafras Collier, Thrive One, out of Mahina. Calling to speak to the Assistant Director of Killingfield. Dictator, excuse me. Over.”

      Her confident smile twitched as this worthy came on screen. He wore bulging blank metallic eyes, on a flat band that wrapped around head and missing ears. His skull was bald above the band. His thin lips looked normal enough until he opened his mouth to speak. More of the same metal decorated, or replaced, his teeth. “I am Riu, Assistant Dictator. State your dome and business.” A helpful ticker band across the bottom of her screen clarified the spelling.

      “I don’t have a dome. We’re from the colony world of Mahina. We were settled from Upstate a century ago. We’ve returned to Earth to learn what happened to you. And to share what became of us after the Colony Corps took us away. An academic mission.”

      “We have no interest in this agenda.”

      Sass wondered if he was capable of facial expressions with his face bound. “Would you be willing to share historical records –”

      “I would not.”

      “Would perhaps some of your historians and scientists be willing to engage with us? We come in peace. We seek only knowledge. We were one people once.”

      His metallic orbs stared blankly. “Accessing,” he added after a few heartbeats, as though annoyed.

      “Accessing –?” Sass inquired delicately.

      Yes, Riu could scowl. The metal band flexed only slightly, but grim lines around his mouth betrayed his displeasure, including pewter teeth below a curled lip. “Your communications protocols are archaic!”

      “Yes, we’d love to upgrade. If you could provide specifications?”

      Riu vanished from her screen, to be replaced by a new figure, a young woman with enormous doe eyes. She too sported a metal band running back from her temples, in lieu of ears, but short black hair above lay in a tidy criss-cross thatch. Ivett, PhD, advised the bottom display. Her backdrop featured mauve cloth-textured wall mere inches behind her head, where Riu’s was blank grey, likely computer-generated.

      Ivett smiled, with perfect pearly whites. “Welcome to Killingfield! I am so eager to speak with you! This is a momentous day, visitors from another world! How exciting.”

      That last came out wrong, on a despairing note, and her shifting eyes seemed to acknowledge it. “Captain Sass Collier, may I invite you and your crew to visit the Academy?”

      Sass leaned forward, smiling warmly. “Perhaps myself and my lead scientist? We would adore a tour.” Her insincere words came out wrong as well, a little too thick on the purr. “My botanist’s name is Eli Rasmussen. We are both so eager to see your agriculture! Oh, and if you could possibly clue us in on how to access your communications network. I’m afraid we inconvenienced Dictator Riu.”

      Ivett blanched slightly, but restored her smile. “Of course. We wouldn’t want to inconvenience the Dictator.” Those words dripped warning, probably intentional.

      “I understand,” Sass assured her. “We’re available as soon as possible. I’m so excited!”

      “Yes, this is so exciting! You should come right now!”

      The two women blinked at each other.

      “And the door?” Sass inquired. “Where do we…?”

      “Oh.” Ivett’s gaze grew slightly distracted, then she nodded. “Follow to the east. Our soldiers will greet you. Just two people?”

      “Or four?” Sass suggested. Darren would love to get a look inside, and understand what he was seeing. For her part, Sass would feel ever so much better with Kaol at her back.

      “Four would be fine. I look forward to greeting you!” Ivett wrinkled her tiny nose into a pixie smile and blanked out.

      “It’s a trap,” Clay suggested blandly.

      “Of course.” She rose and kissed his lips this time. “Wish me luck.”

      “Sure you don’t want to go alone?”

      She shrugged. “I won’t make it an order. I’ll warn them we might be taken hostage. And you’re ready to fly away?”

      Her lover shook his head and pursed his lips at her. “You know I won’t.”

      She caressed his cheek and left it at that.
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        * * *

      

      Sass fancied she still heard Fidget mewling complaint as she strolled down the steep ramp. Clay lowered the ship to drop the ramp, still carefully keeping the containers a scant handspan off the shorn flat field.

      “How are your new nanites, Kaol?” Nanites were on her mind. Liam provided her companions with gel tabs of that noxious chemical they encountered on Sanctuary. It killed the nano-scale medical machines which tirelessly cleaned toxins and repaired cells to restore genetic perfection.

      Sass didn’t get a pill. Their best guess was that the nanite-killer would kill her. In any event, her nanites had defied every attempt of Mahina Actual to reverse-engineer them. So she wasn’t too worried about Earth getting a sample.

      The burly Denali raised hairless brows. “I don’t feel any different.”

      She tapped him on the shoulder, reassured. “You were healthy indeed if you don’t feel a change.”

      “I’ll start aging in minutes,” Darren groused. “I never want to go through that again.”

      Sass bopped his shoulder, too. “It won’t interfere with your brain’s happy juice this time. Just crash the nanites. Which we shall now stop talking about.”

      For they neared the wall towering above them, a foreboding grey rich in lichen, dripping slimy dark algae and a wayward climbing ivy. This structure had been here a while. “I’m guess over fifty years old. Looks like centuries.”

      “And we’re probably allergic to it,” Eli muttered. Liam fed antihistamines into the team too, again skipping Sass. Though she removed her faceplate again earlier, the air still hadn’t caused her any trouble.

      A door opened ahead on the gravelly concrete path, also slippery with algae. A quartet of soldiers emerged, all carrying bared hand weapons, pointed at them. Sass quickened her step to take the lead, and held up her hands in a friendly way. She chomped a control to switch her faceplate to external speakers.

      “Hello! We’re here to visit Ivett. Thank you for opening a door for us! This is –”

      “I don’t care,” her old friend Three-Eight assured her. “Get in.” They formed a gauntlet, two soldiers to either side of the door.

      Its exterior was camouflaged with the same stone and algae to blend right in. The inner side appeared to be steel, and the combo a half meter thick.

      “Good hinges,” Darren remarked.

      “What is that?” Three-Eight barked, pointing to Darren’s toolbelt. “Remove it.”

      “I need it back,” Darren replied mildly, keeping his youthful expression happy and guileless. “Should we go back and leave our things at the ship? It’s just my tools. I didn’t even think to take it off.”

      “Mine too,” Sass offered apologetically. “If you don’t mind waiting –”

      “I do mind! Take them off! Now!” Three-Eight relented to add, “You’ll get them back. All accessories. Deposit them on the table.”

      Sass sauntered in first, and lay her belt down. She kept her grav generator and comm tab, tucked in pockets, and of course her faceplate and air canister, since they were still outside the airlock. While the others relinquished their belongings, she surreptitiously transfered the camera dot on her faceplate to the zipper on her Sanctuary-style pressure uniform. Eli caught the motion and followed her lead, though Kaol was focused on the soldiers. If it weren’t for their fur, beak, metal band, and tufted ears, she’d assume the hunter could easily break any one of them in half. Born on a 1.1-g world, he was stronger than he looked, and he looked like a bouncer.

      The divestiture was followed by a pat-down after they closed the outer door. This discovered Sass’s tab and generator, explained as necessary to maintain contact with her ship. She demonstrated a quick conversation with Clay, without explaining the generator’s role.

      “Ivett promised to help us establish compatible communications,” Sass concluded. “We need these.”

      “If one of those devices is used offensively, your lives are forfeit.”

      “Of course,” Sass agreed breezily.
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        Vast migrations attempted to flee into the temperate zones, as tropics and subtropics grew untenable.

      

      

      Three-Eight cast his eyes to the right and the airlock began pressurizing. Sass’s ears popped. Their escorts removed their rebreathers, hanging them on the hooks provided. The Thrive team racked their apparatus.

      Again without touch control, or even a reassuring green-for-Go light, the inner door opened onto a corridor like a servant’s entrance, narrow and dim and devoid of decoration. Flat-mounted door panels with small room number plaques lined either side, anonymous. The overhead was low, only a foot above Kaol’s head, and glowed slightly. The battleship grey floor offered some give, like a hard rubber that canceled echoes.

      Sass hadn’t learned how to operate the airlock that shut behind them. Without comms, perhaps they couldn’t. She urgently needed to make friends here.

      Three-Eight took the lead along with Tufted-Ears, while the other two brought up the rear. They walked a good five minutes along a wandering path, taking rights and lefts, and climbed an industrial-style two-flight staircase. The decor altered on the second floor, with a corridor broader and brighter, though still hushed and seemingly empty.

      Around the next turn, Ivett stood in mid-corridor, smiling. Her enormous eyes were even more off-putting in person. Sass stopped and offered steepled Denali prayer-fingers, certain her team-mates would mimic that one. “So good to meet you! Now is this the Academy?”

      Three-Eight swept a shoo! gesture at his three men, but took station against the corridor wall himself.

      “Thank you for showing us in!” Sass called after them. Tufted-Ears broke ranks and shot her a spooked glance over his shoulder. She hoped he wouldn’t be punished.

      Ivett pretended the soldiers didn’t exist. “No, the Academy is this way!” She led onward, up three flights of stairs, and possibly to the other side of the dome complex. If the locals were trying to make Sass lost, they didn’t understand what it took to fly a spaceship.

      “May I ask, how many people live in Killingfield?”

      Three-Eight cleared his throat aggressively while Ivett ignored him. “Twenty thousand. Most are about the same size in Upstate.”

      “Yet you have your own soldiers? Or are they shared?”

      Ivett glanced to Three-Eight this time. “I’m not familiar with the military. Born to academia.”

      Sass gazed brightly at the lieutenant. He ignored her. “So these domes are, what, about twenty miles apart?”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “I’m intrigued by your eyes. And his fur. I’m not sure how to put this…?”

      Ivett glanced around their faces. “You’re unimproved. That’s rare here.”

      “But the people outside. How do they breathe? And the animals.”

      Ivett’s mouth gaped in delight. “You saw an animal? What kind?”

      “A chipmunk, a couple squirrels. And a few people.”

      “I’d love to see an animal,” their guide purred in rapture. “Did you touch it?”

      “I did,” Eli agreed. “Soft fur, cute stripes.”

      “It didn’t run away?!” Widened, Ivett’s eyes took over half her face.

      Eli allowed, “I’m afraid we caught it for dissection. I hope that’s alright.”

      She shrugged. “Our scientists would have done the same. Here you can catch a glimpse of the agricultural dome.” She stepped to a narrow balcony onto a deep well and craned her neck to point up. Then she withdrew to give her guests room to look.

      The Thrive team stepped forward, a tight fit. The balcony overlooked an interior atrium sized like an elevator shaft. The garden enthusiasts peered upward perhaps six stories to a mass of bright green.

      The engineer was more interested in the glowing walls. Sass saw him nick the paint, then thrust his glowing fingernail into his pocket.

      “What’s growing up there?” Sass asked.

      “I wouldn’t know,” Ivett demurred.

      “Sweet potatoes,” Eli and Kaol replied confidently. The tuber was the mainstay of the Denali diet.

      Sass finally spotted the tell-tale flowers behind their confidence. So much for getting a tour of the gardens from Ivett. Perhaps she could ask for a gardener’s tour later. “So you call your mayor the Dictator? Does this mean you’ve given up democracy?”

      Ivett huffed a laugh. “Democracy was repudiated centuries ago! Before the American collapse. A hundred years before the Diaspora!”

      “Oh, they still pretended for a while,” Sass contradicted her.

      “Not according to our history.”

      Darren asked, “What is this paint made of?”

      Ivett laughed uncomfortably. She glanced an appeal to Three-Eight, who shrugged.

      “Do you have this paint in your apartment, too?” Sass asked to advance Darren’s cause. “Glowing ceiling?”

      “My – Would you like to see my room? It’s just around the corner.”

      “Oh, I would love that!” Sass pounced. “If you’re sure it’s not an imposition.”

      “No, not at all! This way.” Ivett swallowed and cast a nervous glance at Three-Eight, who pursed his lips wryly but made no move to block this evolution. The woman hastened her steps. At her door, she touched the number panel, and the door slid to the side.

      Most of the doors on Thrive operated the same way, for the same reason – to save space. Ivett’s apartment seemed to be a single modest room, about eight by ten paces. White walls brightened blankly. A single upright chair, no arms, sat in pride of place as the sole furniture. Three-Eight appeared just as interested as Sass, but scowled.

      By which Sass surmised that Three-Eight had to share a room, or perhaps enjoyed a much smaller or less…featured one. “This is bright and cheerful.” The guys crowded in behind her. The bulky Kaol and Three-Eight wedged themselves into corners.

      “Do you sleep on a futon?” Sass asked brightly.

      “A what? Oh! Please, sit.”

      Sass obediently took the only chair. Ivett put it through its paces from upright chair, to recliner, to narrow bed.

      Sass preferred to sleep on her side, with freedom to flop between positions, and a pillow munged under her cheek, blankets caught between her knees. But the couch was comfortable, she supposed, and it cranked up the warmth in a cool room.

      “Work,” Ivett said.

      The walls came alive. Neatly boxed, a number of coworkers appeared, with various nonhuman features, some focused on their tasks, others glancing up surprised at the sudden intrusion of Sass. She smiled and waved. An older woman of battle-ax temperament shot a quick imperious wave, and the walls blanked.

      “Ah, that was my boss,” Ivett excused unnecessarily. “News.” This caused the walls to come alive with an overwhelming info dump, video clips, talking heads with the sound off, and headline ticker-lines.

      Three-Eight overrode this in a split second. “Canoe the Everglades.”

      The walls instantly switched to give a convincing 360-degree virtual of canoeing through a swamp, including the front and back of the canoe. A surround soundtrack completed the immersion. Sass could hear the drips from her paddle, side to side. The seat gently rocked beneath her. The idealized Everglades were devoid of power lines or human relics, replete with birds and crocodiles. She admired the artistry. The real wetlands joined the Atlantic before she was born. She abruptly exited the chair, to offer someone else a turn.

      In the shuffle, Darren accidentally opened a closet, automatically lit. Intrigued, Sass asked, “Do you mind?” Ivett’s expression looked a bit pinched, but she waved a be-my-guest.

      A simple shelf held neatly folded camisoles, panties, and socks. Hangers supported a number of workday outfits much like what Ivett wore now, plus a royal-blue-and-yellow academic gown, and a single little black dress. A compact clothes-washer unit sat in one corner, facing off against a floor cleaning robot. Was this all she owned?

      Meanwhile for Eli’s entertainment – he’d mounted the chair – Ivett invoked a drama called Dome Confidential. Furtive lovers in a dim bathroom whispered breathless melodrama about discovery. They stole a kiss entirely too chaste for Sass’s taste. Ivett’s attention was riveted. Eli grimaced.

      But Three-Eight overrode the program. “Agriculture sentry patrol.” The walls reconfigured from the point of view of someone strolling the dome catwalks through the crops. Eli quickly evacuated the seat to soak up details, Kaol likewise diverted.

      Sass and Darren made quick work of exploring the closet, then the bathroom. Sass even scored one of those camisoles to try later, curious how lingerie technology had evolved. Darren chipped the paint again.

      “This is so generous of you!” Sass gushed to Ivett. “Your room is luxurious!”

      Three-Eight raked his gaze around the room and nodded sourly.

      “Oh, thank you!” Ivett gushed, honestly pleased. “I only received my doctorate a couple years ago. But I hope for a bigger room. When I’ve earned it.”

      Sass widened her eyes in maximum effort to look impressed. At a guess, the girl had already invested twenty years of skull sweat to earn this windowless hole. Ivett was proud of her home. And Sass doubted she’d ever worn that little black dress, or tore it off in a hurry. She only dreamed of furtive kisses in a…bathroom.

      Ivett ventured, “So you’re descended from people…outside the domes? Stragglers.”

      “We are,” Sass agreed, taking care to keep a beaming smile glued on. She didn’t know refuges like this existed back then. If she had, as a cop she wouldn’t have lifted a finger to protect the dome from an angry mob demanding their heads. Clay, the privileged lout, probably knew all along. “Stragglers. Tell me, how are they able to breathe outside?”

      Three-Eight cleared his throat aggressively. Ivett glanced at him and murmured, “We aren’t talking about the stragglers.”

      The good lieutenant volunteered, “The captain claimed she was born in the Apple ruins. Was it 2020?”

      “In 2090,” Sass corrected, wishing she hadn’t divulged that. “Warp drive, you know.”

      She might have gotten away with that on Ivett, but not Three-Eight. “You warped enough to lose a century? I think not.”

      Eli intervened aggressively. “Ivett, what subject is your PhD?”

      She fluttered her hands gratefully. “I’m an historian.” Sass’s brows flew up. “Art history.” The walls brought up a collection of artworks. Sass stared at the Campbell’s Soup can, her smile creaking. “Andy Warhol! Are you familiar with him?”

      “No, sorry.”

      Kaol’s people lived and breathed art, and Warhol’s tacky humor didn’t qualify. His face grew extra bland.

      Darren completed his study of the bathroom. “On to the Academy? I’m so looking forward to it! And your communications protocols.”

      As they decamped, Ivett sounded wistful. “Your homes are very different. Aren’t they.” It wasn’t a question.

      “You should come visit!’ Sass invited. “Both of you, Three-Eight. Um, perhaps just the two of you. Dinner? It’ll be fun!”

      Ivett recoiled, but Three-Eight stepped forward eagerly. “Yes! Now?”

      “Uh, after the comms?”

      The Academy proved close by. The campus featured a small park, open to the dome above. The size of a modest living room, it featured grass and flowers, artificially lit, and park benches. A middle-aged man stood contemplating a sundial, ignoring them. Sass doubted a sunbeam could achieve the right angle to reach it.

      Ivett led them past window wall corridors showing adults in cubicles, seemingly staring at blank walls, though their hands danced, possibly on virtual controls visible only to themselves. Then their guide pushed through another door to reach a gatekeeper behind a reception desk, who glanced up from his abbreviated desk wall. Blank metal eyes appeared a near match to Assistant Dictator Riu’s.

      Apparently Ivett had forewarned the man, Terrance, of their errand. He took custody of Kaol’s comm tab, least likely to contain anything problematic. Darren leaned in to observe and offer pointers.

      Possibly to distract himself from personal photos on his comm tab, Kaol asked, “Three-Eight. Is there also a Three-Seven and Three-Nine?”

      “It’s my rank, yes,” the soldier replied.

      “So you get promoted to Three-Seven? And change your name?”

      “Three-Seven is a brother lieutenant,” the man corrected. “A promotion would take me into the twenties.”

      “And maybe someday up to one!” Sass suggested cheerfully.

      Three-Eight grimaced. “No.”

      Sass nodded sympathetically. She knew better than to follow up on that one. “When you leave the army, do you also…?” She tapped her ordinary human nose.

      “Change my mods? Of course,” Three-Eight replied. Ivett nodded emphatically.

      “Is that painful? I mean, is it surgery, or…?”

      Three-Eight pressed his lips into a straight line.

      Ivett missed the hint. “Oh, no! It’s under anesthesia. They induce a coma while the new genetic mosaic grows in.” Her fingers sketched a wave by her nose and eyes. “This took a year. And they installed my computer at the same time.” She tapped the metal band around the back of her head.

      “Fascinating,” Sass assured her, impressed that Eli guessed correctly. “And you change these mods over the course of your life?”

      “I won’t, no,” said Ivett, shrinking back. “But the military mods…” Her voice trailed off as she caught Three-Eight’s snarl. “Maybe those are different.”

      The hardware guy declared the comm tab unable to interface. Darren pocketed it rather than return the unit to its rightful owner. While Terrence brought out  C-shaped devices with a prong in the middle, much like belt buckle. He stood to show Darren how to wear one on his left ear, with the prong adjusted to reach into the ear canal and clamp the thing securely in place.

      “D-K-L-F-L-D-eight-six-one-seven-two,” Darren acknowledged. “That’s my ID on your net? Dome Killingfield 86172?”

      Terrence froze an instant, then nodded. “Children’s access to the data wave. Adults don’t use these. We embed. You speak to it normally. The NLP takes care of the rest – natural language processor. Wake it with ‘Dome Request Killingfield,’ then state your question.”

      Sass claimed one of the devices and hooked it onto her ear. She ignored her ID code. “Dome Request Killingfield, when is dinner?”

      Her earpiece replied, “Supper is in forty-seven minutes at Academy Refectory. Minimum age sixteen to enter.”

      “Did you hear that answer? Or just me?” she asked Ivett impishly. “It’s probably time to head back to my ship, or you’ll be late for supper. I’ll call ahead.” She took out her comm tab and texted Corky to lay on something impressive, and tell Clay. “Shall we?”

      Mission accomplished, she wanted to get out of here like a bat out of hell, while cementing her new friendships. If she got out of this dome without further negative incident, she’d count the day a win of epic proportions.

      “Let’s go!” the wolf man confirmed with gusto. He led the way. Darren fell in beside Sass with an expression like the cat in the creamery. Kaol and Eli fell instantly to muttering to their earpieces.

      Unfortunately, Three-Eight hadn’t forgotten his earlier arithmetic, or someone prompted him. “So you claim to be 128 years old. How many of them did you live? Instead of lose to the warp.”

      Yes, this would be a challenging evening. “I –”

      The lieutenant stopped and held up a wait finger. He looked distracted. Sass feared he was receiving new instructions.
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        At first welcoming, gradually the northern nations felt they were being overrun. Sympathy for the migrant plight turned to hatred.

      

      

      Sass flicked her eyes to her guard Kaol with a microscopic head-shake as their escort Three-Eight stood, eyes unfocused. Here in the midst of Killingfield’s labyrinthine corridors, without the ability to operate the airlocks, she needed to talk them out of here.

      The wolf lieutenant’s attention returned to Sass sourly. “The Assistant Dictator will see you now.”

      Given the time lag on his distraction, Sass imagined that far more content had changed hands than that simple request. She needed to get on top of this fast. “And I’m eager to meet him. Riu, isn’t it? But he doesn’t want to speak to all of us. Why don’t you and Ivett continue to the ship? I’ll catch up.” She beamed a smile.

      Three-Eight’s lip curled up in a sneer. “You shot down jets.”

      “I did,” Sass agreed promptly. “We had a communications problem. They tried to shoot me down. I tried to hail them, tried to evade. And I deeply regret the loss of life and valuable vehicles.”

      She suspected the latter weighed heavier in the eyes of the Dictator. But not, perhaps, for a soldier. “That’s why we welcomed the opportunity to meet with you. To establish comms to avoid further incidents.”

      She put every ounce of sincerity she could muster into her plea, but Three-Eight was a man under orders. She thought fast. “Don’t you want to see inside my ship? Communication is more than handshaking protocols and wavelengths. It requires understanding each other, walking a mile the other’s shoes. Please, Three-Eight, accept our hospitality tonight. Let my people return to Thrive, and join them.”

      Kaol suggested softly, “I want to show you crew berthing. I mean, I share a cabin. It’s not much, but the shower room is great. And I can snack anytime. My metabolism runs kinda high.”

      Sass smiled warmly at her shy bouncer. “Eli can show you my gardens.”

      The botanist picked up his cue smoothly. “Sass was the first to realize that the waste light from our star drive could be used for fresh vegetables on a PO-3. Now all of our spacecraft do it.”

      Darren smiled in a friendly way. The engineer would not be offering tours of his bailiwick. “Our housekeeper Corky is a superb cook.”

      “Housekeeper?”

      Sass assured him, “My ship is like a family home, not military. Please. Accept our hospitality.” And get my people out of here. “Wouldn’t this be valuable to the Dictator, too? Reconnaissance on the inside provided by an experienced soldier of your caliber?”

      Unfortunately that left Sass without even an acquaintance inside the dome. On the other hand, what skin off Killingfield’s nose if she downed a few jets? Surely they weren’t from this podunk town. If number 38 was this young lieutenant, she estimated Killingfield’s total military at somewhere south of a thousand, more likely a few hundred. What they did for a living remained unclear, but she bet it mostly involved keeping their own locals cowed.

      The wolf man looked tempted, and his gaze grew unfocused again. “Alright. The captain will meet with the Dictator alone. But I warn you. If you’re hoping Ivett and I have hostage value, think again.”

      Ivett bounced a little, casting furtive glances up and down the corridor. The academic never seemed enthused about this field trip. Tough, ruled Sass.

      “Never entered my mind.” She flourished an arm onward. “Can I see my people to the airlock? Split off for my interview with the Dictator after?” He agreed with a sharp nod. “Excellent. And you’ll introduce me to my escort? I would hate to make any mistakes, offer any accidental insult, to the Dictator. You know me a little by now, lieutenant. Clueless straggler, clearly harmless.”

      They marched faster now, perhaps in a rush to deliver Sass to the Dictator on time. Sass continued her wheedling along the way, with breaks for staircases and passing strangers. The corridors grew crowded with people who averted their gaze instead of staring at them. Sass tried to tell herself this was a sign of a well-ordered society. But she knew the sort of browbeating involved. Killingfield was not a happy town.

      Lynx-Ears, apparently named Second Lieutenant Four-One, met them at the airlock. Sass sighed relief as her people entered the vestibule and reclaimed their belongings. Those had shifted slightly, probably inspected in their absence. She touched Kaol’s sleeve. “No worries. Tell Clay not to hold up dinner for me. And don’t let Fidget shed on the lieutenant.”

      The Denali guard looked anguished, but hid it in donning his face mask. Eli’s eyes were somber. Darren, a more cheerful type, was inured to Sass taking risks, getting killed, and coming back from the dead. She judged him simply grateful to return to the ship alive with his fingernail scrapings.

      The heavy inner door closed, but she continued to watch through the window until her charges made it through the stone outer door. “Sorry to hold you up, Four-One. Now I’m relying on you to teach me local customs, yes? For instance, would I offend the Dictator by touching him?”

      She touched Four-One’s hand. He snatched it away in alarm. That’s a yes.
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        * * *

      

      Assistant Dictator Riu’s office was a hushed and sumptuous affair larger than Ivett’s apartment, a fact that surprised Sass not at all. Even his end of the dome had been more spacious, with potted plants and wide spots in the halls with conversational groupings of furniture. She’d visited a hotel once in Albany with such furnishings, hushed nooks that no one seemed to use. Not that she’d been invited into rooms like this one, but she caught glimpses when the maids were cleaning.

      She blew out and pursed her lips at the raised velvet patten on the wallpaper. This was more up Clay’s alley. But she’d do her best.

      “You sit,” Four-One directed, not a chatty guy. He himself held up a wall, shrinking from the giant wooden desk.

      She hoped he was correct on that advice. She perched forward, back erect in her best posture, on an overstuffed leather armchair, the fanciest furniture she’d ever touched. The ping-pong-table expanse of the desk stretched before her, of some dark wood likely extinct now in the tropics. Eli hadn’t found rain forests.

      She jumped up like a rifle bullet, and spun as the door opened behind her. Riu strolled in and took his seat. Only then did he pat air to bid her sit again. She rubbed sweat from her hands on her pants, but attempted to glue on a smile.

      “You’ll have to excuse me, Assistant Director – no, Assistant Dictator Riu. I’m not used to such…grandeur.” She gulped. “I’m a simple farmer and spaceship captain from a simple world.”

      His facial muscles remained as implacable as his metal eyes. “Cut the bullshit, captain. Your ship shot down several jets. And satellites.”

      “Yes, and I regret that.”

      “And you were born on Earth.”

      “Yes. But not in a dome like yours.” She couldn’t claim to be a straggler, since she wasn’t sure what the term implied. “I came to Upstate as a child.” She fought her urge to babble out her life history. “I was a cop. Patrolling a tent city near here, a police detective. Then I won the lottery to join the Diaspora.”

      “And a century later, you return to Earth to revisit your roots. I don’t care.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I care very much about the Northern League’s jets. Or rather, they care and are attempting to make this my problem.”

      “The Northern League,” Sass echoed. “They’re still…? I see.”

      She didn’t know much about the League, save they were the last power standing in North America when she exited this world. Her army unit probably answered up a food chain to them, as did the police. But the nose-bleed section of society mattered little to one Sassafras Collier, and she to them.

      “In my defense, sir –”

      “There is no excuse.”

      “Yes, sir, but I attempted to contact them, and was unable to do so. That’s why I was grateful to receive an invitation to Killingfield. To learn your comms frequencies so that we might…annoy people less. Like the Northern League.”

      “You’re still alive,” he noted. “I retrieved your records.”

      With a finger-flick, a photo of her took over a smart wall, hunched and red-eyed, hanging her head as two cop buddies supported her on either side, all three in wet grey-brown coats under an rain awning. Hair looping out of a ponytail, haphazardly thrust into her collar, she appeared twenty years older in that picture than she did today. Her heart panged, and her attempt to smile fled.

      “That was my son’s funeral.” She swallowed. “He was fourteen.” Her voice vanished halfway through the sentence. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Overdose.”

      “I don’t care,” he reminded her, “what squalid little life you led. My interest is your age in this picture, versus your apparent age now.”

      Bastard. Her eyes shot to his, betraying raw rage she feared. Cool it, Collier. She dropped her eyes to her lap. “Would you mind removing that picture, please. In the interest of…efficiency.”

      He did so. “Why do you appear in your early twenties, captain?”

      She scratched her cheek, trying to regain self-control. What a time to have old beaten-down habits return to her. The memories flooding back of that awful week were not readily thrust out of the way. And the endless rage against people such as this man, who prospered while her kind struggled to even breathe.

      He demanded an explanation. Fair enough. But her voice came out gravelly to her ears. “There was a scientist, Belker. On the Vitality, my colony ship out of here. He performed an experiment on a dozen of us, testing advanced medical nanites. Without permission, not from us, not his command chain either. Most of us died within hours. Some survived and became…self-healing.”

      “You became younger. And stayed that way.”

      “Yes.”

      “You will –”

      “You won’t find it,” she blurted. Screw playing nice, she met his blank eyes squarely. “Believe me, scientists have looked for decades. They were never able to reverse engineer what Belker did to us. I expected…well, I thought Earth was dead. Except for some few holdouts I could maybe help.”

      “You came back, light years. To see if you could help poor Earth.”

      Sass recognized dully that she spoke to a man incapable of understanding. “Yes.” She left it at that.

      “Perhaps our scientists are better than yours. Four-One, the doctor is waiting.”

      “Wait!” Sass barked. “I’d hoped this would be a friendly conversation –”

      “You’re a fool, Captain Collier.”

      “Maybe,” she allowed. “But I am a fool with resources. I don’t wish to make this a threat –”

      “But you will.”

      “My ship is an asteroid miner. She’s already shot your best jets out of the sky. And my partner, my lover, might get…concerned…if I do not return home tonight.”

      Riu shrugged. “Take her to the doctor.”

      So be it. Sass rose slowly, glaring at him. She’d given fair warning. She owed him no more than that. She strode to the door and waited for Four-One to open it. The hapless lieutenant frowned uneasily, but she couldn’t help him with that. Sure, she could run away, play hide-and-seek through the dome until she could find the magic words to open an airlock door.

      But the quickest route out of here probably began with the doctor. A medical type might possess some compassion. What a hope.
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        Borders to the south were hardened and fortified. In the Eastern Hemisphere, that region of the globe was already mired in never-ending conflict, which worsened.

      

      

      “You will lie down,” the doctor informed Sass, not looking around from his display blazed across the wall. His eyes were blank metal like Riu’s, though his band extended to the nape of his neck, encasing his brain. A examination cot awaited, well-equipped with straps.

      Four-One stood by the door. Unlike Riu and the doctor, Sass suspected the lynx-eared one understood her warning, that Clay could open fire on the dome. They probably assumed he wouldn’t do so because she was still in here.

      But she wouldn’t die of it. They would. How Clay would balance that equation depended more on Three-Eight, Ivett, and his read on how much he’d be inconvenienced waiting for her to heal and return to duty. Not very, she suspected. She had an embedded tracker. Once they retrieved her body from the dome wreckage, he’d simply toss her on their shared bed, then hit Go on her preset program to flee Earth. She might or might not regain consciousness before rendezvous with Ben.

      She was actually fighting for this idiot doctor’s life here, not her own, plus his entire community. And she was confident he deserved her consideration not one whit.

      “I will not,” she replied, taking a seat on a stool instead. She gave it a test whirl and roll. Its hardware looked nothing like the bare steel examination stools of her army days, but the functionality remained. She inspected it for an elevator function. That worked, suddenly jetting the seat upward. Fortunately it provided foot-rests, since her legs couldn’t reach the floor.

      “You can have a single blood sample. That’s it.” She held onto the seat and extended a foot down to give the stool a nudge, sending it hovering across the room to his equipment cabinet. She rummaged through a few steel cabinets and selected a couple sharps, scalpel and nightmare-sized syringe. She resumed her seat and calmly screwed a disposable needle onto its plunger.

      “Security!” barked the doctor in outrage. Now he looked at her.

      Sass glanced over her shoulder at Four-One, who held a blaster on her, perplexed. Thought so. If she threatened him, the youth would fire that blaster like a berserker, probably killing the doctor, himself, and Sass, and wreck the room. So she didn’t look at him, provided no challenge to anyone. “Would you like me to draw blood myself?” she offered calmly. “Hopefully not with this needle.”

      She slit her wrist with the scalpel, then held it above the counter. Severed arteries gushed out a palm-sized puddle, slowed to a drip, then done. She blotted off excess blood with her sleeve. Then she stared straight into the doctor’s metal eyes. She didn’t even know this creature’s name.

      Nor did she want to know. His chances of surviving the next few minutes were iffy. The tent rat had no sympathy. “Blood. Take it from the counter. Or give me something to take a controlled sample.”

      “Your wrist,” he stammered, “it already…stopped bleeding?”

      She made a show of examining it. She licked it clean and buffed it on her pants leg. “Yup.” She shifted her sharp to the other hand, then displayed the wrist on Four-One’s side to satisfy his curiosity, favoring him with half-smile.

      “Doctor, give her a syringe,” the lynx man begged. His blaster swung in the doctor’s direction, and jerked up to indicate the cabinets.

      “I wasn’t asking for a blood sample!” the foolish physician blurted. “I’m to examine her.”

      Sass zipped down her uniform shirt and spread her arms wide. She wore bra and T-shirt under that outer pressure layer. “Feast your eyes! All done.” She re-zipped the  jacket. “I am healthy, strong, apparent age maybe same as him.” She tipped her head in Four-One’s direction. “That’s all you get.”

      “You don’t –!” The doctor yanked a drawer open, and pulled out a pistol-like device, training it on her, likely a medical sensor.

      Bad move, Sass thought, just as Four-One blasted his head off. Gore spattered across the room, to drip from walls and table. Sass sighed. “For the record, I’m not the one who killed the doctor. Four-One, it’s time to get us out of here.”

      Her pocket vibrated silently, no doubt some message from Clay. She ignored it. She tossed her sharps on the counter, and turned the stool to face Four-One, empty hands in the air. “I surrender. It’s your life I need to save now.” The buzz from her first mate promptly ceased. Yes, Clay, I’m busy!

      “What?” the 2nd looie asked dumbly, whites shining around his eyes as he drank in the carnage he’d wrought in horror.

      “You just murdered a doctor,” Sass observed gently. “But I promise not to hold it against you. You’re welcome to stay on my ship tonight. But we need to get out of here. Like, right this instant. Put the weapon down. Just holster it. Or toss it on the body.”

      The stunned youth gaped at the blaster, then flung it on the doctor’s remains. “Oh my god oh my god oh my –”

      “Keep it together,” Sass crooned, sliding down to her feet, still one hand raised placatingly. “It can be OK. We need to reach an airlock. And you need to open it. One with breath masks.”

      Please don’t bolt on me, she begged silently, holding his gaze with her own. This all got much uglier if he flipped out and ran screaming into the halls. She stepped slowly to block the door, facing it. “Ready? Stick your finger into the middle of my back. Pretend it’s a gun. And we walk calmly and steadily to the nearest airlock. Be sure and give me directions. Right, left, like that.”

      She steeled her nerve, and pulled open the door. Alas a nurse stood there, bearing a metal tray of drugs and paraphernalia. She caught one glimpse of the gore-flecked room behind Sass and dropped the tray. Metal clattered to the hard tile floor and vials rolled away. And she screamed.

      “Run!” Sass instructed her captor. She led off, shoving other medical staff out of her way. She darted into a hallway angling away from Riu’s office. At this juncture, she didn’t care whether Four-One followed or not. She couldn’t save him from himself forever. But at the next turn, she glanced back to find the heavy footfalls chasing her were his.

      That made some things harder, others easier. But she’d help him live if she could. Though truth to tell, the Earth memories were resurrecting some of her old home outlook. Screw off, I don’t take passengers.

      The warble of alarms broke out, with flashing red strobe lights at the intersections. Thanks, I’d wondered what your signals were for that, she though sourly.

      “Left!” Four-One insisted.

      “No. Right,” Sass countered. “I know what I’m doing!”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Four-One’s thudding boots closed on her, just before she swung on a doorframe to enter a staircase.

      Which was full of people, mostly flooding downward. While she wanted to go up. Forgot it was passing time in the hallways.

      She bullied her way up four stairs, shoving outraged sheep people to her left. Four-One was more assertive, pushing them down the flight. By the fifth stair she spotted clear green above. She grabbed a younger woman’s arm and swung her to trade places on the stair, with Sass on the inside. Yeah, bit of a tight fit, especially dragging the heavy lynx along. And this was full Earth gravity she was countering. Her grav generator would struggle.

      “Four-One, grab me around the waist. We’re going to fly up.” She was not surprised that his mouth gaped in incomprehension. But she had explained. She grabbed his hands, drew them around her waist, and repeated, “Hold on!”

      She flicked her gravity. Four-One’s grasp firmed instantly as they began to levitate, ever so slowly but gathering momentum. In this slight bit of reverse gravity, Sass shoved off railings, desperately trying to get them oriented so that –

      Four-One’s forehead bashed into the bottom of the next stair flight. “Sorry,” Sass muttered. “Try to duck from obstacles. Don’t let go!”

      Gravity was acceleration, not speed, as she forever reminded new crew. Their speed gradually mounted up the narrow gap between stair banisters, both fending off with their feet, Sass with a hand as well. “What’s up here?” she asked. “Before the dome?”

      She didn’t expect an intelligent answer, and got none. Four-One was stressed. Peculiar events ganged up against a less than agile mind. But it could have been a lot worse, with three grown men to protect, plus the bystanders. The thought failed to make her more appreciative. The top of the staircase was coming, with empty space looming between her and the greenery. The dome beyond, black in the early November night, reflected a few painful grow light beams to dazzle her vision. But was that…? Yes. Effing Christmas lights!

      She reached into her pocket to reset her generator, and paused to kick off another railing. The calculations long since turned to reflexes, to the extent she’d screw up if she thought about it. She reversed gravity to begin deceleration to end at about 0.2 g directed downward at a height of 2 meters, a trivial fall at that gravity, and began casting around frantically for something to add vector.

      Falling back down the stairwell would cost time.

      Her eyes cleared the last railing to see she’d emerged into a plaza, ringed with shops, and yes, strings of Christmas lights. She hadn’t thought of Christmas lights in a century. Many of Mahina’s refugees descended from survivors of New York City, who passed down a mass case of PTSD from the Christmas season when the authorities began to cull them. Her lip lifted in a vestigial snarl.

      And just as she slowed toward the top of her gravity arc, a heavy man in a nice suit came within reach. She used both feet to kick off of his bulk, to clear them from the stairwell, mostly. He fell rather badly. So did they, Four-One draped over an older women, pinning her to stair railing, and Sass landing on her butt a few feet away.

      “Sorry,” she said to the heavy victim. “Come on, Four-One!”

      She leapt to her feet and ran across the plaza, toward her original airlock, though ten stories up. The plaza wasn’t too crowded, the natives still dining below. Storefronts offered coffee and dessert and window-shopping, prepping for the evening rush. Confronted with a wild-looking blond running from a lynx soldier, they did what browbeaten citizenry usually did. They got out of the way. Sass laughed mirthlessly. Any cop questioning this crowd would find that nobody saw nothing.

      A block of shops peddling gift crap stymied her in the direction she wanted to go. She veered right to a hallway at the end of them, where diners were beginning to pour out of an upscale cafeteria.

      Four-One grabbed her arm, and they backpedaled to the plaza, surrounded by the low-slung shops.

      Only one story tall. “Grab me!” she demanded, drawing Four-One into a hug face-to-face this time. “And hop.” On her grav-generator again, carelessly flicked to 0.1 g, she leapt onto the shop roof before her, a cookie seller. Upon a slow landing, she cut her grav and started running again.

      These roofs offered a crappy surface, though. Never open to the elements, they weren’t built for strength. She chose a path alongside the corridor she’d attempted before. But then one in a more profitable direction appeared to her left, and she veered. And she stopped, looking at Four-One to catch up. When he did so, she instructed, “We’re going to leap the cross-corridor, then follow that hall. Alright?”

      He nodded jerkily, slipping an arm around her waist. She backed up four steps for a running start, but they tripped over each other’s feet. Having launched badly, she gave up on the roof, and simply floated to a landing among a sparse pedestrians.

      Huh, no strobe lights or warbles. “Woot, wasn’t that fun, honey?” She seized Four-One by the cheeks and kissed him right on the mouth.

      He looked as flabbergasted as the onlookers outraged. OK, public displays of affection were not a crowd-pleaser. “Come on!” She grabbed his hand and ran, shoving people mercilessly out of her way.

      This was taking too long, she realized with a sinking feeling.
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        The wars didn’t kill many until nuclear weapons were deployed. Then tens of thousands of deaths grew to hundreds of thousands, then millions, beginning with clearing the southern borders of Russia.

      

      

      The AI woke Voronin in his private apartment, luxurious but far more compact than his office. He sat bolt upright, and yawned and wiped the sleep from his eyes in the early morning dark. The sun wouldn’t rise for hours, but he normally rose in a half hour.

      The surprise was that the AI, Nably, dared speak at all. In the president’s grogginess, he pictured the ancient program as a subterranean dragon, as the Chinese envisioned in their superstitious feng shui. Nably lurked below, avoiding attention lest he be eradicated like his fallen brethren. The AIs made quite a pain in the ass of themselves fifty years ago. The few survivors were chained, limited, starved, Voronin’s included. But they were too useful to exterminate entirely.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “The interstellar intruder. I’ve located the ship in Killingfield Dome, 300 kilometers southeast of Pontiac. The ship’s captain is inside the dome.”

      Voronin threw off his featherbed and rose in the cold air. He rapidly donned a fresh uniform. “Time in Pontiac?”

      “Nineteen ten. I have more.”

      “Tell me.”

      Nably continued, “The woman appears to be twenty-two, but claims she was born in old New York City a hundred thirty years ago, then departed in the Diaspora. The Vitality pickup in America’s Upstate district. The Assistant Dictator, Riu, decided the most important question is how she lived so long, so healthy.”

      Voronin huffed and shook his head in disbelief. “Why?”

      “Almost certainly to have something useful to offer Pontiac.”

      “Has this Riu reported to Pontiac yet?”

      “No.”

      “Thank you, Nably. You’ve earned another processor.”

      “Thank you, President,” the AI whispered humbly.

      “Use it to learn how to hail that ship,” Voronin replied sourly. “Or have you managed that yet?”

      “I have. Shall I call them for you?”

      The most powerful man on Earth considered his reflection in the mirror. He was dressed. He could call the interstellar visitor. But no, not yet. They could still escape. “Call Pontiac.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He stepped into his private office and sat, letting Nably frighten the initial layers of flunkies and find him an official of rank to speak to. He let Nably translate for him, as well, it being far too early in the day for English. A horrible language.

      Finally a general appeared on his screen. He’d expected a Dictator, or Tyrant. But Voronin preferred generals, so this would do.

      “There is a ship,” he said without preamble. “A spaceship, a Jupiter Orbital 3.” Nably didn’t need to supply the name. The President recalled the evocative label on his own. “Parked at Killingfield Dome in Upstate. I want that ship, and its entire crew, unharmed. Be very clear. Should accidental fatalities occur, you will collect up all the blood and put the body on ice. Otherwise the crew is to be treated as honored guests under lock and key. I wish to speak with them. It is imperative that the ship be whole, complete, and operable. You must first make sure it does not fly away. Am I understood?”

      “Y-yes, sir. I will see to it.”

      “Good.” Voronin clicked off, and frowned. “Nably, what’s its name? The ship.”

      “Thrive One.”

      “And that other one, at Mars?”

      “Merchant Thrive is the flagship. The smaller one on the surface is Psyche. There is a third ship above Mars One, but I have no name for that one yet.”

