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    Chapter 1


     


    Walking down the sterile, white corridor leading towards Central Core, the only sounds were the oxygen reclamation system and the click of his boots on the plasmetal surface. Where had the time gone? He stepped off the shuttle a year ago hopeful that this would be the fresh start he needed. Some fresh start.


    “Shake it off,” he muttered to himself. “Remember why you’re here.” Tranquility Base may not have been exactly what he expected, but at least the pay was out of this world…literally. Humanity’s first off-world colony was a sprawling complex near the old Apollo 11 and Surveyor 5 landing sites. 


    Reaching Central, he passed his hand over the palm scanner, simultaneously clearing him for access to the core and recording his entry. Privacy was one thing he did miss about home. You couldn’t go anywhere or do anything on the base without some kind of record. It took some of the excitement out of being the only cop in 400,000 kilometers. Except he wasn’t a cop anymore. Head of Security for the first permanent off-world human colony. Now THAT would look good on a resume!


    “Luke, looks like you’re right on time. Trying to make a good impression?” 


    “You know me, always trying to impress. How’s the little one doing?” Some serious conflicts with Director Corradi’s previous aide had reminded him that all those people skills he let burn away as he left Earth were going to be just as important here as they had been when we was lobbying for this job.  


    “He’s growing like a weed and is getting into EVERYTHING. Best part of my day is coming home and seeing him scramble towards me on those little legs.”


    “That’s great Stef. Good for you.”


    “You really ought to try out kids, my friend. They’d be good for you.”


    “No, I don’t think so. I can barely keep plants alive!” Heat rising in Luke’s face let him know that he needed to change the subject quickly away from family. Way too much baggage in that department for him to deal with just at that moment.  “What kind of mood is she in?”


    “Hard to read. Best description I can think of is ‘distracted’.”


    Before Luke could dig into that comment for more intel, the panel on Stef’s workstation lit up. “Looks like she’s ready for you.”


    Corradi was not Luke’s biggest fan. In her mind, the demands of base security were subservient to the overall goals of the installation. Efficiency, profit, revenue. Those were the measures the Director used to determine the value of any part of base operations. Security was overhead. The chances of a real security breach this far from Earth were small, but even minor infractions could lead to serious consequences and Luke took his job seriously.


    “Agent Morris, welcome. Please take a seat.” Corradi’s workstation allowed her to monitor every facet of base operations through an array of semi-transparent screens which layered logistical, financial, people resource, life support systems and energy data in a shifting array of patterns driven by sophisticated and proprietary models. For the infrequent visitor—and there were few, none of them casual—the Director’s office was not built for comfort, or warmth, or to imply in any way that you were welcome to stay. That was ok, Luke had no plans to overstay his welcome. In and out, that was the plan.


    “As you are well aware, company policy requires me to conduct a formal audit and review of the efficiency and productivity performance of departments on the one year anniversary of a significant change in personnel. I’ve had my Chief of Staff conduct a thorough review of the performance of Internal Security and will be inviting Mr. Blankenship to join us shortly because there are a number of items that are very concerning to me.”


    So much for the plan.


    “We’ve identified no less than 23 instances over the past year where your actions have led to the detention of key operational resources. We’ve tied those detentions directly to a net loss of 0.27% of revenue. We will be reviewing, in depth, each of these 23 cases to determine if your services will continued to be required.”


    “Director Corradi, when I took this assignment it was made clear to me that company policy indicates that Security is independent…”


    “I wouldn’t suggest you quote policy to me Agent Morris. We’ve had this discussion before. My responsibility is to ensure that this base remains profitable. I am the Company here. I determine policy. Now, shall we get to it? I’ve sent the amended case report files to your tablink with Mr. Blankenship’s notes and commentary. We’ll begin with Case 58367: Arrest and Detention for Public Intoxication.”


    One cup of coffee. He never had only one cup of coffee in the morning. Today had not been the best day to break that rule. Pulling open his tablink he navigated to the Records portal. The technology here was one of the best parts of the job. Tranquility’s quantum architecture provided a virtually instantaneous response to data inquiries.


    Not this time. The report wasn’t pulling up. There was just the spinning wheel telling him the system was working on his request. A system lag was theoretically possible, even with the compute power here at Tranquility, it just wasn’t very likely. His stomach knotted. Something was not right here. His eyes drifted up from the tablink to find Corradi staring at him expectantly, steel blue eyes exuding impatience, if not outright irritation. 