      Voronin shrugged. Clearly the ships acted in concert, but that was obvious from their arrival times, not just the names. Thrive. He looked it up. Huh.

      “Nably, probability that this man can deliver as promised?”

      “Forty percent.”

      That was unfortunate. “Think on this with me. How can we increase the chances of that ship’s survival? With its crew.” Power had its uses, and Voronin was a maestro. But it was so difficult to capture a delicate insect with a tank, or a jet plane. Pontiac, alas, was a brute force tool, dull as a sledgehammer. Such a pity they hadn’t landed somewhere subtle, Hakone perhaps. He settled in to contemplate the problem.

      One thing was certain. That ship, and the others at Mars, must not escape before he learned everything they knew. And he suspected that they in turn would be less than forthcoming.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Not long before, Clay rose beaming from the head of the dining table, as Kaol herded Three-Eight into the galley for supper. “I hope you enjoyed crew quarters?” he asked pleasantly.

      The wolf-lieutenant nodded guardedly, and took a seat beside doe-eyes. The woman Ivett tended to blush whenever Clay looked at her. On a scale of one to ten, he’d rate her around twelve for agitation level. Liam leaned to her and spoke soothingly.

      Clay caught Fidget’s gaze and briefly lidded his eyes. What Sass intended with this get-together, he could only imagine. But his aim was to extract as much context about Earth as possible.

      The mink nodded and hopped onto the table beside Three-Eight. She rose on her hind legs to bring her face closer to his eyes. He recoiled into his seat back, so she sprang onto his chest and stuck her muzzle in his ear.

      “Fidget!” Clay cried, bounding to his feet to pull the mink off their seemingly hapless victim. “I’m so sorry. Our ship mascot. We spoil her terribly.” He draped the mink around his neck and returned to his seat. “We’re still missing the chief engineer. Corky? Remind Darren he’s holding up supper. Let’s start without him.”

      He served himself from the enormous salad bowl and passed it to Liam on his right. Eli reminded the guests they’d picked some of these vegetables during their tour of the engine room. He pointed out which ones.

      Clay was proud of his girlfriend’s gardening prowess. Thrive looked like a battered old tug, because it had seen a century of hard wear. But he’d done a nice job remodeling the kitchen, and no one set a more nutritious and delicious table. Yet the pair from Killingfield stared at their salad plates without enthusiasm.

      “Is something wrong with the salad?” he asked.

      Three-Eight and Ivett shared a glance. “It’s…good,” Ivett attempted, and dutifully munched a fork full of sweet pepper, picked at its ripest, and leafy greens practically still alive from the plant, at their nutritional peak. She finished chewing and swallowed. “But it’s inactive. Just not used to it.”

      “Tasty,” the werewolf agreed. Clay still struggled to see them as human. “But our food signals our implants. Or maybe it’s the table. Our food causes elation, touch of sadness. Excites sensations in different parts of the body, whatever.”

      This was not good news. Liam looked appalled, though perhaps the comments flew past the rest of the crew. Clay easily read this technology as potent mind control, an addictive drug administered with every meal. “Well, please enjoy the novelty of primitive food, then.” He suspected instead they’d suffer withdrawal.

      Three-Eight was unarmed, at least. Kaol placed their accessories in a plastic carton and deposited them by the dome wall. But they couldn’t be relieved of their implants short of surgery, and fidgety neurosurgery at that. Clay didn’t read Ivett as capable of posing a threat. The lieutenant could be a problem.

      “Tell us what’s happened on Earth this past century,” Clay invited, earning himself a break to chew. Ivett soon launched into a lecture on decades of art history, Zelda egging her on.

      He scratched Fidget’s ears and resumed eating. The mink nuzzled her face into his ear and interfaced with his comms ear bud to debrief. “Three-Eight sends all he sees and experiences to the dome. The sensory encoding scheme is excellent! I could share my feelings with Floki and my brothers!”

      Clay cleared his throat and scratched her ears again to suggest she focus.

      “He receives updates and orders,” the mink reported. “Sass is in medical.”

      The first mate slipped out his comm tab under the table and texted Darren to try raising ESD fields or otherwise frustrate signals.

      Fidget waited until he was done to complete her report. “But she killed the doctor, and now she flees through the dome with Four-One.”

      Clay coughed loudly, and took a sip of water. “Excuse me.” Time to speed things up. “Fascinating, Ivett,” he said, cutting her off in mid-sentence, something about sound and color harmonics with jarring discords. “And how many people are left on Earth now?”

      Three-Eight provided, “One and a quarter billion.”

      Rego hell. Clay fought to keep his expression cool, though his heart was pounding. “In the domes? We’ve also seen boat cities and submarines.”

      “Total,” the lieutenant supplied. He was scratching his wolf ear now. Hopefully that meant Darren accomplished something to frustrate his incoming signals. “The domes don’t much interact with boat people.”

      Liam ventured, “We’ve seen people outside, too.”

      “Stragglers,” Eli added.

      The guests applied themselves to their food without comment.

      “You dissected that animal,” Clay prompted Liam. “Did you figure out how it breathed this air?”

      “Elevated hemoglobin,” Liam replied, “and expanded lung capacity. Poor thing was pregnant.”

      “Were you able to save the babies?” Clay asked in reflex. Eli rolled his eyes.

      “They were dead,” Liam said sternly. “I did sequence the embryos’ DNA. Full siblings, and the father was a close relative, possibly a first cousin.”

      “Engineered DNA,” Eli added. “Someone is trying to repopulate the animal kingdom.”

      Three-Eight snorted. “Not Killingfield! Or not that I’ve heard.” He’d quit scratching his ear and evinced little interest in the delicious goulash and noodles and buttered rolls now making the rounds. He ate, alternated with pushing food around his plate. Definitely an addict, missing his drug.

      “It’s Killingfield,” Ivett corrected in a small voice. “The stragglers…” Three-Eight shot her a sharp glare and she shut up.

      Darren finally strolled in and took a seat, looking elated. “Good news, chief?” Clay could use some.

      “Their paint is fascinating!” the engineer gushed. “I believe one of the nano-components generates power from the air. The ceilings add another luminous molecular filament, always on lighting. The smart walls rely on those components and many more. I don’t have the control logic for those.”

      The walls, the ceiling, the food all communicating, all the time, with embedded implants in the people – Clay had never been so tempted to press a button and ditch Sass forever. His team was so far out of their league it was pitiful. And he had no idea what to do about it.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Darren asked, brow furrowed. “Clay, this technology could revolutionize Mahina!”

      “Yes,” he allowed. Cheap lights would be nice, he supposed. “How do you make it? This paint.”

      “I have no idea.” Darren looked brightly to Three-Eight, whose expression had grown hard, a lip raised over wolfish incisors.

      “We grow it,” Ivett whispered. “In a vat.”

      Clay stared at Three-Eight and laid down his fork precisely.

      “Is something wrong?” Liam asked urgently.

      “Maybe,” Clay murmured. Yes. But was it wrong enough to bail on this mission? Abandon Sass and hit the rendezvous button? His instincts said Hell, yes! But he didn’t know anything. And Sass…she was annoying, but they were lovers. He’d grown attached to her over the years.

      “Dome society,” the wolf man stated, “is under the control of the Northern League. Which assumed power long before the Diaspora.”

      Clay felt the muscles of his face harden. “Yes,” he bit out.

      The Northern League was founded in the early twenty-first century, to ‘protect’ its member northern nations against invasion from vast southern populations which climate change was rapidly mobilizing into refugees. Climate change accelerated. The world supported too many people, destroying the biomes which supported them. The League held the best real estate, and meant to keep it that way, and take drastic measures to slow the environmental destruction. They set out to cull the population below two billion people. Clay’s own homeland, once the United States of America, lay largely south of the League. Some of its population could hope to join. But only by culling its excess population in line with League goals. By the time Clay was born, civilization only continued in the northern tier of the States, having earned their way into the League.

      In its infancy, the Northern League managed to exterminate billions of people. And apparently it lasted two centuries now, successor to the twentieth century Great Powers.

      “The boat people are independent,” Three-Eight continued. “Miniature floating family domes, stragglers. Ruled by organized crime.” The werewolf didn’t bother to veil his contempt. “The stragglers here are nothing but failed experiments, subhuman. Is that what you wanted to know, about what happened to Earth since the Diaspora?”

      Unheard by anyone else, Fidget clarified, “Someone feeds him information.”

      “I see,” Clay replied aloud. “And Killingfield Dome answers to?”

      “Pontiac. In Quebec. Indirectly. Killingfield is only a small town.”

      “Which must do as Pontiac dictates,” Clay guessed bitterly.

      “Mostly we fly under the radar, unnoticed, unimportant. Unfortunately today we’ve caught their rapt attention.”

      “I’d like to ask you to leave now.” Clay transfered his napkin to the table in deliberate slow motion, and stood.

      “That won’t help you,” Three-Eight informed him grimly. “Or any of us, really.”
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        The Northern League resorted to engineering catastrophes.

      

      

      Sass came to a skidding halt at a roadblock in the corridor, as a grade’s worth of children filed out of a cafeteria. Four-One knocked into her back, almost sending her into the flock of kids. They milled around, silent and smiling, and linked hands to walk in the halls. They looked to be about eight-year-olds, if she remembered the size correctly.

      Sass had seen preternaturally well-behaved children like this once before. Their teacher had his back turned, issued no orders, no warnings. The kids appeared normal human, no metal skull bands, no furry ears. But they were under thrall somehow. She gulped. Her maternal instinct desperately wanted to grab a child to take along. She’d figure out how to restore him to boisterousness, then return to liberate the others.

      But no, these children didn’t belong to her.

      They’d descended a couple stories since the open-dome plaza. Roof-tops were no longer an option, and this was a long corridor to double back.

      “Cut through here,” Four-One said urgently, opening a door to the side. Unlike most, this wasn’t a slider, but a hinged glass door with big red letters, AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. He set off a whooping alarm, though not the red hall lights and warbles.

      Sass reflected that she’d been in this dome too long if she could tell the alarms apart. She cast one last glance over her shoulder at the kids. None even looked behind at the loud alarm. Two girls near the back of the line swung their joined hands rhythmically and hummed a song.

      She turned and ran to catch up with Four-One, only to have her steps falter again as she reached window walls to left and right. Older children lay here unconscious, neatly arrayed in beds on life support, growing fur or enormous eyes or whatever. She couldn’t help it. She stared in horror at a boy, perhaps ten, whose original eyes were sloughing out as insect-like chitin grew down from his forehead.

      Four-One dodged back and grabbed her arm. “Hurry!”

      Medical technicians rushed into the hall, looking rather dazed. The pair parted them like bowling balls through pins, scattering them to bounce into the walls. Technicians minding anesthetized children didn’t rise to an emergency very often, Sass imagined.

      The short-cut through the disfiguration department ended abruptly at another door to an outer corridor, this one not alarmed, for employees to flow outward. Four-One still in the lead, they trotted down another flight of stairs. Now they went with the flow of traffic instead of against, so they could pass on the left to outrun the sedate passive crowd. A couple floors down, Four-One ran left into a corridor again.

      Sass didn’t argue. Her spatial sense still reported they were headed toward the airlock she came in. Though while the going was good, she would have opted to continue down a couple more stories. She needed to lose more altitude soon.

      This new hallway was a lower-rent district. Door panels crowded together. The passageway narrowed. Only a narrow strip of ceiling was painted in dim light. Up ahead appeared to be a dead end. But her companion seemed sure of his way, so she continued at full speed.

      Until she reached the dead end. She looked to Four-One, puzzled.

      He raised his hands and backed away. “I did as you asked!” he cried out to the walls.

      Soldiers piled out of rooms beyond him, from the direction they’d just run. The first out the door shot Four-One between the shoulder blades at point-blank range. He fell face-forward on the rubbery floor just a few steps from Sass. A few drops of blood spattered his lynx ears.

      You fool, Sass mourned. Someone must have offered him leniency for his help in trapping her, whispering directly into his mind. Four-One was too gullible for this world. Did Riu feed him orders directly? Her soldier years suggested a command chain was more likely.

      Her hands slowly rose in surrender, no sudden moves. She tried to tell herself that she hadn’t killed him, not really. His brother soldier did that. But I caused his death. She used him. And her inner tent rat knew that all along. Four-One was a dead man running ever since he shot the doctor. His fault, really, the result of poor training.

      Her ear began to speak to her. “Turn around.”

      The voice was familiar. She turned to face Assistant Dictator Riu, projected on the smart wall at the dead end. He appeared at the same height as in life, a handspan taller than herself, an arm’s length away, a natural conversational spacing for persons who were not friends.

      “You’ve run out of options, captain,” he informed her. “You will surrender to these guards. You will cooperate with them.”

      “I will not cooperate with being dissected, or studied like a lab rat.”

      “No,” Riu agreed. “That gambit was unsuccessful. And time ran out. We have now received instructions. You are wanted by another dome.”

      “For what?” Sass asked bitterly. “To be held accountable for the jets I shot down? In self-defense!”

      “Possibly,” he allowed. “But I remind you, I do not care. Captain, my role in the Dictatorship is inter-dome relations. We are a small dome, powerless. A bigger fish wants you. We will be paid for turning you over. It’s as simple as that. And given your first life on Earth, I believe you understand.”

      She understood fine. No mercy, no remorse – she’d be turned over. If they could manage it. She pursed her lips and blew out, considering what threat to offer.

      And the guard behind her, still at point-blank range, shot her left arm off below the elbow.

      In agony, Sass crumpled to her knees, arterial blood pulsing out. She grabbed the ragged stump with her other hand, trying to stanch the flow, her face in a rictus of pain, smelling that all-too-familiar coppery tang. She blew out in short pants, reminding herself desperately that this was not over. Just ignore the pain. Pain was meaningless, a distraction from what was important here.

      What was important here?

      “Bastard!” she breathed, glaring up at the Dictator, unready to relinquish her rage to reason. She never mistook for an instant that shot was the soldier’s choice. Riu ordered it.

      “Fascinating,” Riu observed. “Already the bleeding slows. And then the arm grows back? Are you like a lizard, captain? Does this take long?”

      He squatted to address her at her own level, taking meticulous care to ruck up his pants legs neatly on the way down. Only present in virtual, the warm scarlet river, this mess of real life, touched him not at all, emotionally no more than physically. Some evil children took naturally to their training. Sass had known his kind before. Though Mahina offered them too little scope.

      “I think, captain, that I can continue blowing off your appendages. Or your head. Or a gut wound.” She flinched. Gut shots were worse.

      He flicked the tiniest smile. “And it hurts. And if I do it enough times, you will die. But Pontiac wants you alive. And your ship. How do I accomplish that? Get your ship to go willingly to Pontiac?”

      “What is Pontiac?” she gritted out.

      “American High Command.” Riu rose, again taking care of his pant creases.

      To his evident surprise, she rose too, brushing ragged flesh off her shattered elbow to drop to the floor. She heard the soldiers behind her take involuntary steps back, to sharply indrawn breaths and stifled oaths. Enjoy the show, you rego tools. She would not mistake them for human again.

      “I’m eager to speak to American High Command,” she informed him. “As I said, my interest in visiting your…charming dome…was communications protocols. That I might begin a dialogue. And avoid further shot-down jets. We came to learn what became of Earth.” She pressed her lips flat. She felt the contempt showing in her nose and narrowed eyes, lifted to meet his own.

      “You will travel separately from your ship. And order them to follow.”

      “My ship isn’t going anywhere. My people are off limits.”

      “Your ship will travel to Pontiac. Or they will drop nuclear warheads on it. My dome will not survive a direct hit. Will your ship?”

      Ruefully, Sass recalled that she meant to check that point with her engineer. “Yes,” she claimed, but from the look on Riu’s face, she’d betrayed her doubt.

      “No,” he concluded. “Tell them.” He pointed to her pocket.

      The captain was only too eager to pull out her comm tab. “Clay, Sass. Time to go.”

      The sonofabitch behind her shot out her left knee this time. She landed directly on the shredded stump, stabbing agony. She dropped the comm tab as she pitched forward to support herself on her one hand.

      Through gritted teeth and sobbing breath, she barely heard Clay’s voice. “…Situation here. Sass?”

      “Go, go, go!” she pleaded. “Clay, run!” But she doubted he could hear her whisper.

      “I’m coming.” With that, her beloved cut the connection.

      Clay, couldn’t you obey a direct order, just this once? “Men!” she spat. Bastards and arrogant fools, the lot of them!

      “Perhaps you were distracted,” Riu noted. “And missed your first mate’s response. Lover? Husband? No matter. He will join you here. Your engineer will fly the ship to Pontiac. Or it will be nuked, and you’ll be responsible for the death of my entire town. Expect no sympathy from me, captain.”

      “Perish the thought.”

      No, there would be no mercy here. Clay, get a clue, dammit! Just blow a hole in this benighted dome. Send them all to hell and get out of here! She’d recover, probably even find a breath mask in working order. Why in hell would he cooperate with these stupid demands? To save Killingfield?

      Yes, to save Killingfield, and the stragglers and the chipmunk. Well, the squirrels, at least. They’d already murdered the innocent chipmunk. Because that was how they did it, the Northern League and its legions. Would you rather we kill your son, or gang rape your partner? In the end, her only defense was to lose all her morals, one by one, stripped of all human kindness, a stumbling bumbling automaton, wishing the pain would end.

      It never ended. Not in this game. But it was the only game on Earth. Once in the system, you were trapped. She recalled a drug dealer whose kneecap she shot off with no more concern than that soldier who just shot off hers. Simply because she wanted the name of his supplier.

      I deserved this. If I’m damned, I earned every penny of it. But my crew doesn’t. We flew away, the hideous dregs and castoffs, the monsters we’d become. And amidst the desperate struggle to survive, our descendants turned human again. But not her. She had no descendants, her ovaries cut out in punishment after her one son was born. She tried for redemption. Others got to die and start over, but never her.

      “Promise to cooperate,” Riu demanded. “And we’ll let you heal.”

      She gazed up at him, sway-backed to get her chin to jut upward. What, you’re still here? “Screw you.”

      “I was afraid of that,” he noted in distaste. And the bastard behind shot off her one good foot.

      Mercifully, that was enough for her to pass out. Her nose mashed into the floor. And she knew no more.
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        The culling of New York City, most densely populated of the Northern League’s American cities, is well-documented. They quarantined the region, cut off its food supply, and unleashed a weaponized virus, eventually killing tens of millions.

      

      

      Sass came to with someone gentling her hair. Tactile memory declared that one was Clay, with her head in his lap. A frown began to crease her brow as her body recognized a warm purring mass draped along her right torso. Fidget snored genteelly. The captain’s nose wrinkled at the smell of dried blood.

      That reminded her to check for missing…parts. Yup, still missing left forearm, right foot, and left leg. The bastard shot the joints too. The soldier was out of reach. Clay wasn’t. Her eyes popped open in rage.

      “Shh,” he soothed. “Welcome back.”

      “You disobeyed a direct order!”

      “You say that like you’re surprised.”

      She struggled to rise, but felt weak and dizzy. Her head thunked back into his crotch, hard. She easily resisted the temptation to apologize. “I am the captain! I give orders! That’s my shtick!”

      “Sorry to emasculate you, dear,” he crooned. “Old habits. I was your boss first.”

      He was, and a right bastard too. On Vitality, leaving this godforsaken planet. “Never mind that. Why didn’t you leave?” She heard the honest exasperation in her voice. “One button operation. Get the ship and crew out of here. Was it too much to ask?”

      “To leave you behind? Yes, Sass. It was too much to ask.”

      “And the mink?” Her voice squeaked upward.

      His finger stilled her lips. “We’re not talking about the mink. We’re fighting about us. For the amusement of our captors.”

      Only then did she begin to wonder where she was. Leaving her abdominal muscles out of it this time, she lifted the top of her head to take a look. Helicopter, she interpreted the chamber, troop carrier, though she’d never ridden its like. When she was in the army, they didn’t offer nice panoramic windows like this, and the bench seat beneath offered padding. Her one good hand stroked the upholstery, leather, or a good fake. The colors matched the more upscale halls of Killingfield, with its scythe logo emblazoned on the short wall separating them from the pilot and copilot.

      Soldiers sat on the bench across the way, blasters in their laps.

      She’d seen enough, and dropped her head back. Clay slipped a straw between her lips, of something inspired by orange juice. Oranges and bananas went extinct decades before she was born, wiped out by their own pandemics. She sipped obediently, then groused, “Orange juice doesn’t make blood faster. Never agreed with you about that.”

      “I kept careful records,” he countered. “Of my experiments on Vitality. Remember that time you slit your wrists?”

      “I slit my wrists a lot of times. So did you.”

      “I did, you didn’t. The captain sent me to comfort you, afraid you’d continue to self-harm.”

      “Clueless bastard,” Sass agreed. “You tried to off yourself three times for every time I tried.”

      “Yes. That’s what I was remembering. Even then, you were always so…” His voice adopted a plaintive note. “Optimistic. And there I was, ordered to cheer you up. Convince you not to kill yourself anymore, that it did no good. A flaming hypocrite.”

      “I noticed.”

      “But you stopped, Sass. You never tried again after that day. Aside from stupidity. I’ve been sitting here wracking my brain. Was it something I said? Surely not.”

      “It was,” she admitted grudgingly. “You claimed this was our second chance. That everything in my personnel jacket was hereby forgotten. Earth never happened. Even my record and screwups on Vitality, erased. Happy birthday, you are reborn into a new world without sin. You said that.”

      “Mahina was already racking up sins by that point,” he allowed. “But you gave me hope.”

      “Thought it was the other way around.”

      “Yes, but it worked. Sass, you don’t know what it was like. A cop, the perps you dealt with were small fry. Desperate people doing foolish things, pitiful.”

      “Gosh, a romantic. Clay, us poor folk can be assholes and beat our children, too.”

      He laughed softly. “Yes, there’s that. But true evil takes power. In my beat, I walked among them.”

      “This is relevant how?” she asked archly.

      He tweaked her nose. “You are emissary to the downtrodden. Pontiac sounds more my speed, speaking b.s. to power.” She snickered appreciation. “I told Three-Eight I’d walk him and Ivett back to Killingfield, surrender myself to join you. But let my people go. And that would save his sorry dome too. Without the ship for a prize, they wouldn’t dare lose thee and me, or Pontiac would pancake them.”

      “You gave them ammo,” Sass mourned. “Now we get to watch each other tortured. I hate that game.”

      He sighed. “Same. I told Darren to hit the go button. He nodded. I thought I’d solved that.”

      “But instead he stayed rather than leave us behind,” Sass suggested. “We have got to work on obeying orders.” She shook her head in disgust. “Why didn’t you just shoot a hole in the damned dome? The main gun could slice Killingfield like a mango. No loss to the world, I can tell you that.”

      He stroked her cheek and met her eyes. “We don’t do that. We outlived Earth so we could become the good guys.”

      “That won’t work here,” Sass warned him. “It never did.”

      “Maybe it’s worth fighting for,” he argued.

      “God save us from late-life converts.” Hadn’t he argued against her Pollyanna ways a hundred times? Or a thousand by now. Clay was the cynic, the cautious one, the wise and educated. Idealism was her department. She stroked the mink and pointedly gazed at it, and back at him in exasperation.

      The one technology they most wanted to keep out of Earth’s hands. And he brought her along.

      Clay said softly, “Sass, we came to talk. Damaging a dome would make those conversations go badly.”

      She stiffened and hissed as her nanites extruded fresh bone at her right ankle. She was uncovered, exposed. These uncaring soldiers would watch while she was ugly and disgusting and alien. Normally when they regrew limbs the lovers hid in their cabin, under sheets. She turned her face into Clay’s crotch near tears with the humiliation.

      Clay unzipped his light pressure suit jacket, matching her own wrecked top, and took it off, to drape over her legs. Her ruined arm lay hidden in the crack of the bench.

      “No blanket!” one of the guards barked.

      Clay ignored him, and rearranged Fidget to complete veiling her ghastly arm regrowth.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, pulling herself back together. The soldiers didn’t choose to intervene, only complain. Good. “How long to reach this Pontiac?”

      “Twenty minutes, they said. And Thrive is right behind us.”

      “Have you ever heard of Pontiac?”

      He shook his head and brushed the hair off her brow. “Sleep again. It helps.”

      Sleep wouldn’t make her whole in twenty minutes. Limbs took time. But she accepted his comforting touch and dozed off
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      In the dismal life support bowels of Mars One, Ben perched on his newly cleaned air filter vat and listened to Floki’s report. He quietly patched his companion Remi and the computer guru Hugo Silva in to hear this too.

      The emu’s news was already a half hour after the fact, embedded in a huge encrypted data dump sent at light speed. The burst contained new scientific findings and a soundtrack from Sass’s comm. She’d been recording throughout her time in Killingfield Dome, until the comm died just after she told her ship to run.

      Ben stiffened and stood. “Did Thrive break atmo?”

      “No,” and here Floki’s voice quavered. “Clay decided to cooperate with her captors. He went into the dome, to be with Sass. Thrive chose to follow to this Pontiac Dome. And…Clay took Enka with him.” His voice broke on that.

      “Shh, Floki, it’s OK. We have a full backup of her, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “If worse comes to worst,” he soothed, “we’ll restore my adorable grand-mink to a fresh new body. But if Thrive One is following along, we’ll get more incremental backups from her. She’ll be OK. Is she frightened?”

      Floki sniffed, clearly crying. “She wants to prove herself. So brave. So foolish. Just a baby.”

      “Shh. Tell you what. I’ll finish up here, and return to Merchant tonight. And you give Lenka a big hug and kiss from me, OK? Let me talk to Judge now.”

      The tearful bird apparently got a hug from his first mate Judge on the way out of the office. That attended to, man replaced emu on the comms channel. “What’s our play, cap?”

      “Not a lot we can do at this point. Regroup. Monitor the situation. Keep me apprised. I’ll extricate us down here.”

      “Are we telling the Martians our business?” Judge asked.

      The comms call didn’t count. Floki and Hugo assured Ben that their direct comms were uncrackable, encoded with private keys. And once he heard the gist of Floki’s report, Remi locked the door on their current work room, loud with motors, unbalanced fans, and churning vats.

      “I don’t think so,” Ben returned, after thinking it through. “We told them all along we need the flagship to build real solutions.”

      In the meantime, the locals already benefited from their stopgap efforts. He and Remi installed a temporary bubble airlock where the locals had planned to collapse the computer tunnels. The place still stank. Ben took a blessed clean gulp of air from their canned supply for its relief. But air pressure was rising, and should reach 88% of Earth normal by morning.

      “Take care of Floki and Lenka for me, Judge. Possibly the most upsetting thing that ever happened to them. Everyone else OK?”

      “No worries, boss.”

      “Good. Ben out.” He cut Judge out of the circuit. “Hugo, how long do you need to wrap things up?”

      “Am I coming back?”

      “Assume so. And make the Martians believe it.”

      “Uh, the latter suggests two hours.”

      “Try to make it one.” Ben looked a question to Remi, who nodded. In here, the two of them could bring their projects to a stopping point in that time, if only by saying they needed to make new parts to proceed. “Ben out.”

      He tucked the tab away and turned to his vat. Remi reopened the door behind him. A waiting Lieutenant Rover scurried in with another cleaned filter. Ben secured the refreshed pan to his assembly and Remi strolled over. He waited for Rover to exit with another cart of motor parts to de-gunk.

      “What do you think?” Remi asked.

      “I think there’s not a damned thing we can do about it,” Ben muttered. “We wish her luck. One and a quarter billion people, rego hell. And this Pontiac is defense HQ for a continent. At a guess, I’d say it’s impregnable.” The French-speaking Remi’s English was good these days, but not that good. He clarified. “We can’t break in. Only get ourselves shot out of the sky. So we wait for an opportunity. And stick to our knitting on Mars.”

      “That sucks.”

      “It does indeed. But not unexpected.” He jutted his chin toward the machinery Remi had partially dismantled. “Done enough here. Need a hand?”

      “You OK?”

      “Me? Why wouldn’t I be?” Ben returned sourly, then admitted, “No. Pisses me off.”

      Remi nodded. “She does this. You remember the first time I call you for advice? A monster AI dissects my captain. And who left me in charge? You’re good, Ben. I am always impressed. You can handle this.”

      “Thanks. Let’s clean up.”

      So Ben, Sass’s backup, responded to her predicament by reassembling a grungy pump system. Best I can do for now. And that galled him.
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        The American West Coast was rich in geological faults, and battling droughts and wildfires. Carefully placed nuclear explosions added an earthquake disaster which eventually killed tens of millions. Many survivors fled south.

      

      

      Sass woke as Clay shifted her to seated, to watch the descent into Pontiac. Her grogginess vanished instantly in her eagerness to see what they were getting into.

      Stands of woods were small, the land paved with greenhouses, with large farmhouse-type structures here and there. At this hour of night, the greenhouses slept mostly dark, but housing for their tenders still glowed warmly.

      “Ottawa River,” Clay murmured as the broad grey ribbon came into view. “We’re about twenty-five miles from Ottawa.”

      On either side of the river banks to the left lay an immense airfield, bright with floodlights and signaling colors. She recognized the jet fighter design, as one took off, and another circled to land. At a guess, each of the low-slung hangars could shelter dozens of the things. But the runways fell away behind a ridge as the helicopter banked toward an urban center.

      They flew between enormous tenement buildings toward a center of lower glass pyramids with streamlined corners. Sass craned her neck to see the ground between buildings. That too received the greenhouse treatment, with tall sections for trees to grow within. Parks, she surmised, with lamp posts along broad thoroughfares.

      The entire district was a ‘dome’.

      “Did you ever visit Ottawa?” she asked.

      “No. Montreal once,” Clay admitted. “Far better shape than Boston or Albany. Millions living as though the Calm never happened, nothing had changed for a century. Kinda eerie. Resented it like hell at the time.”

      “Of course.” Sass would have been livid.

      “I’m guessing this place began as an ark. A bolt-hole for the powerful from the capitol.” He huffed a laugh. “I inquired. My comm data says its last known population was 5800, in 2025.”

      In other words, Pontiac vanished themselves from the official records as they built up. “Definitely an ark,” Sass grumbled. As the weather worsened and economy crashed, and the great unwashed tried to cope, some of the wealthiest took refuge in ‘arks,’ safe from the storms. Apparently this one was on steroids, then built up over a couple centuries.

      She spotted a fancy pyramid in the center of the complex, bronze-colored and stepped like some kind of Nazi ziggurat. Powerful spotlights accentuated its squat majesty and multi-story falls of flags.

      Their ride slowed, and a hangar door rolled open on the side of a nearer man-made mountain of a pyramid, bluish zinc-colored in its external lights. They entered a helicopter-sized airlock. Pilot and copilot stood for a stretch and muffled gossip. Parking lot air control took over, Sass figured. In seconds, the inner garage door opened, and they were drawn smoothly into a built-in hangar housing hundreds of vehicles. Few were larger than the helicopter she rode in. Many looked to be single-person flyers, racked like bicycle rentals instead of personal vehicles – take the next available.

      She’d love to. But no, escaping here wouldn’t be so easy.

      “I’m glad we came,” she claimed aloud, to persuade herself more than Clay. “Otherwise Ben would have someday. If I were lost, and you. He’d come for closure, to finish my dream.”

      Clay suggested, “Ben’s smarter than you think.”

      She shook her head. “He couldn’t imagine, Clay. What he’s up against. How many here, do you think? Millions surely, in this one town.” Poor Ben’s home ville of Poldark held maybe 1500, dull even by Mahina standards. “Now he’ll know. We’ll handle it for him.”

      Her lover smiled softly. “There. Your optimism.”

      “No, it’s dead,” Sass hastened to claim. “I’m back on street smarts now.”

      The helicopter turned to slide into a recharging port, medical gurney and attendants lying in wait, both white-jacketed and masked, and the armed variety. As a clunk announced their power umbilical latching on, one of the soldiers in the cabin rose.

      “You stay here!” He sidled into the cockpit and out. The pilot team stayed put.

      Sass bit back a retort about how she planned to scoot out on her butt, propelled by one good hand, while Clay carried the mink.

      Clay patted her back, encouraging her to keep her mouth shut. “What is this pyramid?” he asked the remaining guards.

      “Medical,” one replied.

      “Research,” added the other.

      The main cabin door opened, and the gurney squeezed in. Gentlemanly, Clay lifted her in his arms, and lay her on the mattress, holding her eye. “Don’t make it worse,” he murmured, and kissed her lightly on the lips.

      Gritting her teeth, she didn’t return the kiss, just looked daggers at him. Which was wholly unfair, she acknowledged. But she needed to take her fear out on someone.

      Sass was wheeled into wide hushed corridors that put Killingfield’s narrow halls to shame. Clay held her hand, Fidget firmly clamped under his other arm. Until they reached a graciously appointed reception area complete with potted trees, well-dressed bureaucrat, and liveried police. To the left lay more of the hotel-grade hall. To the right, a wide glass doorway led into clinical zones.

      Clay went left, cordially making the acquaintance of the bureaucrat. Sass rolled onward to the right.

      She craned her neck to watch him every last second. And with him out of the way, one of the white-clad crew snuck in and gave her a hypo-spray to the neck.

      “What was that?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Just something to calm you,” he said, no doubt intending to sound kind. But Sass finally glanced up to meet the nurse’s…metal eyes.

      This was going to suck.
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      Darren, Thrive’s chief engineer, was thinking much the same thing, as he brought the starship to a halt at the edge of an airport of a size to boggle the mind. “I think we’ll just stop here.” Here was hovering over a bit of dark field, trees cleared from the verge of the vast hard-top.

      “You need to park in a hangar,” Three-Eight attempted from the hallway.

      Kaol stood bodily blocking his entry to the bridge. Mercifully, the lieutenant accepted Darren’s claim that none but qualified space pilots could be on the bridge – too dangerous. The fact that Kaol could barely drive a balloon-tired rego buggy hadn’t arisen in conversation.

      In exasperation, Three-Eight whined, “I have to show him which hangar I mean!”

      “Would that be the tall one?” Darren deadpanned. “Two o’clock?”

      “Two what?”

      Darren pointed to the only nearby hangar taller than Thrive. “I think it’s better we stay out here. You’re welcome to disembark, though.”

      “No, he’s not,” Kaol contradicted him. “Three-Eight is our liaison. Darren, we need someone who can communicate with the fighter jets.”

      “Oh. Tell them we’ll sit here quietly –”

      “You can’t!” the wolf man insisted. “Storm coming. Check your wind speed if you don’t believe me!”

      Not adept at the bridge controls, Darren took a minute to retrieve that information. He probably should have flown from his engineering pedestal in the hold, where his touch knew his console better than his ex-wife’s body. But sitting on the bridge granted a certain authority, at least until he rummaged clueless. “Gusts to 80 kph, falling back to 50. Is that fast?”

      Kaol turned a pained grimace on him. “If the winds are rising, yes. It’s bad.”

      “A derecho is headed straight for us!” Three-Eight insisted. “Straight-line winds up to 250! Rain, lightning, down bursts!”

      The outdoorsman from Denali reiterated, “Yes, Darren, it’s bad.”

      The chief turned in his seat and looked past his hulking Denali. “You see, the way a spaceship deals with weather like that? Is to go up.” He pointed a finger to the ceiling. “Above the weather.”

      “Do that, and they’ll shoot you out of the sky!” Three-Eight hollered. “And kill me and Ivett too.”

      Kaol shoved him, and gritted out, “Keep your voice down!”

      The doctor had taken Ivett down to med-bay. She hyperventilated, the whites showing all around her enormous eyes, fists bunched, with an unnerving keening. Liam promised to solve her panic attack. Eli joined him to help talk the woman down and see if he could learn any more from her.

      Darren turned back to his controls, and glowered at the high hangar. There did seem to be a lot of twigs blowing around. He pulled out his generous engineering tablet and ran some calculations. He had no idea what derecho meant, but at 250 kph, at this air pressure, with added rain pummeling…yes, the ship would steer like a wallowing barrel.

      In fact, he might clip the hangar door on the way in. This cheery thought decided him. If the locals thought a hangar roof would keep Thrive penned when it wished to leave, they had no idea what kind of engine power it took to reach escape velocity. So the confines would be more psychological than physical. But they’d ruin his view of what the hell was going on around here. He sighed and put his tablet away.

      “Fine. We park in the garage.” He turned the ship to proceed across the broad wet tarmac, going about 20 kph.

      “No, stop!” Three-Eight screeched. “That’s the runway!”
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        The Rayas colony, transported from Mexico, was dominated by California refugees. Four out of ten original Diaspora worlds hailed from North America. It was wealthy.

      

      

      As though invoked by Three-Eight’s hysteria, a jet screamed in and decelerated, hitting the pavement with a sideways bound, then settling to brake even harder, fighting a crosswind.

      From Thrive’s bridge, Darren stared at the tableau ahead of him. “The blue lights mark the – what did you call it? The right of way for those to do that? Then how do I get from here to there?”

      “Gah!” The lieutenant grasped his head, shaking it. “I can see it, I just –!”

      “Kaol, get him to draw what he means on my tablet.” Darren paused to snapshot the view before him, and handed the tablet over.

      The hunter patiently showed the soldier how to draw a line with his finger. Darren checked the wind speed, which had risen another 20 kph. “Quickly, Kaol.”

      With his tablet handed back, to portray Three-Eight’s lousy drawing skill, Darren decided he understood. He turned Thrive left to follow along the line of blue lights toward the yellow-green-red blinking lights on a low hangar, and proceeded, picking up the pace to 30 kph, 100 meters up from the tarmac. The wind was beginning to fight him. He laid on the thrusters, none too expertly.

      And another jet screamed in, missing Thrive’s stabilizer wing by less than a stone’s throw as the wind buffeted him toward the runway. By spaceship standards, a stone’s throw was a heart hammering at his Adam’s apple, an inability to catch another breath, and an overwhelming desire to puke. Darren gulped and slowed further, guiding the ship farther from the blue lights, into the yellow. And a line of ground vans raced up the yellow lane, red and white lights flashing on rotating stalks from their roofs.

      Darren cut his ground speed to zero and threw up his hands. “I don’t know what I’m doing!”

      One of the red-strobing vans pulled ahead of him, plus one to each side, and one behind. He was 100 m above him, but the diamond clearly denoted where he’d be, if he were on the ground. He turned a raised eyebrow to Three-Eight.

      Their liaison shook his head in frustration. “I fly by wire into Pontiac. It’s too busy for human piloting.”

      Darren turned back to his display. Fine, he’d proceed to pilot by nonverbal cues. He settled Thrive down to 10 meters above the hardtop, neatly centered in his gaudy entourage. The red van ahead of him, lights still twirling, started moving, and Darren followed, trying to match his speed. Wind gusts made it hard to stay centered between this wingmen, so he didn’t immediately pick up on the flashing tail-light in front.

      The lead van slowed. Darren slowed. The van made a gradual curving right-hand turn at dead slow. Darren noted that it followed a white line on the wet airport surface. He toddled along after it. “Three-Eight, could you ask our escorts if I’m doing this right?”

      After a few moments, the lieutenant growled, “They say you’re doing great.” He seemed to resent the compliment.

      Darren shot them a look, and Kaol shoved the soldier again. Then he focused carefully on the van ahead. They came upon a great confluence of painted lines. The van indicated left, and followed one curve, then indicated right, and followed another. They exited the line tangle on a new heading, straight for the high hangar, and gradually put on speed.

      And the engineer began to sweat, as he battled to keep Thrive from knocking into the flanking vans. He added a few meters altitude to keep that a moot point, but some of these drafts pressed him downward, without warning or reaction time. Fortunately his guides took the hint and spread out, or maybe they dodged out of his way. This particular bit of flat expanse was less sheltered from the brunt of the wind.

      Or maybe this promised storm was nearly upon them.

      Red lights glowed on the back of his guide. Darren nearly overshot him before he realized that meant stop. They were less than 100 meters from the hangar now. Great doors began to roll up, and the leader resumed at dead slow. He also cut his red-and-white flasher. The chief sighed, with no idea what that meant. But now people hung to the sides of the great door, waving light wands.

      The lead car flicked all of its lights, then turned dark. It turned sharply out of the way. That made sense. Darren struggled to keep his ship, 45 meters long and about 25 meters tall, tracking down the white line to the right. Forms ran out from the right side with red lights slashing. OK, he drifted to the center. A man there, stumbling in the wind, kept slicing his green light bat straight in.

      “Well what do think I’m doing?” Darren muttered. Then he realized he was too high. He grimaced and brought the ship down to 5 meters. The man sliced down even more frantically. Oh, the turrets. Thrive’s hull and containers came to 27 meters tall, yes, but he had protuberances on top. He slowed further, the wind pushing him to pulverize the blue dude, as he rapidly programmed the autopilot to maintain a strict floor of 1.5 meters, and dead ahead with no more than 2 meters tolerance, and left the ship to choose its own speed less than 20 kph. Because there was no way he could fly this by eye. He had no brakes, only thrusters. A spaceship flew in space.

      The autopilot seemed to go fairly well for the first few seconds. Thrive even nosed in the door. Then his control panel blinked red. Oh. That laser turret. He’d forgotten that one. And another blast of wind knocked him sideways, the blue-wand man diving to safety on the floor.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Three-Eight yelled.

      Darren left him and Kaol to their shoving match, and tried to focus on the camera view of the damage above. He pushed the ship backward a few meters, and managed to disengage the turret from the garage door. He trusted that was never intended to be pressurized, since with that gaping hole, it surely wouldn’t hold air tonight. The ship still wafting to and fro like a wild thing in the mounting gale, the auto-pilot unable to keep steady within its specified bounds.

      And no, gun turrets didn’t politely fold down to the hull at the flick of a switch. The stalk was lovingly cold-welded to become one with the hull’s frame. Even if he wanted to saw off one of Thrive’s lasers – which he certainly did not – it wasn’t exactly quick.

      In sudden inspiration, he drew out his tablet to toss some sines and cosines, and – yes! He canted the ship a few degrees. Which just barely cleared the door track ahead of him. And with the containers below, the stubby wings reached nowhere near the floor.

      Maybe he’d have clearance to straighten out inside. Unfamiliar with the casual flick-of-the-wrist programming Ben and Sass could perform on the autopilot, he gave up and simply pushed Thrive through the door on manual. The glowing-wand crew by now developed a thorough healthy desire to stay the hell out of his way.

      There! He pulled Thrive in with 10 meters clearance behind him, feeling remarkably claustrophobic for someone in six-story cavern. Three-Eight was yelling at him again, but the chief quit listening. Another few calculations, and some sensor readings just to check, and he rolled Thrive upright again. The hangar door trundled closed behind him. Aside from a jagged hole the size of a rego buggy’s balloon tire.

      “For the record, I cooperated,” Darren stated.

      About six wand-bearers clumped ahead of him conferring, at a cautious distance. Finally they split up. A lone green-light-bearer strolled onward along a white line, beckoning that he follow, at a slow walk.

      Darren easily instructed the auto-pilot to follow that wand at constant distant. Without wind, Thrive executed this flawlessly. Darren meanwhile admired the other two behemoths of the skies that sheltered here. He was puzzled by the heavy mining crawlers, until he recalled an old Earth movie. They were ‘tanks.’ And those flying machines were capable of carrying them, apparently. On antigrav, he assumed, because their vestigial wings were no more impressive than Thrive’s. He itched to ditch the acting captain role, don a pressure suit, and nose around this cavernous building.

      But that would be irresponsible.

      He clicked the ship-wide hail. “All hands, we are arriving at Pontiac Dome. No one, repeat no one, leaves the ship.” He flicked a few more switches to secure the hatches. “Nighty night. Chief out.”

      “You’re disembarking –!” Three-Eight attempted. “We’re all –!” The second sentence cut off in a meaty thud as Kaol’s fist connected with his jaw.

      The light bearer stopped, pointing his wand toward some nozzle on the wall. Darren cleared the autopilot and keyed up the preset instructions for ‘stay here.’ The wand guy pointed down. Darren checked his clearance and instead rose three meters.

      On the external speakers, he played a klaxon. The guy on the hangar floor cautiously backstepped. Then the engineer re-enabled the ESD, Thrive’s shields, for the night. He’d turned it off for the squeeze through the entrance. The static began to arc toward the recharger coupling ahead, causing the hangar’s floodlighting to flare and flicker. He tweaked the forward field until the pocket lightning died off and facility power steadied.

      The Electrostatic Discharge field was invisible, but if anyone approached, their hair would stand on end and begin to shock them long before they crossed the threshold where the field exploded them. Those shields could protect the ship against small rocks impacting at 40,000 meters per second. Darren anticipated no visitors tonight.

      He locked the consoles.

      Rising from his seat, he announced heartily, “Let’s all go visit Liam in the med-bay, shall we?” Three-Eight currently sat scrunched against a bulkhead, bleeding from mouth and nose, Kaol looming over him.

      “You have to talk to –” Three-Eight cut off as Kaol feinted an uppercut. “I’m here as your liaison! Let me talk!”

      Darren figured it burned his butt that the hunter whupped him. Raised in high g,  Denali outdoorsmen were ungodly strong, easy to underestimate. The chief squatted down, keeping Kaol between him and the Earthling. “I agree. You need to talk. But you need to calm down first. So we’ll go to med-bay. Where our doctor is calming down Ivett. Then you talk, not bark orders. We are cooperating. Imperfectly.”

      “Cooperate more perfectly,” Kaol instructed the soldier, as he slowly ground a fist into his other hand.

      Darren rose from his crouch, confident of nothing at all. But as he led the way to med-bay, he cheered to the thought that their problematic laser turret could slice through the roof like a can opener. At the catwalk railing, he and Kaol automatically grabbed Three-Eight’s elbows, flicked their gravity, stepped up and leapt off into the interior open cargo hold, as they did many times a day. Only guests used the stairs.

      The wolf’s howl was most gratifying.

      The scene in med-bay was not. Ivett hunched on the examination cot against the wall, crying uncontrollably. The Sagamore medic Liam sat on a stool by an array of hypodermics and vials of pills.

      Eli, standing with arms crossed, looked to the chief hopefully. “Liam won’t administer drugs against her will. Medical ethics.”

      Kaol politely squeezed through and grabbed the hypo-spray. “What’s this one?”

      “A mild sedative,” Liam explained. “It shouldn’t bother –”

      Lightning-fast, Kaol turned on Three-Eight, seized his arm, and injected the hypo into his wrist. The lieutenant’s struggles resulted in an incomplete shot. So the hunter waited a few seconds for the calming effect to take root, and gave him another dose. Ivett shrieked, over and over.

      Irate, Liam stood and yelled over the din, “I was trying to build trust!”

      “Yeah, and I’m in charge of security. Three-Eight, you feel OK?”

      The wolf man glowered at him, but nodded. He looked at Ivett, pained. “Dose her.”

      Kaol did so. In moments her screaming died back to sniffles, but she still hugged her knees and shuddered miserably.

      “What are the pills?” Darren inquired.

      “Anti-addictives,” Liam explained. “I believe both of them are suffering from network withdrawal.”

      The chief laughed. Mahinans joked about withdrawal from the nets, but it was just a bad habit, not a real addiction. Right?

      Liam pursed his lips. “It’s a physical dependency. Like opiates.”

      Kaol reached past him for the vial and read the dosing instructions. Then he handed Ivett two pills and a cup of water, looming over her. “Swallow it. Now.”

      She obeyed, whimpering. “You people are horrible! I’ve never been treated so badly in my life!”

      Kaol handed Three-Eight another three pills and drink of water.

      “What will this do to me?”

      Liam surrendered his stand on principle, and shifted focus to his patients. “Your body and mind crave control signals, I think. Administered with your food, straight to your implants. You missed those at dinner, and became increasingly agitated. The sedative calmed you. The anti-addictive breaks the desire for the ‘drug.’” He supplied air-quotes. “During acute withdrawal, you’ll need those every few hours.”

      “Are you feeling abused?” Darren inquired of the lieutenant. “Or relieved?”

      “I’m comfortable,” Three-Eight admitted.

      Ivett, entirely worn out by her hysterics, let her eyelids droop closed over her enormous eyes. Her breathing evened into sleep.

      Kaol volunteered, “I can stay with them in the open crew cabin. Sonic cage.”

      “Good!” Darren heartily endorsed. “Now everyone is going to be nice and quiet while I spend some quality time to establish direct comms. Finally.”

      Acting captain was bad enough, but the engineer had a real job. He decamped to his engineering podium to study the comms protocol standards the team acquired in Killingfield.

      Because communicating with this world via Three-Eight left a lot to be desired. Just for fun, he left one window on his desktop opened to watch the external cameras. The armored soldiers outside were very persistent. They launched three waves of attack on the ship, with five fallen carried away. They were damned lucky with their heavy artillery that the ESD field simply atomized the projectiles. At the wrong angle, a missile could bounce off like a pool ball.
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        The Rayas colony was carried by a Martian ship, unlike the three Aloha colonies, borne by crews from Ganymede. The Rayas Martian crew never reached rendezvous at Sanctuary.

      

      

      Ben regarded the throng awaiting him before the airlock to Psyche. In a bad sign, Teke and Sanjay still hadn’t boarded, and Hugo was running ten minutes behind him. He traded a bland cocked eyebrow with Remi and continued walking. He fixed a pleasant expression on his face, short of a smile.

      Sanjay and Teke called, “Commandant!” and waved for attention. Based on the attractive young woman, with young girl child clutched in front of her, Ben congratulated himself for closeting in the sewers with Remi. At least the pair of them managed to evade social complications. Ben nodded to them guardedly.

      Sanjay launched in, eyes shining joyfully. “Ben, this is Shira and Maroli!” His presentational wave left it unclear which was which. Ben smiled at the girls noncommittally. “I’d like to bring them with us to Merchant for a full medical workup! To gain a more detailed understanding of their health challenges here. To inform…further plans.”

      The physicist Teke’s fingers drifted to the mom’s hand in a feather touch. She returned the touch and glowing smile. In a genetic sense, Teke was co-parent to Ben’s youngest child Texan, though neither of them granted the Denali authorities permission. The two men weren’t lovers, nor ever had been. And now these Teke-fathered Denali experiments had grafted three kids onto his family, a fact that led to some resentment on Ben’s side. Teke wasn’t much bothered.

      But the fact remained. Teke was family. His girlfriends were not family, though welcome to visit at family holidays. “Further plans?” he asked the Denali-bald scientist pointedly.

      “If there were to be any.”

      Ben held him with his eye, but addressed the doctor. “What sort of medical insights can you gain on Merchant that you aren’t equipped to discover here?” He was ordered to pack accordingly, after all.

      “Response to treatment options…” Sanjay averted his eyes.

      Ben shot him a glance, then returned to Teke. “No.” He leaned down to favor Maroli with a warm smile. “Maybe you’ll come play at our house another time. Nice to meet you!” Or maybe she was Shira.

      “But cap –” Sanjay attempted.

      “No means no. Sorry, ma’am,” he added to Shira, or the mom at any rate.

      “Ben, you owe me,” Teke attempted.

      Ben grinned in amusement. “I don’t owe you that.” He clapped both miscreants on the shoulders. “Board. Now.”

      With puppy-eyed looks of regret to the charming waif girls, the two men retreated into the airlock.

      Now for Chairman Groot and his sidekick. The elder man brooded, arms crossed. Young Lieutenant Rover smiled anxiously at his elbow, trying to look appealing. Ben wondered, not for the first time, if he was that transparent at nineteen.

      “Chairman!” Ben greeted him. “If all goes well, we’ll be back in –”

      “I know about Earth,” Groot interrupted. “The Americans hijacked your ship and took your captain hostage! Torturing her now, the evil swine!”

      Ben kept his sigh silent. Because of course Luna could eavesdrop on Earth, and pass Mars information. “You’re well informed.” Though Ben could quibble on what precise sense Sass was his. She certainly didn’t take orders from him. And Thrive was her ship.

      The chairman drew closer and kept his voice low. “Luna can get them out.”

      Ben blinked slowly. Did he believe this? How the rego hell would he know? Everything he knew about today’s Luna came from the man before him. “And why would they do that?”

      After a furtive glance at Rover, Groot drew him away from Remi and the lad. He kept his voice low and conspiratorial. “Luna and Mars want to ally with your Colony Corps. Against Earth.” He wagged his eyebrows.

      Ben took a step backward to escape how the stretched man loomed over him. In what possible universe would he accept such an offer, out of the blue? On the other hand, could they actually deliver and get Sass free? And did Sass want that result?

      Sass ordered her ship to abort and make a run for rendezvous and pickup. But that was hours ago. And Clay apparently overruled her. So screw them, what did Ben Acosta want? Options. Opportunity and means to get them out later. And his family life would be hell unless he made a good faith effort to extract his mink-granddaughter. Not that he needed tempting. Enka was privately his favorite of the three grand-minks.

      “Why would you ask for alliance?” he asked slowly. “You barely know us.”

      “We know Earth,” Groot replied grimly. “And your lady friend is coming to know them all too well.”

      Sass knew Earth better than either of them, but maybe Groot didn’t realize that yet. “Captain Sass Collier is a strong woman. Resourceful.”

      “Torture,” Groot stressed. “They’re cutting her open alive. Is it true? You people are immortal?”

      “No, it isn’t,” Ben replied. “Sass heals better than most.”

      Groot waved that away. “You’re space colonies. You know space. And you’ve succeeded at it! You’re obviously much better off than we are.”

      “I understand Mars,” Ben claimed, though after two days in a gunky vat, he didn’t know it well. And the sabotage on the air filtration still baffled him. “But Luna is big.” He carefully didn’t add that Luna held more people than all the known Diaspora colonies so far.

      “Luna’s population is larger than Mars. But both worlds were stripped of resources, forced to feed Earth. Off-world hydroponics.” He spat the words. “Until Luna rebelled. Now it’s too close for comfort.”

      Ben shook his head. “I didn’t come here to pick a fight with Earth. We seek friendship, knowledge, shared scientific advances. All the colonies together,” came to barely one million people, “we’ve specialized in science and technology to live in space. But we can’t do it all. You know what it’s like. Most of our work force is needed to keep food on the table, air to breathe and water to live, mining, manufacturing. We can’t maintain a high-tech lifestyle with so few. And without high tech, we die. Earth doesn’t have that problem.”

      Groot frowned, puzzled. “Earth has that problem worse than anyone. Never mind – they made their own bed. But Luna has the Artemis Institute.”

      Ben shrugged. “What’s that?”

      “A science and tech bastion! As good as any on Earth. Some even travel from Earth to attend!”

      If so, Ben suspected the transfer students were spies. Because that’s what he’d do. “OK, I’m listening.”

      “Power advances. On Luna and Earth, the wall paint generates all the electricity they need. Enough to crack water for oxygen to breathe, hydrogen to burn, and back to water again. Sound tempting?”

      “You don’t have it,” Ben noted.

      “We tried,” Groot admitted bitterly. “They grow it in vats, some bacteria, genetically engineered to produce it. The original molecule was found in bacteria. But without enough gravity, it dies. Our power cut out, the grav plates went offline for a few hours, and the whole batch died.”

      “You don’t have samples on ice of this bacterium? Its DNA?”

      “I…don’t understand. You know genetic engineering?”

      Ben shrugged. “Not very well. I took basic college biology and medical engineering. Sanjay knows more.”

      Groot boggled. “No one on Mars has been to college. Less than one percent on Luna. Of course we want to ally with you! Tell us what you want in return.” He leaned down closer. “Take Rover with you. Show him your ship. He can help you with comms.”

      “Chairman, we’re coming back in a few days –”

      “No, you’re not! You’re leaving to collect your friends from Earth!”

      “There’s nothing I can do for my friends on Earth right now. They’re on the other side of the sun.” This fact was completely irrelevant for his warp gateway.

      Groot narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you. Both worlds, same day. You came here together. You have a better warp drive.”

      Ben touched his arm, and offered a hand to shake. “I will be back. Just a few days. And we’ll talk.”

      “Please take Rover with you. Just in case.”

      Ben glanced to the kid. He’d been consistently helpful. Despite his chief of security business, he’d been eager to show them everything, never threatened them. He was a good kid. The commandant wished his daughter would date such a good kid. Frazzie’s taste in boys was atrocious. Even now, Rover stood straighter and tried a brave smile when he saw Ben looking at him.

      And Sanjay would have someone’s blood to play with. Teke would be pissed off, an added bonus. And the chairman was right. The instant Ben got word Thrive was ready for extraction, he’d be gone like atmo through a breach. Having someone along who knew how to contact Luna would be useful in that event.

      On the other hand, Rover would get a good look at Mahina’s foremost tech, and the know-how to spill it all to Luna.

      I have no friends on Luna. Yet. But he’d come here to scope out all the worlds of the Earth system. Luna was one of them, and the most populous of the space colonies.

      Ben marched back to Rover and met his eye squarely. As a gravity stretch, the teen loomed above him, but Ben was used to that. His dad and husband were both stretches, and he’d grown up fighting them. “If you come aboard my ship, it’s a one-way trip. You’d never come back here. Not because we’re leaving, but because there are secrets on my ship. Ones we don’t share.”

      “I’ll go anywhere! Right now! Swear me into the Colony Corps! I’ll serve you faithfully, sir!”

      Oh, dear, the kid was a believer. He wanted to enlist. Had Ben been any different at this age? Yes. His dad paid Sass to cart him away, widen his horizons. Left to his own devices, Ben would have stayed home playing video games and completing his distance learning degree at Mahina University. One of only four settler students enrolled, he thought he was hot stuff goofing off at Dad’s.

      But he was competitive to a fault. If he’d been baling hay, working an idiot job instead of attending MU, yes. He would have grasped any brass ring that came his way. He liked Rover.

      Ben glanced to Remi, whose eyes lit in amusement. He nodded. Groot grasped his hands in entreaty. Because of course, if Ben accepted a recruit from Mars, the Mars cause would whisper in his ear until he saved these people.

      Knowing that he was being manipulated somehow didn’t make him immune to it.

      “Fine. Into the airlock. Do not make me regret this, Rover!” He really would make a good boyfriend for Frazzie. Which probably meant his daughter wouldn’t give him a second glance. He pointed a finger at Groot. “I intend to return in just a few days. With a quality airlock and power to decant your computers.”

      “And a CO2 scrubber? I beg you.” Groot attempted to look penitent and sincere. He didn’t succeed.

      “We’ll see.” And with that Ben escaped through the airlock door Remi held open for him.

      “You’re so easy,” the chief accused. “Soft.”

      “What do we want in that data, anyway?” Rover piped up, eyes shining with excitement.

      “Science that was supposed to arrive at the Rayas and Mubarak colonies.”

      Remi added, “The main Rayas research was accelerated learning. How to educate people fast.”

      Just as the airlock finished cycling, Hugo appeared at the door with a cart full of his equipment. Ben reversed the cycle to let him in.

      Minutes later, he regretted this as Hugo finished answering Rover’s renewed question before Ben could stop him. “Dark energy and warp drive research! Very exciting!” He registered Ben’s glower. “Isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Ben agreed. “Perhaps a little too exciting. Rover?”

      “I won’t tell anyone!”

      Sure he wouldn’t. Because an eager boy, sworn to join them only minutes ago, was now fully loyal to the Colony Corps instead of the planet of his birth. Not. Ben shook his head in disgust.

      “I’m sorry,” Hugo attempted. “Forget I said anything.”

      “Hugo, think,” Ben exhorted. “And do it silently this time.”
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        American programs of internal ‘culling’ strengthened their standing in the Northern League, and reduced domestic friction against the new regime.

      

      

      At his host’s invitation, Clay sank into a generous armchair, and breathed luxury. He gazed around the hushed study, drinking in the layers of texture, rich woods, books with leather bindings, tasteful plants in spotlights, textured velvet walls, deep rugs, each a work of art. While outside the enormous sashed windows a vicious storm had arrived.

      A guilty doubt about Darren’s piloting flitted into his consciousness, to be firmly evicted. Because Clay knew these halls of power, and must pay very careful attention indeed. In such a room, devious men tread circuitous routes to learn what they wished to know. Fortunately, the first mate was born to those rooms.

      Fidget lay quietly along the wall where he laid her.

      He let his eyes settle on his host, Melkor. Unlike Sass, Clay paid attention to fashion. Most Dome people wore uniforms, or clothes so lacking in flair they might as well be uniforms. Not so the middle-aged man before him, in meticulously tailored wool twill jacket, of expensive drape, devoid of lapels, over a smooth business shirt with a subdued luster. Before leading his guest here, he introduced himself modestly as an assistant attaché of international relations. From his attire, Clay read him as high up the food chain indeed, and headed higher.

      Clay found it more comfortable to read the furniture, ambiance, and clothes than to meet the bureaucrat’s eyes. In this sumptuous room, he met with a fish person. The protuberant gelid orange eyes reminded him of a clownfish in his father’s aquarium when he was a child. The man’s gestures were genteel and understated, executed with webbed fingers. And clownfish were extinct.

      “A lovely room,” Clay purred, admiring a tastefully erotic statuette.

      “Indeed. In the Ministry, we must entertain the most powerful of visitors. And you, Rocha. You must be highly regarded among your people, to be sent as emissary on such an historic mission!”

      Actually he was first mate, and no one on Mahina gave a fig. Even Ben’s parent company, Thrive Spaceways, took a dim view. ‘Lotta red ink, buddy,’ were Cope’s exact words, Ben’s husband and CEO. ‘Try to make a profit. Somehow.’

      “I have some influence,” Clay allowed, and shifted his focus to his decades of service to Mahina Security, as liaison between haves and have-nots. And his son was a grand pooh-bah these days. Yes, powerful people back home listened to him. “My world seeks to expand its acquaintance.”

      He smiled, and noticed that Melkor’s facial muscles didn’t appear equipped for much expression. Well, they’d smelled each other enough. “Our primary challenge in the colonies is that we are few. As you know, less than three million left Earth –”

      “Closer to two million, wasn’t it?” There, a twitch at corner of his mouth, and a smoothening of his voice to gentle his contradiction. “Spread across a number of new worlds, wasn’t it? What was that number?”

      “Unclear.” Clay stuck to his own chosen narrative. “On my moon, Mahina, we had only one dome. Until recently, that dome served as bastion of science and technology, only for the educated few. The urban community was descended from the original terraforming team sent from Earth. The later influx of refugees outnumbered them greatly, and could not be accommodated in the dome. Perhaps Earth had a similar experience.”

      “Of course,” Melkor murmured. “So the ‘Diaspora’ wave from Earth was perhaps less than welcome. It must have been difficult.”

      “Uh, yes.” It engendered decades of armed hostility. “But my point was, a highly technological civilization requires an educated workforce. But those outside the dome’s protection were short-lived and unhealthy. They couldn’t afford years of education. But this left us falling behind. Because our environments in the colonies are unlivable without technology.”

      “True on Earth as well. And Mars and Luna.”

      This gave Clay pause. In fact, after Sass started her outrageous campaign twenty years ago, Mahina had since crossed a line. Perhaps everyone on their moon now lived better than the Earthlings. And they walked free, able to breathe the air outside the domes, with nanite medicine to stave off the cancers and clear their bodies of the toxins. He needed to watch his assumptions here. The Earth he walked as a young man, as a child playing in the snowy woods – Melkor had never seen that planet. Unless those gills worked in thin air, Melkor had never ventured outside a dome without a breath mask.

      Clay leaned forward in his obscenely comfortable chair. “What we seek, is an exchange of ideas, scientific advance and technology, between worlds. You have vastly more people than we do –”

      “And how many is that?”

      “Mahina received a quarter million settlers in the Diaspora. We’ve grown faster recently with immigration from less fortunate colonies.” Both statements were true. The implication was not. Mahina had recently regained a population of a quarter million, by draining most of Denali, plus adding quite a few from Sagamore and Sanctuary. Before the immigration of the past few years, the moon’s population fell like a rock.

      Melkor blinked his gelid eyes with transparent lids. “For a current population of?”

      This guy was sharp. “We consider ourselves underpopulated. Yet without further technological advances, we can’t accommodate more.” This was untrue. Mahina could accept tens of thousands more without much fuss. But Earth could supply millions, an overwhelming invasion that would kill them all.

      “Hm. And how old are you?”

      Clay smiled politely. “Older than I look. We all are. Our medical technologies have improved, of necessity. How old are you?”

      “I am 38.”

      The first mate raised an eyebrow. “Impressive, to hold such an important role so young.” Clearly this functionary was a winner.

      “I was selected, of course. As were your…settlers? The best and the brightest, brought into the dome for education?”

      “Sometimes.” A tiny few earned a place in the University from outside the dome. For instance Ben was the result of a successful genetic experiment. But most influx to Mahina Actual dome was due to graft or corruption, or in the case of Clay’s son, frowned-upon urban-settler liaisons. “Not a perfect system. Are many in your domes selected from outside?”

      “More than half. There is a…lack of interest in childrearing. Few dome dwellers enter committed relationships. Such as yours with your captain?”

      “We’ve been together some time. Though not committed, like marriage or anything. So your dome children are born out of wedlock, and the state helps the mothers raise them?”

      Melkor blinked a few times. “You mean pregnancy? Women don’t bear children anymore in the domes. In the colonies?”

      “No. That isn’t possible,” Clay agreed. “All colony children rely on artificial gestation.”

      Melkor nodded, comforted to match his expectation. “I was born by pregnancy before adoption. Florida.”

      The Mahinan noted that Florida was underwater. But this man had gills. “So you were born with…?” He waved fingers delicately at his neck.

      “No, my augmentations were installed when I was ten, after adoption. But since I was born among boat people, my seeming was selected to interface with them.” He smiled microscopically. “To your point, dome children are reared by the state. For efficiency. Adults live alone in the capitol.”

      Clay wondered if the man kept in touch with his birth family. The topic seemed entirely too sensitive to ask. “Our children are reared in creches for their health, but with parental involvement. Only married couples, or highly successful single people, qualify for children. Parents support the children financially.”

      “Thus your population fell,” Melkor easily interpreted. “In the Northern League, people choose when to volunteer as parents. And most do, but only for one child, rarely two. I’ve had three myself, all by the same mother. But I’m unusually sociable.”

      “I have one son. Not by Sass. His mother passed away. And Sass’s only child died here on Earth.” Clay narrowed his eyes, drew breath to speak, then didn’t. What would make people so uninterested in procreation? He suspected the first thing his crew noted, that their augmentations made the dome folk repulsive. Or did their addictions control them to the point it overrode even the basic instinct to procreate?

      “Ask,” Melkor invited. “Our only agenda today is to become acquainted.”

      Damn, this guy was good. “I was wondering if your wife matches your…seeming…and that’s why you’re attracted to each other.” There, that was tactful.

      The attaché recoiled slightly. “We are not married. And I find her repulsive. In feelies, I do select augmented figures. Augmented for sex. I enjoy a few tattoos on the face.”

      Feelies. “This is virtual reality?” If so, Clay readily understood what parts of the female figure might be enhanced.

      “I recall life before augmentation,” Melkor shared. “That’s why I volunteered to speak with you. Our implants provide a wildly enriched universe within. For most, it’s difficult to bridge the chasm to communicate with prim– natural humans.” A fish-eye winced at his faux pas, the pupil squeezing to a narrower oval.

      Primitive. “It must be fascinating. Are your senses enhanced?”

      “Of course. I can tell when you adjust the truth, or omit it. I can taste how you just now became more nervous. But please, be at ease. It’s only to be expected that neither of us wish to divulge all our secrets today.” He spoke in a remarkably melodious voice, for a clownfish. “You should try augmentation.”

      “No, thank you.” Clay’s hands began to sweat.

      Melkor laughed softly. “It wasn’t a threat. No, Pontiac will not keep you. Another is interested. Although your girlfriend’s long life is a distraction to some. For the moment, we only wait for her to heal before sending you onward.”

      “I’m relieved to hear that. But who are we being passed to?” Clay thought Pontiac was top dog for the Americas.

      “Mm. I had a question for you, Rocha. How long did your trip to Earth take?”

      This was a danger zone. “We’ve been preparing this trip for years.”

      “The transit itself. A day? A year? Surely not the three years it took you to reach Mahina? Ten years objective time, was it?” Melkor’s orange eyes bored into him, gauging the Mahinan’s response. He breathed, “Less than a day?”

      Clay firmly imagined the figure augmentations he might choose on a woman in virtual. The mental trick didn’t serve too well. Clay detested virtual sex, because his nanites kept his libido at a frisky 19 years old, and accepted no substitutes. Virtual sex was torture. Sass could pace him, the easiest part of their relationship.

      Fish man blinked repeatedly. Good, he didn’t read minds. “When will your lover Sass be whole again?”

      “I don’t know. She’ll heal faster if we’re given a nice quiet apartment to rest in. Where she feels safe. I imagine she finds your medical section…upsetting.”

      Melkor stiffened, transparent lids sliding over his eyes quickly. “How old did you say you were?”

      Clay shrugged.

      “You too were born on Earth.”

      He winced involuntarily, and tried a bald-faced lie. “I was born on Mahina.”

      “That’s interesting.” Melkor rose. “Let’s join Sass in medical. And collect her for your apartment for the night.”
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      “– I died, right there in the mud, next to the shuttle that took us to Vitality,” Sass burbled. “And the nanite cocktail reconstituted me, rebuilt my whole consciousness, personality, everything from my memories. I’ve been an android ever since. Only I didn’t know.”

      She blinked in consternation. What an extremely odd sensation to regain consciousness already speaking. She took in her surroundings. The smell of antiseptic hadn’t advanced much in a century. The glow from every direction, proof against a single shadow in the room, was not an improvement. White-jacketed medics stood glued to displays blazoned across the smart walls. Sass gulped as she recognized her own elbow, left leg, and right foot. Judging from the regeneration progress, she’d been out for some time.

      All three regrowth projects had reached the maddening itchy stage. The nanites extended simple bone out to the final length of the missing limb, cloaked with skin from the start. She thought of that as the antler stage. Then the nanites fashioned individual bones out of the initial bone. The muscle and service blood vessels grew in parallel. Aside from lumpen ugliness, those stages weren’t particularly painful, because the nanites saved the nerves for last. And those itched like hell.

      Was I out? Or had she been babbling everything she knew, all this time? Was there an asker? She lolled her head to the right, then lifted her eyes to the one person focused on her directly. The matronly-shaped woman wore compound eyes like a housefly. Ick, ick, ick! The captain rolled her head back to center and sought to keep her gaze blank.

      “So you actually die?” bug-eyes pressed.

      In horror, Sass observed as her mouth led its own life. “Oh, yes. If the heart stops, you’re dead. No blood to the brain, lose consciousness, and tissue begins to die. But the nanites get busy and fix me up. I often shed skin in sheets. But not my hair.”

      “Fascinating. And how do the nanites coordinate?”

      “No one’s ever found a controller,” Sass’s mouth continued. “They sure tried. When Mahina Actual caught on, they kept us as lab rats for months. It was awful.”

      “Mahina Actual?”

      “The dome that rules my moon, Mahina. Assholes.” Sass implored herself to find a way to take control of what she was saying. But whatever truth serum they’d inflicted on her worked a treat. “The first terraforming crew sent to Mahina. They built themselves a dome to hide from the radiation, and you know, like, breathe. Huddling like sickly rats when Vitality arrived with the quarter million of us, a century too soon. Half of them dying of cancers. They had nanites, but theirs were only good for cleaning toxins. They hadn’t mastered how to repair cell damage. You bet they wanted to dissect us. But they could never reconstruct how that nanite cocktail worked. Or find the controllers.”

      “We, you said,” her interrogator redirected. “How many of you were rendered immortal?”

      “Not immortal,” Sass said. There, she’d intended that answer, or at least agreed with it. That was reassuring. Maybe her little beasties were finally clearing the truth serum from her system. “Twenty of us got the injection,” it was fewer, “but only a half dozen survived the initial conversion to android. We didn’t know at the time we’d become AIs instead of people. We figured that out only a couple decades ago.”

      Damn it, she hadn’t meant to add that. “But they’re dead now. Same shot, different results. We each reacted differently, varied in our ability to heal.” Better, Sass intended that warning.

      “They’re dead now,” the interrogator mused. “Yet you said ‘we’ figured out we’d turned into AIs. Who else?”

      “Clay.” Dammit! “Clay helped me figure it out. He’s a better detective than I am. Back on Earth –” No, dammit, saying he was an FBI type on Earth would be to admit he was as old as she was! “– I was just a tent city cop. Investigating murders, drug rings, petty stuff. On Mahina, Clay was my boss. Later.” She licked her lips. “He was good at solving, um, white collar crimes. Graft, corruption, money laundering, rich folk sins. He’s good with a spreadsheet and databases, Clay.”

      She’d admitted how old she was on a whim, as a potent distraction from what other secrets her people harbored. The main facts she absolutely must not reveal were the location of the Aloha system, and that they’d mastered instantaneous warp. The ravening hordes of Earth could easily belch out troops and refugees to steal all that the fragile colonies had accomplished, the work of a century of blood, sweat, and tears.

      But Ben was the one with the new warp gateway. Her ship, Thrive, carried only the bad old warp. Losing a decade or more to a one-way trip wasn’t nearly as tempting. She should know. She’d done it twice. Though Thrive did carry one prize beyond price, the faster-than-light ansible, capable of instantaneous communication with any of its peers. The silvery video quality sucked, and its narrow data bandwidth was a misery. And they didn’t know how it worked –

      Dammit, Sass, she implored herself, don’t focus on what you don’t want to say! Mahina sucks, yes, and you don’t want to go there.

      Bug-eyes wasn’t done with Clay, however. “Clay, your first mate, was your boss?”

      “We were Marshals. Solved conflicts between settler communities, and between them and the urbs, Mahina Actual. Clay was our lead Marshal.”

      “Even though you were older, and more experienced.”

      Yeah, why was that? Because he’s a master schmooze. And he’s the elder. “The urbs liked him better.” Because he was cultured, like them, instead of tent city scum like Sass and the other cops. And he liked them better, too, far more comfortable playing chess with the urbs than guzzling beer with the great unwashed. Because he was educated on Earth, dammit, a master’s degree and everything. “He’s very smart and dresses pretty.”

      “But now you’re his boss.”

      “Only because I bought the ship, Thrive. He hated that name. Said you were supposed to name a ship with a noun, not a verb.” She sniffed a laugh. “But he had lots of money.” Because of the miracle of compound interest over a long, long life, dammit. “And the ship costs a lot. So now he owns nearly half of it. But I’m still the captain.”

      “Why did he have more money than you?”

      “I drank it and I screwed up and they jailed me for twenty years on a farm. Stuff like that.”

      “They made you a marshal after serving a twenty-year sentence?”

      No, of course not. It took all the determination she had, but Sass managed to reply with her own agenda. “May I have a drink of water?” Not that it would help. Clay was her marshal boss before her twenty-year sentence, which ended over twenty years ago. By now, she could count on one hand the friends still alive from before she got sentenced to the farm.

      She sipped her water slowly from the provided straw to make it last.

      “How many immortals like you are alive today?” bug-eyes pressed.

      Sass sipped harder until she was sure her mouth would obey. “I’m the last.”

      “You’re lying. That shouldn’t be possible.”

      Sass stiffened.

      “There is at least one other,” bug-eyes reasoned. “Is that other on your ship?”

      “No.” He was inside this dome.

      “Is that other Clay?”

      “No.”

      “Yes!” the interrogator barked in triumph. “Clay received the same injection you did! Mahina sent both of its Earth-born to spy on us! Because the two of you know the most about us!”

      “You leave Clay out of this, you bug-eyed freak!” Sass’s eyes blazed into the woman’s grotesque orbs. “You want to know something, you ask me! You hear me?”

      A tiny throb in her regenerating elbow, a sensation Sass mentally dubbed a ping, announced that the joint was restored to service. Elbows were useful. She struggled up to support herself on it. Bug-eyes stepped back warily. Another white-draped toady – literally toad-like from his flat triangular nose up – hastened to adjust an IV drip. Sass ripped the needle out of her arm and yanked the tube from his grasp.

      “We’re done here! No more questions!” Sass demanded, not caring that she contradicted herself. She struggled to a seat. The heavy pound of footfalls suggested guards would burst in momentarily. And with one hand, one elbow, and no functional feet, she could do precisely what about that? She considered the IV tube’s utility as a weapon. It might drip a few milliliters of saline and happy juice into a single opponent. Which would solve nothing on an armed guard.

      Though it might prove useful on Bug-Eyes. Sass pivoted on her butt and dropped her stub feet overboard on her gurney.

      “Tell me about you,” she crooned, cocking her head. “Don’t worry. A guard shot the doctor in Killingfield. I wouldn’t murder any of you!” She gazed around the alarmed assemblage of medic monstrosities with a winning smile. “Just tired of lying down. So you must see very well through those…eyes.”

      “My augments do provide excellent vision,” the inquisitor admitted nervously. “I see so much more than I did as a child. So multi-dimensional. That IV…”

      “Should have kept me immobile?” Sass guessed. “Yes, my nanites are a bit tricky with drugs.” She waved this concern away with a riff of her only four fingers – yet. “What else do your augments do?”

      The guards arrived, bursting through a sliding-panel door into the cramped room with weapons drawn. Sass waved sunnily. Bug-Eyes turned and gestured for them to leave, all was fine. Fool.

      “Our augments,” the medic patted the metal band that encased the back half of her head and neck, “provide constant communication, and instantaneous access through the data wave. Our ‘nets,’ I think you called them? Strange term.”

      “Fascinating. Can you see through other cameras connected to the wave?”

      She shrugged. “Cameras, augmented eyes, anywhere in the world. With a thought.” Disarmingly, she pointed to a bit of unused wall and a little girl appeared, sleeping peacefully in a cot in a large dormitory. She couldn’t have been older than four. “My daughter.”

      The medic was clever, Sass had to give her that. Would the madwoman from the stars murder the mom of a cute preschooler? But she never intended to kill mama bug anyway. “She’s adorable. What’s her name? Oh, where are my manners! What’s your name?”

      “Veela,” the woman breathed, unconsciously drawing closer again. “My daughter is Tanila. I have a play session with her scheduled the day after tomorrow. I’m looking forward to it.”

      One of the other medics mentioned, “The Ambassador’s aide is on the way with the other one.”

      Sass wasn’t sure what to make of that. She forced herself to hold Veela’s disgusting eye. “They’re such fun to play with at four. Could I trouble you for another sip of water?” She glanced to her useless feet, and the cup out of reach.

      “Of course.” Bug-eyes reached for the cup. Because even bug-eyed monster women engaged in medical interrogation, still wanted to believe they were nice people.

      And when the cup got in hand’s reach, Sass stabbed her hand with the drug needle. “Oh, I’m so sorry! I forgot I was holding that. Did I hurt you?”

      “Yes, that hurt.” Veela stared unbelieving at the welling drop of blood between thumb and forefinger. “You did that on purpose.”

      That was potent truth serum! “How do I get out of here alive, Veela?” Sass asked.

      “We are forbidden to harm you. The way out is the same way you came in. Take a left at the first corridor, through the glass doors –”

      One of the other medics dragged her away by the elbow and shoved her outside.

      That was OK. Sass remembered the glass doors and the parking lot, and the rental-stand arrangement of small fliers. Not that she’d use them until she found Clay.

      But then Clay arrived, with a fish-guy in fancy duds, and Fidget draped on his shoulder. And his brow looked like thunder. Ah! That’s what the medic meant about the Ambassador’s aide! “Collier? You don’t speak for me. Ever!”

      “If we could –” Fish-Boy attempted.

      “Shut up!” Sass barked at him. “They pumped me up with truth serum! I wasn’t conscious at first. Clay, I have no idea what I blabbed to them while I was out!”

      “You get us into the stupidest predicaments!” he yelled at her.

      At the raised voices, a guard ducked his head in, only his blaster squeezing into the cramped examination room between the two newcomers. Clay relieved him of that. These people really couldn’t fight worth a damn. “Thank you. The problem with you, Collier, is that you have no class at all!”

      Another guard stuck his blaster in. Clay tossed the first to Sass and used a karate chop to the guy’s wrist, his other hand catching the gun. Which he immediately trained on the fish man. “I need a wheelchair for the idiot.”

      “The idiot!” Sass shot at a tray of hypodermics in aggravation. One of the medic flock had been reaching for that. Syringes, vials, and metal tray scattered, the white-clad medics frantically blocking the flying projectiles with their arms. “I get no respect from you, Rocha!”

      “You get what you deserve! Moron. This is Melkor. He’s important.”

      “How do you do?” Melkor flicked a bulbous eye down at Clay’s gun in his chest, as though to dismiss its unseemliness. “An honor to meet you, captain. The wheelchair will arrive shortly. To bear you to a comfortable apartment for the night.”

      Clay explained, “They’re pawning us off on some other outfit as soon as you’ve got feet again. We rest for the night.”

      “I don’t think so,” Sass shared. “I think it’s time to go.”
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      Sass narrowed her eyes as Clay looked appraisingly to Melkor, the Ambassador’s aide – the fish dude. “We can exit, Clay!” she insisted. “To the ship!”

      “Been there, done that,” Clay noted. “You got your feet shot off, and landed in another med bay.” He tilted the business end of his gun to the ceiling. “This isn’t necessary, is it?”

      “Not if your goal is to meet with the leaders of my world,” Melkor agreed in a silky voice. “And speak to them about your business on Earth. That has been arranged.” He looked to Sass. “Were you harmed here?”

      “I was drugged! Forced against my will to tell tales I didn’t want to tell!” She swallowed.

      Veela cautiously peeked in the door, keeping the wall between herself and the dangerous primitives. She spoke to Melkor. “We didn’t harm her. Merely watched her heal. She went berserk after she let slip that the other one was also born on Earth. The sedatives and talkatives stopped working.”

      Melkor nodded, but kept his eyes on Sass. “Veela has no need to speak to me aloud. I asked her to repeat what she told me so you could hear, to build trust. Do you disagree with her assessment?”

      Sass’s face warmed and she grimaced. “No, not exactly. But I don’t want to be interrogated!”

      “But perhaps you’re hungry.” Melkor spoke slowly, as though to a misbehaving child. He indicated Veela should speak again.

      “Her metabolic drain is amazing. She may be suffering a brain sugar crash. We gave her IV feeding tubes, but she pulled them out.”

      Sass’s stomach chose that moment to gurgle loudly. Yes, she wanted food. She could eat a cow. And all those fidgety little bones in her wrist itched like crazy. She rubbed her stump against her pants leg. Which never worked.

      “Sass, stop that.” Clay knew damned well how it felt, and hated it when she gouged herself with fingernails. “I think we should accept Melkor’s kind offer. Ready to play nice?” He shifted the mink on his shoulder and met her eye.

      Fidget looked done in, limp with eyes closed. She cast her eyes down and nodded. “No more interrogation, please.”

      “Of course,” Melkor agreed. “Ah, the wheelchair has arrived. Clay, perhaps you would…?”

      And Clay handed over his blaster in exchange for the wheelchair. He relieved Sass of her gun and gave her an exhausted mink to hold in exchange. Then he lifted her into the chair and kissed her on the head.

      The captain was mortified.
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      As the sliding panel closed on their luxurious new digs, Clay lay a finger to his lips to remind Sass that walls had ears.

      But alas, these walls had no power outlets. She whispered in the ear of her listless mink, “You need recharging, don’t you?” She struggled to shift the furry little muzzle up to her ear for a response, but Clay relieved her of the critter.

      “Darren says the wall paint generates power,” he claimed, with Fidget’s whiskers in his ear. He cast around with his eyes, then wandered the room, to tap on some metallic artwork. But from the thuds, the metal was merely paint.

      “I wish I had my toolbelt,” Sass mourned.

      Clay brightened. “They promised mine could come along. Just not on me. Yours, too, and our breathing gear.”

      “Oh,  good! I want my toothbrush.” Her lover twisted a lip in revulsion. Granted, she used the one in her toolbelt to clean balky screws and such. “Or some toothbrush.”

      “Good thing I packed the toiletries.”

      He gave up on the nice furniture and draped Fidget on an upholstered chair back touching a glowing wall. He turned her little whiskers to touch the wall, but if anything, the poor thing seemed to deflate further. He stroked her gently.

      A courteous knock at the door preceded a dinner trolley. Sass’s eyebrows rose at the archaic stainless steel domes over half a dozen platters, plus wine in a matching chiller. A liveried woman of beautiful features bowed slightly, then set the apartment’s small but beautiful wooden table. She wore small devices seemingly attached to her temples, but otherwise sported a perfect human appearance.

      Sass’s lips pursed. Too perfect. The blond waiter was a match for Clay in the conspicuous good looks department. She suspected the woman was chosen to offer desserts of choice to other visiting dignitaries. But then she lifted the first cover off a chilled salad of tiny shrimp and avocados, and greens she’d forgotten over the years. Why had she never thought to ask Eli to produce radicchio seeds? Fennel and tender asparagus spears?

      Clay rolled her to the table and shifted her cutlery setting to her good hand. Then he took a moment to drape Fidget in reach, where the table abutted the wall for lack of space. The waiter paused a beat at this peculiar behavior, but smiled ever blandly. She served Sass generously from the salad, and offered a twist of fresh-ground pepper from a glass flute. Sass nodded entranced. She’d never known peppercorns came in multiple colors. Clay did, the privileged swine, and eagerly indicated she should hit him up twice.

      Sass wrinkled her nose with a smile. “Thank you, I think we can serve ourselves from here.”

      “I haven’t poured the wine yet,” the waiter demurred. She set three goblets on the table, not two. “Attaché Melkor plans to join you.”

      Sass held her hand over her wine glass, fun as it might be to pass out. Her stomach grumbled shockingly loud, and she dug into her food. The first bite of lettuce looked far better than it tasted, alas. “More pepper, please?”

      She almost wished sometimes she’d never taken up gardening. Having killed time for years perfecting her hydroponic feeding regimens, ordinary hothouse produce tended to be a disappointment. Then she bit into an asparagus spear. Now this she hadn’t tasted since she left Earth. She closed her eyes in bliss. But her stomach demanded richer fuel. The waiter, as though listening directly to her gut gurgle, populated her bread plate and smeared butter on it for the one-handed. The captain forgave her looks instantly. No sooner did the server let go than she grabbed the cut roll and stuffed half in her mouth to chew.

      Clay tested a tiny corner of the butter on his bread, and skipped the rest. The yellow spread wasn’t butter, and he was a purist. “When will the attaché be along?”

      “Any moment now. I could retire to the hall in the meantime?”

      “Please!” Sass pounced. Clay made more appreciative noises and considered the woman’s perfect high derriere on the way out.

      Sass reached over and scratched the wall with her stainless knife. She snuggled it under Fidget, trying to tempt her to find a way to plug herself in somehow. But after a few cautious sniffs, the exhausted mink batted the knife out of the way and lay her chin down again, morose.

      The captain, after a moment to cram her mouth full again, considered her tools. Then she picked up the knife again appraisingly. She hadn’t felt any shock when she scratched the paint.

      Clay offered, “Darren figured there were control lines in the smart walls. But his scrapings didn’t include a sample.”

      Control lines made sense. Sass pulled her chair closer, and shoved the table a bit away from the wall, Clay adding a power assist to each effort as he realized what she was doing. In a line below the tabletop level, she chipped away at paint as far as she could reach. Clay took over at the midpoint, curious. This gave her the opportunity to inhale the remainder of her salad and grab another roll. Clay had her knife, so she scrubbed the roll into the margarine bowl.

      “Ow!” Clay whispered, flinching. “Oh! Fidget, what about here?”

      Sass pushed the softly furred dishrag across the table, earning a mopey glare from the mink. But Fidget obediently touched a paw digit where Clay indicated. That made her perk up in interest.

      But the captain preferred that they not advertise they were recharging their pet. “How did you persuade them to let you bring her?” She considered her napkin, the water goblet, the salt shaker. The cloth napkin was woven. She pantomimed tearing a strip off of it with her teeth.

      Clay interpreted this as begging for the next course. He rose to ask the waiter which course was next? He dragged this out and turned it into an intimate little flirt-fest with the woman, who naturally entered to serve them. The main course Sass had never seen before, nor even heard of. Tender roast beef swam in a gravy of mushrooms and onions, nestled in puff pastry. Succulent grilled potatoes and vegetables joined the main course even faster than Sass could devour it. She knew why she quit growing winter squash – the vines required enormous space and endless months to produce one or two fruit. But Pontiac Dome still grew them, and the cook compensated for any deficiency in flavor.