    He was saved a moment later when the compad lit up. She looked down at it like it was a very small cockroach that needed to be crushed. Very similar to the look she had just been giving him in fact. “Yes?” Disapproval dripped from her voice.


    “Pardon the interruption Director, but there is an urgent matter requiring Agent Morris’ attention in SciLab4.” Stef was a brave man.


    “I’m sure you’re aware that I’m not to be interrupted. In fact, I know you’re aware because I personally marked my agenda this morning indicating that I was not to be disturbed.”


    “Yes ma’am, I am aware of that. I don’t believe this can wait. From the reports that are coming in, it appears that there’s been a death in SciLab4.” That got Luke’s full attention.


    “That’s preposterous. There’s nothing in that lab that should be hazardous to human life.”


    “I can patch you through directly to Mr. Blankenship, he’s already on site and insisting that Agent Morris come down to the scene to process it after he finishes.” Not good. The Chief of Staff had a whole different agenda when it came to crime scenes. An unexplained death could mean a lot of things, including a homicide and Luke needed to start forensics immediately. No, he needed to remember how to DO forensics, and then he could start them.


    “I see. Very well then. Agent Morris will be on his way momentarily.” She shut down the compad and glared at Luke, as if he had somehow orchestrated a murder simply to spite her. “I’ll expect you to complete your investigation into whatever this is quickly so we can return to the question of the overall productivity of your Division. You may go.”


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 2


     


    It was worse than he thought. As he approached the SciLab, Luke watched no less than five people from the Chief of Staff’s executive team move in and out of the area. Total contamination. Crime Scene Investigation 101 said to isolate the scene and ensure that only trained personnel had access so that evidence could be collected and catalogued. Luckily, contamination could be mitigated. The principles of investigation didn’t change even in the face of a bunch of amateurs. Not that Luke had that much more experience. Regardless, it all came back to observation and deduction. Scanning the scene, he mentally recorded every detail. He could play it back later and as he did his mind would process out the contamination.


    “Mr. Blankenship, I’ll need your team to clear the area and remain separated and isolated so that I can interview them after I work the scene and collect forensics.”


    Looking up from the science workstation, the Chief of Staff closed it down. “They’ll clear the area after I’m certain that company intellectual property is secured. We have to be sure that we reach a profitable ROI on the research going on in this lab. You can hold off your little scavenger hunt until I’m satisfied.”


    It was going to be like that, was it? Luke made a tactical decision not to fight it. The surveillance on the base was beyond state-of-the-art and access to SciLab4 was highly restricted. If someone had killed the scientist then they weren’t going far. There was nowhere for them to go.


    In the meanwhile, there was a lot for Luke to do as he continued to mentally catalogue the scene and the ongoing contamination from Blankenship’s people. Pulling up the surveillance interface he tagged relevant logs with a security lock. In addition to restricting access that would ensure that the files couldn’t be deleted or archived until he lifted the tag. It would also notify him if anyone attempted to access the files. Thankfully, the system seemed to have recovered from whatever had been causing the slowdown. He would have to look into whatever had been causing such an extreme drag on system resources. That was a problem for another day.


    Satisfied that any electronic evidence was secured, he accessed transit logs for the next 48 hours. Time was on his side. A convoy of supply carriers was scheduled to arrive beginning later in the day, but there were no outgoing transports on the docket for at least two days. With any luck, he’d have this wrapped up long before then. Even better, he wouldn’t need to issue a Security Transit Hold. Corradi would go ballistic if he tried that. The lifeblood of the Tranquility Base installation was a constant flow of incoming supplies and outgoing strip-mined and processed materials. The transit schedule was expertly orchestrated to ensure just-in-time delivery of supplies to keep things running on base, along with a consistent flow of product back to earth. You didn’t disturb the schedule.


    He signaled MedLab to send a recovery team as the activity in the room began winding down. Most of them were simply standing outside the hatch to the SciLab by this point. One of the staffers walked over to the Chief of Staff, leaning over to tell him something. Whatever he said, satisfied Blankenship.


    “Morris, the scene is yours. We’ve secured the Doctor’s research. Now figure out what the hell happened here.”


    Finally.


    A rush of excited energy surged through his system as he walked into the SciLab, although he’d never admit that to anyone. This wasn’t keeping drunken maintenance workers in check, and it certainly wasn’t one of the cybercrime investigations that landed him this job in the first place. This was old-school police work. It was also be his first murder investigation. Motive, means, and opportunity. Murder or cybercrime, it was no different. Everything came back to those three factors. Deep down, he hoped maybe this was a murder.