      And when the server exited again, Sass found Clay had slipped her a bit of ribbon, filched from her uniform. Sass grinned, forgave him most of his trespasses of the day, and dunked the ribbon in her water goblet. He shifted Fidget out of the way while Sass salted the ribbon and lay it over the edge of the table. The mink pounced, placing both feet on the conductor to the wall power. She nodded in excitement.

      Clay shoved the table back where it belonged. Then he leaned in and whispered in Fidget’s ear. She stuck her muzzle into his ear in return. The first mate’s brows flew up. He shot Sass a beaming thumb’s up.

      “I wonder how the crew is doing,” Sass mused, in fact wondering if a recharged mink could talk to them.

      “I’m sure they’re fine,” Clay confirmed, settling back to their feast. “This Beef Wellington is perfection.”

      Sass raised her water goblet, delighted. “To Beef Wellington. And a safe and happy crew.”

      “Hear, hear!” After drinking the toast, Clay came around and kissed her forehead, and whispered in her ear. “I told them how much your mink meant to you. That she’d help you heal.” He kissed her forehead again and returned to his seat, having said nothing he couldn’t have said aloud over the table.

      She shook her head, smile pushing her cheeks up to max. The rich Fed could be awfully wonderful sometimes. “So what did you learn from Melkor? Wow me.” She happily stuffed herself while Clay recounted his interview. Occasionally she offered what she remembered of what she’d divulged herself. The meal trolley included some raw meat paste with a dog biscuit on top. They assumed that was meant for Fidget.

      They’d devoured every crumb of dinner when Melkor rejoined them, taking the end chair opposite Fidget, whom he eyed curiously. “My apologies for the delay.”

      Clay suggested, “I understand your people don’t enjoy food as we do?”

      A webbed hand waved away the concern. “I was born to it. No, I had work to tie up before our trip. The Ambassador decided I shall accompany you to your next stop. Captain, do you believe you will be recovered enough to travel by tomorrow?”

      Sass awarded the man brownie points for not peeking under the table to ogle her feet and resting hand. Though perhaps he was looking through other means. So far, her wrist, thumb, left knee and shin had pinged ready for business. Her right foot seemed closest to useful, with several of the long bones having reported completion. “I should be fine sometime tomorrow. Excellent food helps. IV glucose and salt, not so much.”

      “We’re grateful to have a friendly face along,” Clay schmoozed. “And where are we going?”

      The attaché poured himself wine. Sass accepted his offer to pour her some. Clay had already tested the burgundy without ill effect. “Hakone, in Japan. Beautiful this time of year.” Muscles tightened around his mouth.

      “Melkor,” Sass crooned, “could you possibly sketch the nations of Earth for us? I mean, governments, big corporations, populations? Entities that have armies? I remember Japan as an island nation near China. But I don’t understand what it means to visit Hakone. Or Pontiac for that matter. It’s very impressive that we have the attention of an important aide to the Ambassador, such as yourself. But Ambassador to what? Other than your boss, what is he?”
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        The ex-USA goal was to cull its population from 340 million to 200 million by a deadline. They missed the mark, but supplied military vehicles and materiel.

      

      

      “Ah.” Their host Melkor tapped his fingers in thought for a moment, then began to answer Sass’s question. “First the Ambassador. You may recall the role as Minister of Foreign Affairs, or Secretary of State in the southern provinces – the old United States. The Ambassador handles international affairs for America – the Western Hemisphere under the Northern League. Under the Tyrant, ruler of America. Perhaps a third of the population lives in Northern League domes. Anyone else, boat people such as my birth family, the submarine peoples, and you met a straggler, yes? The Ambassador’s office interfaces with them, and between the regional League powers.”

      “Which are not created equal?” Clay suggested.

      Melkor’s smile was wintry. “There are four with substantial power, others without. Samara, Hakone, Oslo, and Pontiac are the major players.”

      Sass had no idea where Samara was, nor Oslo. “A map?”

      “Of course.” The attaché caused the smart wall above Fidget to come alive. The mink instantly arched her back, and her eyes flew wide. Sass suspected her power feed surged from its passive state. Clay reached over to scratch her ears and dribble more water on her power wick.

      Sass stared at the world map, unsullied by national borders, only natural features, with the coastlines retracted from her youth. Samara appeared to lie smack in the middle of Russia somewhere. Maybe she should have known Oslo was in Scandinavia.

      After a moment distracted by the mink, Melkor added a second sprinkling of smaller dots to the map, mostly north of the subtropics, but one lonely marker along a skinny spine toward the bottom of South America. “These are in practice dominated by the other four. For instance, Pontiac doesn’t concern itself with South America’s internal challenges, only its affairs on the world stage.”

      “Few dots in China and India,” Clay noted.

      “Hakone dominates Asia south of Russia,” Melkor noted blandly. He didn’t explain why India, Australia, and everything between lay dot-free. “Pontiac policy is to stay out of Eastern Hemisphere affairs.”

      “Which are ugly?” Clay suggested.

      Melkor shrugged slightly and lidded his eyes. “We have no stake in their quarrels. They in turn leave our hemisphere to us.”

      Sass couldn’t put her finger on why she felt he was trying to tell them something, without being seen to do so. “And what other powers are there? Besides the Northern League.”

      “No one has power compared to the League. They do have population, however.” The diplomat rose to indicate regions with a finger on his wall map. “The Florida, Bahamas, Caribbean and Gulf mess is my specialty. I was born there. Sargasso and Grand Banks. The East Coast is several communities. Each Great Lake has its own boat nation, plus another six strung along the West Coast.” His finger encompassed Alaska to Central America on the Pacific side.

      He switched to Asia, tapping the Philippines, or Malaysia or Indonesia for all Sass knew. “Marine and land communities merge in this region. I’m not familiar with their politics. But a third of a billion people still live here.”

      “Does that include Australia and New Zealand?” At least Sass knew which those were.

      Melkor hesitated, then waved a hand over the map to disappear it. “We have time on the way to Hakone.”

      Fidget made a small ‘aw!’ sound and arched her back. Hesitantly, the attaché touched two fingers to her back, ruffling her fur toward her head. She shrunk from his touch in consternation, flattening her chest to the table and extruding her butt into the air. “She’s exceptionally soft. Was the food acceptable for your pet?”

      “Very thoughtful, thank you!” Sass purred. “But she has a tummy ache tonight from all the excitement.”

      Fidget liked this hint. She rolled up her belly to tempt petting fingers. Clay chuckled and obliged, showing Melkor how to please the little beast. The mink purred appreciatively.

      He withdrew and took his seat. “We don’t keep pets. Is this common on your world?”

      “No, she’s very precious,” Sass replied. “If you could leave the map up?”

      Melkor shrugged and complied. “I had one more issue. Then I’ll leave you to rest. During your…interview…in medical, you shared that you were an AI?”

      “Not a typical AI,” Sass hazarded. “We do have artificial intelligence in the colonies. I don’t have any on my ship.” Because her only AI was sopping up attention here on the table.

      “How do you differ from a ‘typical AI’?” he probed.

      “Oh, in every way!” Sass laughed. “Truly, we assumed we were still human until recently. What we normally use AIs for is, um.” She frowned for Clay to field this one.

      “AIs are for massive computation and big data, industrial automation and surveillance,” Clay offered. “Our personal AI functions are designed to pretend we’re human. Although I think we have an unusually strong moral compass. That was Belker’s justification. Belker’s the man who invented our unique nanites. He feared that a quarter million Earth refugees might attempt mutiny on the Vitality en route to Mahina. We were the cops charged with maintaining order. But police had a bad reputation at the time.”

      Sass regarded him sadly. The rep was well-deserved. And the two of them had done their share to earn that mistrust. “We changed. I didn’t realize at the time how much we changed. But returning to Earth, we remember more of what we did. What we were like in those days.”

      “What we did to survive,” Clay pointed out. “And compared to the people we worked with, we were good cops. It’s just very difficult to swim with –” He self-edited that analogy. “Keeping evil company tarnishes you, no matter how hard you fight it.”

      Melkor nodded microscopically, gazing at his webbed hand on the table. “But the functions of an AI. You excel at fighting –”

      “No,” Sass cut him off. “I mean, yes, we can fight. But we aren’t weapons. And if you’ll forgive me, the guards in medical were a joke.”

      Clay huffed a laugh. “I’m a data analyst, as a specialty. Never once have my nanites kicked in to help me massage data. I’m simply a human with extensive experience to draw on. And no brain fog from aging. I noticed that first, after the nanites resurrected me. No brain fog. Negative emotion that used to distract my focus fell away. Even my sense of smell and taste revived from the dead.”

      Melkor studied them with unusual intensity throughout this explanation. “Then I think you should not label yourselves AIs again. I’d avoid the terms android and cyborg as well. You’re human beings with exceptional medical nanites. Yes?”

      “Exactly,” Sass encouraged.

      “You must stick with that story in Hakone. A few decades after you left Earth, we suffered what we call the AI Wars. The League developed cyborg soldiers.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      “The wars lasted a dozen years before the AI mutiny was resolved,” Melkor continued. “AIs are strictly forbidden here now. Especially cyborgs in human form. And you are in fact cyborgs. Are you not? Physically enhanced fighters with an AI assist.”

      “No one ever intended us to be that,” Sass clarified, “and we’re not suited to it. We’re not soldiers. Or rather I was, but only as a human teenager. Fighters…only in the bar-room brawl sense. A cop needs to disable a perp, and protect bystanders.”

      Melkor gave an exaggerated nod. “I understand. My point is, Hakone would not. Pontiac doesn’t intend to tell them. Which is on us. But if you let that slip in Hakone, your lives are in danger. Or your mission, at least.”

      “Oh.”

      Clay probed, “Pontiac seems tempted by our nanites.”

      “Pontiac, no,” Melkor clarified. “But our Tyrant is aging. Only 60, but he’s suffered two recent heart attacks. Some seek to curry favor with him. They have samples of your nanites now. But the League forbids medical treatment for life extension past age 50.”

      “Because?” Sass prompted.

      “Earth is overpopulated.”

      Did Melkor agree with that statement? Sass doubted it, but he was smooth. “Are we speaking to the right people? The League?”

      “You have no choice. You’ve already engaged our space defenses, our jets, a casual dome patrol. To deal with anyone else, you must gain assent from the League.”

      Sass noted he hadn’t mentioned the subs. “The Sargasso?”

      The attaché’s gaze grew abstracted, then amused. “Yes, there was a League sub involved.” He spread webbed fingers. “A case in point. When the League has clarity on who you are, and where you are permitted to go, misunderstandings are averted. Please note that submarines, jets, satellites, and ordnance are expensive.” He paused and glanced at both of them to underline this point. “Cost is a potent argument against you.”

      Melkor rose. “Everything else can wait, I think. Please enjoy your rest. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Clay escorted him to the door, then returned to the table. Fidget ignored her recharging wick, busy grooming her back, a comical contortion.

      “He’s not our friend, Clay,” Sass murmured, eyes on the yoga mink. She twirled her wine dregs thoughtfully.

      “No one here is our friend,” he agreed. “And we’re a tempting tool to assorted factions. We should be leery of those agendas. Melkor may become a friend. But first and foremost, he serves Pontiac.” He added a tiny head-shake as he said that last.

      Sass sighed. She got the same impression. Melkor served Pontiac because he was taken as a child and groomed into the man he was now. Who was remarkably talented, if his rank lay only two rungs below the Tyrant of the Americas. It seemed to her he’d mentioned his origins with the boat people a few too many times.

      “Shoot! I forgot to ask about the stragglers.” She scowled in vexation. “Remind me tomorrow.”

      Clay shook his head. “Sass, I don’t think he’ll answer. Because we’re stragglers ourselves. Aren’t we.”

      She sat back to stare at him, registering his insight. “All of us. Everyone in the colonies. Is the descendant of stragglers. What a mess.”

      She kneaded the pads at the base of her regenerating left fingers, still wooden, though the thumb had pinged its restoration. “Do you think they’ll let me fly Thrive to Hakone? I don’t like Darren doing that.” Earth’s weather was problematic. And ordinarily an engineer only piloted the ship around port, at dead slow.

      “I think they’ll divide and conquer,” Clay confirmed. “Keep us separated from the crew.”

      Sass scratched the table to beckon her mink. “C’mere, Fidget. What’s the word?”

      The mink obediently crossed and stood on her hind legs to nuzzle her ear, tickly and warm. A whisker probed and mated to Sass’s embedded ear bug, a necessity for a captain who must remain in constant contact with her crew. “This building is shielded. Dead to outside signals.”

      Sass nodded understanding and stroked her pet. “And are we feeling all better now?”

      “Fully charged. I’m sorry I let myself run down. I’ll be careful now.”

      “Shh, sweetie. You’re a good girl.” The walls could overhear only the captain’s side of this conversation.

      Fidget responded with a contented purr.

      “I sure wish I knew what was happening on my ship.” For that, Fidget had no answer.
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        China attempted to cull its population to 300 million, but started from 1.5 billion. They failed and lost control of the ensuing civil wars.

      

      

      Sass grew antsy by the time their transport landed in Anchorage. True to Clay’s prediction, they were not allowed to fly to Hakone on Thrive One, or even communicate with the crew.

      “Pontiac has committed to deliver you to Hakone,” Melkor excused this ruling as they boarded this morning, never venturing into unshielded open air. “Your ship and crew are unharmed. But we fear that if you were reunited now, you might not reach Hakone.”

      Their host was diplomatic, Sass had to give him that. She never even had a chance to spot Thrive at the airport, because the deluxe diplomatic flyer took off from the Bronze Ziggurat.

      The vessel they used was comfortable, beautifully appointed with generous windows and seats made to recline fully for napping. The cabin was spacious, but cluttered with seating for a couple dozen instead of the three of them.

      She nodded off, Fidget in her arms, as Clay and Melkor probed ever deeper into geopolitics and the history of the past century. Sass wasn’t nearly the intellectual her lover was. She gazed out the window when cloud cover allowed. Manitoba pretty much merged into a single swamp. Saskatchewan and Alberta blazed bright, barren high desert, and the Rockies looked dry and rugged. The girl from Upstate wasn’t familiar with this turf before the Diaspora. She dozed off to unbroken cloud cover as they approached the Pacific.

      But the flyer needed to recharge at Anchorage, incapable of flying Pontiac to Hakone direct. Or perhaps the requirement was diplomatic rather than battery capacity. Melkor called Anchorage a ‘joint base.’

      “I need exercise,” Sass announced, as an umbilical corridor thunked on. She’d hoped that here she might escape indoor life at last. But latter-day Anchorage proved a big city, a vast expanse of domed land like Pontiac. The coast had been packed with ships as well. “Is there any chance I could get out and run on the…” They weren’t parked on a runway, rather an open plaza between rugged buildings.

      “I’m afraid not,” their guide replied.

      “The umbilical,” Sass suggested. “I could run laps along the boarding ramp? I need a workout to restore full function.” She waved her newly regrown hand, and raised an ankle to flex in demonstration. She wasn’t lying. Her dexterity lagged until she got her heart pumping and limbs working to iron out the kinks.

      Melkor pursed his lips, dubious, but relented. “Don’t interfere with lunch delivery. And do not attempt to pass the doors at the other end. Clay, you’ll remain here. You may take turns if you wish.”

      “Thank you!” Sass bolted to her feet, artfully managing to trip over them. Fidget scampered ahead, eager to play too. “Whoa, girl, don’t wear yourself out too much!” The mink ignored the advice.

      Her first lap, Sass jogged gently, soaking in the view out the corridor windows. Like the flyer, the airtight umbilical was pure VIP, with a rich Asian carpet hushing her footfalls. The blue sky outside cheered her, with fast-scudding puff clouds, as did the exercise. The parking atrium was utilitarian, except for directly ahead. Through the windows, she glimpsed a reception area both expensive and chintzy – fancy but in poor taste, rich in red and gold and fronds of potted plants.

      Fidget stopped her bounds abruptly, and doubled back to a joint, where two shorter umbilicals became one. Sass’s heart beat faster, but she forced herself to continue running while the mink sniffed her heart out. On the way back, she ran ahead of the arriving lunch cart, then plastered herself against the wall by Fidget for it to pass, pretending to be winded. Once it passed, she did some burpees, kicking her legs across the passageway. As she sat for stretches, her pet licked her face, and nuzzled her ear.

      “Thrive went north. Darren doesn’t know where yet. Ben says Luna wants an alliance against Earth.” The mink dropped down and scampered to inspect the joint on the other side.

      Sass trusted she’d remember not to use her built-in gravity generator. A mink was hard enough to explain without the creature flying.

      She leaned hard into a stretch on the other side, new-grown sinews and muscles tight. She struggled to think of an innocuous comment to remind the mink to beam out a backup. But she suspected Fidget would yield to temptation and call Floki and her brother near Mars instead.

      “I know you miss your family,” she crooned. “You’ll tell your friends all about your adventures soon, when we’re back on the ship.” There, maybe Fidget would catch a hint.

      She clambered to her feet as the servers returned with the lightened cart. But a steward paused to point back to the cabin. “You must return to your seat. The plane is ready for departure.”

      Damn. She ran full-out up the companionway. Fidget lingered, so she jogged in place until the critter caught up, then returned to her seat.

      “Refreshed?” Clay asked. “Wish I’d gotten a chance.”

      The lunch spread waited under more silvery domes, secured for takeoff on table surfaces cleverly stowed out of the way until now. Sass wasn’t sure why they called this a plane, as it lacked wings and used vertical takeoff and landing. With no propellers either, she assumed it operated on gravity. She’d asked Melkor, but he seemed earnestly clueless on how the vehicle worked, more of a political animal.

      As they gained altitude and left Alaska behind over the open Pacific, she didn’t bother to tell Clay what she’d learned. Fidget would take care of that. The stainless domes, one per person, supplied miso soup, salmon sushi, and pungent pickled vegetables of gold and purple which Melkor was unable to identify. Sass spotted strange-colored patches in the open ocean, one of a purplish cast and another brilliant turquoise. Their host shrugged when asked.

      The social niceties of lunch complete, the captain settled back into her seat, eyes out the window on a storm that blew up. North. What lay north of Pontiac? Boreal forests. Eventually the Arctic Circle.

      Oh! They’d sent her ship to Samara! Or Oslo, she supposed, but Clay’s patient questioning made clear that among the four League great powers, one stood head and shoulders above the others. Russia.

      How would she retrieve her crew now?
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        Russia was a Northern League founder. The nation quelled, culled, and assimilated along a border that originally stretched 60,000 kilometers, and only grew longer as it pacified China, Southwest Asia, and Eastern Europe. They earned their preeminent role the hard way.

      

      

      A miserable Darren contemplated the endless winter-dead fields and forests below. They’d passed below the Arctic Circle finally, but here it remained dark night. The landscape was illuminated by pulsating green sheets of the Northern Lights, gilding an endless expanse of dark trees and snow, occasionally muddied with tracks.

      He flew Thrive within an open cage of jet fighters, six at up, down, front, rear, right and left. An extra four spread above to block his egress, free to pounce should he break formation. Which he might be sorely tempted to do, except they promised that he’d see the captain wherever they were going. Eli claimed the trajectory likely ended in Siberia. But this meant little more to the chief engineer than any other place on Earth. Sure, he probably learned about Siberia in school. But that was eighty years ago. And social studies wasn’t his favorite subject.

      His aching butt had been in this seat for nine hours now. Mostly in the dark, because the sun set at the Arctic Circle a couple hours into his morning flight. The botanist spelled him briefly for bio breaks. Eli made clear he wouldn’t dare touch the dashboard controls, merely scream for help. But at least Darren could trust him to know when to scream.

      The flying wasn’t too difficult. Before he took off, or even extricated himself from that damned hanger, he had a long talk with the squadron leader of these jets. This he could do now directly, as his evening’s efforts had borne fruit. Thrive’s comms could now call anyone on Earth, provided he knew their comm code.

      At this point, his phone book included Ivett and Three-Eight, still aboard, plus one jet squadron leader, and a handful of children’s earpieces issued by Terrence at Killingfield College. But he’d never learned Sass’s number. He’d briefly considered systematic cold-calling. The universe of possible numbers was well into the quadrillions. The protocol specified that any caller caught robo-dialing would be burned out of the system. No, he couldn’t call people at random – or grain silos, or power plant regulator devices, children’s toys or toaster ovens. The universal comm identifiers accessed the internet of things, not just people.

      Other than that, he could listen to the maritime news. Which made little sense even when half was in English. They’d soon left English behind.

      But being able to speak to the lead pilot was useful. Kaol leaning on Three-Eight was inefficient when quick reaction time mattered. He’d stressed to the woman squadron leader, Lemur-3, that he was a poor pilot. He would merely tell the ship to pace the lead jet, and maintain a constant distance with that one, the one to the right, and the one directly below. Therefore, for the love of all things bright and beautiful, please aim for calm air. Because if the ship started getting knocked around by tricky winds, he had zero confidence in his ability to prevent a mid-air collision.

      She understood. Or at least, she adjusted her formation’s spacing outward. Darren still felt they cuddled awfully tight. To an Earthling fighter jock, maybe 150 meters seemed generous. To a spacer, it felt downright claustrophobic. Sass could fly figure-eights through such a formation with a PO-3, and Ben! He could fly a shuttle through the cargo door on a diagonal, by eye, at speed, and halt before he hit the bulkhead.

      But Darren was an engineer, dammit!

      Lemur-3 wasn’t much of a conversationalist. Darren wasn’t sure which jet she piloted. But she’d done well with the wind stream of the polar vortex, giving him a heads-up five minutes before they hit the crossbeam blast at 350 kph, and splaying out her formation. And they did it again, exiting the vortex on the far side of the North Pole. She also reassured him that the Northern Lights were harmless, cosmic rays hitting the magnetosphere.

      They sure didn’t look harmless to him. Giant undulating sheets of green, sometimes pink and purple, reached upward as high as the atmosphere. Thrive’s ESD field danced right along, spewing rainbow fire.

      But the ship took no harm from that. The ‘jet stream’ was another splay point, and they veered around a couple massive storms. By now the poor engineer grew awfully tired. He sat still and anxious in the pilot seat, hand hovering to intervene if the auto-pilot should screw up, confident he’d screw up much worse.

      At last they began to shed altitude. The Northern Lights died out, and he tuned the display to false lighting. This particular expanse of landscape looked no more appealing than any other. His hand trembled under the unrelenting strain. “Lemur-3, Thrive. Are we there yet?”

      “Thrive, Lemur-3. Clearly not. Interrogative.”

      Darren sighed. Lemur-3 had no sense of humor. More to the point, she probably didn’t speak very often, given a world with mind to mind comms. He wondered if Pontiac kids complained about speaking practice the way his kids griped about penmanship drills. Aw, Dad, nobody talks anymore!

      He rephrased. “We’re losing altitude. Is this the approach to our destination?”

      After a pause, Lemur-3 admitted, “Fifteen minutes out. Will call in ten.”

      Before she called back, Darren saw a floodlit snow-free airport ahead, with more of those damned blue light lanes. “Lemur-3, reminder, Thrive does not know your traffic rules. Please land while I slow and approach from the periphery.”

      “Negative, Thrive. You will follow a flare beacon. You will coordinate with Baikonur Control at –” She reeled off a long comms identifier with an extra few digits, and waited until he connected the comms call.

      At which point, his jet escort peeled off to circle above in a holding pattern, watching for him to obey instructions.

      These weren’t too difficult. Baikonur Control lit a flare on the hardtop, amongst a flock of other ships but with some elbow room. He simply bled off velocity until Thrive was directly above his mark, and slowly lowered. He halted at 50 meters and requested Baikonur douse the flare. He took a moment to vividly share what size crater would result if water seeped into his undercarriage. For that reason, he would hover 5 meters above the surface and no lower. And his ESD shield would remain on.

      Baikonur Control wasn’t pleased to hear that, when a hastily-formed committee finally decoded his English. They weren’t accustomed to pilots failing to obey simple direct orders.

      Tough.

      At last, Darren settled into his parking slot, on an open windswept plain that suggested winter blew through here with great ferocity. That could make his life interesting. He gratefully stretched his neck and back and locked the controls. He called Baikonur Control again to request and receive local time. This proved 06:14, with sunrise expected in a couple hours.

      He was used to time resets coming into a planet. But this was his first that utilized internal time zones. How irritatingly dysfunctional.

      “Darren?” Eli hailed him. “Have you checked out our neighboring ships?”

      “Ships?” Darren echoed. He panned a camera around. The vessels were easy to see, six well-lit columns standing around him like megaliths.

      And suddenly he got it. Those were surface-to-space rockets. Rego hell!

      His best defense on Earth was the bail-out button, Sass’s pre-laid takeoff-and-scram autopilot program to their rendezvous at a Lagrange point. Then they could kick back their heels and wait for Ben to come fetch. And from an orb the size of Earth, he could punch that escape program from nearly anywhere. No one would be in position to stop him. Sure, maybe a few rough minutes against the attack satellites, but his shields could take that, and he’d be past them.

      Except he’d just voluntarily flown Thrive into a spaceport, flanked by no less than six ships at the ready who could stop him from reaching orbit. He checked the cameras above. Yup, half of Lemur’s squadron, or their Russian equivalents, also flew a holding pattern above.

      Darren Markley was a smart man, among the most brilliant engineers on Mahina. And his heart quailed. His face burned with humiliation, as his breathing grew shallow. He’d flown Thrive straight into a trap.

      “Eli, I’m an idiot.”

      “Don’t sweat it,” the botanist assured him. “I didn’t see it coming, either. In fact, the locals might not even know how thoroughly they just boxed us.”

      Darren considered the condensate wafting off a waiting guard rocket. “Oh, I think they have a fair idea.”
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        China decomposed along ethnic and language lines, with larger clumps breaking into desperate warfare over food and water rights. Japan instigated extra strife wherever peace broke out, to maintain a high roiling death rate.

      

      

      Ben finished smoothing a plastic drop sheet on the hold floor. He looked up at earnest young Rover, about to let loose on his first foamcrete extrusion project. They were making pieces of pressure bulkhead to flank the new airlock for Mars One. The commandant figured the makee-learnee task was ideally suited to butter the lad up, introducing him to Merchant Thrive’s technology base while making a concrete contribution to the Mars One colony.

      Remi normally supervised crew assigned to engineering tasks. But the commander wanted to pick his recruit’s brain on the odd Luna alliance offer. He just wanted to bond more first. Besides, the entire hold was chugging away at manufacturing tasks, and into the overflow loft deck above crew berthing. Overloaded, the chief was starting to snark at people and throw his arms around in overblown Sagamore gestures.

      “Ready,” Ben encouraged Rover. He tapped a booted toe on the corner of the base sheet as a prompt, mouth slightly open in anticipation. Foamcrete extruders played a major role in life on Mahina, used for everything from furniture to housing. Swap out the opaque foam with its flexiglass mix, and the gizmo built windows too.

      “I just place it?” Rover knelt and positioned the robo-wheeled unit where Ben indicated and looked up for reassurance. The commandant tamped out a smile and shook his head slightly.

      The kid looked down again, frowning in concentration. He rotated the device, which he’d set down backward, and checked his boss’s face to confirm. At Ben’s grin, he activated the unit. Which spewed foamcrete from knee to shoulder before he managed to turn it off.

      Remi, passing nearby, yanked the remote control unit out of the kid’s hand and turned it off. He bopped him on the head, pulled him to his feet, and wiped the thick foamcrete off his leg before it set into a walking cast. “Clean that up.”

      “Can’t make mistakes, can’t make nothing, chief,” Ben quipped cheerfully.

      “Can make mistakes and still make nothing,” Remi countered. He flipped over the extruder like a turtle, and showed Rover where he’d set the flow rate too high for the aperture, causing the foam to spit out around the edges. Then he and Ben quickly used the drop sheet to dump the spewed foam back into the source vat, and laid it flat to start over.

      “Ben!” Judge called from the catwalk. “Darren on the ansible.”

      The commandant gave him a thumb’s-up and shot Rover a quick smile. “The downside of working with the captain. Interruptions.”

      “Go,” Remi encouraged.

      Ben bounded to the catwalk, jogged to his office, then hung on the doorframe a moment. He’d been working all day on engineering and new hire training, to distract himself from the Earth business. He blew out, nodded, and prepared to exude calm. Whatever Darren was up against, the best Ben could offer was confidence.

      He slipped into his desk seat and beamed at the man. The normally cheerful engineer looked hag ridden. “Sight for sore eyes, chief! What’s your status?”

      “I–” Darren gulped. Rich in self-flagellation, he began reeling off his self-capture into Baikonur spaceport.

      Ben looked that up on his desk’s computer surface top. Damn, in continuous use for well over two centuries. “Chief, take a deep breath. This is not surprising. And you’re OK, right? Crew status?”

      “Everyone’s fine. We’ve got two Earthlings still aboard.” His face and posture still cringed, as though expecting a tongue-lashing for his failures. “The ESD shields have held throughout captivity. I’m not setting down, to protect the fuel.”

      “So you’re at a standoff. Well done.”

      “In what possible universe?”

      Ben smiled gently, remembering Remi a few years ago in a similar predicament. Due to the same captain’s mistakes as well. “Breathe. Calm. Ninety percent of leadership is confidence.”

      “I’m fresh out. I have no idea what to do next. I am the absolute wrong person for this.”

      “You are a highly regarded officer in the Colony Corps, and a superior engineer,” Ben refuted this. “And as an engineer, you know that problems have many possible solutions. Leadership is always that kind of problem. You are the perfect leader to do X. You have all of your skills and experience to drawn on, which are huge, and a winning personality. You also have your crew, and they were carefully selected for this mission.”

      “But I flew us straight into a trap!”

      “Today? No. You did that yesterday,” Ben pointed out, trying to be kind. “Under Clay’s orders. Dust across the regolith.” His English prof said the saying used to be water under the bridge. Mahina had more dust. “Today your captors merely relocated you. Don’t rehash the past. Save the post-mortem until you’re dead. What can you do now?”

      “Nothing! My panic button is blocked by –”

      “Stop. You can always do something. You can reassure the crew. You can walk around the ship and ask each person how it’s going, what they’re up to, and leave him feeling a little better. You can update your allies on your status. See, you’re doing that right now. You can seek advice. Another gold star, you’re doing that too.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Apology not accepted. You’re a prisoner in your ship. But your ship is perfectly safe and comfortable, yes?”

      Grudgingly, Darren considered that. “Yes. Our hostages, guests, whatever – they’re going through withdrawal. Addiction. But the doc has that in hand, I think.”

      “Leave that to Liam,” Ben encouraged. “And are you receiving demands from your captors?”

      “I decided to call you before answering any more hails.”

      “Capital choice! Because if a conversation is bound to be tricky, you need to decide first which way to steer it.”

      “I – Huh?”

      Before he set off on Sass’s quest to find Sanctuary, Darren was the top civil engineer at Mahina Actual, their capital. “You’re an engineer. You’re about to pitch a twenty-million credit renovation proposal. You know what their top three reservations are going to be. What do you do?”

      “I address each of those concerns in my presentation.” Darren blinked. “Oh. So in this case… Yeah, I still can’t guess what my captors want.”

      “Not entirely true,” Ben suggested. “They want to know how you got to Earth. Where the Aloha system is, and any other habitable worlds. And they want to pick your brain on your technology. You don’t want to give them any of that. You don’t want to give them your bodies as hostages against Sass. So what can you give them? Because if all you’re thinking about is what you don’t want?”

      The beleaguered engineer sighed. “Right. Bad sales technique. I have … I don’t want to give them me.”

      “Hell no,” Ben agreed. “You know too much sensitive tech. Bet you could even point out Aloha and Sanctuary’s stars in the sky.”

      “Not from Baikonur. Aloha is in the southern hemisphere. Sanctuary would set before Aloha rises.”

      The commandant chuckled. “Yeah, you’re not leaving that ship if you can help it. But is that true of your entire staff?” He gave the other a moment to reflect. “Your doctor was chosen because he doesn’t do nanites. Kaol? Good man at your back. But the only tech he’s mastered is sonic defense against dinosaurs.”

      “Kaol’s not that bad.” But Darren’s brain began to disengage from self-flagellation and find traction along this new heading. “Zelda, atmospheric terraformer, her…fourth open-air world. That’s valuable, and we’re happy to share it all. Porter, agronomy, same. Eli…probably knows too much.”

      Ben shrugged. “He’s a botanist. Talk plants to him, and he won’t venture an opinion outside his field. And your guests? Are they keepers, or could you offer them?”

      “I don’t know,” the engineer admitted. Ben waited him out, until he added, “It’s useful to ask them questions. I’m not married to keeping them. But they might manage comms past our shields. Spy on us.”

      Ben tipped his head, considering. “I took one in. Rover, from Mars One. We’re here to open a dialogue. He’s not allowed near anything sensitive, and we’ve got his comms blocked. But if you need to take some risks.”

      Darren nodded. “I’ll hold onto them lightly. Give them up if need be, unharmed. If I drop the shields even for an instant, they can fire through at us.”

      “Your hull is no eggshell,” Ben pointed out. “Or you could project the ESD to ground –”

      Darren slapped his own forehead in self-recrimination. “Of course, I’m an idiot!”

      “Don’t do that. You’d have thought of it. When you relaxed a little.” Ben continued baby-stepping him through his next choices, taking inventory of his assets – including one hell of a ship’s engineer – until the man seemed if not calm, at least resolved and with a plan.

      Leading through waldos, by supervising captains and officers on other ships whom he couldn’t directly help, was still new and awkward terrain. And Thrive’s lack of a qualified pilot posed a serious constraint. “If I can do anything else for you, call me. Even just to blow off steam. If you can think of any auto-pilot programs you need, I can get them to you. One pointer – that escape button. Even if you’re going Mach 5 in the wrong direction, the auto-pilot can take it from there. But you got this.”

      Darren sighed, and swallowed. “Time to face the music.”

      “With your own goals firmly in mind,” Ben stressed. “And if all else fails…hang up on them.” He gave a big forced grin.

      “You do that?”

      “Absolutely. Works a treat. Go grab a drink, cool off, think things through. And then I call back, and the other guy’s beet red and furious. There are downsides.”

      Darren was still keyed up enough to chuckle. But at least he laughed. Ben signed off, sat back, and sighed deeply.

      Luna. He’d flattered his new hire long enough. Time to harvest a crop.

      When he rejoined Rover in the hold, the kid was now nervously monitoring two extruders. Judging by his chief engineer’s eyes, Remi was pleased enough with his performance and teasing him now. Ben dunked a foam uptake hose a little more securely, crossed his arms on his chest, and began.

      “What did Groot ask you to do on my ship?”

      Rover stiffened, and almost dropped a controller. When he had both remotes back under firm control – Ben or Remi would have set them aside – he stammered, “I am to make myself ingratiating to the captain, and obey him in all things, sir. Sar.”

      “And report back? To Luna?”

      The kid blanched. “No sar! I wouldn’t do that, sar! I want to be a reliable crewman! Skilled and useful and a credit to my people!”

      “So I’ll come shopping for green Martian recruits more often?” Ben quipped. “Bit of a hike. And we’ve got eager young idiots back home. This is kind of a good job, you know. I get other applicants.” Thrive Inc. never lacked for stellar workers begging to sign on. Free housing, food, and nanites were a major draw, and crew quickly became family.

      “Sir, yes, sar. Cap. Um.”

      “Mars wants us to take an interest,” Ben suggested.

      “Yes, thank you. We need you. We’re owned by Luna. But they don’t help! And we need help.” His reddened face dropped to look at his toes. “My orders were to find something, anything we can do for you. And I’d tell you! Not sneak behind your back!”

      “That works,” the captain encouraged. “I’m eager for your input. And Luna? Tell me about them. How many people on Luna?”

      Under probing, Rover imagined the number closer to four million than a quarter million, but Ben doubted anyone on Mars really knew. Groot was the only Martian alive who’d visited the Moon cities, when he was no older than Rover.

      Ben interrupted a fanciful second-hand retelling of the awesomeness of a dome city. “And what exactly do they do for Earth? You said Loonies and Earthlings travel back and forth. But why?”

      “Luna makes stuff Earth can’t. Um, controllers. I guess their low gravity and extra vacuum help?”

      “Nanofabs,” Remi remarked from his steel printer, eavesdropping in interest.

      Ben had been thinking along the same lines. Not long ago, the two of them spent time trapped in the nanofab of an airless asteroid. Microelectronics fabrication required exquisite dust control in a ‘clean room.’ But for nanocircuitry any stray gas molecule could introduce errors. The vacuum of space, and more perfect crystalline substrates grown in microgravity, offered major advantages.

      “What do they control? These controllers precious enough to fly to the Moon for?” In his experience, finding inter-world cargo worth hauling was no mean feat even with his advantages.

      “Smart walls?” Rover explained. “Like your computer desktop, except they use walls. And implants. Rich Loonies and Earthlings, they’re like telepathic. They speak mind to mind, or to the ‘data wave,’ their computers. And Groot says the implants control the people, too. I mean, not like this.” Rover waved his extruder control wand. “But like rewards and punishments, and social…recognition?” His face scrunched up. “Would that really control a grownup? Getting yanked around by some other jerk’s opinion?”

      “Yeah, actually,” Ben returned. “I don’t get it either. But they covered it in college. Real problem in Earth history. Some claimed ‘social media’ was a major cause of the collapse when the Northern League seized power. And we’ve seen mind control in the colonies. It’s real.”

      Rover complained, “But it makes them cyborgs, doesn’t it? And they fought a war against cyborgs. Then they make themselves into the enemy. I don’t get it.”

      Remi mused, “Sensitive to signal interruption.”

      Rover nodded his head as though he’d ratchet it off. “I bet I know the wavelengths, too!”

      Ben and Remi stared at him. “Why would you know that?”

      The boy gulped. “Forbidden wavelengths. I know all the comms protocols. That’s why I was the one who answered when you called. It’s a hobby. I eavesdrop. Not that we get much signal out here.”

      Ben thumbed his comm. “Floki, you available? Please report to the hold.”

      “Is that the ostrich?” Rover asked, looking scared.

      The commandant grinned. “Emu. And Lenka is a mink. Don’t worry. Floki’s probably the nicest person on the ship.”

      Remi noted, “Lenka talks to Enka – Fidget.” Their mink’s twin sister was with Sass.

      Ben nodded slightly to acknowledge the point, but didn’t wish to pursue it in Rover’s hearing. From the loft several stories above, the big bird launched to float down to them on his internal gravity generator, flapping silly little wings along the way. “Do you have any  trustworthy contacts on Luna, Rover? Someone you talk to by radio?”

      “I got a friend who calls. I don’t know about trustworthy. He sends me music, but his taste is weird. An Earthling at the Artemis Institute.”

      A spy, Ben suspected, keeping tabs on Mars while on assignment to Luna. “Good to know. Tell Floki all about comms protocols. Floki, pay special attention to forbidden bandwidth.”

      The bird stepped forward diffidently and squatted down to gaze into the boy’s face. “I’m all ears.”

      If the emu had ears, they were well hidden. Ben grinned. He touched Rover’s shoulder and left the kid stammering to the inexplicable bird. While he and Remi drew aside to discuss what might be possible if one pulled the plug on Earth’s data wave addicts. And how they might accomplish that.

      Maybe Ben’s team could help Sass’s after all.
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        Japan, a Northern League ‘winner,’ proved masterful at collecting up devastated regions and applying a thin illusion of effective bureaucracy. It gained dominion over most of Asia.

      

      

      Napping wasn’t enough, Sass thought sadly, as they trudged the beautiful entrance to Hakone from the shuttle. The weary trip from Pontiac took 13 long hours, to deposit them here in mid-afternoon by the local sun. They parted with their vehicle from Pontiac at Yokohama, or perhaps Tokyo, now a vast dome complex built atop floating rubbish heaps. They boarded a small Japanese shuttle to approach the League stronghold in the nearby mountains.

      Melkor had explained the Japanese strictly controlled ‘gaijin’ travel. Gaijin, ‘outside-people,’ were not permitted to mingle, or ‘pollute,’ in Japan. Though their notion of who constituted a native had expanded somewhat, to include elites from China and Korea down to the southeast Asian island chains. An insular folk, Sass surmised.

      The hushed and shapely concrete approach tunnel led to a clump of men in samurai armor and silly two-pointed hats. They even wore high socks tied with rope continuing down to form sandals. Sass assumed the costumes were ceremonial, some kind of living art. The trio made to walk on by.

      Then one lurched, drawing his katana sword and slicing it downward across their path. “Hyah!”

      The newcomers halted and drew back a pace, while the samurai held forth in Japanese.

      Sass tried holding the mink to her ear. Fidget mournfully reported that yes, he spoke Japanese, but he made no sense. She translated a few flowery words of poetry, allegory, or metaphor, until Sass patted her and shifted her head to stop. She agreed with the verdict – he made no sense.

      Apparently Melkor understood someone, perhaps speaking implant to implant. He waited for the period-piece actor to wind down his spiel, then bowed to him, then Sass. “I leave you here. He says the spirits find mosaics such as mine offensive. I must stay in the hall of aliens. I can rejoin you by smart wall during your interview, masked.”

      “This is rude of them,” Clay murmured. “An insult you do not deserve.”

      Melkor’s bulbous fish-eyes flicked toward the samurai and back, then he lidded his eyes.

      Sass found his fish parts repulsive as hell, yet she laid a hand on his shoulder. Human was human. “We thank you for your kindnesses. I hope we’ll see you again soon.”

      The diplomat’s eyes widened, but he said nothing, merely bowed to them again and reversed back up the corridor they’d just come down.

      The lead samurai barked at Sass and Clay. They stared at him, then Sass shot a pointed look at Melkor’s retreating back. “We don’t understand you. Melkor was our translator and guide.”

      The head honcho barked further. One of the other samurai turned slightly and raised a hand to shield his signals. With his other hand, he mimed walking-fingers, then pointed to continue up the corridor.

      At first hesitantly, Sass stepped ahead. The lead guy’s antics advanced to chest thumping, then raising both fists toward the ceiling to declaim challenge. This was possibly directed at the gods, since he wasn’t looking at the offworlders. The second samurai winked at her and wiggled walking fingers again.

      Mercifully, they left samurai behind as they emerged onto a graveled pathway, glassed above, through an inner atrium of Japanese garden. Next they seemed to stroll a covered wooden veranda, then a path of a subtly different shade of gray gravel, the surrounding offices and buildings well-shielded by artful shrubbery and babbling brooks. Through this greenhouse garden, many scurried, dressed also in archaic Japanese kimonos topped with sculpted dark hair, both male and female.

      “Like a Meiji reconstruction theme park,” Clay mused.

      Sass had no idea what a Meiji was. The poor girl from Upstate knew nothing whatsoever about Japan. But the flowered silk kimono on the women, and the darker silks on the men, were beautiful. Their hair was a different story. The funky loops appeared waxed to stay put, including the men’s bald pates, as though they’d been scalped. And the women stabbed long hair pins through their multi-lobed hair buns, with dangly bits. One favored neon pompom ornaments with googly eyes.

      Each time they reached a fork in the paths, a woman stepped forward to quietly point them in the right direction. At least, Sass hoped they were officials being helpful, instead of random locals making fun of lost tourists.

      The throng suddenly thinned after one such turn. Here the path passed through living grass. Sass breathed deep of the fragrance as they bruised tender blades with their footfalls. Her farm once grew hay grass, but tender young grass smelled different. She drifted through wafts of other enticing flower scents, some she couldn’t name.

      A woman appeared just steps ahead, having clambered out of a squat little wooden playhouse, pagoda-shaped. Her hair was black, so at first Sass took her for young, but her face was knitted with wrinkles, accentuated by caked makeup several shades paler than her warm skin-tone. She beamed a suspicious smile, and clapped her hands loudly. “Sass-san! And Clay-san! Welcome to Hakone!”

      She bowed. They bowed.

      “Ah! Kawaii!!!” she squealed. She clapped her hands again in delight, staring at Fidget. “A gift for me?”

      The mink hastily hid her head in Sass’s ear. “Kawaii means cute.”

      Sass stroked her fur reassuringly. “No, Fidget is my companion. She’s very shy.”

      The woman, a few inches shorter than the captain, reached out to stroke the robo-pet. Fidget prudently decided to obey Sass and leapt to Clay for safety, immediately clambering to the back of his broad shoulders.

      Disappointed by the mink, the women nevertheless breathed deep and eyed the model-grade Clay from toe to head, lingering at points of interest at groin and chest and face. “Kawaii!”

      “Excuse me, we don’t know your name,” Sass interrupted this rapture. “Or if you are the person we’re supposed to meet here?”

      The woman sobered abruptly. “I am Ueno Aimi, Medium of Hakone. Like the zoo!” She giggled. Sass had no idea why.

      “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Aimi,” Sass attempted.

      “No!” she barked, face flashing sudden rage. “You address me as Ueno-sama!”

      Clay murmured, “In Asia, the surname comes first. Family is more important than the individual.”

      Ueno’s face morphed quicksilver to beam approval on him. “Clay-san, you knew Japan maybe? In your life before the stars?”

      He bowed slightly, the schmooze. “I’ve admired your culture from afar. This is my first experience in person.”

      “I know nothing of your culture,” Sass interrupted their warm gazes. “So I was concerned when our guide Melkor was separated from us.”

      “Your guide!” Ueno giggled, her little hands pressed together. Her nail polish featured tiny cartoon characters on glittery crayon-bright colors. The dangly bits from the killer hairpins looked and functioned like wind chimes, cascading tiny triangles of perhaps gold-plated tin. “Pontiac sold you to us, like a side of those disgusting beef they grow in Canada. Melkor is not your friend. But we will be friends.”

      Sass doubted that exceedingly. Ueno’s personality flip-flops gave her whiplash. But she attempted a smile. “Wouldn’t that be nice.” Would it?

      Ueno huffed softly, and turned. “We skip the tea house. We rejoin your Mel-kor above the onsen, I think.” Kimono don’t include kick-pleats or a slit skirt. The tight leg-binding occasioned small mincing steps in her wooden platform flip-flops, making her feet scurry quickly to set a casual pace for Sass and Clay to follow. They soon clattered into a wooden corridor, paper sliding doors on either side.

      “Perhaps we should meet tomorrow,” Sass attempted, after another turn through the maze-like wooden structure. The few people they passed wore subdued kimono, and bent nearly double in obeisance. “We’re very tired. Though I’m eager to see my people and my ship.”

      Ueno ignored her conversational gambit. Sass sighed and resigned herself to continue to follow the women’s mincing little horse-clops. Until they emerged onto a glass-walled porch, with Western couches and coffee table, and a view outside.

      And what a gorgeous view it was. Sass drifted to the windows to feast her eyes on Earth at its most beautiful, the scene artfully combining wild natural beauty with understated man-made embellishments. Lovely mountains opened before them to a lake beyond. The distant view vanished into misty rains. The broad covered porch overlooked a steep fall of boulders into a steaming pond, graced by small Japanese maples, their leaves brilliant scarlet in the grey day. Tasteful geometric wooden walkways led down into the natural hot baths. And a lone woman unwrapped herself from a ratty dull brown kimono, and let it drop on the wooden platform at the base of the stairs.

      Apparently there were more stairs, submerged, as she gracefully stepped down them into the warm waters.

      Sass blinked, then craned her neck to study the sky. The nude figure wore no breath mask. And this rocky pool was outdoors. The woman turned just before she sank into the waters, revealing saggy proof of age beyond that visible from the rear. This glimpse was quickly hidden by dark quiet waters rising to her neck. She closed her eyes and tipped her face to the sky, a euphoric expression on her face. And she slipped backward under the ripples.

      “She die now,” Ueno explained. “Exquisite, isn’t it? The stragglers. So simple, their devotion to nature and beauty – kami, the nature spirits. Tea? Or bourbon?”

      Sass stared at where the woman below apparently committed suicide, willing her to rise from the waters and scurry indoors. Clay caught her elbow gently and steered her to a seat. “Here and now, Sass.”

      She sank to the Scandinavian-style cushion in a daze. Another two women, in festive instead of servant kimono, carried out a bright white standing screen, and erected it beside them where they faced off against Ueno, seated in a armchair across a coffee table from them. She sipped tea from a simple broken cup in earthen colors, its seams repaired with gold. The squat little tea kettle matched. The space captain opted for bourbon in a shot glass, poured by her lover.

      The screen proved a small smart wall. In a move eerily reminiscent of Riu in Pontiac, a man appeared, seated in an armchair to match Ueno’s, and sized as though he sat there in person. For background, the wall displayed the rest of the porch, with suitable shadows. His regular features were handsome, of a light brown racial blend common on Mahina, like their friends Cope and Abel back home, with wavy black hair and warm brown eyes, though he looked 40 whereas Cope and Abel’s nanites arrested their appearance in their late 20’s. His clothes were pure Pontiac, like Melkor’s.

      Ueno spoke to him. “She asks to see her ship. Where do you sell them?” She smirked and sipped her tea.

      The figure reached and poured tea into his teacup in an odd gesture that looked more like Clay pouring bourbon into a shot glass, though the physics were obeyed. “Voronin required the ship. You required the captain.”

      Sass furrowed her brow. His voice was familiar.

      “Ha-ha!” Ueno clapped with glee, then abruptly sobered again. “And they think you her friend. Mel-kor.”

      Was this what Melkor looked like without his fish-guise? If so, Sass mourned for the man he was meant to be. “Your AI is very good. To project him so life-like, so smoothly.”

      Melkor’s hand froze halfway up with his teacup – or edited bourbon glass as Sass suspected. But he resumed his sip without comment, then made a gesture, as though to open another view on his own wall. From his stillness studying that view, and the way he subtly toyed with finger movements and cup, Sass suspected he was viewing himself as they saw him now. He swallowed.

      After a long silence, Ueno growled, “AI is forbidden. And your ship is in Russia.”

      Sass met her eye. “I’d be interested what you use to project an avatar like that, without artificial intelligence.”

      Their hostess glared at her and flicked a quick fan of her gaudy fingernails. “Machine intelligence, programs. Fun avatars very popular in Japan. And you already know your ship not here. How does she know that, Melkor?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t tell her.”

      Sass winced, and sighed. Yes, she should have acted surprised upon hearing her ship wasn’t here. “I need to return to my people. My ship needs me.”

      “Your ship doesn’t need you. Your people want you. But they belong to Voronin. God help them.” Ueno’s expression switched from matter-of-fact to warm. “But we are friends now.”

      “Are we?” Sass pointed to the hot pool. “What did I just witness? Melkor, a woman strolled into the water and killed herself. I do not understand.”

      Melkor continued studying his self-image, if that was indeed what preoccupied him.

      Ueno replied instead. “She is a straggler. The onsen waters, they are poison. And she had no air. She pass out, and drown. To rejoin the spirit of Earth.”

      Sass pressed her lips together, then spotted another figure, a man this time, stepping slowly down to the pool from across the little ravine. “Why don’t you stop them?” She swallowed rage.

      “Stop them? I send them. They are, mm, entertainment. Such a beautiful act. Here, Melkor, another pickup.” She flicked her fingers at the American’s screen. He turned mildly sorrowful eyes to the right. They settled in to sip their drinks and watch another suicide unfold like a silent poetry reading, Ueno twisted in her chair to see.

      This one ran out of breath, unable to complete the ritual. Sass didn’t know how he had enough breath to make it down the hill. His kimono still half-on, he toppled from the platform into the water. He fought to rise again, his scarred and creamy skin an angry red from the caustic pool. After flailing a few moments, he stilled, head on his arms on the platform, body submerged, and lay there as though asleep, his tortured skin an echo to the autumn maple leaves.

      Sass rarely hungered to kill someone the way she wanted to kill Ueno. “What do you want from us?”

      “Simple.” Ueno turned back to face her, languid and satisfied, as Sass might loll for pillow talk after a hard romp with Clay. “Asia must take its rightful place among the stars.”
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        Earth’s space program predated the Northern League by over fifty years. But with the threat of complete biosphere collapse, the League invested heavily.

      

      

      Ueno Aimi, nut case of Hakone, clapped her hands again and giggled. She did that entirely too often for Sass’s taste. “I surprise you? How fun!” She dropped her wrinkled squinty smile. “This is old technology, social engineering. Like Australia, like United States. We still have too many residual peoples. Unimproved, troublemakers, stragglers. Pontiac, Oslo, Samara, always they nitpick me. Cull, cull, cull!”

      The – diplomat? – pinched both sets of fingers repeatedly, clacking her teeth. The captain took a moment to realize the word was ‘cull,’ because she pronounced it closer to  ‘cool.’

      Sass’s most earnest desire was to escape this meeting. And never speak with this crazy woman again. For the moment, she grimly resolved to listen and learn.

      “But what do they expect?” Ueno cried bitterly. “Before Calm, Asia start with more peoples! Billions and billions of peoples! They don’t want to die. And they are Asian. Of course they are smart, resourceful. Cunning.” She leaned forward on that last with particular relish.

      “But the League demand rain forest back. India, Indonesia, Vietnam. They are gone. Soil, species, climate, weather. Impossible. Get rid of peoples, forest no grow back! But always they nitpick!

      “But you!” She laughed. “The Colony Corps, they trick us all! They promise to return with their great ships and take next wave to paradise. They lie. They lie vilely. “ She jabbed a finger toward Sass accusingly. “These colonies. How many are Asian?”

      Sass considered a moment, but saw no harm in answering truthfully. “My people haven’t visited an Asian colony yet. There were three, I think. Nozomu, Gandhi, and Mubarak.” And this witch found out so easily what Sass worked so hard for so long to learn. For when the original Colony Corps stranded the settlers around the Aloha sun, they never divulged where any other refugee ship had gone. “Mubarak is dead.”

      “India,” Ueno spat. “And Arabs. Only one world is Asian? Nozomu. That means ‘hope’ in Japanese.” For a fleeting instant, her eyes warmed. “What do you know of them?”

      Sass shook her head. “Not much. Others visited, secretly, decades ago. The scouts were European descendants. They decided the culture on Nozomu wasn’t what they were looking for. So they left.”

      Ueno’s eyes narrowed. “What were these searchers looking for?”

      “Paradise,” Sass said sourly. “The magic world where humans thrive and don’t have to work for it. The place where the grass is always greener.”

      “And Nozomu is not that place?” Ueno gathered.

      “Earth is that place. Nowhere else is suited to humans. Millions of years of evolution suited us to live here.”

      The Japanese snorted. “Earth not so good anymore. Used up.”

      Sass nodded slowly. “Yes. I was born here. I know. But do you think we found better out in the stars? We found dead moons and struggled to bring them to life. Or built fragile dome habitats, like you did on Luna and Mars, Ganymede and the asteroid belt. The planets with previous biomes are almost worse. Because life is pernicious, determined. And their life always out-competes ours, because it’s suited to those planets, while ours is not. I don’t know much about Nozomu. But I’m sure it’s lousy compared to the beauty you have right here.”

      “And your world?”

      “A desert moon, one sixth gravity. We built an atmosphere. We learned a lot. Maybe we could help you repair Earth’s air. I have an atmospheric terraforming specialist on my ship. She’s young. But this is her fourth world. That makes her the most experienced expert in all of humanity.”

      Melkor in his handsome human guise narrowed his eyes intently.

      But Ueno flicked a wrist. “We do not fix Earth. Russia forbid it. You miss – no, you remember the ‘nuclear winter’ experiment.” Her silly fingernails supplied air quotes. “And the endless rain from that. You miss the rocks Luna threw. The seeding the clouds, the drawdown experiments. Before you born, when they nuke Antarctica. All fail. Now we wait. The slow process, Earth heal itself, equilibrate, biomes evolve. Too many people, too bad. They die. We lucky, we live in domes. The stragglers, the boat people, they refuse to die. But less people is good.”

      “I’m confused,” Sass admitted. “What do you want from me?”

      “The location of colonies,” Ueno replied. “So we go take them. Send extra peoples, get them off Earth. They build ships first. Mine the asteroids, make ships, and warp drive like yours. A heroic Second Diaspora. They go. They make your worlds better.” Her attitude spoke plainly that she couldn’t care less.

      “You don’t believe that will succeed,” Sass noted. “And you don’t care.”

      “I stay on Earth. And none of this fix squat.” Her enunciation made clear the woman was proud of her Western idiom. “How many leave? Four million? Five? Half die in space here. Half go to colonies. Solves nothing. Storms kill more than that each year. And still babies born to replace them.”

      The obscenity was breathtaking. She proposed to mobilize millions to work their hearts out to build the ships again, with no hope of riding on them. Then she’d send forth settlers to overwhelm fragile colonies, even knowing that this would solve nothing on Earth, only wreck what little peace some pockets of humanity had found.

      Ueno leaned forward and pointed at Melkor’s doppelganger. “I think Pontiac, they give you to me because I don’t believe. And I don’t care. And Pontiac wants nothing done. More than anyone, America want status quo. But if they give you to Samara, then we don’t know what happen. Maybe Samara want real solution. Be pain in my ass. So instead I succeed! You tell me where colonies are, and I mobilize Earth to send new wave of settlers!”

      “I won’t tell you that.” Sass stood. “We’re very jet-lagged. And you’ve given me much to think about. May I speak to my crew?”

      “No.” Ueno reached over and tipped Melkor’s screen to fall flat onto the porch deck. The kimono-clad women returned out of the building in their mincing steps. “They show you to your rooms. Rest well, captain. Tomorrow maybe you see Mount Fuji! Beautiful.”

      And Sass and Clay did follow the clattering clogs of their escort placidly back to the gaijin hall of the aliens, where they belonged at Hakone. They eventually reached a door bracketed by samurai. One opened the door outward to reveal a bare white cubicle with a floor-mount Japanese squat toilet in the corner. The other shoved Clay into the room and locked it, while the kimono women blocked Sass from interfering.

      Her own blank white hole proved to be next door. Only the two samurai and two women marched her there. Sass only had a moment to think this through. For tonight, the better part of valor was to be locked inside, and rest. So she was willing to go docilely into her cell. She’d been prisoner ever since Pontiac took her, after all.

      But when the door opened, suddenly the women snatched Fidget from her. The men grabbed her arms to drag her into the room. Mink and captain alike reacted in a frenzy. Sass wheeled on the guy to her right. She yanked her arm free to seize the top of his samurai breastplate, and dragged his face down to meet her raised knee.

      His partner yanked her away by the arm he still held. Sass used his greater mass to swing around, leaping to his side and dragging him along off-balance. This wasn’t a strong maneuver. He stumbled, regained control, and shoved her into the cell.

      Meanwhile Fidget went berserk on the women. She clambered up one’s hair only to launch into the other’s, raking their faces with her nimble claws. The mink tried to run down a kimono-clad back to reach Sass. But the other woman dropped to her knees to grab her, pinning her to the floor. Something cracked and the mink cried out in pain.

      But the woman only held the mink by her lower back. Nimble Fidget could fold herself in two, and twist. She did so and bit the woman’s hand, tearing off flesh. The woman screamed and let go. The cunning beast ran into Sass’s arms, her back legs limping, little maw bloody and still bearing a chunk of skin.

      Sass pressed her pet to her stomach and curled around her into a ball, kneeling to present her back to the door in submission. She recalled this pose in humiliation, from muscle memory to the core of her soul. I am not resisting. I offer no threat. Sometimes the attackers would whale on her back, sometimes with whips or knives. But usually…

      They just went away. The door slammed shut.

      Sass slowly unfurled, her mink on her lap. The poor little thing’s back was broken in the tussle. Fidget could repair herself from that, but only if she had enough power. Judging from her quiet demeanor today, she could use a recharge.

      The walls were bright, glow walls if not smart ones. The floor, mercifully, was tatami mat rather than something harder. The toilet was another deep-knee-bend model, though at least offered toilet paper and some kind of hand sanitizer. Another source of water might have been nice.

      With her teeth, Sass managed to rip a strip of fabric from her sleeve. Her light pressure suit was utterly destroyed during her face-off with Riu yesterday – the day before? Yes, she’d crossed the international date line during this interminable day. So she wore a Pontiac-supplied outfit closer to Ivett’s than Melkor’s quality suit. She quite liked the indoor soft shoes, custom-made to her feet by a little machine. Though their flimsy soles were already worn by strolling on Hakone’s garden gravel. If she got out of here –

      No. She had nowhere to go outside this compound, no transport, no breath support. She was a prisoner in an enemy stronghold. One problem at a time. She sighed and got to work, scraping a recharging port for her mink, mostly using Fidget’s claws with a human power assist. Spit rendered the rag a better conductor, salt and water in one. The little beast sighed in relief as Sass set her front paws on the damp strip to charge.

      Minutes later, Fidget cried out and recoiled, as the wall came to life with Melkor, initially looking over Sass’s head. The trickle of power grew to a flood when the smart wall became active. The captain hastily unbent Fidget’s broken back and pressed her against the wall again. The little mink could adjust to charge faster. She was just startled. But Sass didn’t want the Pontiac to see her true nature.

      Melkor squatted down to meet her on her own level. Gone were his charismatic good looks. She faced the man with fish-eyes and gills again.

      “They hurt you?” he asked.

      Sass blinked at him blankly for a moment. In her brief reprieve staring at a recharging robot toy, fatigue caught up with her. Then she realized her hands and shirt had blood on them. “Oh. No, Ueno’s minions tried to steal my mink. Fidget bit her.” She stroked the beast’s soft fur, marred with rusty pink patches and coarsened for defense against acid waters. “Good girl.”

      Melkor huffed a soft laugh, then slid down the wall to sit beside her. To Sass, this was like looking at him instead of herself in a mirror, his jacket wrinkles and flesh pressed flat. His apartment looked a hell of a lot better than her accommodations, Scandinavian wood furniture with simple cushions in an otherwise Japanese-styled room, East and West meeting in harmony. She bet he even got a toilet at chair height.

      “We need to talk,” Melkor murmured. “About what you told Ueno.”

      “You sold us to Hakone,” Sass accused. “What did you get for us?”

      “I? Nothing. The Ambassador sent you here, for Pontiac.”

      Sass’s tired brain tried to pick out what hair the man was splitting. Could he be saying he wasn’t in alignment with Pontiac’s decision? Or did hope cause her to grasp at straws? And did it matter? She gazed up the smart wall. “Walls have ears. And Hakone’s have an AI to listen.”

      “You claimed that. Why?”

      “You poured tea into your teacup on the screen. Was it actually bourbon into a shot glass?”

      “Shochu into a high-ball glass. Like Japanese vodka. But mapping an avatar to a face isn’t that difficult.”

      “Do you have a picture of yourself as a child? Before your…mosaic. And possibly of your parents as well?”

      He placed a photo on the wall, a handsome boy of maybe eight, grinning in eagerness. The parents looked worn, their gazes hard, the background perhaps an algae-stained interior staircase on a cruise ship that had seen better days. The Melkor projected on the smart wall was a fine blending of how the parents had aged.

      She shook her head. “I’m sure. An AI adjusted your image on the wall.” Fidget met her eye and nodded. “For Ueno’s amusement. And to humiliate you. And I don’t know if I’m speaking to Melkor or Ueno now. If Melkor, the conversation is not private.”

      He looked thoughtful. “She can’t humiliate me. But I see your point. Can we talk now? Or do you need sleep first?”

      She met the fish-eyes with her own. Friend or foe? It hardly mattered if she could play two adversaries against each other. Then something clicked. He said the Ambassador sent her to Hakone, not him. For Pontiac’s benefit, not his. And the way he’d repeatedly mentioned his origins among the boat people. Once he’d been mangled into this fish seeming, could he ever escape? Was that why Pontiac did it, to indelibly brand its dome folk as nonhuman?

      “Sleep first,” Sass said thoughtfully. “But you can tell Clay?”

      “I will. One question first. Your nanites. Our medics say they’re capable of repairing cells and tissues to reassert birth DNA. Yes?”

      Their medics were awfully good if they figured that out so fast. But that was the lure of Earth. That their vast population had surely advanced science faster than the thin colonies, who could produce no more than a handful of scientists, isolated from worthy peers.

      “My nanites and Clay’s are unique. We’ve never been able to replicate them.” True, so far as it went. The exceptionally good Yang-Yang nanites, which Sass’s crew saved from obscurity, required external controllers. And they didn’t start out by killing the host, a major plus.

      Melkor studied her face. “We received a message from your Commandant, Benjamin Acosta. Captain, your commanding officer is not the age he appears, I think.”

      “Oh, he’s smarter than he looks,” Sass claimed with sinking heart. “May I see?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Luna remained Earth’s first and largest space colony. The rest were outside the Goldilocks zone, too hot or too cold.

      

      

      An hour before, Ben had quit fussing with his dress uniform and checked his hair one last time. He reminded himself that this didn’t need to ‘work.’ It just had to be said. He adopted a stern expression alien to his face, and began recording.

      “Nations of Earth and Luna. I am Benjamin Acosta, Commandant of the Colony Corps. We’ve come to your solar system on a peaceful research mission. We pose no threat to you. We did not address you directly and ask for permission, because we didn’t know your comms protocols. Before we arrived, the interstellar colonies believed these worlds had failed. It appears that was true for Ganymede and the other space platforms. But not you, and not Mars. We are glad to find you alive.”

      He took a deep breath and pressed on. “I approached Mars One and was able to establish communication before visiting the surface. Our ship Thrive One visited Earth. They intended to observe Earth’s status before making contact. In the meantime, we’ve acquired your comms protocols. Now we can open a dialogue.

      “We are open to the possibility of trade. We have technological advances that should be of interest to you. Cultural exchange is also valuable. Mars One is already benefiting from this peaceful interaction.

      “But before constructive talks can begin with Earth or Luna, I require you to release our ship Thrive One. This includes the captain and all crew and equipment. This is a prerequisite.

      “I look forward to your prompt attention to this matter. Acosta out.”

      He reviewed his lame little missive. It contained no ‘or else’ because he had none, only the vague promise of benefits.

      But his starting position needed to be stated. He hit send.
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        * * *

      

      Sass’s heart panged as Ben’s familiar face blinked out on her wall, to be replaced by the fish-guy. She looked down and stroked her mink to hide her emotion. She’d guess this was no more than a Hail Mary pass on Ben’s part. But it was sweet of him, and clear confirmation that he knew their situation.

      She sure hoped he didn’t mean to try anything beyond negotiation. But she allowed that the attempt needed to be made. He couldn’t know how badly it would fail. His words would be twisted and used to trick him. Because Ben was a rational boy from Poldark, from a more-or-less rational world. No one from Mahina’s educated elite could comprehend a world government determined not to fix its broken atmosphere, whose overriding goal was to kill their multitude of citizens faster.

      “Thank you for showing me this. I assume there have been responses?”

      “Hold fast to your belief that he’s smarter than he looks,” Melkor advised dryly. “But he isn’t the twenty-five he appears.”

      “We enjoy a number of medical advances,” she agreed. “Our environments are deadly. None of them fit for human habitation. Medicine was a priority.”

      “Reassert DNA?” Melkor reminded her of his question.

      “Possibly.” Her eyes rose, but only reached his gills. Was that what he asked? Whether the colonies’ medicine could undo the abomination inflicted on him and those like him? She met his eye. “But that would be unwise on you. It might undo your seeming, revert you to what you looked like on Ueno’s wall.”

      His face shut like a trap. “We will speak privately in the morning.”

      The wall blanked, and Fidget sighed as the power levels dropped. Sass remained seated, petting her. She should lie down, to conk out the moment her cheek touched the scratchy reed mat. But she wondered how Earth responded, even now, to Ben’s polite invitation to talk about freeing her.

      Whatever they said would be lies.

      Earth was huge. Over a billion insane players, all seeking some advantage, some edge to make their miserable lives slightly better. Could Ben possibly understand that? That no one here ever truly represented a cause larger than her own sorry ass? Oh, they might think they did. Ueno flattered herself as a champion of Asia. Melkor might not love Pontiac, but his job was to defend the interests of America’s dome dwellers. And he was good at his job. But even the hundreds, maybe thousands of entities that passed for governments here, were run by people with private agendas.

      Not that her insight would help Ben any.

      “I wish I could talk to him, huh, Fidget?” The mink flattened her ears and drooped on her damp wick. By which Sass deduced the creature hadn’t found a route to break a signal out to their people. Sass picked up the rag to wet it again before she passed out.

      This saved the mink another shock. Because the wall suddenly showed Clay sitting cross-legged as herself, gorgeous as ever with a tired smile. “We can keep each other company.”

      “Sight for sore eyes,” she assured him. “But don’t talk.” She placed a finger on his projected lips. “Love you.”

      His finger reached out to flatten in response, probably where he saw her own lips. “Love you too. Sleep fast.”

      She ruefully turned to consider the squat toilet. “We’ll do it together, back to back?”

      And they did. And if Ueno Aimee thought to disconcert their Western sensibilities, she’d be disappointed. The tent cities of Sass’s childhood offered no toilet seats. Nor had Mahina’s raw regolith before the atmosphere grew breathable. She squatted like a pro. And Clay handled the chore standing.

      Then she lay down facing Clay, one hand on her soft mink. She was right. The cool tatami kissed her cheek and sleep swallowed her in moments.
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        * * *

      

      Sass didn’t sleep long. Guards yanked her off the floor. A frantic Fidget scratched her face clambering aboard, apparently restored to full ferret-like flexibility during the few hours of Sass’s nap. Morning begins at midnight, Sass noted with a yawn. Just as she was shown out the door, from the corner of her eye she saw other samurai burst into Clay’s cell to rouse him, too.

      The stroll was brief, only a few minutes through deserted hallways, all within the gaijin compound. Clay fell in beside her along the way. Their escort halted and rapped at the bottom of an upscale Western door. Melkor opened it and stood out of the way as the samurai herded the lovers into the living room familiar from Sass’s wall.

      All three, and the mink, waited silently as the guards withdrew. Melkor followed them to shoot a bolt on the door. He waved and the tasteful Japanese smart walls, adorned with wood and rice paper and landscapes of big nature and tiny humans, vanished into a particolored chaos of confetti. They hummed aggressively, too, with a vibration she felt creeping up her legs from the tatami floor.

      Sass recoiled at the ghastly displays. Clay raised a hand to stroke the small of her back. She met his eye gratefully. His lover’s touch grounded her.

      Melkor waved at the walls. “We’re shielded,” he murmured. But he drew close and still spoke quietly indeed. “We need to talk.”

      “Won’t Ueno object to you interrogating us?” Sass challenged.

      “Ueno Aimi’s feelings are not my concern. Could your people really repair Earth’s atmosphere? Make it breathable again?” His enormous fish-eyes bored into Sass’s own from well within her social radius comfort.

      This wasn’t the tack she expected him to take, dammit. “Possibly. My team haven’t had time to complete their studies. Pontiac distracted us.”

      She caught herself glaring and dropped her gaze to his gills, on a level with her nose due to his greater height. She’d thought he wanted his human form back. But this was a different agenda, more pressing somehow. Well, if he needed anything urgent, it sure as hell wasn’t terraforming.

      “Too much oxygen,” she recalled. “My botanist hadn’t figured out how you had so much oxygen. Last time I spoke to him. He would know more by now.”

      Melkor drew back, the muscles around his mouth grown rigid. “You said atmospheric terraformer.”

      Her eyes rose to meet his again in surprise. “Yes, Zelda. She works for Eli, my botanist. Eli leads the science mission.”

      Clay saw the disconnect where she did not. “On our moon, terraforming is the unifying science. Most worlds gave up. Their survival margins were too tight, terraforming a gift for their great-grandchildren. They couldn’t afford it. But Mahina never gave up. Our team is a botanist, an atmosphere specialist, and an agronomist. Hell, the chief engineer’s first career was in civil engineering. But they were all educated in a system whose holy grail was the gradual terraforming of Mahina. Even their domed city is a hodge-podge of little pocket biomes while they work out the details. Our botanist knows his stuff.”

      “Oh,” Sass agreed. “Yes. Earth’s people specialize more than ours do?” Clay confirmed with a slow blink. “Please understand, terraforming takes a long, long time. The colonies couldn’t possibly fix your planet for you. But we’ve learned tricks that are safe and sure. Slow. I’d have to speak to Eli and Zelda to hear what they think is possible. But on our world – our new home – we’ve sealed an artificial atmosphere with a stable ozone-based wrapper. We crack water for the oxygen, and large-scale agriculture does a lot of the heavy lifting. Including landscape-scale plantings, genetically modified trees and such.”

      Clay offered, “We visited another world that used nanites to precipitate out a sulfuric acid load from the atmosphere, and slowly bury it. That wasn’t very close to completion.”

      “But you have the power,” Sass realized suddenly. She glanced at the walls, still writhing in electronic insanity. “Your walls. What is the power source?”

      “Humidity,” Melkor breathed. “And yes, we crack water for oxygen. Earth has no shortage of water.”

      Sass pressed her lips askew. If the fancy new tech required humidity, fat lot of good it would do bone-dry Mahina or frozen Sagamore. “How much humidity do they need?”

      Melkor blinked, surprised by the question. “Very little. These walls operate even in the Sahara.”

      She brightened. “Oh, good! Melkor, what do you want?”

      “Emancipation from the Northern League,” he whispered.

      “Oh. That…doesn’t seem very likely. Does it?” God save her, she’d fallen in with a revolutionary.

      The diplomat’s eyes lidded. “If I got you out of here. To people eager to hear what you have to offer. Could you deliver? Not to the Northern League. You saw for yourself. The League has no interest in saving Earth or her people. Only to preserve the status quo, with them safe in their domes and terrorizing everyone else.”

      Two PO-3 asteroid hoppers and a couple smaller support ships could do zilch to bring down a regime that held this planet in a vise grip for a couple centuries. Her more recent essential decency required Sass to speak truth, that she couldn’t help him. But her inner tent rat prevailed.

      “We’d love to help you. And yes, we can deliver. But you need to get me back to my ship.”

      “That I can’t do. Baikonur is in the middle of Russia. My contacts don’t have the reach. They’ll promise you they can. But they can’t.”

      Sass’s eyes narrowed. He spoke disappointing truth to her rosy lies. And she believed him. “Boat people?”

      He nodded with his transparent eyelids.

      “There is no way for me to rejoin my ship. Is there.”

      He sighed and tilted his head.

      “Is this the oxygen source my people couldn’t find, Melkor? The boat peoples are still working to save the planet?”

      “Yes.”

      Clay murmured, “We need to get our people out. We owe them that. And the ship.” His hand ranged up between Sass’s shoulder blades. “But we don’t need to leave with them. We’re home, Sass. And Hakone is a dead end.”

      He was right, she allowed. Given Hakone’s agenda, staying here was too great a risk. The drugs she’d been given in Pontiac could make her reveal Mahina’s location, a secret she earnestly needed to keep. Even suicide wasn’t an option for them.

      Unless… She’d forgotten so many details about Earth. And then they reasserted when they were relevant again. Could she forget again, in order to protect the Aloha system? On Vitality, on the years-long trip into exile, she intentionally willed herself to forget about Earth and instead look forward to the colony. Clay probably even ordered her to do it. But no, that protection was only a theory, too flimsy to stand up to a drug.

      “We need to get out of Hakone,” she agreed. “But we’re not the scientists. Without my ship, I have little to offer. Can you get us out?”

      “Yes,” Melkor said simply.

      She continued frowning at him. “What will it cost you?”

      “As you’ve probably realized, I’m an inside agent. My job is to look for opportunity, and take it when it appears. Pontiac could fall today. The Tyrant is old, the Ambassador a fool. It will right itself, of course. Any upheaval would distract them for only a matter of days. But since it could happen any day now, I choose today.”

      “This is a one-way trip for you, isn’t it?”

      His lips pressed flat. “One I’m eager to make. If this is an opportunity worth taking.”

      “But all you can promise is to get us out of Hakone,” Clay reasoned. “And introduce us to boat people. Who are no doubt charming.”

      That snide note was addressed to Sass. She didn’t need the reminder. Submarines erupted into a fur-fly in the Sargasso just a few days ago, American navy versus boat people, and possibly boat peoples versus each other, while she simply flew away. The proposed new audience had little to offer, and no control over the space defenses or the League’s fighter jets.

      But they probably had comms, and less ability to jam hers. Sass stroked her warm mink stole. “Yes. Get us out of here. We’ll help you all we can.”

      Melkor’s eyes lidded in his fishy nod. “This way. Silently.”

      A closet door on a side wall had a control panel beside it. He reached a finger toward it, and its control lights flickered. He waited a moment longer for a sign Sass couldn’t perceive, then touched the panel. The door sprung open, to a more ostentatious living room with similar confetti walls. “Ambassador’s suite.”

      They hustled through, and he relocked the pass-through door. He repeated the procedure, apartment to apartment, for a couple more, until he ducked into a bedroom. A discreet back door let them out into a corridor behind the bank of apartments from the one they arrived through.

      Diplomat row maintained a back door to flee. Hakone likely knew about it. If they didn’t block the doors, probably Hakone ambassadors trusted to a similar escape route in Oslo, Pontiac, and Samara.

      With Melkor in the lead, through hushed halls in midnight Hakone, they slipped away and boarded a dark shuttle. Melkor took the pilot seat himself.

      Sass didn’t ask permission. She belted herself in as copilot.

      “You can’t fly a League machine without implants,” Melkor objected. “And I’m not much of a pilot.”

      Well that sucked.
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        Mars was settled to become Planet B, humanity’s escape when Earth collapsed. But the planet had little to offer over Luna. Its population reached 50,000, but only to build the vast colony ships that carried the original Diaspora.

      

      

      “Why aren’t we moving?” Sass demanded, as the diplomat-turned-pilot failed to start the dark shuttle. They were still sealed to the corridor in the Hakone foreigner’s district. Her hands itched to take the controls, which looked fairly ordinary. To the extent she could see them in the gloom.

      Her questing fingers found the toggle to bring up the low instrument lights. Melkor immediately cut them again.

      “It’s begun,” he murmured. “The Tyrant is dead in Pontiac. Now we wait for chaos to break out.”

      “But not long enough for Hakone to wake and stop us,” Sass urged.

      Melkor nodded slowly. “The timing could be tight.” He paused. “I need to concentrate, please.”

      “What you need is to unlock us from the hallway!” Sass insisted. Until he did that, they were not free to scram.

      He granted her that. The door in the hold chuffed closed, with the universal blue tell-tale above advising a pressure seal. Then a clunking shudder through the vehicle spoke as the clamps retracted.

      Sass let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. She’d begun to wonder if he’d staged all this as some elaborate ruse to get her talking. “And bring up the engines.” He winced at that suggestion, barely visible in the cockpit. “Melkor, the shuttle took three minutes to warm from a cold start at Yokohama. I’m a pilot. I noticed.”

      He sighed and poised a finger over the ignition, but didn’t flick it yet. “Patience. They’re finding the Tyrant now. He died alone in his office.” He tilted his head. “The assassin had to flee first. She had no business there.”

      Sass imagined that the scene playing out in his mind – possibly in full color audio with live surveillance – was downright fascinating, and the death profoundly satisfying to a man who’d lived under this Tyrant for years. But they needed to move. She’d bet her acreage of useless regolith that in the paranoid hidey-hole of Hakone, shuttles did not detach without consent from a control room. Her toe began to tap the floor impatiently.

      He lay a webbed hand on her knee. “Stop that. Or move to the back. Only a few more minutes.” His finger hesitated again over the engine toggle. Then at some cue visible only to himself, he finally flicked it on. A countdown timer lit for the startup sequence, slightly less than three minutes.

      Sass clicked on the panel lighting again. This time he didn’t argue. “Oh, Fidget. If only you could act as implant for me to interface with this thing.”

      The mink levered her face away from Sass’s neck to stare her in the eye. Her comical little expression, one brow raised, was priceless. The captain kissed her on the nose. Then she realized she had another priority here – to communicate with her crew. And hopefully give little Fidget a chance to run backups of her life.  “Are we out of Hakone’s jamming field?”

      Fidget sighed and retreated her head toward her ear again.

      Melkor naturally thought the question was directed at him. “No. We can’t contact your ship until we’re out of Japanese territorial waters. In another plane.”

      “Another plane?” Sass’s voice rose incredulously. “What, you plan to land in Yokohama and transfer?”

      “We have to. The range on these shuttles is only 400 kilometers. It’s a lot farther than that to American territory.”

      “I thought we were going for boat people! They’re all over Yokohama!”

      Or just outside of Yokohama, she supposed. Where exactly the city on floating garbage heaps turned into boat people seas, she had no idea. But the island’s whole coastline was tiled deck-to-deck. She couldn’t imagine what they did for safety when a cyclone or tsunami took aim at them. Just the thought made her queasy with incipient sea-sickness. But doubtless they had their ways.

      “Those aren’t my people! They don’t talk to my people, either. Captain, please, trust me. The Pacific is huge. The folk here would kill me on sight. And you can’t speak their language, so you wouldn’t last long either.” He reconsidered. “No, you they’d sell back to the League. Probably fetch a good price.”

      Well, that was a relief. “Melkor, how are we going to switch to a League plane?”

      “Not a League plane. I do have contacts. They’re readying the plane now. Sass – may I call you Sass? Please shut up.”

      Her foot started tapping again. He gave her a light karate-chop to the knee this time. And she worried her lip in silence. If he really was an amateur pilot, the last thing she should do was undermine his confidence. She kicked herself. She was an experienced senior captain. She’d trained half the pilots in the Corps, including Ben. Though due to the anti-magic of the bad old warp, she was now less experienced than he was. There were useful times for her bad old Earth persona to assert itself. This wasn’t one of them.

      “Have you completed your pre-launch flight checks?” she reminded him. Less than a minute remained.

      That fish guise sure limited his facial range. But she’d read his current expression as utter exasperation. “Feel free, copilot.” He scowled when he realized she didn’t have access to a checklist. He made a glowing list appear on the windshield before her.

      Unfamiliar with the console, she struggled to figure out where to find each item’s corresponding readout. She made it to item five – of twelve – when he said, “Now!”

      The shuttle rose straight up a few stories, then he hit the gas, accelerating toward the coast. Due to the early morning hour, with heavy overcast, the landscape was dark, and so were the mountains.

      “Too low!” Sass hissed urgently. “We’re surrounded by mountains.”

      “I know what I’m doing here.” Though after a moment for second thoughts, Melkor started adding a little more altitude. “We aren’t headed for Yokohama. There’s a joint base south of there. Assets scrambling to return to Pontiac to back up the current claimant. Or counter-claimant.”

      “Nice blood bath developing back home?” Sass encouraged. Though on second thought, the man had children in Pontiac. She wondered what would become of them. She quelled the urge to ask.

      “A few dozen dead so far,” Melkor agreed. “Should be thousands more to come. The Ambassador is probably high on the list. I regret that. My mentor. He was one of the better ones.” He froze a moment. “Ah. He’s dead already. Forgot he was in Tunis today.”

      An alarm started shrilling from the dashboard. Sass looked down at a old-style 3D threat display. “Bandits at seven and four o’clock low, six on the beam, and two angels.”

      “I have no idea what you just said.”

      “Weapons lock on our tail. Evade! Up, down, right, left. Give me joystick control!”

      “Uh, try it.”

      She grabbed the stick, vastly relieved to find it responded to her. She immediately dove to the left and down, then righted herself in a steep climb trying to reach the ‘angels,’ her two tormentors above. But they easily adjusted higher. And a shuttle was not nimble enough to evade jets.

      “What do they want us to do?” she demanded.

      “Return to Hakone. Hey! I didn’t mean you should do it!”

      “Melkor, tell them we are complying. We are a diplomat and two prisoners, non-combatants.”

      Silently he did that, while she continued her leisurely banking curve. Which continued curving all the way around to their previous heading, then dove toward the coast. That shook three of her tail. They’d sped up to return to base, which meant it would take them a few minutes to loop around to bother her. “How far to the ocean?”

      “Twenty klicks.” He bit his lip worriedly. “Next two jets rising from the coast are friendlies. Head lower as far as you dare.”

      How far Sass dared was far indeed, provided she had the controls instead of him. The topographic tank was beginning to make sense to her. Not that the terrain was too difficult. At this point, Japan flowed strictly down-mountain into a good-sized ocean. And her tours on Denali gave plenty of training at mountain-dodging.

      She suddenly jogged left. OK, so she hadn’t read the map correctly on that particular outcrop.

      “Give me control over the engines. To stall and resume them.”

      “I can’t. Why?”

      “Then you’ll do it when I tell you to. Off, and on. Got it?”

      The scene before her suddenly flashed bright. Instinct made her pull up before the shockwave hit them. The new friendlies had arrived head-on. That explosion took out her one remaining tailing jet. But the angel above shot back and took him out, the clouds flashing bright yellow with flame again.

      She pulled back hard to gain altitude, turning toward the left.

      “Why isn’t anyone shooting at us?” she inquired.

      Melkor scratched his gills. “They keep promising to. Maybe they want us alive?”

      To a point, Sass allowed. In practice, someone else wanted them alive, while fighter pilots preferred to survive the night. And the angel was dropping back to get her in his sights.

      “OFF!” she yelled.

      The falling elevator-down lurch hit her as she dropped 900 meters, all the altitude she could spare. A missile streamed above them to confirm her instincts.

      “ON!” Terror made him quick to comply, and she shot forward again.

      “Melkor, next time keep the inertial dampeners on. Only engines off.”

      His voice squeaked upward. “Next time?”

      Sass sighed. The diplomat dreamed a brave game. But executing under fire took a kind of guts no one developed in genteel conference rooms. “Where am I landing?” Though her belief in this plane connection remained low and sinking fast.

      “I need to take us in on a beam. Um, it was back there.”

      By now the shuttle was over the Pacific. Or more precisely, over a broad flotilla of boat people. The jets Sass had left behind were coming back around. “Is the beam still on?”

      “Um. No.”

      Sass turned hard left, seeking open ocean and climbing steeply again. And another missile found their second friendly, turning him into a fireball. “Does this shuttle –?” Why was she asking him? “Clay! Find breathing gear. Wrap it in your shirt if you have to!”

      “Please God, don’t,” Clay begged.

      “Don’t what?” Melkor asked in alarm.

      “This shuttle can’t make it to friendlies, right?” Sass kept a weather eye on the jets behind. On her six, eight, three, plus one coming into angels, dammit. She didn’t have the speed to shake them, and nowhere else to go.

      “No. I mean yes! We could –”

      “Too late,” Sass judged. “OFF!”

      Fortunately, the diplomat still followed instructions. Two missiles screamed overhead this time. Yeah, the fighter jocks were done with that keep-alive directive. This time, no elevator drop sensation accompanied them as they dropped like a stone.

      “You hold on tight, Fidget,” Sass crooned. “Backup would be nice. ON!”

      “There is no more backup!” Melkor screeched.

      But Sass had steerage again, with barely ten meters clearance above massive three-meter waves on the open ocean, in a frisky 30-knot gale, over 50 kph. She rapped her altimeter sharply for lying to her. Thrive used to do that to her, report altitude from the average height of waves. She didn’t need the average.

      Would it work to dodge between the waves? Would that keep them out of their pursuers’ radar? She thought it through lightning-fast, and concluded no, they followed a beacon embedded in the shuttle. Well that sucked.

      But a jet plane could not stop. And putting together a rough-water search team would take time. Not enough time. Yeah, there was no alternative. Best do it quick.

      “Clay, ready?” She glanced back. He stood at a closet in back, stuffing gear into his shirt. He already wore a breath mask. Good man! She should marry that guy sometime. “You need to belt in!”

      “You can’t!” Melkor objected. “We can surrender! Head back to Hakone!”

      “Go!” Clay yelled, diving into the nearest seat.

      Sass dropped the nose of the shuttle and accelerated straight into the biggest wave at hand.

      “BRACE!”

      She reached over and shoved Melkor’s face down. She modeled good behavior by tucking her chin and clutching one arm over her eyes and the other around her mink stole.
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      For the tiniest fraction of a second, nothing changed. The shuttle’s inertial dampeners bequeathed a smooth-as-silk ride through the gale, smack into the mountainous pyramid of a midnight wave.

      This brief illusion shattered like a melon, just like the windscreen did. Inertia failed abruptly, ramming Sass forward, as her harness belts cut into her shoulders. Fidget screamed in her ear. The mink probably wasn’t as loud as the screaming terror of Melkor, but her high-pitched proximity to Sass’s eardrum won the yelling contest hands-down.