    Walking over to the body, he was surprised that someone in that condition had been assigned to the moon base. Sure, it wasn’t like this was the 20th century where people reached a certain age and stopped working to enter retirement. Medical advances had done some amazing things to eliminate a lot of the chronic issues associated with aging, allowing people to continue pursuing both vocations and occupations well into their 90’s. However, the stresses of a moon launch could still do a number on a person and he had never seen someone as aged as this doctor assigned to the base.


    Looking over the body there was nothing that indicated foul play. Why was he being called in for this? As far as Luke could tell, the scientist could have just died of old age. Perhaps the medical exam would tell him more. He ran an embedded DNA scan with his tablink interface, comparing the record with that of the victim’s face. The scan identified the victim as one Dr. Milton Dyne. Strange, it must have been an old picture. That was very unusual, the ID scans were typically updated every year. This picture looked as if it had been taken at least 30 years before.


    He dug into the file. Area of specialization…classified. Current research…classified. Length of tenure…classified. About all that wasn’t classified was the good doctor’s name and photograph. He couldn’t even find a date of birth. He was surprised the company would even release the fact that the guy WAS a doctor. 


    Deep down though, Luke wasn’t too surprised. The company liked to compartmentalize information. Since this was ostensibly an open criminal investigation he entered his badge ID and passcode. A Security ID opened a lot of electronic doors. 


    Not this door. Apparently they meant it this time. Fortunately, he had other keys...“Security Classification Override Level Blue. Morris, Luke. Badge ID 53-zed-291-alpha.” He loved the vocal interface on these tablinks.


    “Verifying…Access Denied.”


    Now that was surprising. It took a lot to restrict Security access to records and he’d not encountered that kind of lock since coming to the base. Not even Corradi’s file was classified above level Blue. The moment he had that thought, his screen lit up with an incoming call. It was Corradi. “Think of the devil and she appears,” he muttered to himself as he braced himself to answer. “Yes, Director.”


    “Agent Morris, I don’t know what you’re about down there but I’ve just received an alert that you’re trying to access restricted files.”


    “Yes, ma’am. I’m just trying to get some background on the victim.”


    “I’m not sure what background you need. Mr. Blankenship has briefed me on the situation and says this should be a simple matter of reviewing the relevant security footage to determine what actually occurred”


    “Yes, I expect that’s true, but I still need to be sure to do a thorough investigation to be sure there’s not some kind of security threat. I need to know what Dyne was working on so that I can rule it out as a potential source of whatever killed him. He wasn’t involved in any kind of biological research, was he?”


    “Look, I don’t like the optics of having an open investigation on my base. It does not reflect well on this operation nor on your performance. I want this resolved as quickly as possible. I want this done today. The victim’s background is not relevant and is beyond your pay grade. Go. Review the footage. Close out the investigation. Are we clear?”


    “Crystal.”


    Corradi closed the line, leaving Luke’s mind racing. He had barely made that records request and she was on the line immediately. Not only that, but Blankenship had already reported back to her. Why so much interest in this case? Efficiency was one thing, but she seemed to know what was happening before he did!


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 3


     


    Walking over to the computer workstation, Luke hoped that he would find some indication about the nature of the research being done. If there was some kind of biological agent at work he needed to give the Medteam a heads up, quarantine the lab, and probably himself to be safe. He hoped that he was right and this was just a matter of simple old age. But then, why had Corradi been so insistent that he would find the answers on the security footage?


    Accessing the workstation, Luke found that the scientist’s files were pretty well wiped-out. That’s what Blankenship must have been doing when he arrived. Fortunately, Luke knew a hell of a lot more about these systems than Blankenship. There were always digital footprints to follow. He transferred the core of the system to his office and was about to shut it down when he noticed a personal file folder that hadn’t been caught up in the Chief of Staff’s purge of the memory files. He opened it up and immediately saw why. Picture files like these would never register as sensitive data and fell outside the normal protocols. Strictly speaking, Dyne shouldn’t have been keeping these files on the lab workstation at all.


    Opening the first picture, Luke was confronted with the image of a much younger Dr. Dyne. A Milton Dyne that was a good 30 years younger than the one that was on the floor across the lab. Peering closely at the photo, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He turned around to confirm what he thought. It had been taken right there in the science lab. How was that possible, this base hadn’t even been built 30 years ago when that picture must have been taken! He looked at the date code on the photo. Three days ago. The picture was three days old. Well, there was no way this guy could have aged 30 years in three days, he decided that the photo must simply have been doctored.


    “What have we got, Morris?” the arrival of the Medteam tore his attention away from the screen. He looked up to see the base’s chief medical officer, Dr. Sarah Monroe, and two of her assistants in the entry. At least someone knew not to disturb a crime scene. If that’s what this was. Luke still wasn’t sure that any kind of crime had actually been committed here.


    “You have one dead body. DNA scan says his name was Milton Dyne. We need to determine cause of death ASAP.”


    Doctor Monroe motioned her team to follow her over to the body. Kneeling down, she scrutinized the corpse. “I don’t see any obvious signs of trauma…wait a second, who did you say this was?”


    “Milton Dyne.”


    “Well that’s not possible. I’m going to have to re-run your scan.” She motioned to one of her assistants to begin a complete field analysis. “Milton Dyne was in my office last week and this is not him. Milton Dyne is 45 years old.”


    Luke pulled up the picture he had been looking at on the workstation. “Is this him?”


    “Yes, that’s Milton Dyne.”


    “Look closely, look at the nose and the ears and the eyes. Either that is Milton Dyne or it’s his dad.”


    The med assistant broke in, “Dr. Walker we’ve finished the field scan. Our DNA analysis confirms, this IS Milton Dyne!”


    “Check it again. There must be something interfering with the scans.”


    “We did. Twice. It’s him.”


    All four of them—the three medical personal and Agent Morris—stared down at the body, questions racing through their minds.


    “Dr. Monroe, I need to know if there’s a danger to the rest of the base here and I need to know now. Could something in this lab have caused this?”


    “Truthfully, I have no idea what could have done this. I do know that there is no biological research going on anywhere on the base. I’m going to have to get the body back to the Medcenter to see if I can find out more.”


    This wasn’t a murder. Doctor Dyne had aged more than 30 years in matter of a week. 


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 4


     


    As much as he hated to admit it, Corradi was right. Security footage of the SciLab gave him a suspect. Except it didn’t explain anything about what had caused the scientist to age so rapidly. According to the timecode on the footage a mining technician had entered the SciLab at the same time Luke had been walking down to Central Core for his meeting with Director Corradi. There was no audio but it was clear that the man was arguing with a young Dyne, pleading with him. After a few moments, Dr. Dyne pointed emphatically at the door and turned back to his workstation. The man rushed across the room, arms outstretched as Dyne executed some kind of program…the picture jumped…and the man was standing over Dyne’s aged body. A look of horror on his face, the man stood frozen, staring down at the body. He backed slowly away, looking around the room, turned, and fled.


    A search of the identity database quickly gave Luke a name to go with the face. James Hooper, maintenance tech 3rd. Arrived on base two weeks prior. No record to speak of, in fact this Hooper fellow was a bit of a ghost electronically speaking. How did a guy like that end up on the moon apparently killing a scientist?


    Regardless, Luke had his man and when he brought him in, he might just have some answers. He found himself outside Hooper’s assigned flat in one of the habitat corridors. Once again, the adrenaline coursed through his entire body. Truth be told, it always did that when he went into an unknown situation. Was this Hooper fellow dangerous? Did he have some sort of unknown weapon?


    Luke’s palm sweated against the grip of his stunner. It had been decades since real guns had been necessary for this kind of work, but breaching a suspect’s residence was still basically the same. In hindsight, it might have been smart to swallow his pride and ask for some backup from Blankenship. Too late now, he was committed.


    “Let’s see what’s behind door number one.”


    Accessing the door controls from his wristlink, he placed it in silence mode and entered the override code. The door swished open and he charged through. “Tranquility Base Security, remain where you are and put your hands up!” 


    Sitting, head hanging, Hooper had an open bottle of beer in his hand. He regarded the Agent for a moment, took a big chug of the beer and set it down. “Thank God you found me first...you’ve got to help me get off this base!”


    Not the reaction Luke was expecting.


    “James Hooper, you’re under arrest for the murder of Milton Dyne.”


    Hooper raised his arms, wrists together. “Anything, just get me out of here.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 5


     


    Luke’s office were centrally located between the habitat corridors and the entertainment sector of the base. It wasn’t much, but it was his home away from home. In fact, he spent more time in his office then he did in his actual quarters. He’d sleep there, but the only place for a bed was in the holding cells. He’d never live it down if he accidentally locked himself in.