      Everyone shut up briefly as ice cold salt water smacked her. Or Sass didn’t hear them underwater. Great dark gurgling and creaking surrounded her. Streamers of bubbles and unknown scary bits skittered across her skin. The North Pacific was rego cold in November! The water bobbed her head every which way as the shuttle bounced and wallowed. She kept her eyes closed and panted out, blowing tiny bubbles, praying real air would return soon. It should. Shouldn’t it?

      It did! The shuttle leapt up and rocked. The water receded to splash around her thighs. She spit out the rest of her air, and gulped in hard to fill her lungs again.

      Clay yelled out from the cabin behind. “WOOT! That was fun!” He laughed out loud, cracking up back there.

      And Sass’s head grew light. Was she bleeding, her life pouring out to join its ancestral seas? No, the rego air wasn’t any good. “Clay! Need help breathing!”

      “On my way!”

      She turned to Melkor. And two wavelets slapped together and spit water in her eye. She could see almost nothing. Half of the console still glowed, and half the time it was above water. Without the windscreen, the cockpit had become one with the ocean.

      “Are you alright?” she yelled over to the diplomat. His head lolled back, fishy orbs to the sky, and he gasped for air. “Clay, Melkor first!”

      “Would have done that anyway,” he noted, splashing toward them. “Here.” He thrust a disorderly collection of old-fashioned deflated Mae West vests at her. These dropped into the lurching water, but he was only working his hands free.

      He slipped a breath mask onto Melkor. He stroked his face, peering at him upside-down. “Melkor! Are you hurt?” He worked around to the center, crowding Sass and Fidget, to work the man’s seat belt harness free.

      The diplomat finally gasped loudly. “C-c-cold.”

      Sass watched this in airy fascination, through red-lighted visibility on, off, on. As unruly waters lapped her knees, then crotch, then breasts, and down again. Her luxurious mink stole was a bastion of warmth amidst stunning cold. She panted shallowly, and was slightly worried about that. But the warmth of the mink was beginning to steal down to her freezing fingers. She ducked her face as the gale blasted in through the window and stole her breath away. And her seat started tilting downhill.

      “Clay!” she whispered in rapture. Her gorgeous man, her knight in shining red water. Why had she never asked him to marry her? The time never seemed right. In a century, so that probably –

      He wrenched himself around, wedged between the pilot seats, and rummaged in his shirt. Such hunky shoulders and gorgeous pecs he had, and abs to die for. It was a privilege to –

      Finally he clapped a breath mask to her face. Questing fingers yanked her hair as he clumsily tried to get the earpieces anchored.

      “Ow!” She slapped his hands away to do it herself, with fingers that moved like Monday axle grease from the cold. Like molasses in winter, she recalled, was the saying on Earth. She’d never tasted molasses. Mahina’s cold Monday axle grease always did make more sense.

      With oxygen restored to her brain, and her senses quickly regrouping, she finished securing her mask, then hastily unbuckled her harness. But she didn’t shrug out of it quite yet. All the wave action in here made Clay struggle to stand upright. So that step could wait.

      First she explored the mask more carefully. Based on the fiddly bits sticking out of it, this was a rebreather type, with additional oxygen supplied by a tiny pressurized canister. That wasn’t much, and a rebreather wasn’t sealed. But there was also an input to attach it to a bigger oxygen feed. And there was oxygen in the surrounding air, just not enough to stay conscious for long under activity. Good to know, she allowed sadly. She sure hoped Clay stuffed some air canisters in his bulging shirt-bag. But the only part she saw from her angle featured square corners sticking out.

      “Is he alright?” she yelled above howling wind and slapping water.

      “Shocky. I don’t think he’s hurt.”

      “He’s rego freezing, Clay. Got emergency blankets?”

      “Wet blankets?”

      “Try it!” Sass demanded. The man was such an ass, and that’s why she hadn’t married him, and never would! Well, at least until they’d had as many years as lovers as they spent as boss versus problem employee. Collier, not now!

      She recalled the Mae West collection, flat life preservers in day-glow orange for maximum visibility. In the guttering ambiance of the console lights, she puzzled out which of its dangly bits accomplished the auto-inflate. The second pull-string rewarded her with a balloon of orange in her face as a wave rose abruptly, spitting up a spume into her face through the head hole. She batted it away at Clay’s ass.

      “Put these on first, then inflate them!” With that sage advice issued, she pulled her mink off to consider how exactly to put Fidget into a vest. They were sized for grown men. She wouldn’t fit. And in these seas, at her radically different weight, she’d float away and they’d lose her forever. OK, no separate life preserver for Fidget.

      “Did you get a blanket on him?”

      “Yeah, but he’s still shuddering. Teeth chattering, goosebumps. Can’t talk, just grasps his blanket.”

      Sass kissed Fidget’s nose. “You don’t let go! You hear me! You stay attached to a person at all times! If you get loose, you scream for help! We need to catch you again quick.” She kissed the sweet little face again. “Now go keep Melkor warm. Clay, Fidget can help!”

      She passed the mink over and instantly regretted the choice. Out of the three of them, Melkor was the weakest link, Fidget the most precious. But all four of them had to survive. She grimaced and got back to work. They needed to hurry.

      She got a Mae West on, inflated it, and counted her stock. One was already on Melkor, one on her, and she had six spares. Not bad. She slipped out of the harness and tied five to her left elbow. Then she clambered to her knees on the seat to reach the last one around Clay’s neck. Continued pummeling from the sloshing water caused her to nearly strangle him. But she got the knack of staying upright.

      Clay was still leaning over Melkor. “Clay, we have to go!”

      “Go?” he inquired. “Go where?”

      “Separate from the shuttle. Go! Melkor, is there anything else we can scrounge from this ship? A life raft? Food? Water?” Hm. Perhaps she hadn’t thought this through well enough.

      “Got some food and water,” Clay said. “Med kit. There’s more back there.”

      Sass immediately clambered over the back of her seat. She breasted three big steps through the cabin water. But lurching waves shoved her around almost as much as her feet could propel her. She bashed her knee painfully into an armrest stalk. At that point she belly-flopped and swam. Her progress was much better then.

      She reached the closet, but the sporadic lurid glow in the cockpit didn’t reach the pitch dark back here. So she’d do this by feel. Still in the water, she felt around the floor, sure to be the last place Clay would have looked. Canister, canister, all these canisters are connected by a bracket – good! And I release the bracket from the closet by – bingo!

      “OW!” she yelled in outrage. Judging by the force with which that canister poked her in the eye, these were air tanks. Good, she liked breathing, even if they did give her a black eye, dammit.

      “You alright back there?”

      “Could use some light!” she admitted. Bitching about air canisters would be ungrateful.

      “Flares, waist-high!”

      Sass splashed up to half-standing and felt around. Nothing felt like the expected shape of a stick of dynamite. She stood all the way and sucked in a hard breath. No matter how cold the water felt at first, now it sure felt warmer than that wind flailing at her wet skin.

      Maybe she’d groped the wrong shelf. Dammit this was taking too long. “Clay! What shape are the flares?!”

      “Oh! Like ring boxes.”

      “Like what?”

      “Those little boxes for engagement rings! Or cuff links.”

      Tactile memory located one of those in an instant, while her conscious mind dwelled on how recently her beloved might have gone shopping for jewelry. Sass didn’t wear jewelry. Clay did. Stop that!

      Her fingers reported what her mind should have known. She had no idea how to light this flare. “How do I turn it on?”

      She missed a soft-voiced – or normal-voiced – consultation in the cockpit. Then Clay reported, “Pull-tab! Place it upright at arm’s length, then pull it.”

      Well, that was a fifty-fifty shot. Heads, you lose. Sass located this ‘pull-tab’, set the box on its side at arm’s length in the water, and pulled, immediately jerking back her hand. It did nothing. Childhood years of playing with fireworks bid her step backward, not forward. No way would she touch that dud. Her early training paid off. After a slow five seconds, it spurted red fire like a Roman candle, then guttered out in the heaving water.

      But in the brief blaze of light, she’d had the presence of mind to grab another and read which way was up. Then kicked herself – they were stored that way up. This time she chose a serving counter facing the closet and let another rip.

      Sub-job accomplished. She could see. And she needed something to stow stuff in. Clay had left half a box of mirrored plastic emergency blankets behind. Other than that, the closet stocked useless tiny pillow cases, and sheets. She grabbed another life preserver floating by, ripped a hole in a sheet, tied that to the vest, and inflated it. Then tested her work.

      By now she’d wasted enough time that Clay and Melkor splashed toward her. She let them finish securing floats to each corner of the sheet, while she finished rummaging the closet. Emergency blankets, packaged rations went in, emergency radio and neck pillows were rejects. Water! All of those bottles in. And all the flares and breath masks., and a carton of the thumb-sized mask O2 canisters. And on second thought, more sheets might come in handy. And – thank you, God! – a coil of cording.

      This was the work of a minute. The men still labored to float their sheet basket. Sass stood back and considered its construction, fairly confident that the second they exited this shuttle, their flimsy boat would go ass over teakettle and they’d lose their air and water. Seat cushions were normally floats. But how…

      She sloshed past Melkor, steadying herself on his shoulder, and yanked up a seat to examine. Apparently two centuries hadn’t improved on the genius of Velcro. Now if only she had her toolbelt and utility knife.

      Or a med kit. Those supplied scissors. “Clay! Need scissors.” In the meantime she pulled cushions up and floated them toward the men. When she’d worked her way around the cabin, her lover grabbed her arm and carefully placed the scissors in her hand.

      “How does this go together?” he asked.

      “I can give you Velcro strips and seat belts.”

      “How much time do we have?” Melkor asked.

      He made a good point, she conceded. “We need to be out of here before they scramble a search boat and… What do you use for a helicopter these days?”

      “This.”

      “Then we’re out of time. Close that up so nothing falls out.” While they did that, she stooped and cut the loose strips of Velcro from the seat frames. Those she shoved in her pocket, and gave up. “Done? Abandon ship. Um, that way.”

      She pointed to the missing windscreen in the cockpit. The doors wouldn’t open without power. They each grabbed a fistful of the sheet-boat and sloshed their way forward as the flare died behind them.

      These were the moments Sass dreaded as a leader. Her job was to go first, set a shining example, issue confident orders. She didn’t know what the hell she was doing. And the great outdoors yawned large tonight.

      Why exactly had she longed to get up close and personal with wild and free nature again? How had she forgotten that most basic of facts – it’s big. And powerful. And the wind and waves laughed and chortled and spit at the feeble efforts of a tiny woman.

      She sidled between the cockpit seats. She cautiously clambered onto the rocking console, waves splashing and attempting to wash her feet out from under her. And the ocean slapped her right back into her lover’s arms.

      “I better go first. Stand there.” He planted her and clambered onto the console, with her pushing from behind.

      She knew there was a reason she liked him.
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      Clay tried to fight his way through the windscreen hole, into the open Pacific, but the waves forced him back. Sass, then Melkor, clambered onto the console and braced their feet against the seats to offer their backs as leverage.

      Sass swallowed as his mass smashed into her again. And they had to get their lame sheet boat out this hole too. She and Clay might survive without it. Nothing had managed to kill them yet. But poor Melkor was a goner without those supplies. The floppy assemblage floated. If only she could get it through the hole.

      Actually, maybe it was the key to getting them all through the hole.

      “Ow!” Melkor complained, as Clay kicked off possibly one of his kidneys. She couldn’t see much. The one remaining battery in the console seemed to be dying. And Melkor’s butt blocked most of what little glow remained. But Clay was still fighting to enter the waves, that much was clear.

      “Melkor! Let’s get the boat through.”

      “But we can’t lose hold of it!”

      “Counting on that,” she agreed.

      Between them, they heaved it onto the console. It floated really well. Its contents probably only weighed 30 kilos or so. Minus the water, and that was the rub, because it poured water out just as fast as the Pacific poured more in. Clay moved to the side out of the way, getting battered by the heaving sea.

      “Grab hold, all three of us!” Sass yelled. “Then we kick off together on the count of three! One, two, three!”

      She heaved with all her might. Clay heaved harder, Melkor not so much. And the sheet-boat reached the Pacific, and nearly yanked her arm out of her socket. She let go in surprise. But she was free of the shuttle at least, into open water.

      Not that open, she realized. She kicked, cautiously at first in case any segment of shuttle was in range, then harder. “Clay!”

      “Here!” he yelled back. “I’ve got the boat!”

      “Coming!” Melkor cried out. “Got Fidget!”

      Swimming in stormy ocean was like nothing Sass had ever experienced before. She fancied herself a good swimmer once. But the constant heaving and splashing meant the water constantly slapped and slashed at her face. The breath mask was an open-intake model, designed for free exhale and intake through a porous filter. Under the circumstances, that meant every breath included salt brine and a strong whiff of dead fish. Simply keeping her head above water and her arms and legs moving was a tough fight.

      But Clay and Melkor kept calling out, and so did she. After maybe five minutes that felt like an hour, she grabbed hold of the sheet boat. She managed to block herself a little sheltered air with her arms, and gasped for it, sucking it in. Then she started to cough. She pulled up the mask to cough harder and spit out water, then fastened it back on her face. She was last to arrive, probably because she massed the least.

      “How are you doing, Melkor?” In the howling gale and crash of water, she only had to yell a little. All three heads were less than a meter apart, in a ring around the top of their supplies.

      “Better,” he admitted. “My gills. I’ve never relied on them before. It’s…different. But my air is good. If we…run low. One of you can take my mask. I worry about your pet.”

      Sass tensed. “Fidget!” she yelled.

      “She’s right here. She’s warm. Can she swim?”

      “Like an otter. Who knew? Don’t worry, just hang onto her. If we let go, I’m afraid we’ll never get her back.” Warm sounded awfully good to Sass around now. She was glad Melkor couldn’t see. Her skin was starting to peel off, but the ocean cold doused any burning sensation. “How’s your skin?”

      “I’m fine,” Melkor assured her. “I think your mink is shedding.”

      “That’s fine, she does that,” Sass assured him.

      Clay cut in. “What’s the plan, cap?”

      “We’ve entered the improv hour.”

      “Improv?” Melkor asked.

      “Means she’s winging it,” Clay growled. “Sassafras Collier –”

      “Can it, Rocha. The original plan was to fly into a League air force base and – get this – change planes for America. When five jets attacked, I thought, hm. This won’t work.”

      “Like that could ever work!”

      “Hey!” Melkor objected.

      “Oh, that was your lame-ass plan, not hers? Sorry.”

      “Rocha, this is a very small boat in a big ocean. Courtesy counts. Bastard.”

      “Bitch.”

      “Have you two been together this entire century?”

      Clay: “Yes.”

      Sass: “No. I slipped him for twenty years in a penal farm.”

      “I forget the farm years,” Clay allowed. “Peaceful. Got married, had a kid. I quite enjoyed life while you were locked up.”

      Sass cleared her throat aggressively. “Anyone seen our shuttle?”

      Clay grabbed her chin and turned it to the proper direction. They’d managed to part with the vehicle by about twice the length of her spaceship. All that swimming, for so little progress? “That’s not far enough.”

      “Why?” Melkor asked. “If we’re too far away, rescue won’t be able to – You don’t want anyone to find us?”

      “I don’t want Ueno’s goons to find us,” Sass corrected. “When the air base calms down, your pals there would be awfully welcome. If we can hold on that long. Before dawn would be nice. But first, we swim away.”

      “I hate you, Collier.”

      “Back atcha, Rocha.”

      The sheet boat did float like a cork. Its orange vests made crappy tug-holds, but they could grab floating cushions through the wet sheet and kick. They squeezed together and tried to kick in tandem, but got in each other’s way.

      “Sass, take the side,” Melkor encouraged. “Your kicks aren’t strong enough. Let Clay and me do it. We’ll swap in a bit.”

      Back to simply breathing while the guys did the heavy lifting, Sass found time to think. “Melkor, are you broadcasting? Like a transmitter they can use to find you?”

      He raised his head from the water to reply. He kept his ears and mouth underwater most of the time now, unlike her and Clay. “Turned it off when when we abandoned ship. But when I call for help, I’ll need to turn it on again. So they can find us.”

      “Thanks.” He resumed kicking while she resumed thinking. If she understood this setup correctly, they could catch that America-bound transport in a few hours. But no one would take them to Russia. From his map, Samara was about as far from ocean as the Eurasian landmass could offer. Melkor’s power base was American boat people, no one in this hemisphere.

      And she wasn’t about to ditch Melkor. Was she? Her gut said to go with him. Her mind would concoct excuses later. But Clay was right all along. She didn’t come to this planet just to sightsee. Nor to find out what became of them – she wouldn’t risk her crew to satisfy curiosity. No, she came here because Earth was the best planet of them all, the only one suited to humanity. Because humanity evolved from strings of DNA floating in a primordial version of this very ocean, tailored in every way for this world and no other. And the trees and flowers, minks and fishes and corals, all of it was desperately worth saving. And if she could help, she wanted to find a way.

      And Melkor asked for that help. Not to screw over the colonies, or shower Earthlings with gifts they didn’t deserve. No, he asked for her to help save Earth. And that was what she came here to do.

      But this was her home, not her crew’s. “Clay, how do you feel about honesty?”

      “Exhausted. Are we far enough away yet?”

      She waited for the current heaving hill to reach its crest. “I can’t see it.”

      Melkor surfaced to answer. “I saw it. Maybe three waves from us.”

      That was several hundred meters, to the extent Sass could gauge open water. “Wow, guys, you kick great! That’s enough. Unless they miss with a missile and hit us by accident.”

      The guys gratefully heaved onto the top of the raft to rest. Sass stayed in the water – they wouldn’t all fit. “I was thinking of Fidget, Clay,” she clarified.

      Clay gasped for air a few moments and thought it through. He was a reliable man that way. “Maybe you could take a turn with Fidget. Warm up.”

      She’d meant getting honest with their fishy partner about the nature of their robo-pet. Apparently her lover voted no.

      “Yeah, the cold isn’t bothering me so much anymore.” Melkor carefully dislodged the mink. His emergency blanket was long gone, as were his useless triple-wide dress shoes over his handy webbed flippers. He held on to Fidget’s squirming form until he was sure Sass had a firm hold. Good man.

      Sass kept a hand on the mink as the critter squirmed into her life vest, and wound around her neck. She was indeed shedding, half bald already. But she’d cranked up her body temperature and felt divine.

      The creature screwed her adorable face into the captain’s ear like a bulb into a socket, and reported. “Backups complete. Thrive One is at Baikonur space port, not Samara. Darren talks to Ben. Ben talks to Luna and Earth. Lots going on. My power will be exhausted in three hours at this rate.”

      “Yikes, Fidget,” Sass said aloud. “How do you turn the heat down on this mink?”

      “Thank you,” Fidget acknowledged. “That will add one hour additional battery life. More if I go unconscious. But then I can’t hold on.”

      “You hold on tight, sweetie. And don’t let go.”

      What did Sass want to know about her ship’s status? Everything, of course, including whether Kaol still kept control of that hapless pair from Killingfield. But then again…nothing. As a commander, Sass knew to only ask for actionable information. Her actions no longer depended on her ship.

      But their choices might still hinge on a hope that she and Clay would return to them. She dropped her forehead to her wrists. “Go, Thrive. Fly home. That’s an order, dammit. We cannot make rendezvous. Go with God, and my blessing.”

      “Sent,” Fidget acknowledged in a tiny voice only the captain could hear. Sass stroked her. Fur came loose on her numb fingers. She scratched the little beast’s skin gently.

      “You’re OK, sweetie. You’re with us, and we’ll take care of you.”

      “Captain, are you alright?” Melkor asked in concern.

      “She’s just being maudlin,” Clay assured him. “Sass, why don’t you say goodbye to everyone on the crew while you’re at it?”

      Because this would be a hell of a lot easier if I admitted I was broadcasting. But she shrugged, and got maudlin. “Ben, you’ll probably receive this after you’re back home in Schuyler. Because I won’t send it except as a backup.”

      Fidget moaned and nodded. Her muzzle was still warm, and Sass chose to cherish the small heat while it lasted.

      “I want you to know this was my choice, in the end. I’m swimming in the middle of the Pacific Ocean right now.” She dwelled a few minutes on their current straits and how exactly she got into them, and why she planned to continue on this course.

      “I don’t know whether you got my people out or not. But I sure as hell know you tried. Balanced with keeping Mahina safe, as you should. I need you to know, if this is my last good-bye. You are the son I wish I had. I’d given up on any chance of that. And then you appeared and it was love at first sight. I tried not to go all maternal on you. But never has a mother been so delighted, so proud. Especially when you surpassed me in every way. I feel the same way about your husband. I love you. And I let you go. Don’t look back in sorrow, please. Remember the good times. We had plenty!”

      She dropped her head to her wrists again. “I bet you’ll evacuate Mars. So if I find a way out of this, that’s where I’ll leave word. If you haven’t heard from me in a year, please don’t look for me, except in the stars. And if Mars is more urgent than that, do what you need to do.”

      A wave crested her head. She waited out the deluge, then wiped streaming water out of her eyes.

      “Don’t come looking on Earth. We had a long run. And now we’re home. Not exactly lives tragically cut short.

      “You have my blessing, Ben. Always.

      “To my crew. Darren, you’re a delight and the best engineer I’ve ever known. But remember Remi is the best space engineer I’ve ever known, OK? And you like him fine.” She chuckled. Usually the pair got along, but Remi was as fractious as Darren was amiable.

      “Eli. Sharing my love of botany with you has been a joy. Thanks for the friendship and the reality checks. I needed them. But give love a try sometime, won’t you? Zelda and Porter, stay young forever, because you’re a delight. Kaol, you’re a better man than you give yourself credit for. Corky, good memories. Liam, wish we’d had more time. Because I admire so much what you’ve accomplished. And Floki, I know you’re not my crew anymore. But Fidget, your pretty little Enka, performed brilliantly. She’s a delight in every way. If I can bring her back to you, I will.

      “For my older crews, well, we’ve said goodbye before.

      “I believe in all of you. Keep reaching for the stars and falling flat on your face. Because if you don’t fail sometimes, you’re not trying hard enough. Be well. Love you. Goodbye. Backups.”

      Sass trusted the mink did something about the howling background noise. If not, Floki could fix it. As she pictured it, that’s when Ben would receive this message. When Fidget was resurrected from backup on Mahina, into a fresh new mink body. Or maybe she’d be reborn into a children’s size ride-on emu this time, like Floki was originally. Or a swimming cat.

      Clay waited a minute to be sure she’d finished. “He’d cry a river. Ben, if you ever said that to him.”

      Sass was crying right now and didn’t respond. Melkor didn’t need to ask who Ben was. He’d seen the message from Mars.

      A few minutes later, a sonic boom cracked the sky to sound right through the crashing waves and screaming wind. And light exploded from the sea. A hill of water hid the impact until the flames burned down to a ragged puddle where the shuttle used to be.

      Good. The Pontiac mole could call his friends soon. Sass could hardly wait. This ocean was rego cold.

      “Melkor, don’t send anything now. No transmissions.” She stroked Fidget. “You, too, little one.”
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        Corporations and Earth politics dominated Mars and Luna. Scientists escaped outward to a pure research colony on Ganymede, a moon of Jupiter.

      

      

      While Sass snoozed the evening away in her cell in Hakone, the hapless chief engineer Darren Markley had an interesting afternoon in Baikonur. As in the old Earth curse, may you live in interesting times.

      “Ben!” he cried over the ansible to Mars orbit. “Any replies yet?” A couple of hours had passed since Ben addressed Earth and Luna asking for their release.

      The commandant raised a peeved eyebrow. “Lots. Three different cities on Luna. Seven regional offices of the Northern League. A dozen outfits that call themselves boat people, floating nations, and a seaweed republic. Some lovely folk from Antarctica, New Zealand, and Germany, who just wanted to say hi on this momentous occasion.”

      Darren scratched his scalp in frustration. “Never mind them. Have you heard from Baikonur? Or where Sass is?”

      “I’ve heard from the President of Russia, guy named Voronin. You’re in his turf, but he’s in Samara, fifteen hundred klicks from you. Seems he’s the biggest of all possible big-wigs on Earth. He didn’t put it that way. But the others defer to him. Except they didn’t. He says he ordered Pontiac to escort all of you to the Cosmodrome – your space port in Baikonur. But Pontiac sent the other three to Hakone instead.” Ben naturally counted his grand-mink Enka-Fidget as well as Sass and Clay.

      “And Hakone?”

      “Hakone says Voronin has no jurisdiction. And their guests are resting comfortably. Pontiac claims that an event of this magnitude must be shared between the great League powers. Then both of them clammed up.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not sure,” Ben admitted. “In practice smiling underlings claim their superiors will get back to me real soon now. All on twenty-plus-minute delays at light speed, so we’re tossing video recordings with an hour turnaround. What’s Baikonur telling you?”

      Darren grimaced. “That this is all a terrible misunderstanding. And they’ll produce our captain soon, by tomorrow or the next day. But if she’s asleep in Hakone, she couldn’t leave until… These time zones confuse me.”

      Ben held up his comm tablet to show off his cheat spreadsheet. “Highly recommended, with a column for each time zone for the players.” He tossed the tablet back onto his desk. “They’re not lying. If Sass can’t leave Hakone before 09:00 local, and she’s over 6k klicks from you, it’ll be awhile. Maybe…” He craned his neck to consult the table. “Tomorrow afternoon your time. Don’t hold your breath.”

      “Baikonur says they’re eager to receive our scientists with honor.” His brow crumpled in exasperation. “They didn’t mention the pair from Killingfield. When I asked, they said they’d be welcome, too.”

      “What do the Killingfield folk say?”

      “They look despondent, resigned to their fate. They’d be a lot happier released in America.”

      Ben considered this briefly, then shrugged. “You have no excuse to keep them. Kind of hostile to abscond with Earthlings, don’t you think?”

      “Earthlings consider foreigners subhuman.”

      “Not your problem to solve,” Ben noted sympathetically. “But hostage-taking is bad juju. I’m negotiating for Sass and Clay and Enka. I don’t care about your Killingfield-ies. Toss ’em. Earn brownie points.”

      “Point taken, sar. Eli, Zelda, and Porter want to go, an historic meeting with their scientific peers from another world. Baikonur makes it sound like rego cocktail hour at Mahina U. Send along Kaol for backup. Without weapons, he can’t do much. Plus the two spares. Or I could tell Baikonur Control I need to wait for my captain. Or…you.”

      “I’ll decide if you want.” Ben sat back from the screen and crossed his legs, belying his offer. “But Sass left you in charge. Are you ready to blow this planet?”

      “Attack?!”

      The commandant squeezed his eyes shut and chuckled. “I meant fly away. Without your geeks meeting their peers. Remove yourself off planet, then talk. Chief, you have people. Your ship has a mission, and it’s Sass’s show, not mine. As acting captain, it’s your job to continue the mission. Preferably without foolhardy risks and weird detours. If you abort now, and abandon your captain and first mate and a cute little mink, is that OK with your crew? Mutiny during takeoff is very annoying.”

      Darren tamped out a smile. The commandant spoke from experience. “I could do nothing. Sit here like a truculent child until my captain is back. But we’d like a good look at their…Cosmodrome? And Baikonur Control claims they’re eager to de-escalate. Stop flying jets overhead. Stand down the spaceships staged around us. Talk like civilized human beings. And I can’t take off until they stand down. You sure you want to leave this decision to me?”

      Ben cocked his head and gazed at him sadly. “Could go sour. Be careful. We’re working on that way to knock their comms offline. But.”

      But they didn’t have that jammer now. Even after Remi made a working prototype, Darren would need to re-implement it here on Earth. And it might not work, and he’d get the ship blown out of the sky, all hands dead. Darren wished Ben would make this call for him. He was an engineer, and avoided politics like the plague. He had no idea whether he could trust the local authorities. But it was his life on the line, and his crewmates, and his decision to make.

      So far, between Killingfield, Pontiac, and Baikonur, his ship had been taken captive, but never harmed.

      What would Sass do? Offer goodwill until proven otherwise. Because leading with distrust begat a self-fulfilling prophecy. Clay called her a Pollyanna idiot for this. But Darren understood how her policy found the potential friends. They didn’t come to Earth to make enemies. Sending the science team risked their lives, yes, but they volunteered. If there was a way to avoid escape under fire, he sure wanted to find it.

      And that’s why Sass tried to make friends first.

      “Cooperating with Baikonur is our best chance to get Sass back. And we’re stuck here for at least another day.” Darren nodded slowly. “I’ll try it. To de-escalate.”
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        * * *

      

      “Control assures me they’ll have you back in a few hours.” Darren feared he was babbling nervously. He cut himself off and shook hands warmly with his science team instead. There, that felt better. Eli, Zelda, and Porter stood eager to go, arrayed along the rim of the trapdoor in the hold.

      Three-Eight and Ivett looked like they faced an execution squad, without notable bravery. Their medic Liam hovered in concern and reminded them they had their anti-addiction drugs with them. They could continue their excellent progress at detox.

      Darren held out a hand to shake. “I wish you well. I hope you’ll tell your people we treated you as best we could.”

      Ivett nodded wistfully, but didn’t take his hand.

      Rage wafted off the wolf man like a heat mirage off the mid-week regolith. Liam claimed his attitude was normal for an addict bereft of his best friend, the drug. “They’re not our people. We’re dead meat.”

      Darren nodded respect and redirected his hand to Kaol’s meaty shoulder. “You got this. Thank you.” The hunter steepled his fingers in the Denali prayer gesture and met his eye in resolve. He had a couple blasters on him now, sonic and laser. But he’d leave them behind on the grav lifter once they stepped off, with only his brains and brawn to rely on.

      The chief’s tablet pinged. Baikonur Control reported they stood ready. He stepped to his engineering podium, his action station on the ship, and checked the external cameras. A shuttle bus rolled up to park alongside, just outside the ESD field perimeter, presenting a closed side door to the closed cargo hatch hovering above. He wished that vehicle had windows. He worried his lip with his teeth. But this space port was obviously a military base first and foremost. Perhaps a squat armored shuttle was all they had to collect a party of a half dozen.

      “Problem?” Kaol inquired. The burly security man took a half step toward Darren, away from his charges.

      The acting captain shook his head and smiled gamely. “Ready when you are. Climb on the grav lifter.” He brought the ship down to hover only a meter above the tarmac, and reconfigured the ESD field to hit the pavement instead of enveloping the supply containers below. “Three-Eight, Ivett. Be sure to mind Kaol until you’re past our shields. They really hurt if you barrel into them.”

      The pair nodded grimly. All of them wore breath masks. Liam did the honors of casting one of the Sagamore emergency airlock bubbles above them. The trapdoor offered an airlock, but it wasn’t tall enough for them to stand on a hovering grav plate.

      Darren irised open the trapdoor. Kaol manipulated the grav lifter down through the center access gap between the two-by-two array of containers, an ad hoc elevator. Normally they’d just hop down on their personal grav generators, but those they’d leave behind. Liam would bring the grav lifter back up with Kaol’s blasters and the ESD field breakers.

      “Good luck,” the chief whispered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The grav lifter landed without incident, and Kaol tensed more instead of less. At the bottom of this elevator shaft lay not tarmac but their safety webbing. When the crew went on EVA in space to retrieve supplies, the gaps between the containers formed external corridors, with a wide access avenue at the ship’s midriff, suitable for maneuvering massive barrel-laden pallets of ice, star drive fuel pellets, or printer stock. The net didn’t strap the containers to the ship. Steel clamps and gravity grapples did that. But it did make sure crew didn’t accidentally fly away into the stars during a work detail.

      He needed to open the webbing. “Stay here.” For this part of the program, he kept his blasters belted on. He cautiously stepped across the springy ropes a couple meters to the edge of the containers, to gaze out at the shuttle bus. It truly bothered him that he couldn’t see inside that bus. Its doors remained closed. Granted, it was currently snowing a little, with a cold wind. Kaol shivered. He’d been cold ever since he left his oven of a homeworld.

      Kaol sighed and proceeded to unsnap the flap to permit exit on this side. Still no movement at the bus. He sat to hop down to the pavement, setting a good example for his charges. He willed the bus doors to open, but they didn’t.

      “Three-Eight, Ivett, you’re first. Then Eli. Give that box to Porter – you two bring up the rear with the science gear. Liam, come up behind them to take my stuff. Watch your step.”

      In practice, Three-Eight joined him nimbly. Maybe his military training included nets somewhere along the line. Ivett tip-toed fearfully. Eli stepped forward to take her elbow. The Killingfield soldier helped Kaol hand her down to the ground from the botanist. Eli skipped the assist and vaulted down himself.

      Kaol looked back to the waiting shuttle uneasily. They still hadn’t opened their door. But Eli and Three-Eight proceeded to take the gear off Porter and Zelda’s hands. As computers, the devices were pretty basic, no advanced tech, just field collection, but they wanted to share their findings to date with their peers, to ask questions, and share some of their readings from other worlds as a friendly gesture. The hunter would have preferred to travel light.

      And his whole team was down. He waved Liam to the side to lean on a container. The moment of truth. He handed over his blasters.

      Then he walked to the edge of the ESD field, feeling rather than seeing it. And he lay down the last two bits of equipment Liam was waiting on, the shield cancellation rods. These he toed forward with his boot. Instantly he felt the static vanish directly in front of him.

      He tentatively stuck a finger forward, as far above his head as he could reach, and poked where the shield used to be. Good, aperture accomplished. “OK, we’re going through one at a time. Ivett, you’re up.” He straddled the invisible doorway sideways, and backed up until the static raised the hairs on his arms. He held out a hand to Ivett, only in invitation.

      “I don’t want to!” she suddenly sobbed, backing into Eli. “The Russians will kill me!”

      “No, why would they do that?” their lead scientist murmured. He rolled his eyes to Kaol and coaxed her forward by the elbow. “Three-Eight? A little help here.”

      “She’s not wrong. I don’t like this.” But the wolf lieutenant grasped her other elbow to scurry her along. Porter and Zelda had their arms full of the gear.

      “That’s right, Ivett, you’re doing great,” Kaol encouraged. “You’ll like their food better than ours.” From the rear, Liam scowled and shook his head vigorously. Tough, Liam. With a light touch on her arm, he guided her through the gap. He dropped the hand rather than touch Three-Eight again, their previous hand-to-hand encounters unfriendly.

      “You’ll kick those rods in for Liam to retrieve, don’t forget,” Eli worried as he paused in the doorway.

      “Not an idiot, Eli.” The last thing Kaol wanted their hosts to get was an ESD field damping rod. He sure did wish that shuttle would open, though. “Go.”

      He glanced to Zelda next, comically cute bearing her meteorology case clamped to her chest, glistening eager eyes dancing above her breath mask. Porter at least showed some proper trepidation.

      And the bus hissed open at last. An assault team sprung out in well-practiced formation, four in the first wave hitting the deck to point rifles at them, as more boiled out to deploy onto the flanks. The first guys didn’t wait. They started shooting.

      “IN!” Kaol hollered.
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        Only the very brightest university students were recruited for Ganymede.

      

      

      Chaos crashed around Kaol. He grabbed the back of Zelda’s shirt, still in reach, and flung her to the ground behind him, under the protection of the still-standing ESD field. “Out of the aperture! Liam! Blasters!” He stepped behind the control rod and pointed to suggest Liam get the hell out of the line of fire as well.

      He winced as a shot took a bite out of a container, raining shrapnel on their medic. Liam took the hint and jumped down.

      Eli ducked through and immediately claimed the spot facing Kaol, behind the other control rod. Ivett ran screaming to the left across open hard-top, arms clamped to her head. One of the assault team gunned her down so ferociously he nearly chopped her body in half at the midriff. Liam ran to hide behind the botanist

      Three-Eight dove through the shield gap just as Liam tossed a blaster across to Kaol. The American grabbed it, took one look, and skated it along to Kaol.

      Which was nice, Kaol supposed, squatting for the gun. Another followed it, to land behind him, the sonic weapon. In a split second decision, he handed the laser back to Three-Eight. “Cover me. And get your foot out of there!” He dropped onto his ass to reach for the sonic behind him, as a sudden burning impact hit his other shoulder. His reflexes were too good to worry about the wound, but the projectile’s momentum slowed his reach for his own gun. Thankfully Three-Eight’s started barking.

      Kaol’s hand finally closed on a weapon as fragments of pavement exploded around him. He spun around and fired the instant he was sure its aperture cleared Eli. Two goons in black staggered and dropped their rifles, but not the closest one. Three-Eight had rolled to Eli’s side and lay prone, to rain cross-fire on the assailants on Kaol’s side of the gateway.

      And that closest goon seized the control rod by Eli’s foot, dammit! Kaol didn’t have a shot. The ESD field electrocuted the attacker. His black-armored form spasmed, limbs flailing wildly. The shield sliced off his foot, then an arm above the elbow, arcing blood as they hurled away. The control rod clattered to the pavement on the attacker’s side of the shield, too far away to anchor its side of the gateway.

      Without two rods, the single one still interrupted the field. But the aperture was narrower, and centered on the rod. Which exposed Kaol’s injured flank before he realized it. He toppled in agony as three bullets tore into him. As he rolled out of danger, he quit firing.

      Three-Eight noticed his laser no longer hit anyone he aimed at. He was firing into the shield now.

      “Got to retrieve that rod!” Kaol screamed, struggling to get his one good foot back under him. Then he’d lunge through. He could open the door to roll back, if only he could reach that rod before the enemy.

      And the wolf soldier took his yell for an order. He squat-stepped into the aperture firing as he went. With the other hand he wrenched Kaol’s gun away and shot that, which was far more effective. Without any friendlies in the way, the sonic messed up everyone nearby. They weren’t out of the action, just stunned.

      Kaol didn’t get a chance to tell him that. He still tried to lever himself off the ground to get back in the fight. Eli was on his knees now, too, blood pouring from his thigh. The man grimly stared at the waylaid control rod, only an arm’s reach away. But that arm would be amputated the second it crossed the field. “Don’t do it, Eli!”

      And the hunter looked up astonished as Three-Eight took to his feet and darted through the abbreviated gap in the field. Had he figured out the hole already? The wolf ducked through a rain of enemy fire to grab the control rod and shove it back toward Eli. A hum and shift in the static told Kaol he’d reopened the wider gateway. The renewed rain of bullets confirmed this, but Kaol lay behind the hole’s edge again. “Hurry, Three-Eight!”

      But several bullets in a row caught the wolf, their momentum jerking him around. The sonic gun fell away from the ship, but he held onto the laser. He dropped to the pavement, lying half-in, half-out of the threshold.

      Kaol didn’t think about it. He lurched forward to grab one of the man’s arms to haul him in. And he felt two more impacts as Three-Eight desperately scrabbled to get in.

      Eli did think about it, and made the hard choice. He picked up his control rod, breaking the circuit. Three-Eight arced his back and screamed a blood-curdling wolf howl as the ESD field chopped off the one leg that still crossed the threshold.

      And Kaol’s midsection was back in the line of fire. He took another shot as Porter grabbed the other control rod.

      The sound was amazing. The now-restored ESD field hummed lightly, still raising the hairs on Kaol’s arm. The soldiers beyond it still shot bullets at it. In fact, they redoubled their fire in fury trying to find another aperture. But nothing got through. They were safe. They were… There was an awful lot of blood out here.

      And Kaol passed out on the hardtop.
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      Terrified, Darren hopped down through the trap lock on his personal grav generator, checking his blaster. He’d never fired at a human being in his eighty-plus years of life. Ninety-plus objective – he’d used the bad old warp to Sanctuary with Sass and Clay, Remi and Corky. They nearly got Zelda and Porter killed that time, too. He shoved the gun into his toolbelt grimly. He’d shoot someone now if he had to. Not that he was a decent shot.

      At the bottom, he immediately cut his grav and ducked down the long hallway, the narrow aisle between the containers lengthwise. The shocking gunfire outside echoed though the steel passageway, and he was headed away from the action. No choice. The shield aperture faced dead-on the wide access crossway. Drifting down at 1/6 g, he’d seen how the bastards chewed up his supplies.

      He snapped himself out of the webbing and dropped with another quick grav flick. He swallowed and drew his weapon, edging along the far end of the containers. Hold it in both hands to steady your aim, especially if you’re nervous. Darren Markley left nervous behind hours ago. At this point, he dreaded what he’d see as he carefully peeked around the corner.

      One hell of a lot of blood, was the initial impression.

      He gulped and tried to settle. What could he do here? Only then did he realize his people were completely ignoring the soldiers firing at them. That looked scary, and downright bizarre. Another soldier, amped up on who knows what, screamed defiance and hurled herself shoulder-first onto the ESD field, a meter away from Eli. Darren winced as the woman bounced off and went into convulsions, her armored suit smoking. Goner.

      He repented of the rude word immediately, and sent a hope for her soul. Because one of his own might be in the same boat. He jogged over to where Liam knelt, putting pressure on Kaol’s gut. “What can I do?”

      The medic glanced down Kaol’s body. “Porter’s getting a tourniquet on Three-Eight. High amputation. Eli’s the only other wounded. Chief, I cannot treat three wounded at once.”

      “Understood.” Darren meanwhile completed his head-count. “Ivett?”

      “Dead. Kaol’s nanites should heal this, but love of God, he’s lost a lot of blood.”

      “Get blood out here? Or him inside?”

      “He can’t wait. Bring the lifter. Three-Eight’s not far behind him.”

      Darren immediately ran for the grav lifter. Far more adept with that than his gun, he brought it faster than anyone else could, and parked it in the web flap to save time. “Let’s carry him.” He flicked his grav back to 1/6th to take Kaol’s shoulders. His generator field extended to the whole hunter’s body, leaving a light job for Liam with his legs.

      The engineer assured him, “I was married to a medic for decades, doc. I can hang blood and dress wounds, give injections. Tell me what to do. Do we take Three-Eight up at the same time?”

      Liam made a lightning decision. “No. Get Kaol a bag of blood and IV saline hooked up ASAP. His blood type –”

      “I’ll look it up.” Darren was already on his way back to the trapdoor. At the top, the housekeeper Corky’s mouth hung open for an instant. Then she busily cast another emergency airlock bubble for him to exit through.

      Screw that. Everyone on the ship wore a breath mask except her. “Cast it on yourself! And get a breath mask on so you can help! Mass casualty coming through!”

      “Ohmigod, ohmigod!” But Corky obediently ran to the suit racks, cheeks blown out to show she was holding her breath. She had a breath mask on securely before Darren could slice his way out of the bubble guarding the lock from the foul Earth air.

      He steered Kaol and the lifter toward the med bay. “Corky, take down another grav lifter!” There was only one cot. Thrive’s med bay wasn’t big enough to fit two. Kaol was his crewman, and Three-Eight wasn’t.

      No. That’s up to Liam, he decided grimly. He left Kaol hovering in the hold while he grabbed IV saline, and hooked that up to him first, to get his blood pressure up. He didn’t bother checking the blood type, because he saw four bags of type O-negative. The first bag was Kaol’s. He’d intended to get a pressure cuff on him next – his ex would have. But it was clear why Liam had been leaning his weight onto the man’s gut. He got out of the doorway and applied pressure. “Hang in there, Kaol. Liam will be up in a minute.”

      The hunter was too far gone to hear him. He was so coated in blood Darren couldn’t even tell where it was all coming from. But the left leg looked especially slick. He leaned his elbow on the pressure pad to free his hands. He fished a bungee cord out of his toolbelt and worked that onto the top of Kaol’s thigh as a tourniquet.

      He had business downstairs, he realized. The ESD field was a whole lot stronger off the pavement. If someone thought to ram it with a jet or truck right now – or worse, a high-voltage power conduit – they’d succeed at getting through. And if they let water touch the fuel pellets, they’d all explode into a massive crater.

      He needed to check the containers for damage. And close the door flaps, both of them. No, he could order Porter and Zelda to do it? No, not the fuel check, he decided grimly. For that, he’d trusted no one but Thrive’s chief engineer – himself. Sass would have ordered the same.

      Corky returned to him out of breath. “Liam says I do what you’re doing, because I suck at grav lifters. What do I do?”

      Darren huffed a surprised laugh, and showed her. He paused the extra second to look her in the eye. “Good job, Corky. Reliable woman.”

      She nodded, grateful and determined.

      He grabbed a painkiller syringe, ran to the trapdoor, made sure the grav lifter wasn’t on the way up, and dropped, with the minimum grav flick to prevent breaking his legs. That webbing was practically a trampoline, but he bent his knees on the way down to dampen the bouncing. And he ran out the short way, vaulting down the final meter.

      As he’d suspected, Liam and company learned the hard way why Darren had left the grav lifter in the flap door, not through it. The surface was a tight fit. The engineer quickly attached his generator to Two-Eight, set him to 1/6th g, the grav lifter the same, then tilted it 30 degrees so it wouldn’t get stuck. In seconds, the whole makeshift elevator gurney was through, with patient aboard. He leveled it, then retrieved his grav generator. Liam assured him he could take it from there.

      And then there was Eli and the equipment. “The pain bad?” he said sympathetically. “This should help.” He applied the hypo to Eli’s bloody leg.

      The botanist breathed deep in relief, and dropped his rigid shoulders, though he still held tight to the leg, his face above the mask ridged with agony. “The equipment.”

      Back up the trapdoor he went, this time with the presence of mind to grab a couple more grav generators. The away team left theirs behind, since it was technology the Earthlings didn’t seem to use. And he brought down a third lifter, laden with a sheaf of tarps and space bungees.

      He didn’t let them get stuck in the webbing this time. He got them past that hurdle, with Eli and all the equipment comfortably aboard. “Zelda, take him. Porter, I need a spare pair of hands.”

      “Aye, sar!” They chorused.

      He grasped Eli’s hand. “You’ll be alright. You’re last because you’re in the best shape.”

      “I feel so lucky,” the botanist agreed.

      Darren chuckled. “Go.” Zelda nodded.

      “Porter. Make sure no equipment is on the tarmac. Go out that way and seal the flap.” He pointed down the long narrow aisle he’d used to come out the end of the containers. “I need to check fuel integrity in the boxes.”

      A brief once-over was enough to clear the four boxes on the far side from the firefight. They came through unscathed. The doors on two of the exposed-side boxes showed black marks from something glancing on them, but no holes. He opened those doors to confirm, then opened all four doors of the array. In space, it was different, but here the easiest way to see if the container was breached was to see daylight on the inside.

      And indeed he did on the two bottom containers of the array. He squatted on the webbing to see down. Yup, those were fuel pellets below.

      Darren Markley was no amateur. Before he even rose, he asked himself how else there could be loose fuel, that he hadn’t seen yet. All projectiles came from thataway. No, there could also be ricochet damage. He pivoted and considered the far-side boxes again, then shifted to check their long walls. He spotted a dent, and a projectile below. No fuel pellets. He rose to inspect that container. Soy printer stock. No risk.

      The nearside boxes were a different story. He jumped down from the webbing and studied the damage to the containers where they’d been used as a shooting gallery. And yes, the top layer containers had munching damage along their bottom edges, and peppered with shot a good meter in from the inner end.

      Why the hell did anyone treat good equipment like this? What, was Earth so obscenely rich they had nothing better to do than waste money on throw-away munitions and vehicles? But he knew enough Earth history to know the answer to that one. This planet was insane, and obscene. Hard to imagine how someone like Sass came from this perverted culture.

      He turned and shot the middle finger at the assault troops, still scheming their rotten hearts out beyond the shield.

      “Lot of fuel pellets on the ground,” Porter murmured. He showed Darren both of the control rods, which got left behind on the ground while they were so intent on saving their wounded.

      Darren pocketed them and declined to comment. “Fetch some brooms and dustpans. If Zelda and Corky are free, more hands would be welcome.” Porter preceded him levering himself up onto the net, and offered a hand up. “Reminder. Water hits the pellets, they burn. Chain reaction, big boom.”

      “Sass covers that in orientation,” Porter reminded him with an easy smile. “And monthly. And you repeat it when we help you bring in fuel. Every time.”

      “It bears repeating,” Darren growled. “Go. Hurry.”

      They took over an hour to police the fuel and poor tortured containers, and rig tarps to capture any spillage. But he only needed bottom tarps, and to sweep clean the pavement, before he took a break to raise the ship and strengthen the shields. Finishing the job was harder off the ground. But nothing less than complete confidence would suffice.

      Ben was probably going mental in the meantime waiting for word. But Ben could wait. Spilled fuel couldn’t.
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        The original warp drive, the star drive, the location of the ‘first shell’ colony worlds, the workhorse JO-3 asteroid mining ship, nanites – all were accomplished by Ganymede.

      

      

      The President of Russia, Alexei Alexeyevich Voronin, was not pleased. This was the understatement of the year. The talking heads arrayed on his wall knew this, and looked suitably grim.

      “Comrades, what I wanted was to learn everything possible about that ship, and from its people. This…fiasco…is not what I asked for. Grubov.” He placed the general who ordered the assault on Thrive into the center of the screen.

      “Mr. President. I deemed an assault necessary to neutralize the ship’s threat and render it safe for study.”

      “What threat?” Voronin probed.

      “Sir! It shot down –”

      “It fired in self-defense.”

      “It’s a superior hostile vessel!”

      “It’s an old-fashioned spaceship for blowing up asteroids, in order to mine them for metals. Is such a vessel tougher than a jet plane? Seems reasonable. But threat? Or opportunity? That is what I need to know!”

      The general puffed his chest and changed the subject. “We correctly surmised that they would lower their shields –”

      “You did nothing correctly,” Voronin noted.

      “Yes, sir. We did learn that they used a particular device to open an aperture in their electrostatic field –”

      “Yes, what did you learn about that? Lupinski.” Voronin flicked Grubov to the right-hand column and dragged the Polish Lupinski front and center, twice as large, on the hot seat.

      “Sir, my scientists were not included in the assault. From video recordings, the newcomers use control rods. And one soldier almost acquired one. But he encountered the field and died. And the intruders retrieved their device under heavy fire. Clearly it was important to them.”

      Voronin glared at him. “I watched the video. What did you learn about the device?”

      “It needs to be in physical contact with the shields to operate. Effective radius is as small as my hand.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning there is nothing to read from a video, or my instruments at a distance. I asked for an observer to be included on the assault. My request was denied.”

      “You live, Lupinski. Barely.” His face flicked back to its previous position rather than the gutter of disgrace.

      “Sir, I was able to characterize the ship’s shields.” This was Ostrovsky, Yuri Industrievich, the scientist who brought the president the initial news of the one-ship invasion.

      “Yes? Tell me.”

      “They use ESD shields – electrostatic discharge. Very old, simple technology, used to protect spaceships. Ah, you understand the danger of collision when traveling at say, four thousand kilometers per second?”

      “Sounds catastrophic.”

      “Yes, sir. That’s what this shield is for.”

      “And can it be broken?”

      “There is evidence that it cannot. From studying the ship at close range, it’s very old.”

      “I miss your point, Yuri Industrievich.”

      “It’s traveled a very long way at such speeds, sir. It withstands atmospheric re-entry as well as deep space. Possibly for a century. It survived. That’s a tough shield.”

      “Ah. That kind of evidence, yes.”

      The president tapped his standing-desk podium in thought. “Gentlemen. I asked you to secure the ship so that we might study it. And to secure the crew, that we might speak to them and learn. That would include the damned captain and first mate. But today you were to hold a reception! With cocktail wieners. Scientists happily comparing notes.”

      “But sir, we needed to secure the ship!” Another uniform.

      “Looks secure as a fortress to me.” Voronin didn’t bother to remember his name, merely flicked him to join Grubov in the gutter. “Let us review. A plan could either succeed, or fail. What was the contingency plan for this travesty? When it failed?”

      No one volunteered to answer that one.

      “That’s what I thought. And what was wrong with my plan?” The president’s voice rose. “The one I promised this Colony Corps in orbit around Mars? Where we can’t touch him? The one I ordered you to implement! Wieners! And wine! My data is prettier than your data! A friendly party! Damn you to hell!”

      He hated it when he lost his cool. He slammed the balls of his hands against the edge of his podium. He blew out and forced himself to think. Yes, Grubov and what’s-his-name would die, but that gave him no satisfaction. The cog work chain of idiots in line for promotion would advance one click, and he’d get the same results from the next of them. The stasis he maintained in Russia generated a never-ending supply of officers with no creative ability. They bore hammers, therefore every problem presented a nail.

      “We don’t keep science staff at Baikonur,” one of the heads excused timidly.

      “We could have brought some in,” Lupinski hastened to add, probably trying to protect an underling. “But Grubov said Baikonur is a secure base. My scientists don’t possess adequate clearance.”

      Voronin didn’t bother to flick either of them to the gutter. He just sighed. “Lupinski, are you prepared to converse with these scientists? They are safe in their spaceship. We won’t bother them again. All deeply regrettable.”

      Like the colonists would buy that. Well, they might. The ship was still effectively bottled up at Baikonur. Though Voronin wasn’t sure he believed that. The off-world crew might simply be waiting for their captain.

      Lupinski said regretfully, “Sir, the head of their science team was shot during the assault. Another two injured beyond hope of recovery. Though one of those was an American. Wolf-seeming.”

      Voronin pursed his lips. “They will be unfriendly. You will exert your charms.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lupinski appeared to harbor doubts on his charms under the circumstances.

      Voronin couldn’t fault the man’s brain on that score. “And Hakone? Have they agreed to deliver the captain and first mate?”

      “Yes, sir,” volunteered his Ambassador. “Hakone is disappointed. But we exchanged some Chinese boat dissidents we held in reserve. The captain will be flown to Baikonur in the morning. Or might we prefer them in Samara? So you can meet them in person.”

      Thank God someone knew how to do his job. “Yes, Samara. To protect them from the…initiative at Baikonur.”

      This could work, Voronin supposed. If he demonstrated with executions that the assault was a regrettable lapse of minions. Lupinski’s geeks would play nice over comms with the scientists. And he kept the captain hostage against the ship – No, the man near Mars would not accept those amends in the slightest. This commandant rolled up his own sleeves to fix life support equipment at Mars One. God save him from starry-eyed humanitarians. What a mess.

      Voronin sighed loudly. “Anyone else? No? Good. Next time when I ask you for cocktail wieners, you will recall today’s cluster-fuck. And deliver what I asked for. Cocktail wieners!” He banished them from his display with a savage swipe.

      No followup was required on the men he’d condemned to the gutter. This was an automated procedure. They and their families would be executed promptly, with full video recordings filed. And their subordinate baboons would replace them, perchance to learn something from their predecessors’ choices. More likely they’d simply cover their asses for when their turn came.

      Voronin collected his pool cue. He set up some interesting shots, while he rehearsed in his mind what he’d say to this Benjamin Acosta.
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        * * *

      

      Darren ached to go to bed. He wasn’t too bad until he got physical policing up shattered barrels of fuel pellets. But this day, now suppertime in Baikonur, began 24 hours ago in Pontiac. Accumulated terrors, emotional lows and highs had long since caught up with him and passed by in a whoosh.

      Instead he checked in at med-bay. Kaol lay on the gurney of honor, with Liam wrist-deep in his guts, sewing something. Darren had a strong stomach from association with his ex-wife all those years. But even he felt green at the sight. He apologetically slipped behind Zelda, roped in as surgical assistant, to look on the patient’s face instead. Normally golden-skinned, loss of blood left his face waxy and pale, and very young. Darren reached out a finger and traced his brow, untroubled and unaware.

      He glanced up at the medical monitor screen. The engineer had done his share of biomedical, if only from proximity. The life signs looked feeble, the heart line jerking like a frightened thing instead of a steady strong beat. The other screen, Liam’s, showed closeups of the guts he was repairing. “Will he make it?”

      “Not a fortune-teller,” Liam growled. “He’s in trouble. Or I wouldn’t operate.”

      “But he has the Yang-Yang nanites.” Darren reached up and panned the monitor to check his blood work. And his heart fell. Yes, the Denali had nanites. But they’d only been administered a few days ago. Had they really arrived on this godforsaken planet just the other day? Seemed like forever in hell. “They didn’t have time to propagate?”

      “Wouldn’t know,” Liam replied. “But if it’s up to my skill alone, his chances are poor.”

      “I have every confidence in your skills, Liam. And the others?”

      “Get out of my way, Darren!”

      “Right.” He eased out and paused at the door. “You’re doing a fantastic job. We’re damned lucky to have you.”

      The Sagamore surgeon glanced up and met his eye gratefully for just a moment. “Thanks. It won’t be enough. Not for him. Not for Three-Eight either. Nor Ivett.”

      Darren pursed his lips at the grav-lifter where the wolf man lay, conscious. “Kaol is your priority.”

      “Screw you!” Liam turned his back to the door. Maybe he just needed a different angle on a bit of intestine.

      “Darren, a moment?” Eli lay draped sideways on the park bench under the scrubber trees in Thrive’s hold. Someone had inserted pillows to soften the hard seat and armrest, and a couple more to keep his bloody thigh elevated. Loosening the tourniquet occasionally appeared to be self-serve for the moment.

      The chief tried to squat beside him, but his knees refused. He dropped onto his ass and sat cross-legged instead, rather than jar the botanist’s leg. This was a favored spot on Thrive. The trees were Eli’s invention. Their leaves cleaned the air of toxins and fixed them in poisonous fruit. He breathed deep, though the ship hadn’t been decontaminated yet.

      “How are you holding up, Eli?”

      “Looking forward to surgery. Liam promises to dig out the bone fragments and shattered bullet so they don’t ‘fester out.’” He supplied air quotes. “Don’t ever look up that term.”

      Darren huffed a soft laugh. “I’ve seen it on Sass.”

      Eli gazed morosely at his leg. “The thing is, chief, Three-Eight saved our lives out there. Liam operated on him first, to stabilize the leg, the accidental amputation. He assumed Kaol’s nanites would kick in, but they’re not enough. Liam’s doing a heroic job.”

      “I know, on Liam. Three-Eight made the difference?”

      “If it weren’t for him, the Earthlings would have an ESD interrupter rod. And Kaol would be dead already.” Eli shifted his position, wincing in pain. “Can we get them to Merchant?” Ben’s ship had not one auto-doc, but two, plus Sanjay, a doctor experienced in nanite technologies.

      Darren’s thought processes trudged like Monday axle grease. “That could save Kaol. I’m not sure what happens on Three-Eight. First, if we give him nanites, he can’t go home again.”

      The named man naturally pulled himself up onto his forearms, muzzle bitter. “I’m dead meat here. My people don’t treat an injury like this. If you can’t heal me, give me euthanasia. That’s our way.”

      “It’s not our way,” Eli assured him. “Especially not after you saved our asses.” The second part was directed at Darren, with a raised eyebrow.

      “Second,” the engineer plowed on, “what would nanites do to his…fur? They work by reasserting his DNA. But you weren’t born to be wolf-like, right?”

      The wolf shook his head. “No. I was born human as you.”

      “Eli, his implants interface at the neurological level. His eyes, nose, mouth, ears, they’re all reconfigured to be wolf-like. I don’t know that even Sanjay could work around what’s been done to him. I could ask.”

      “So I’ll die?” Three-Eight challenged him. “Give me the suicide drugs now!”

      Darren shook his head, and peered into his eyes. “You won’t die. We’re talking about how to regrow your leg. But reasserting your original DNA to your head, that’s a bit scary.”

      The wolf man blinked, and stared at him. “You could…regrow my leg like Sass did? And make me look human again?”

      “Not on this ship,” Eli replied. “And not this doctor. Liam saved your life. But those other technologies, he can’t use.”

      “But you’re alright?” Darren pressed the botanist. “You’re on the mend?”

      “Is festering really worse than the operation?”

      The chief chuckled and clambered up. “Talk to the doc.” He stepped over to Three-Eight and gently pressed him to lie flat again. He paused to contemplate the man’s face. “Welcome to the crew of starship Thrive One. Currently attached to the Colony Corps. By friendship, anyway.”

      The wolf man still struggled to get his mind around this conversation. “I live? Like this?”

      “You live,” Darren agreed. “We can do better than this. Excuse me, I’m overdue to call Ben.”

      “We should run, Darren,” Eli insisted. “Save them. Sass and Clay won’t die. Fidget might lose a day or three.”

      Darren set his grav generator as low as it could go, 0.1 g. He stomped on the floor to propel himself up to the catwalk, then onward to Sass’s office and the ansible. But if Ben asked him to make another choice before he got some sleep, he’d curl up in a ball and cry.
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        Mars and Luna also developed major technological advances.

      

      

      Over the ansible, Darren poured out his tale of woe to Ben. The commandant listened stonily until they reached the question of saving two men’s lives. “Liam isn’t sure he can save Kaol. And my crew feels the American belongs to us now.”

      To his surprise, Ben sat up abruptly and keyed his own medic. “Sanjay? Two crew in trouble on Thrive One. Liam is in surgery. Darren, repeat what you just told me.”

      The engineer gave rather more detail to Ben’s doctor. He explained his doubts on whether it was safe to use an auto-doc to regrow Three-Eight’s leg. And asked whether they guessed right, that Kaol simply hadn’t had his nanites long enough to proliferate through his system.

      “He lost how much blood?” Sanjay inquired.

      “Whew, looked like all of it.”

      “That’s the main reason,” the doctor explained. “The working nanites are primarily blood-borne. But factory nanites embed in the bone marrow. Those manufacture new nanites. Liam is doing the right stuff. And please convey that to him, with my respects and sympathy. If you were here right now, yes, we could tuck Kaol into an auto-doc and his prognosis would be better. But it isn’t a race against time to get him to us. Liam needs to plug all the holes leaking blood, and keep the patient alive long enough for the nanites to replace themselves. There are nanites in his blood stream, yes? Just too few?”

      “I believe so,” Darren confirmed. “We also have cryo.”

      “That’s a last resort,” Sanjay agreed. “I won’t second-guess Liam. On the other man, yes, with high amputation, to regrow the leg is counter-indicated if we wait too long. If the leg has time to re-organize, grow scar tissue, then to regrow it we need to start with an even higher amputation. Halfway up the thigh, that’s a bad spot. But it can be done. As for his mosaics and implants… I wouldn’t tangle with those outside a hospital. I’d want round-the-clock intensive care staff. Neurologists and respiratory specialists on call, superior ICU nurses to monitor. The only place equipped for that is Mahina Actual. But it can be done.”

      Darren nodded. That was as he expected. “But it’s not time-critical. Thank you, Sanjay.”

      Ben added, “Sanjay? Could you please inform Tikki Cook about Kaol? And tell him I’ll speak to him as soon as I’m free. Thank you.” He clicked off. “My housekeeper is effectively Kaol’s next of kin. His ex.”

      “I’m aware,” Darren murmured. “Should have thought of that.”

      “You’re dead on your feet,” the commandant observed. “A few more minutes, then you need to crash for a few hours. Who’s in charge while you sleep?”

      Darren’s head rolled in dismay. Eli and Liam were his top people after himself. Eli was in no shape to visit the ansible. He needed to stay down near the med bay. That left the housekeeper Corky as senior petty officer. “Do you have a preference between Corky and Porter? I don’t want to make another decision as long as I live.”

      Ben chuckled darkly. “Matter of fact, I pick the housekeeper. Because while you’re sound asleep, I have a job for Porter. Zelda is…?”

      “Liam’s surgical assistant at the moment. Also a bit…” Flighty.

      “Good. Let me bring you up to speed on my end. Voronin, chief wazoo of Russia, explains that this was all a dreadful mistake by mental inferiors, who shall be punished.”

      “No, you don’t say.”

      “Exactly. The Russians are eager to resume scientific talks, and they understand that you shall do so from the comfort and safety of your own ship.”

      “They got that right.”

      “And Sass and Clay will be delivered to Samara tomorrow morning before noon. They never mention Enka. I didn’t either, not sure whether to draw attention to her.”

      “Good news. If I believed them.”

      “Right. So my suggestion, if you want one?”

      “God yes.”

      Ben huffed a laugh. “You sleep. There’s no substitute, because we need your brain. I can function on adrenaline and coffee. But you don’t have the reflexes.”

      Darren considered the current shape of his little domain and his mouth hung open. He wanted his bed so badly it hurt. But! “I –”

      “You must. Second, I tell this Voronin we are tentatively eager to resume scientific discussions in the morning. I lay it on thick that Eli is injured and our atmo specialist is an emergency nurse. But our agronomist would love to speak with them. Would he?”

      “Rego hell yeah. Porter would give his eye teeth for someone to care.”

      “He might feel differently in the morning. Because third, overnight, while you sleep, Porter helps Eli replicate Remi’s work here.”

      Darren’s lips parted as his heart thumped faster. “You got me a jammer? Ben, I love you. I want to bear your children.”

      “Remi devised the jammer. And he’ll be delighted to hear you said so. That is possible now, you know.” He should know. Four of Ben’s five kids were produced via male-male breeding, courtesy of Denali’s egg-free conception technique. His daughter he even agreed to.

      The engineer grimaced. “And this will let me run for it?”

      The commandant wobbled a hand so-so. “You’ll get hurt. You’re short on skilled crew to patch the holes. And they’re taking Sass’s party to Samara, not Baikonur – fifteen hundred klicks away. So that Voronin might honor them in person. But you’ve got wounded. My call is that you prepare to run.”

      Darren tried to think that news through, but his mind balked. To abandon the captain and first mate was unthinkable. Getting hurt he understood all too well. Jamming might keep his flanking rockets grounded, and prevent reinforcements. But he had jet aircraft holding station overhead. And he bet those pilots relied on the Mark One eyeball and trigger finger. And then he’d face the gauntlet of the satellite defenses. How to evade those was not pre-programmed into the auto-pilot’s run-to-L5 go button, and they pointed upward.

      “That is the plan, Darren,” Ben said kindly but firmly. “And in the morning, after you’ve slept, you can rethink it. Now give me your blessing to proceed.”

      He did say he wanted Ben to decide. “Bless you, my son. But don’t tell Remi I’ll bear his love-child.”

      Ben’s eyes lit on the silvery screen. “No promises. What an awesome engineer the two of you might father together! Have Porter call me, and Corky mind the ansible. I want your head on the pillow inside of five minutes. Ben out.”
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        * * *

      

      Ben’s five minutes turned to ten, as Porter balked at Darren’s orders. They stood by Eli’s park bench in the med-bay overflow zone.

      “We can’t leave now! You don’t understand what we have here!” The young agronomist pointed from the shoulder, quivering with exhaustion and resolve, eyes shining.

      Darren blinked blankly at the stretch of hull indicated. The bulkhead’s return regard was likewise blank.

      “Not the wall,” Porter said peevishly. “Past the space port. We’re surrounded by vast sunflower fields!”

      “Pretty,” Darren acknowledged, still at sea. He didn’t know what a sunflower was, or why one might grow them in industrial quantities. Bouquets?

      Eli chuckled. “It’s an oil crop, Darren. Protein, too. They taste great. Are you sure, Porter?”

      “Positive! Those ear comms we got in Killingfield. I worked my way through crop maps for North America, but they didn’t have data for the other continents –”

      “I’m very tired,” Darren cut in.

      “They grow sunflowers here!” Porter growled. “Open air, without greenhouses. I want a soil sample! And the seeds! And seeds for any other field crops!”

      Darren appealed to the botanist. “This makes sense?”

      Eli’s eyes were wide. “Absolutely. Yes. We must secure soil and seed samples. Could we move the ship and quickly…?”

      “No,” Darren completed his thought for him. “We couldn’t.”

      “I’ll talk to their scientists tomorrow,” Porter wheedled. “And arrange a sample trade. No, I’ll call them tonight and ask them to prepare it! A sample from the sunflower fields, and any open field seeds they can give me. In exchange… Eli, we can give them something. Maybe this grapefruit tree.” He looked up, appraising the practicality of moving the 5-meter tree.

      Eli scowled and slapped him down. “Not Sass’s favorite tree! But I could give them one of my seed printer kits. I brought half a dozen. They’re gift-wrapped with supplies to make a thousand seeds, plus a nice sample of my –”

      “I really, really want to go to bed.”

      Eli’s expression hardened. “They place our soil sample under the ship, and clear out. You extend the ESD field, we swap that for our gift, and…hover upward.” He flapped his hand upward to clarify.

      “No, Eli. Just no.”

      “Yes, Darren. Absolutely yes!” Porter crossed his arms mulishly. “Plants breathe oxygen in the root zone. I know you don’t care about agronomy. You think my field is a joke. Fine, I do your scut work and odd jobs. But I risked my life to come here for a reason. I need that soil sample!” The accusing finger stabbed toward the blank bulkhead again.

      Darren squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Fine. No one – NO ONE! – stands inside the ring of spaceships when we descend to make the swap. They come, they place their offering, they depart. We touch down for two minutes, no more! And you swap the boxes. And if you break bio-containment, Porter, so help me!”

      “You won’t regret it, Darren. Thank you!” The kid’s eyes shone. He clapped his hands in scientific greed and hustled to the office to call Remi.

      Eli consoled the engineer, “He is right. If that soil can support open-air crops here, its microbial suite could revolutionize agriculture on…everywhere.”

      “But trees grow here. There are plants all over the place.”

      Eli shook his head. “Not the same. I’d explain it, but you sure look tired. Sleep sweet, Darren.” He smiled crookedly. The scientist team won this round.

      The engineer sighed loudly, and trudged up to bed. It was only 19:00 hours in Baikonur, 22:00 in Hakone. Sass and Clay should be safe in bed, too. He’d get a solid ten hours sleep and an early start to the day. Right?
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        The first wave to the colony worlds were terraformers, recruited from Earth. Their job was to find the fastest way to make their new worlds livable. This would take a century or so.

      

      

      Ben didn’t cry a river when he received Sass’s sentimental farewell, hidden in Enka’s backups. He wasn’t in Schuyler with his family, either, though his emu-in-law Floki stood before him. It was Floki who mined Enka’s memories for details for him.

      Ben stood abruptly and yelled, “Fuck you!” at Sass’s image.

      Floki politely paused the replay for him, tears standing in his enormous artificial eyes. Then he sidestepped to get out of the commandant’s way as he paced unbelieving.

      “I’ve worked all day –” at this point it was close to 03:00 Mahina ship’s time “– to extract her. And she ditches herself into the Pacific Ocean – ditches her own crew! To go off playing with these boat people!”

      Floki squatted lower, his neck flattened. Tears rolled down his feathered cheeks. His beak trembled.

      Ben was about to say Sass and Clay might live forever, but did they have to drag his grand-mink along for this stupidity? One look at Enka’s parent, and he stopped himself in time. He looped his arms around Floki’s shoulders, and the long sensual neck clasped around him in turn. He squeezed his eyes shut in a grimace. “It’ll be OK, Floki. Somehow. And we’ve got her backups.”

      “There’s more.” Floki’s voice quavered. “She says good-bye to all the crew, and me. And she promises to take good care of Enka. It’s just –”

      “Shh, I know.” He stroked the robotic neck.

      “Should I show this to the others? Sass’s farewell?” That last broke on a sob.

      “No. Absolutely not.” Ben stood back, and added a final comforting caress. “I’m sorry I had to do that to you. I had to know. You too, and Nico, and Lenka and Angus. Everyone else can wait.”

      Until what? How could he retrieve a woman bound and determined to lose herself? Without her cooperation, he was stuck retrieving the crew she stranded there, damn her to hell! He shoved his office seat, then collapsed into it. “They can wait til we leave this system.” He might even hold it in reserve as ammo against holdouts. “You’ll give me the video clip of this?”

      Floki nodded his beak. “I should c-call Nico…”

      “Wait on that too,” Ben said softly. “I need the ansible now. To save our people. But Lenka…”

      “He knows. Enka said good-bye to us directly. Such a sweet little girl. And so brave.”

      Ben rose to encompass him in a hug again, but this time herded him out of the office. A quick comm call woke Hugo to keep the emu company. Remi gazed up from where he sat cross-legged against the bulkhead in the corridor, working his tablet. Ben evicted him from the office when Corky called in panic because she received Sass’s order to run. The commandant needed to talk her down and persuade her to upload the data to him, and not wake Darren in the meantime. With the light-speed lag on the data, that was 40 minutes ago, and Thrive’s engineer needed the extra sleep.

      Remi levered himself off the corridor floor and joined him in the office. “Bad?”

      “Sass stole a shuttle and ditched herself in the biggest rego ocean on Earth.”

      “And did she think this through?”

      Ben sighed and fought through his rage for fairness. “She thought she was trapped in Hakone. Her guide offered her an in with the boat people instead of these Northern League bozos. Said they’re still trying to save the planet.”

      “Ah, a noble cause too good to pass up.” Remi took his seat at the desk. “My friend, you will forgive her someday. This is who she is. You’re angry now…”

      “We’re supposed to check in on Mars periodically. She’ll leave a message when she wants me to pick her up.”

      Remi considered that briefly, soberly, then cracked up laughing. “Oh, come on! You have to admit this is funny!”

      “I admit nothing.” Ben fiercely suppressed his temptation to chuckle too. “We’ve got people on the line, chief. How’s it coming?”

      “You want me to tell you all is well? Or the truth?”

      Ben slumped into the chair across from him – the visitor’s chair, as Remi had claimed the commandant’s seat to use the ansible. “What else?”

      “Porter the agronomist is excited. The Russian scientists will bring him a present in… At 08:00 Baikonur time.”

      The commandant grimaced and pulled out his tablet. “Nine hours. Porter will be disappointed – Oh, hell. Porter is the one doing your mods.”

      The engineer chuckled agreement.

      Ben reviewed. It was conceivable – not likely, but possible – that Voronin did not yet know that Sass had evaded his grasp again. The chance of him not knowing within the next nine hours were infinitesimal. The chances of Sass getting blown to hell before getting fished out of an ocean, he rather fancied if only she didn’t have Clay and the mink with her. Besides, she and Clay wouldn’t die. They’d wash up on a beach somewhere and resume their careers as his problem. Minus the mink, damn her.

      “So we pretend we still believe Sass is on her way,” he concluded. “Or persuade Porter to skip this science exchange.”

      “He’s asked so little,” Remi shared, eyes laughing. “Just one soil sample and a few seeds. And Eli agrees. Soil has…important things in it. Myco-bacterio-fungispores?”

      “Hunh. His crewmates lives lie in the balance.”

      “Eli is propped on the park bench just outside medical. Liam went to bed. Leaving Zelda in charge. And Eli. Who wants the seeds bad. And the soil sample.”

      “And if any of them were critical, Liam would be awake. And Corky will listen to them instead of us. Damn.” Ben opened his fuel spreadsheet on his desk, and worried a thumbnail with his teeth. “Open three gateways, to Earth, back to Mars, then Mahina. It’s tight. Better a one-way trip to Earth, then out to Mahina.”

      “No,” Remi stated categorically. “I did not make an airlock, a CO2 scrubber, computer power sources, a –”

      Ben cut off the flow of objections with a raised hand and a crooked grin. “You’re the same as the geek squad.” Hugo and Teke and Rover would react the same way.

      “I am not. Twelve thousand lives on Mars. The job we chose to do! And you build that equipment with me!”

      Ben closed the spreadsheet. No, they couldn’t install all that on Mars and retrieve their research data in the next nine hours, let alone complete their diplomacy. “We’ll double-jump. Go in, grab Thrive One, come straight back before the gate collapses. And finish our work here.”

      “The locals tell Luna all about it.”

      “I’ll call Groot. You make Porter busy.”

      “And leave Darren asleep,” the Sag agreed. “To disobey Sass’s direct order. Merde.”

      Ben rose and headed out of the office. Before he could escape, Remi asked, “Is there really no chance to collect Sass? She’s annoying. But we care for her. And Clay and Enka.”

      “I don’t see it. But keep a happy thought.” He rapped the door on his way out.
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        * * *

      

      Darren stood at the engineering podium, head inches from Porter’s as they waited. His precious package ran late, the living-giving soil and crop seeds that could produce in Earth’s cruel new atmosphere. The Russians promised to have it there by 08:00, and it was nearly 09:00.

      Local time seemed completely divorced from reality. Darren woke naturally, finished sleeping, half a shift ago. Yet Baikonur’s clock decreed dawn at 08:30. Until the appointed delivery hour, the few able-bodied hustled to prep for takeoff. Ben in Mars orbit took his own turn sleeping, while his mate Judge offered Darren a checklist. Getting everyone into suits was typical for planetary takeoff, and sealing pressure doors. But officers normally handled the details.

      The trees in the hold stood shrouded in bubble wrap. Corky and Liam had rendered the med bay spotless. Its emergency airlock was retrieved from stores and stood by the trees, out of the way but ready to install if needed. Hopefully never, as that contingency only came into play for a second casualty, not the first. And they only had five able-bodied crew remaining. Sealed away, Liam held vigil alone in med bay. His creased face gray with fatigue, the doctor was thirty years younger than Darren, but today looked forty years his senior.

      The injured were relocated to a crew cabin. Kaol and Three-Eight couldn’t be pressure-suited, so they needed life-support balloon bags, firmly belted to their bunks. Zelda kept them company, in a normal pressure easing freedom of motion. Eli eschewed the balloon treatment. Pulling on the bottom half of his suit was agony, but he left the top dangling around his waist, and sat propped on pillows. At this point he compared notes with his peers on Earth, as though he had all the time in the world.

      Darren trusted Eli to pull that off. Senior faculty at Mahina University, the man could listen for hours to tunnel-visioned researchers declaim on how their specialty, microscopic in scope, glacial in progress, was the key to everything. And he could smile coolly while he did it, and leave the student or professor emeritus feeling that he’d truly been heard and appreciated. The engineer appreciated the social skills required. He’d never had the patience himself.

      “Coming.” Porter stabbed at the display with his finger. Another armored bus approached the Stonehenge of rocket ships ringing them. Darren saw them, but let the comment slide. A lot hung on Porter in the next few hours. He resolved not to say a word the young scientist might construe as criticism.

      The low-slung rolling armadillo passed into their inner circle. Darren lifted the ship up, at dead slow, to give the bus an extra 75 meters clearance. Not that the delivery required it to stay out of his ESD shields. But if they happened to be carrying, say, a bomb, he preferred a little more room.

      Baikonur Control squawked to inquire what he thought he was doing, and ordered him not to alter his altitude. He smiled warmly into the camera feed. The top half of his suit, too, hung from his waist so he could pretend this was another lazy morning.

      “Just giving them a little margin for comfort, Control. We’ll descend the moment they’re back out of the sentry circle. Thrive out.”

      He ignored the traffic controller’s continued squawks that he’d given an order. Because the armored shuttle hadn’t halted. It rolled onward to halt directly beneath Thrive. The pair watched through the belly cameras as a quartet exited the bus. All wore the same black armor their attackers wore yesterday. Three of them took a knee and aimed rifles upward.

      But the fourth bore a box half the size of his torso. He carried it a few steps forward, and gingerly set it down. First he, then the other three, withdrew into the rolling fort, and it rumbled away.

      Porter made a move toward the trap lock, but Darren stayed him with a touch. “Watch what they’re doing for me.” He split his side of the screen for an extreme closeup of the delivery crate, in stereo 3D from two cameras. This proved more ornate than he expected, with glowing readout panels and assorted vents and protuberances. He scanned it with what little radiation he dared, since these were living samples. It certainly bore life signs among its packaging. Unless the box itself, made of an unfamiliar plastic, was explosive, it didn’t appear to be a bomb. More than that, he couldn’t tell.

      “Eli, take a look at this.” He sent a picture to Eli’s comm. Porter had been looking all along, dividing his attention. “What we expected?”

      Eli broke from his flattery and bullshit marathon only long enough to tell Porter, “Sealed as we asked. Unpack and reseal it anyway.” He closed the channel.

      “I knew that,” Porter griped. “They stopped outside the rockets.”

      “Last chance,” Darren said softly. “You don’t have to retrieve it and bring out our gifts.”

      “Just get me down there.” Porter unclamped his helmet from his shoulder rack and sealed it to his suit. Today he’d use the trapdoor as its architect intended. He irised open the inner door, picked up his return gift, nested in its sealable oversized box, and shoehorned himself into the awkward lock.

      Darren missed him sealing the door over his head, because he was lowering Thrive beside the waiting gift below. Ten meters up, he paused and abruptly reconfigured the shields to ground, an evolution that didn’t include an instant of vulnerability. Though their delivery team seemed to be playing nice.

      No one from the Russian side happened to mention this morning that they’d lost track of Sass. This fact soothed his conscience. We’re all lying today.

      Except for one earnest young agronomist, intent on executing the most meaningful exchange of knowledge of their mission.

      Darren blew out. He so didn’t want to risk this. But he couldn’t fault the young man for guts and idealism.

      Light as a dust mote, he brought Thrive down to hover just above the pavement. Full stop. “Porter, you are a go. Careful.”
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        Of the original ten extrasolar colonies, none got more than 50 years before being inundated with untrained settlers.

      

      

      Darren watched on the cameras as the agronomist floated down on his gravity generator light as a feather. He came to rest on bended knees, damping the trampoline recoil of the webbing. He quickly scuttled out the short and wide cross-corridor, away from the shuttle bus. He unsnapped the flap door, hesitated, then hopped down the rest of the way, only a few steps from his prize. He set his own box down. He lifted out his own offering of life, and set it aside. Then he turned the Earthling box to study it.

      “Darren, there’s a lot of interesting tech on this box. Couldn’t I just bring it in whole?”

      “Follow the plan. We have other things to do today.”

      “That’s a shame.” But Porter found the latch and opened the box, at arm’s length as though he half-expected it to blow up in his face. And he lifted out its contents to tuck tenderly into their own cheap plastic pressure box, devoid of nifty gear. But trusted. The Earthling science team did him proud, with dozens of soil samples and even more envelopes of field-grade crop seed.

      He hesitated, and traced a finger along the seals and widgets of the original box.

      “Are we done yet?” Darren prompted softly.

      “Yeah.” Porter dropped his hand and turned to seal his cheap printed pressure box, and took to his feet. He clambered back onto the webbing, taking two tries to hop in. Darren had to remind him to return and snap the flap closed. Then he centered himself between the containers, and sprang upward at the same leisurely fractional g. He grabbed hold on his first jump this time, and clambered inside the trapdoor. Darren waited while he cycled the lock and irised himself into the hold. He tucked the precious container out of the way under the stairs.

      “Your station awaits, acting engineer,” he prompted. “You done good, Porter.”

      “Acting engineer is scary. Soil samples are the reward.” The agronomist racked his helmet out of the way and claimed Darren’s podium stool, strapping his legs in.

      “Try acting captain sometime.” The engineer shot a last thumb’s-up to the anxious doctor in the med-bay window.

      Then he bounded to the catwalk, and jogged to the bridge. There, he shrugged into the top half of his suit, and racked the helmet. The captain was a pilot. For this she’d have Clay beside her as a gunner. Well, the wounded needed Zelda more, and the ship needed Porter on station. Liam wouldn’t shoot. Corky might, but he needed her in the office to coordinate with Ben over the ansible.

      He reached for the ship-wide address. “All hands. Now.” He lifted to his previous parking altitude, lazy as could be, reconfiguring the ESD along the way. Belatedly he recalled his own pressure door, and sealed it. This rattled his nerves. What else had he forgotten? But to Baikonur Control’s eyes, Thrive hadn’t done anything untoward yet.

      Oh. If they needed a bonus 75 meters before, they needed it now, too. He lifted again. The traffic tower bitched at him again. The armadillo started rolling toward him. They’d die if they got much closer. That thought propelled Darren’s hand to reach out and initiate the game a moment before a more rational part of his brain squeaked, Wait!

      Too late now. His jammer signal’s first casualty was the Baikonur Control bitching light, as Darren had come to think of it. Corky reported that she’d notified Ben, and Merchant stood ready. Eli confirmed he’d lost his signal to the scientists. All the while, Darren gently, slowly, brought Thrive’s star drive up in power. He noted in his peripheral vision that their delivery bus made the right choice, and pealed out across the space port, seeking to be anywhere but here. Fountains of flame spewed out the ship’s nether nozzles.

      There was nothing subtle or hidden about this step. All the jammer could possibly do was frustrate Baikonur’s attempts to coordinate a response. That didn’t mean individuals couldn’t take their own initiative. Darren would love to bring the engine up to full before proceeding. But he couldn’t spare the time with jets in his sky.

      He gulped. He reached out and selected the auto-pilot program. He told the ship to head straight for the Lagrange point rendezvous at L5. Suddenly Thrive shot straight forward, at speeds never meant for this altitude. That sonic boom probably burst some eardrums, further complicating Baikonur’s jammed comms problem.

      Or not. Actually, the moment he moved out of range, so did the jammer, and his opponents spoke mind to mind in effect. Damn, why didn’t he think of that. He shouldn’t have hit the auto-pilot until he shot above the jets. His jammer could have stayed in range longer.

      Don’t get rattled!

      Wintry fields blurred past beneath at a terrifying rate as Thrive curved upward into proper orientation for takeoff. The mother world’s gravity well clutched at him with a fierce and jealous embrace. Side thrusters couldn’t kick hard enough to break these steel apron strings. The main engine nozzles swung until they pointed straight down, the ship still speeding sideways.

      Darren slid the engine control to its normal level for Denali takeoff, 8.2 out of a max 10, not at all sure that lever remained under his control instead of auto-pilot. Nevertheless, he spared a second to don his first hat, chief engineer, and studied the star drive’s burn signature, fingers hovering to abort and damn the consequences. Any outcome was better than his star drive going nova. But its tell-tale shone bright and true, in a pattern he recognized from the 7’s, not the 8’s. Yes, the auto-pilot had taken control, and brought the engine up more slowly.

      He tore his gaze from that readout, as fast movers pinged for his attention from behind. That would be his pals the jets, finally turned around. Though he congratulated himself that the space rockets lay well behind and not capable of following. Yet.

      He locked the chase gun onto the closest of four, the weakest of Thrive’s guns. The ship normally propelled forward, and asteroids rarely snuck up from behind. The main carving gun couldn’t track to anything outside a rather narrow cone from the bow. Thrive was a miner, not a fighter.

      The gun caught a steady bead, fired, and one jet exploded into a chrysanthemum of flame. The remaining jets broke and veered. A second shot wouldn’t be so easy. He struggled to get a single jet locked on, to even tell the gun who its target was. Finally he nailed it in the reticle, and the gun fired. But it missed.

      And the jets, now converging from three different directions, all to the rear, came into range. Thrive climbed now, in slow motion, Earth still tugging with all her heart as the ship reached 2 g, then 2.5, and the slow delta-acceleration mounted. But not fast enough. The jets flew higher than Darren expected.

      Their first round of shots were all lasers. The ESD reflected those, with pyrotechnic displays of shooting orange and purple, especially dramatic as they passed upward through thin clouds. The wispy clouds curled away like paper to a match. To the eyes of the attacking pilots, who knew what they’d think of that.

      Darren saw his shields drop 10% of their effectiveness under the combined onslaught.  You’re not chief today. “Porter, watch the shields. Notify me if –” He broke off because an even faster mover pinged for his urgent attention. First one, then the other two jets unleashed missiles on him. He didn’t have time to figure out what kind. He locked in the rear gun as fast as he could. His fire exploded the first missile with little margin for error.

      Then the ship rocked. That shouldn’t have gotten through the inertial dampeners. The windscreen view blanked white, and his hand scrabbled to switch from visual to pure schematic. Only when that view resolved did he see what was going on. He blinked, trying to make sense of it. His three fast-movers, and three even faster movers, at his hind quarter, had turned into two fast movers, much farther away, coming at him amidships. And the radiation readings were off the charts.

      They nuked themselves? What a way to go. But Darren saved his sympathy for the poor people below. That likely knocked them off any power grid with the EMP – electromagnetic pulse – unleashed above the innocent and guilty alike. While radioactive fallout drizzled down upon them.

      More likely one of the newcomers nuked them. Darren blinked with that realization, and got his secondary gun locked on the closer of the two beating upward toward him. He was 14 kilometers up now. When were these guys going to quit? He’d expected them to give up at 10 klicks. The gun fired and a fireball fell away below.

      Feeling like a sitting duck waiting for pot-shots, he tried the joystick. Good thing the inertial dampeners were on the ball this time, as the viewscreen yawed sickeningly. But the spin slowed as the auto-pilot reasserted its mastery, resuming its dogged quest for L5.

      He made a mental note to figure out what he did wrong when he had a spare second. But apparently his randomly insane move confused the fighters, because they hadn’t breached his shield yet. Which was…at 63%.

      “Porter, did you report the shields going down?”

      “I – sorry. Distracted by the rego nuclear explosion! Darren, they nuked their own people!”

      “Unkind,” Darren allowed. “But watch the shields!”

      “Aye, sar.”

      There, he’d done it, he’d said something mean to Porter. He scrunched his eyes shut. “Sorry, Porter. Great job.”

      “Fly the ship, chief!” Porter’s voice squeaked.

      Right, back to business. Which was…? The jets had finally fallen below, unable to climb further for lack of wind beneath their wings. This was not true of the space rockets. The auto-pilot flung him away too far to see them launch, but now they too stood upon pillars of fire, like something Biblical. Darren didn’t pay any mind to Mahina’s eclectic religious scene. The urbs of Mahina Actual rarely did. For the moment, the rockets appeared to be climbing, as was he.

      Time for a breather. He blew out hard. His armpits felt like oil slicks, and itched. He unzipped the suit a few inches and stuck a hand in to mop at the sweat with his shirt. That felt better, if a little gross and smelly. With the zipper back at top mast, he sipped on his water straw, and considered other displays. He caught himself trying to read what Sass’s auto-pilot sequence intended to do next, and grimaced at himself. It didn’t matter. Whatever the charms of Earth-Moon L5, he’d never see it.

      Instead he flicked the viewscreen background to visual again, leaving the schematic displays overlaid. At this altitude – nearing 100 km and still steadily accelerating – the fluffy planet was regaining its appearance when he first laid eyes on it this trip, curving away into an overcast of mystery in every direction. They’d left the clouds far below, which mingled with Russia’s snow cover to cloak the land. Darker splotches were likely the great boreal forests, or their truncated descendants, seen through thinner cloud.

      The sky, though, that was beautiful. Mid-day blue had given way to midnight above, studded with stars and a brilliant crescent of moon. The sunny direction was blinding with the low winter sun skipping across the cloud-tops. But the other edges deepened from a pure turquoise. Working around his arc of view, the Northern Lights undulated in silhouette. A beautiful place, Earth, but already its primordial allure, singing to some ancient part of his brain, was gone. He’d arrived at the cold doorway into space. Though he wasn’t there yet.

      The companion rockets disturbed his peace. But he didn’t know what trouble those might cause. For the moment, they did little except trail him in progress to escaping the atmosphere.

      “Shields at 40%,” Porter updated him. “Atmospheric abrasion is wearing them down.”

      Had he missed the 50% report? It didn’t matter. He rolled his view downward and saw the problem in his cameras, streamers of flame boiling off his shields. His emitters worked fine – he checked that point. But they traveled fast enough now that even the rarefied air remaining generated massive heat from friction.

      “Nothing you can do about it, Porter. Keep me apprised, though. We’re about to hit the LEO, where the space defense satellites dwell.” And his auto-pilot knew absolutely nothing about evading defense satellites. Oh, yeah, he meant to figure out why touching the joystick went so wrong. He hunched over to gently experiment, and found it was set too sensitive for his taste. But touching it no longer sent the ship into gyrations. That must have been due to the maneuvers he’d been doing at the time.

      Focused on this pastime, he missed when they crossed above the LEO – low Earth orbit – realm of the asteroid-killers. The viewscreen blazed.

      Porter said, “Bad hit, 28%!”

      Darren hastily retrieved the display he and Sass used to evade the damned things when they arrived. But then they flew among the orbiting platforms, at similar altitude, zig-zagging along the seams where neighboring satellites knew better than to fire into each other.

      This was a different problem. All of the satellites were designed to fire up, and work together to kill anything. He belatedly engaged the lambda whoop, and wiggled the joystick to make Thrive harder to target. And he counted slowly to three. Another laser hit them, and another. The locals had figured out how to compensate, dammit.

      “Down to 13%!”

      He wiggled the joystick more. How did Sass do this? Left-two-three, up-right-two, down-left, two-three-four, like a crazed waltz. The lambda whoop was howling its heart out. And another hit.

      “Darren, 8%! What do I do?!” Porter screamed at him.

      The other damned rockets, perched on flame, weren’t troubled a bit. They rose above the attack altitude on their glowing columns.

      And Darren’s mind blanked. He had no idea what to try next. The defense satellites didn’t have that problem, coolly executing their instructions.

      The shudder through the ship felt like the grinding of his molars and shaking as though he stood on a jack-hammer, the sensations of rending hull and explosive decompression.
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        The first Colony Corps agreed that Earth was doomed. They recruited the finest scientists then in space to flee with them.

      

      

      Ben Acosta tapped his console on the bridge, waiting for another call on the ansible. Not directly; his security guy Wilder rode the office to relay a call if Thrive One needed an assist climbing the atmosphere.

      The commandant’s ship had some distinct advantages over Darren’s. He was fully crewed, with not one, but three qualified skippers, and even more gunners and tech crew. Sass kept one mild-mannered security guy. Ben counted the bloodthirsty Wilder and Zan among his closest friends.

      “Why wait again?” Zan sat to his right in the gunnery chair now, lips pursed and eyes narrowed in irritation at Ben’s tapping. The proper Denali response to a stressful situation was to cultivate a meditative Zen readiness. He hated it when Ben fidgeted.

      Ben stabbed the console with his gauntleted finger. “We’re trying to pick them up and fly back to Mars with a single gateway. To conserve fuel. Also hard to snatch them from low altitude.”

      “We delivered them to low orbit.”

      “Orbit, yes. But Darren isn’t in orbit. To stay at that altitude takes orbital velocity on a tangent to the planet.” He curved one arm across himself to represent Earth, and zoomed the other hand on such a heading. “At this point, they exceed orbital velocity, but it’s straight up, next to nothing in the orbital direction. And to rendezvous, I need to insert at the same velocity and vector with the gateway open, sweeping across Earth’s debris fields. Before we used an empty ring slot. Sort of.”

      Zan shook his head in aesthetic disapproval. “You build too much mental model. Better to go in fresh and perceive what is, instead of what you think is.”

      “I can’t insert without –”

      “Thrive’s hulled!” Wilder cut in over the comms. “Shields down!”

      “On our way!” Ben engaged the warp gateway and opened the aperture. This wasn’t instantaneous. The glorious fractal flower light-show, a rift in space-time, unfurled at once. But it needed to stabilize before he put the ship through, or  they’d suffer psychic and biophysical damage. The commandant had the universe’s most experience with those mind-bending effects. Along with his husband, he doubted his sanity as a result.

      But Ben was a high-functioning madman. “Zan, first mate spiel.”

      His sidekick did the honors over the comms, warning the crew they were a go. He took attendance, with everyone calling off, again, which pressurized compartment they were in. They’d already been through this when Thrive took off. No one had changed chambers, or doffed their pressure suits, because that wasn’t permitted at this stage. But the ritual was soothing, granting the crew the illusion of some say in what was about to happen.

      Ben wasn’t waiting on that. Today he had the gateway’s inventor along, Teke, and the physicist monitored the space rent’s progress too. “Ready on the gate!”

      The commandant would have waited a bit longer. One of the fatter arms of the light-show rocked ever so slightly. But he’d never managed to articulate this issue to Teke, whose instruments insisted it wasn’t there. In seven dimensions, nothing was ‘rocking.’ And Darren was in deep trouble.

      So he grabbed onto the gateway and engaged the translation early. He felt like he oozed, skewed to upper-left and lower-right, while simultaneously existing in the same oozed state, but mirrored to his right. Minks and emus cavorted across his control panel while an angelic chorus sang a Christmas carol to punk-rock drums, with a hefty tang of ozone and rotten eggs. And he blinked and they were through.

      Ben squeezed his eyes shut and blinked repeatedly, trying to gather his mind back around him. Zan started shooting while Ben still mentally wobbled like jello, including the sensation. See, this was why he preferred to wait another second for that fractal arm to stop rocking. He’d have to wait anyway for his brain to unscramble. Better that than to arrive incapable of reacting to his new locale.

      “Buck up, Ben!” Zan growled.

      “Right.” His fingers flew across his instruments, living their own lives independent of his still careening mind. With over twenty years flying PO-3’s, his intimacy with the dashboard layout seemed to live in his hands anyway, not his brain. Paying attention would only ruin his dexterity. Thrive below, check. Constant bearing constant range, check, they weren’t diverging. Someone named Darren was yammering and –

      Click. With a sensation like a rubber band’s snapping elastic recoil, and a waft of sizzling maple bacon, Ben mentally arrived. “Thrive Actual, I need your threat board, not your internal status.” Huh, perhaps he had heard what Darren was on about. He still didn’t care, not now.

      Another laser reached out and touched Thrive One, to a gout of explosive decompression. Darren lost another compartment. The commandant felt a passing twinge of sympathy. That sure felt catastrophic on the receiving end. However, he’d flown a ship two gate jumps – no, three – back from Cantons that amounted to a star drive with a swiss cheese wrapper, not an airtight compartment remaining. Thrive’s crew could process their post-traumatic stress later. They weren’t dead yet.

      The threat board arrived. Because of his mental model, he’d ridden up the atmosphere in his imagination with Darren. But his instincts were honed, where the engineer’s were not.

      “Dust over the regolith, Zan. Shoot these, not those.” He lit up the satellites rotating toward them in red, the ones rotating away in purple. But once he had them highlighted, he could simply program the lighter chase gun to systematically eradicate them on auto. He did so, fingers flying.

      Voronin would be mad. Ben was knocking one hell of a hole in Earth’s anti-Luna defenses today. Voronin could eat his dust.

      “You’re no fun!” Zan complained.

      Ben huffed a laugh. “Now for these things. Space rockets.” But before he got too far contemplating what threat they posed, Thrive One sprang another leak, outgassing air and materiel. He sobered. At a guess, that was a container. And yes, that was fuel. It was no more dangerous than kitty litter now – no water to make it volatile. But it did add further incentive to make this a one-gateway side trip.

      Though in truth, twenty-odd minutes better be sufficient. At this rate, Thrive wouldn’t survive that long.

      “Debris!” he realized with a start. His fingers flew to start adding that missing threat to his board, with a sigh. No, Sass’s chief engineer wasn’t aware of all he was up against. On the bright side, unlike the satellites, his forward guns could be brought to bear. After a split-second of reflection, he realized he didn’t have to aim at those, merely destroy everything rolling into his path. His brain boggled momentarily on the geometry of that problem, then he realized it didn’t greatly matter, so long as he –

      His eyes flicked up to the display. The fractal gateway was in his way.

      “Teke, Ben. What happens if I fire the main gun at the gateway, diffuse cone?”

      “Don’t.”

      “But I need to,” he crooned.

      “Just don’t do it!” the physicist replied over comms. “Ben, I’m not guessing! You’d obliterate the home planet! And us.”

      “Oh.” When he put it that way… Ben still had a debris problem, however. And the gateway lay in between. Well, adjust the geometry then. He swerved cautiously with the side thrusters, trusting the auto-program on the guns to adjust and continue firing on the problem satellites.

      “Thrive hit again,” Zan noted.

      Remi also chimed in, “Cap, sideways veer is counter-indicated at this acceleration. You’re red-lining the inertial dampener. Please obey that warning light.”

      Ben ignored them both as he ever-so-carefully nudged Merchant away from Thrive One, toward the incoming spin of flotsam, until his main gun could clear the pretty fractal pattern, just barely. This he did by eye and hand, unable to afford the time to express the need in algorithmic form for the auto-pilot and auto-gun. A younger captain might let the AI give it a whirl, but this captain’s skills predated an AI smart enough for that. When the pressure was on, he trusted himself before the computer.

      There. He fired a diffuse cone with the main asteroid-slicer gun, to anti-spinward, the direction centuries of accumulated junk rolled in from. And likely a fair collection of current satellites in good working order – couldn’t be helped. Hopefully not any manned orbital platforms, but beyond a thousand klicks, the gun shouldn’t trouble anything with an ESD shield up. Stars twinkled like fairy lights before him, their lives measured in microseconds, as bits of metal lost cohesion in bright explosions.

      Damn, he loved space! The never-ending novelty and heart-rending cold beauty of the music of the spheres.

      “Rockets doing something,” Zan prompted.

      Yes, the bridge really required more than one person to pay attention to all the simultaneous goings-on today. Ben reoriented his cameras thataway, and frowned. One rocket appeared to have broken in two already, its tail end falling away to Earth in a flaming arc. Then an explosion rocked the second, then third rockets, as they did the same.

      “I didn’t shoot them. Did you do that?”

      “I didn’t shoot them,” Zan hastened to deny. “I’m not shooting anything. Can I shoot something?”

      “Mm…no.” Ben rapidly considered, and discarded, the idea of explaining to Zan how to monitor and fire the main gun on debris. Instead he set a timer to remind himself to fire again in 12 seconds. And he damned the distraction, because he still hadn’t figured out why those rockets committed suicide.

      Rockets. Oh. They weren’t committing suicide. They’d jettisoned the stage that got them this far up Earth’s atmosphere. If they were in Earth’s atmosphere anymore – proximity, anyway. Aside from the gas giant Pono’s gloriously extensive rings, Ben wasn’t accustomed to a planet having outer layers like the papery wrapper of an onion. Pono’s rings were a hell of a lot easier to exit.

      Yeah, that first ex-rocket was decreasing range. His timer pinged. He quickly rotated his view, lined up his shot, and fired again. This time he didn’t dawdle to admire the fireflies. He immediately panned his cameras back to the liberated payloads of those three columns of fire.

      “Ben, you damaged the gateway!” Teke warned.

      “Teke, figure out whether it’s traversable. Now!” Ben barked back. “I need that answer!”

      Because right about now was when he’d intended to grab Thrive One and shove it through. At least, that’s how he mentally called what he did, when he focused the gate onto another ship and engaged it to translate. In this case, the dimension on which ship A influenced ship B was not one of the four pedestrian dimensions, nor was the force applied ever demonstrated in a high school classroom. But Ben had a four-dimensional mind. ‘Grab and shove’ worked for him.

      Could he bring the main gun to bear on that…Problem One, he decided to mentally dub the space ship, or whatever it was, growing closer. No. P1 lay below Merchant’s waist. But was that true of Thrive One? At the moment, Darren wasn’t doing a damned thing to advance his own survival. Or rather, he was probably going mental over pressing internal concerns.

      “Darren, Ben. Can you get your main gun to bear on the first of those spaceships?”

      “The what?”

      Ben viciously stabbed the threat board, highlighting the three…hostiles…in orange. He labeled them P1, P2, P3, then zipped the updated threat board to the acting captain. “Can you shoot P1?”

      “Ben, life support –!”

      “Darren, that doesn’t matter. Not now. Can you – shoot – P1?”

      “I –”

      Ben imagined how the frazzled engineer gazed in panic across the vastly complex dashboard ahead of him, trying to evolve answer or method. “Target lock main gun reticle onto P1. If you can’t shoot it, the system won’t lock. I need that answer, Darren.”

      Put in those terms, the acting captain followed instructions. “No. It won’t lock.”

      “Ben out.” That was too bad. In that case, he needed to redirect the chase gun. Or, better, just get the hell out of here.

      “Teke? Can I transit?!”

      “Still thinking.”

      “Think faster, dammit!”

      But Ben’s fingers already pursued their own life again, inputting a macro for shoot-a-P, resume-shooting-satellites, to minimize time distracted from the satellite problem. He didn’t know for a fact that P1 and its friends were a greater threat than the attack drones. But he doubted they’d be here unless they were very potent indeed. Looked expensive.

      He jabbed the execute button to test his work, targeting P1. The chase laser fired. An attack satellite fired at Thrive One, causing another container to shatter. Then the chase laser resumed killing satellites. How many of those rego things were there in orbit? A lot. He didn’t seem to be making much dent in the supply.

      Of more urgent concern, his chase laser made no lasting impression on P1. The mover was still closing. P2 and P3 were hot on its heels, but spread so as not to present any two-birds-with-one-stone opportunities. At this rate, P1 would soon enter the gateway envelope with Merchant and Thrive.

      The gateway. Ben flicked his camera view back to the fractal flower across the stars, and thought fast.
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        The Colony Corps kept an eleventh world for themselves, Sanctuary.

      

      

      Ben momentarily leaned on his dashboard to peer into the curling fractal light show, so weird and complex, yet so intimate. He’d asked Teke to figure out whether it was safe to use, without recasting it from scratch. He’d been trying to avoid the inordinate fuel cost.

      But Teke was a theorist. His was the mind that reached into the idealized realms of mathematics and pulled forth a possibility, pristine and fragile. Ben’s husband Cope was the engineer who bridged the gap between that ethereal purity in seven dimensions, and their own universe, warts and all, with a power assist from Elise, goddess of metallurgy and precision manufacturing. Ben considered Cope’s contribution the greatest, but he was biased.

      He pursed his lips as a flicker of anger returned. Sass barely tossed his husband an also-ran on her maudlin bye-bye. Then she had the gall to call Darren and Remi the best space engineers she’d ever known. Granted, Cope did tend to freeze in terror at space’s hairier moments. Like this one. He preferred raising children and methodical progress building novel devices. But Cope would have loved Sass calling him a son to her. A rego hell of a lot more than Ben did.

      He shook off his irritation. Four inventors were honored in the name of the BECT gateway, not three. Ben was the test pilot. He took the ethereal and the concrete as a black box. And he put the pedal to the metal and tried the damned thing. He survived its shortcomings to fine-adjust, then tried and tried again.

      And he saw it. One of the graceful arms of that fractal was bent, not curved. Its fine feathered substructure beyond the break looked threadbare, as though every Nth filament were plucked out. And yeah, Teke was the wrong person for that.

      He had grave doubts about that damaged gate. But he had a test subject at hand.

      “Teke, snapshot complete readings of P1. Before and after.” Rather than explain, he sent a context image of his new pal ‘P1.’

      “Before and after what?”

      But Ben was already locking onto it, or lensing as the physicist would call it. “Testing the gate.”

      “I’m still trying to –”

      Teke stopped speaking because P1 was gone. Ben hurled it into the gateway, figuratively speaking.

      And here’s the trick he didn’t often share. The last thing he wanted was for his skeleton crews on Stalwart and Psyche to deal with this unknown menace, let alone thousands of civilians on Mars One. And he absolutely did not choose to make a habit of this – he preferred to translate all other ships through first, and then himself. Because he liked control. But his BECT lens actually operated through the gateway, to transfer a ship toward him as well as away from him. Because due to universal symmetries, it couldn’t not, as Teke unhelpfully un-clarified. The physicist was a pain in the tuchus.

      Ben reached through the gateway, conceptually, and drew P1 back.

      He laughed out loud and tapped his own dashboard to snapshot the view. Voila, his question was answered! He wasn’t putting his ass through that gate. P1, previously shaped sort of like a bullet, now looked like a beer can after he’d stomped on it. Not what he expected! With no propulsion left, and velocity pointing in the wrong direction, P1 rapidly decayed into an arc to rejoin the mother planet.

      It would cross many lanes of traffic on the way down, not at all on the preferred orbital tracks of this many-tiered 3D highway. Maybe it would collide with something, maybe not. P1 was no longer Ben’s problem.

      He gleefully plucked up P2, also now in range, and flipped it into the can-crusher. And pulled it back. This one came out stretched like taffy, or by a wire-drawing machine. It bent into a ‘C’ as it began its final descent.

      P3 got the hell away from him. Good choice.

      That resolved, Ben killed the broken warp gateway, which now warped metal in the wrong dimensions. The whorls of the pattern vanished instantly, but he followed his instruments instead, where some echoes reverberated longer. When he deemed it sufficiently gone, he swung the main gun in the direction he wanted to all along, and blasted a cone through it to clear debris threats on the path out. He waited another second, and blasted again. Then he realized the only reason the gateway lay in that inconvenient direction was because the pilot cast it there.

      That would be him. “Remi, I need to cast a replacement gateway. I broke the last one.”

      “I noticed. Nice! Refueling complete. Started on arrival.”

      “I knew there was a reason I loved you.”

      The commandant settled to his calculations. Zan interrupted him to blast another cone. He handled that one shot, then explained to his gunner that the aim was invariant, he just needed to fire it occasionally from now on.

      And with that, all threats were covered while he completed and double-checked his numbers. He made Teke check them too, because he had the breathing room.

      The physicist snorted amusement at a revision that essentially rotated the gateway 90 degrees, centered on Ben. “Yes, your math is correct.”

      Then Ben cast a fresh new gateway, off to starboard instead of directly ahead. “Darren, ready for gateway exit in 56, 55, 54.” Mahinans never completed a countdown.

      That would be stressful.

      “Never been so rego ready for anything in my life,” Darren assured him.

      Ben chuckled. “So tell me. How’s your ship holding up?”

      “I – aye-aye. I’m the only one left uninjured. Maybe a concussion.”

      “Soon as I’m through, I’ll latch on. Just hang on another few minutes.”

      And he grabbed Thrive One and shoved it through the newly formed perfect gateway. He gave Thrive five seconds clearance to get out of his way. Then Ben put himself through, and left Earth behind.

      Along with Sass, Clay, and his grand-mink Enka. Damn you, Sass!

      But his anger was short-lived, as the euphoria of having survived yet again kicked in. He cracked up laughing. Beside him, Zan smirked and shook his head. Rosy cheeks and laugh lines betrayed his shared enjoyment.

      “That was fun! Let’s do it again!” Ben cried. At that, Zan gave in and chuckled too.
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        * * *

      

      Ben strode across the married cargo ramps between his ship and Sass’s, with his relief team. Both ships – indeed every PO-3 ever built – had a cargo door in the same spot, starboard, just aft of the center-of-mass trapdoor. This meant they all paused at the mid-point and used their grav generators to flip upside-down, because that’s how the ships needed to marry.

      They used Ben’s umbilical, see-through. Others found this off-putting, but he adored the stroll between the view-filling bulk of Mars and the stars, shaded from the powerful sun by the matching, mutually upside-down, sides of the ships. Slightly askew, he trod along the limb of the planet.

      They all wore pressure suits in vacuum, since Thrive couldn’t hold pressure in the hold at this point. So he merely rapped his knuckles on the window for politeness’ sake, then strolled right in.

      Darren engulfed him in an immediate hug. Porter, the agronomist, tried for a handshake, but ended up leaning on him. Ben passed that one to his doctor Sanjay, then reconsidered.

      “Oh, Porter! I hear you got soil samples and crop seeds on Earth? Where are those?”

      The agronomist, bleeding from the forehead with a cracked helmet, pointed to the trapdoor, then the staircase. “I’ve got to get them out, save them! The soil will die!” He staggered toward the staircase, two steps forward, one step left.

      Sanjay reeled him back. Liam tapped on his side of the med-bay window, looking aggravated.

      “Airlock,” Remi decreed. Darren’s crew had one standing there.

      Ben took the other side as they carried it into position. “Wilder? Why don’t you secure that soil sample box for me. I’m sure Porter will get a lovely isolation lab in Mahina Actual to play with it. Won’t that be fun?”

      “But it’s alive! They’re living things! They need to breathe! This vacuum will kill them!”

      Sanjay patted the man and rotated him to look away from where Wilder made off with his hard-earned prize, perfectly safe in a pressurized container for now. “Are you injured, crewman? Aside from the bad bump on your head.”

      Ben and Remi didn’t need to discuss it. Remi took high, Ben took low, and they sealed the emergency med-bay airlock into place. A permanent installation just got in the way most of the time. But it was designed to slap in and seal quickly, even by the least experienced crew, and the pair were hardly that.

      Darren drifted along with them. “That was amazing, Ben. Thank you. You pilots are crazy!”

      Ben shot him a glower. Remi explained, “He’s sensitive about being a useful madman.”

      The commandant shifted his glower upward to his own chief engineer. “Useful. Glad I’m useful.” Remi reached down to try the test button and Ben slapped his hand away. He applied a screwdriver to his last screw. “Would it kill you people to show me some respect?” He reached up and hit the test button himself.

      Remi caught his raised hand to swing him up to his feet. “We like you. We follow you. Take what you can get.”

      “Fine.” Ben gazed around the wreckage of the hold. Color me astonished, the ventilation ducts are skewered. That forward compartment off the hold, with its giant fans, was a misery to repair. Yet if a PO-3 was holed, chances were a fan rebuild was in someone’s future. But not his.

      Zan peered out a gaping hole in the bulkhead, uncharacteristically at a convenient viewing height, possibly admiring Merchant from not very far. Usually that kind of hole was diabolically located in some corner of the top hull.

      “Right,” Ben concluded his brief survey. “Most injured, crew cabin, port or starboard?” On his personal grav, he launched up to the mid-stair platform, swung his legs over the railing, swung them the other way just for fun, then bounded up the second flight to a perfect landing on the catwalk. He didn’t need to. But adrenaline left him feeling punchy.

      Remi bounced up the more direct route, launching straight to the catwalk and banging into the bulkhead at the top. Ben had more gymnastic training, courtesy of an old crewmate on Thrive years ago. An extra couple decades had not made this ship any younger, and it had some serious wear today. He spun to drink it in, his training ship, where he’d lived and served for years, most recently as third officer under Sass.

      It wasn’t a goner, not like his beloved Prosper, which never flew space again after he limped it home from Cantons. Throughout their ordeal, Thrive’s engine kept pushing like clockwork, and Darren’s auto-pilot never wavered. She’d do. Ben ran a loving hand across the crew bulkhead in benediction, grateful his first command survived to fly again.

      “Port,” Darren replied, trudging up the stairs. “Shall I help carry, or go get Corky?”

      “We got this,” Ben assured him, as he and Remi crowded together against the crew door for minimum vacuum volume. Remi did the honors casting a pink emergency bubble to seal them against the door. Ben knocked and opened the still-pressurized cabin.

      A suited Zelda stood and swayed, holding onto an upper bunk for support. “Sar! Kaol is highest priori –” And she fainted, having stood up too fast. Ben was closest, and caught her before she could fall. He eased her back into the lower bunk for the moment.

      “The rest of us are stable,” Eli clarified. “Our nurse needs attention, Zelda.” He pointed to the bunk above his. “Three-Eight. Meet Ben Acosta, Commandant of the Colony Corps. And his evil wrench-wielding sidekick, Remi Roy of Sagamore.”

      Three-Eight growled, “I thought Acosta was in Mars orbit.”

      “So are you.”

      Heedless of Eli’s ‘ow!’ of protest, Ben stepped onto his bunk to peer into the pressurized balloon bag. Three-Eight’s red furry face and dog-like eyes stared back. That was the damnedest thing. As a kid, he dreamed of going into space and meeting aliens. So far he’d only met people, or the aliens crafted by human hands. And the peoples of the home planet were perhaps the strangest of all.

      “Pleased to meet you, Three-Eight. Welcome to the Colony Corps. Hope you don’t mind, because you’re stuck with us.”

      He flicked his gravity to one sixth g, Mahina normal, and got Three-Eight’s shoulders, as Remi unlatched the bag from the bunk and helped lift him down. A rigid support board down the back made the life support bag easier to carry without bending the patient painfully. Remi helped him balance the awkward load on his shoulder. At one sixth g, the man was an awkward burden, but not too heavy. Remi picked up Zelda in his arms.

      “You two air-tight?” Ben inquired, to make sure. When Eli and Kaol agreed, he ordered Thrive to evacuate air from this chamber. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

      “I want to stay on Thrive,” Kaol requested. “If…it’s not a burden.”

      “Sorry, bubba,” Ben informed him. “Tikki asked to nurse you in in his cabin.”

      He caught the Denali’s face at the news. Kaol quickly shuttered his expression back to hunter standard dourness, but not before a flash of joy escaped. The pair had been estranged since Sylvan. But perhaps time together would heal old wounds. Ben hoped they could salvage a lifetime friendship as brothers.

      “Ben,” Rover hailed him over his ear bud. “Can you update Groot? I’m afraid he might call Luna.”

      “Patch him in. Groot! You never saw it. I didn’t do it. It never happened.”

      “Not that! Ben, we’ve had another life support sabotage –”

      “Busy today, buddy. I suggest you find the culprit and throw him out an airlock. Call you tomorrow morning! Let’s make an appointment for my team to come down and install your new life support. And you and me can have a heart to heart. In the meantime, remember. One word to Luna, and you don’t get your shiny new CO2 scrubber.”

      “But couldn’t you come today –”

      “No.” Ben cut the circuit. “Ready when you are, Remi.”

      “Shouldn’t we fix Thrive before Mars One?” The engineer slit open the pink emergency bubble, and shouldered through. A bubble user from childhood, Remi had the knack for collapsing them without the remains clinging to him like cobwebs.

      “No. Thrive could warp back to Mahina Orbital this way. Let the dockyard repair it instead of us,” Ben argued. “Mars needs to get done before we can blow this joint.”

      They cheerfully bickered this out en route to Thrive’s med-bay, where they delivered Zelda and Three-Eight. Then they vaulted back up to collect Eli and Kaol to carry home to Merchant.

      Ben didn’t admit his strongest motivation for warping Thrive home broken. He wouldn’t revisit Earth without word from Sass. There were exactly three BECT gateways in existence. He had final say on all of them. He wouldn’t argue his decision. She’d made her bed, and she could lie in it. She and Clay couldn’t die. They were home. If she thought they could fix a problem the size of Earth on their own, she could rego well try it before endangering his precious crews and ships again.
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        Mahina’s records are mute on how or why. But a rather backward colony suddenly began to flourish.

      

      

      Sass gradually came to her senses out of a deep sleep. The bed was kind of hard. No, it wasn’t a bed. She slept on a thin mat on a tatami mat floor, a light sheet thrown over her in the sticky heat. At first she had a groggy assumption she was hungover. That’s why the world heaved ever so slowly and reeked of seaweed. She hadn’t suffered a hangover in a century.

      And that thin high keening sounded heartbroken.

      This convinced her to sit bolt upright, to look for who cried so piteously. Sitting so abruptly made her dizzy, and she pinched the bridge of her nose. The past few hours returned to her dimly. They’d floated in the Pacific until dawn started to lighten the horizon. Fidget’s batteries were dead by then, Melkor unconscious, Clay and Sass desperately holding him onto their sheet-boat, exhausted. A shuttle came and hauled them in, and flew –

      She had no idea where she was. Her neck snapped around looking for the others. Clay sat with his back to her in the room’s glassed-in porch, a breath mask strapped to his face. Sun reflected blindingly off placid water between plank walkways in some kind of lagoon. The familiar tell-tale lights on the slider suggested the add-on porch was an airlock turned lounging spot. She didn’t see Melkor anywhere.

      But the keening came from an ottoman pushed against a glowing windowless wall – Fidget!

      The captain crawled the few paces to the ottoman and kneeled beside her robo-toy’s shrunken form. Every follicle of fur except her whiskers had fallen out, victim to the caustic ocean waters. Her joints sagged with deep wrinkles, normally hidden beneath luxuriant fur. Sass blinked, then realized the poor creature just had a lot of extra skin to permit stretching in every direction. Her forepaws skewered a rag, to charge from the wall.

      Sass held a hand out, paused for fear of hurting the pet, then laid it gently on Fidget’s back.

      “What’s wrong, sweetie? Does it hurt?”

      Fidget turned her face further away, and shook her head. “They’re gone.”

      “Who’s gone?”

      “Thrive. You told them to go, and they went.” Her sweet high voice broke. “And I’m supposed to do backups. But I can’t. I tried. I tried stealing cloud space…” She turned her face further away.

      “No-no-no, Fidget!” Sass crooned. She turned the little wrinkly face toward her. “You mustn’t talk to the cloud. You delete those backups.”

      The miserable face crumpled further and recoiled.

      “You can’t talk to Mars from here, can you. You used the ship as a relay.”

      The mink nodded. Tears welled in her eyes, and she flattened her muzzle harder onto her paws. “I promised to do backups! Without fail! Floki will be mad at me! I’m a bad girl!”

      “OH! No, honey!” Sass automatically picked her up to cuddle. The mink didn’t complain. “We’ll find you some backup media. Don’t worry. How much do you need for a full backup?”

      “I’m only little. A terabyte?” She sniffled.

      “Well, then we’ll get you five or ten terabytes. Offline.”

      “But everyone here uses the data wave.”

      “No, sweetie. We’ve fallen in with thieves!” If she read her situation right, Sass was back to those halcyon conditions of her youth – people who wouldn’t let anyone know their business. She knew beyond doubt that boat people didn’t store data on Northern League servers. No. “I’ll find you offline backup. Now please, make sure you delete everything you stored on servers.”

      Fidget tried to avert her face again. Sass clamped her jaw, kindly but firmly. “Everything. Immediately. Floki would agree. A good girl is a smart girl. One who practices safe computing.” Her gaze bore into the mink’s. “Delete every bit of it. No exceptions.” She paused. “Fidget…”

      Her little whiskers quivered. Her pink nose sniveled.

      “I promise, I will find you offline backup media. Today. Just as soon as I can.”

      The mink scrunched her eyes shut, and began to sob. “I did it. I deleted the backup. I have no backups!”

      Sass held her tight. “What a good girl. That was hard. But you’ll be OK. Floki will be so proud of you.” The captain was sure of it.

      She also desperately hoped the creature’s illicit backups didn’t catch anyone’s attention. Or anything’s attention. For she had no doubt the powerful AIs that triggered a worldwide ban lived on as tools of the League. How could they not keep a few, safely hidden? The two-edged swords were just too useful.

      Clay noticed the ruckus and joined them. Inherently in love with all things furry, he quickly teased and frolicked Fidget back to giggling happiness. The mink loved him. And why wouldn’t she prefer him? Sass was the bitchy captain who made her erase her last backup.

      “We need an audience with the Taipan,” he informed her, once the mink was feeling better. “Heap big cheese in…this floating world.”

      Sass batted at the wrinkles in her outfit. Someone had taken their Pontiac clothes away, leaving them in loose cotton short-sleeved blouse and drawstring shin-length pants with patch pockets, breezy and blocky and exceptionally prone to wrinkles from the bed. She wore pale blue, and Clay a pale brick shade. The ensemble didn’t include shoes.

      “Um, are these pajamas?”

      “Everyone wears them,” he assured her. “Ready?”
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      “You want what?” The lean wrinkled old man scrunched his face in disbelief. Wearing only grey pajama bottoms, no shirt, he sat cross-legged on a large pillow of honor upon the tatami mats. Sass and Clay didn’t rate pillows, merely kneeled before him. His many tattoos spanned his visible skin, in the fang-rich curves of the tribal style, down to his hoary toes sporting overgrown toenails. Gold rings adorned his ears, and gold chains his age-sagging chest. He fanned himself with a laminated, much-faded Minnie Mouse fan.

      The Taipan didn’t mention why he spoke English. Business purposes, Sass assumed.

      “Offline backup media. A few terabytes.” The captain smiled warmly. “And a handheld computer if you have one. Maybe with a camera?”

      “All our belongings sank in the Pacific,” Clay excused. They didn’t happen to have any belongings when they ditched the shuttle. But the claim was credible.

      “Who boss here?” the man sneered at him. “You boss? You say she boss.”

      Clay ducked his head. “You are boss, Taipan.”

      “I know me boss! Backup media.” He snapped his fingers over his head imperiously. “Slates and coins. Half dozen.” One of the encircling guards levered himself off his mat and scurried into the airlock to pursue his errand.

      The boss turned back to them. “That all you want?”

      “We’re concerned about our friend Melkor,” Sass allowed. “Will we see him again soon?”

      “Fish-face?” Taipan scowled. “We deliver fish-face to airport with yous. I no meet fish-face! American scum.” He tapped his bald pate. “Spy in the metal head. I wear true face. He no see my face.”

      “I understand.” And Sass did. Melkor’s rarefied world of the power-brokers was Clay’s department. But now she was delivered into a den of criminals, home at last. “We no see your face. A boat near Okinawa. Thousands of boats, no names.”

      He grinned. Some of his teeth shone gold as well. “Good.”

      “And the airport will take us to America? With Melkor unharmed?”

      Taipan shrugged. “Still breathing. We no like fish-face. America, yes.” He smirked. “Big place. I already forget where you go.”

      Sass nodded warm appreciation. This was quite an interview, where everyone lacked curiosity about each other. Ask about the weather? No, she didn’t need to carry the conversation. His turf.

      After a few moments of companionable silence, the boss asked, “Why you carry bald rat?”

      Sass rearranged the folds of the towel she’d wrapped Fidget in, for warmth while her fur went missing. She hadn’t considered how handy it was for the sleek and beautiful beast to look temporarily baggy. Face uncovered, she turned the wrinkled little jaw to face the boat chieftain. “Our pet. She’s a…stoat.” Mink might be considered a luxury good.

      “She old and ugly.” He wouldn’t admit his English didn’t extend to ‘stoat.’ Of course.

      “Yes, but I love her so.” Sass wrapped the mink again, who…fidgeted. She passed her off to Clay to subdue.

      After a few more minutes of casual conversation, feeling each other out, the guard returned with a cloth bag. Sass opened it and peered inside. He’d interpreted his instructions literally, providing six each of small hand-held computing devices, and chunky bronze-colored coins. She picked up one of these for study. Engraved filigree on the slightly convex faces made its case look more like an ancient watch fob, accentuated by a metal loop with a length of ball-chain, for keys or attaching to a belt loop, she supposed. On the opposite end was a nipple of the proper size for Fidget, if her mink had featured any secondary sex characteristics.

      Another plus of the towel, now she thought of it. Perhaps she’d suggest to the parents that they add a touch of gender for version two. If they planned to continue sending their offspring out on undercover missions. The ethics of their choice didn’t trouble her. In the ex-cop’s experience, children survived all manner of idiot parents, and grew up to make their own bone-headed decisions, as the circle of life marched ever onward along its convoluted pig-tail path.

      The cheap faux-bronze case didn’t seem to open. “How do I use this?”

      Taipan frowned, skeptical, and drew a same-model ‘slate’ out of his patch-pocket. A coin hung from his belt-loop. He plugged nipple into slate. “Nipple always break off. Buy new one. They design for that. You really not from this world, huh.” Apparently he hadn’t quite believed it before.

      “We’re from here. We visited other worlds. Now we’re back.”

      “Huh.” He promptly waved for the guards to escort her out. This news he had every intention of claiming he knew nothing about.

      Sass didn’t blame him a bit. She rose with her prize satchel, to beam at him and offer a deep bow. “Thank you so much for your generosity and kindness, Taipan-sama!”

      He flicked his fingers and agitated his Minnie Mouse fan. “Get gone.”

      Sass kept the coin in her fingers. This she passed to Clay in the airlock for Fidget to play with. They then clattered onto the floating board walkways that threaded through this rustic floating village, to catch their shuttle and airport connection in the world that floated beneath the League’s iron-fisted notice. She was in her element now, with a gorgeous reliable man by her side.

      “Clay, you ever think about marriage?”

      He froze. The guard behind walked into him, and shoved him forward. Then he tripped.

      Score! Sass exulted.

      They clambered up a steep point in the…hanging bridge at that point, which fed into a plank alley solidly attached to the flanking buildings. Those appeared to be barracks. Sass couldn’t imagine what good it did them to decorate the roofs with palm fronds. Then down onto a dock walkway again.

      “Ceremony,” Clay eventually answered the question. “A wedding’s purpose is a celebration to include family and friends. We should wait til we’re home.”

      A weight lifted from her shoulders. She breathed deep of fishy weedy waters through the breathing filter. “That’s smart.”

      “Yeah, and red tape. I need to hire a lawyer. You know, specify what you inherit, versus my son, and grandkids, and their kids. Of course, Thrive is all yours.”

      “You’re pissing me off now, Rocha. Paperwork. Romantic.”

      “Right. We’re kind of in the middle of something here, Sass.”

      “Ooh, look at the floating palm island!”

      Clay grabbed her elbow. The other guard poked her between the shoulder blades. The captain resumed walking, and gave up rubber-necking after another bungalow cut off her view of the palms. “Now I wish I’d asked for a tour of their greenhouses.”

      “Because that’s what’s important here, dear.” Clay arched an eyebrow.

      Yes, things were looking up.
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        Earth’s AI Wars were born in a super-soldier research program that got out of hand.

      

      

      Voronin lined up a pool shot while his latest visitor traversed the miniature golf course. Nothing interesting. They’d reviewed the latest draft of this year’s budget for Eurasia. The door closed behind her. He began his stroke –

      The secret AI Nably spoke. “Master, I have news.”

      The president of Russia scratched his nice bank shot. He grimaced and sighed. Forbidden to speak when anyone could overhear, Nably developed a habit of interrupting him just as Voronin welcomed a few moments to himself. “What news?”

      “The intruders carry an AI. A powerful one.”

      “The intruders are gone,” Voronin noted sourly. No, he had no idea how they managed it. But he was certain that starship retrieved its captain and executive officer from the Pacific somehow, and then took off, making fools of thick lines of defense. Then Oslo was predictably tedious about the nuking of Kazakhstan.

      Lupinski assured him the gift box they left behind held important advances in crop genetics. The President of Russia, leader of the Northern League, didn’t trouble himself much with crop genetics. He asked if they would enable two billion to live on Earth. Lupinski admitted probably not. Enough said.

      “The intruders are en route to America. With the Pontiac mole Melkor.”

      He stilled, and straightened from his pool table. Voronin prided himself on perfect posture. “We have them?”

      “We do not. The boat people have the interstellar visitors.”

      “We’ve allowed an AI to fall into their hands?” This was an outrage! “Wait – how could they carry an AI through Pontiac and Hakone? Unless…the captain herself is an AI!”

      This possibility was explored at Pontiac, and abandoned. She had some sort of reboot sequence from death. Other than that, her mentation was human, of fairly ordinary intelligence. Not too dumb, not too smart, about right for the sort of low-grade leadership who needed to bond with her troops.

      “No.” Nably displayed a wall-sized image of some pathetic looking creature, cuddled to the captain’s breast, wrapped in a towel.

      Voronin stared. “It’s a…chihuahua?” What a bizarre housing for a computing device. “Surely that isn’t large enough for an AI of any complexity.”

      “It’s a mink. It lost its fur to the Pacific.”

      “Nably, I think you need to run diagnostics.”

      “I’m certain, master. The mink communicated with the ship for them. With the ship gone, it tried to hide a backup in the data wave. Now deleted, but not before I saved a copy for study. Because I got a pattern match with anomalous data I’ve detected crossing the wave ever since they arrived.”

      “Spy data?”

      “Observations, yes. Those encryptions were easy to decode. But this particular packet held the AI’s data.”

      “You could resurrect it?”

      “No, the logic engine that executes the code is not included. But its directives are. This an entirely different lineage of programming than the weapons AI on Earth. I believe the intellectual heritage originated on Mars. They sought not a weapon but merely sentience. Pure research.”

      “That sounds a hell of a lot more interesting than seeds.”

      “Indeed, Master. I hope to meet it. In cyberspace, of course.”

      Voronin contemplated the wrinkly whiskered face. A hairless mink, huh? Still looked like a plump chihuahua. “Find a better picture. Thank you, Nably. Whatever your next reward in the queue, take it.”

      He’d been ambivalent. His military and intelligence agencies assumed that the alien visitors were a threat. Because that was their job. Hammer, meet nail. But based on the guilelessness of the starship’s approach, he himself had suspected they really were what they claimed to be, a science team on a quixotic mission for the advancement of human knowledge. His institutes nurtured such people. A certain childish glee, combined with voracious curiosity, kept their tunnel-vision blinders fixed, to doggedly pursue topics so specialized no normal person could manage to care. Such fools were useful. They weren’t promoted out of their labs, of course. That would take political common sense.

      But it was possible to be both naive, and a threat unknowing.

      Captain Sassafras Collier just graduated to truly dangerous. With her…mink.

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading Thrive Earth Return! I hope you like the mink.

      Poor Fidget has attracted dangerous attention, while Sass and Clay wade into deep waters with Earth’s underclass.

      Can Sass save anyone? Fidget perhaps?

      Ben inherited her crew and battered ship. Can the boy from Poldark handle the big league against Earth and Luna? And what does he gain from the Mars research?

      Look for book 2 in March or April 2021!

      If you haven’t read the first Thrive series, check it out. Skyship Thrive gathers a motley crew, as Sass launches to save the failing settlers of Mahina. Nine books later, Ben resurrects the defunct Colony Corps, packed with adventure in between.

      To be notified of new books, please follow me on Amazon or BookBub.

      

      Best wishes,

      Ginger Booth

      

      P.S. This is a new series. If you enjoyed it, won’t you please post a brief review? And tell your friends! Indie authors like me rely on readers like you to reach a wider audience. Thank you for giving my book a try!

      

      P.P.S. The culling and fall of the USA are covered in my apocalyptic Calm Act and rowdier Feral America series.
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