    Hooper was in one of the rooms that Luke normally used as a drunk tank. It was still early in the day so he didn’t need it for anything else quite yet and there wasn’t a separate room for interrogations anyways. Luke had a few questions he wanted answered. “Mr. Hooper, you understand that you don’t have to answer my questions until you have a lawyer present?”


    “You need to get me off of this base! I can’t tell you anything that’s going to help you.” 


    “You realize what they’re going to do to you, don’t you? We don’t execute murderers anymore. They’re going to freeze your ass and stick you in a satellite. Except, it’s not like suspended animation or anything so quaint. You’ll be aware the whole time. Before I came off-world, word on the street was that the guys being released were completely crazy, but completely harmless too. Cheap, efficient, and a damn good deterrent.”


    “I didn’t murder anyone, much less Milton Dyne. Milton was a friend, a colleague. I was trying to help him…but he wouldn’t listen. You can threaten all you want, but I’m never going to live to see the inside of a court, much less one of those satellites. Unless you get me off the moon and back to earth, they are going to kill me.”


    “Who’s they? Maybe we can help each other out here. You have to give me something here.”


    Hooper took a long moment, apparently weighing his options. A moment later the decision was made.


    “Either you really don’t know what’s going on here or you’re a part of it. Either way, you can’t help me.”


    Every interrogation Luke had ever done came down to this moment. Rveryone claimed they were done talking, wanted a lawyer, or wanted something in writing before they said another word. Most of the time that meant they were at the breaking point and the application of the right pressure in the right way would cause the floodgates to open. In very rare cases, it was the exact opposite. Sometimes they actually meant it and no amount of coercion, short of actual torture, would convince them to open the book.


    There was something in the eyes when the decision was made. This was one of the latter. Whatever secrets Hooper had, he was determined to keep, or too afraid to say. Luke could keep trying all day and all night, asking questions, probing, threatening, making up lies and promises, but there would be no more information. This wasn’t a computer system. There was no program Luke could run, no back door to hack. Computers were easy. People were not.


    Luke walked out, not saying another word and leaving the lights on in the cell. He still had one or two tricks up his sleeve and maybe a little bit of psychological intimidation would crack Hooper’s jaws open again. It wasn’t likely, but it was all he had.


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 6


     


    He left the office, heading down to the entertainment zone. He had solved a real case, caught a murderer, and gotten out of that damned performance audit. Not bad for a day’s work. Except something just didn’t feel right. He still didn’t know how Hooper had killed Dr. Dyne and caused him to age 30 years in the blink of an eye.


    Normally, he avoided the entertainment zone when he could. People went there to relax, but often had a hard time doing so with the head of base security sitting next to them. Tonight was going to be an exception and everyone else would just have to deal with it.


    His favorite spot…well the only spot he could find a quiet corner to think…was modeled after an old earth Irish pub. He had no idea what Guinness tasted like one hundred years before but it was exactly what he needed tonight.


    How had Hooper managed to age the doctor? According to the report from Medlab, Dyne had died from old age, just as it appeared. “No abnormal biological factors present.” So who was Hooper afraid of?


    “Focus, Morris, focus.”


    His beer arrived and he took a long draught. He was pretty sure that in whatever old Earth pub this place was modeled after, they didn’t order on a touchpad and the beer wasn’t delivered in a sealed plastic pouch via closed pneumatic delivery system. He needed a bartender. Bartenders were supposed to listen to you. That’s who people went to when they needed to talk something out.


    Back to the basics. Number one issue was always motive. There were two threads to pull on. One was the amorphous “they,” the other was whatever Doctor Dyne had been working on. Pulling on those two threads should lead him back to why Dyne had died. Ok, that was a start. It didn’t give him much to go on, but it gave him something. He was going to need to crack into the base system and he couldn’t do that from his tablink, that would create too much of an electronic footprint.


    Means. How did you cause someone to age 30 years in an instant? He had no idea and Dr. Monroe couldn’t give him any answers. For now, means was a dead end, leaving opportunity as the last leg. SciLab4 was a secure area of the base. Following the company’s institutional paranoia, access was granted to a select number of people. There should be a nice audit trail in the system telling him who granted that access. Sure, they will have tried to hide their tracks. They didn’t really understand who they were dealing with though. There was no way for them to know how Luke really got into solving cybercrime. Their loss.


    There it was. He had two threads to go on and both of them would require him to tap into the base systems. That he could do. Not tonight though, it had been a long day and trying to hack in at this time would only call attention to what he was doing. He took one last pull on the beer, set it down, and walked out towards his quarters.


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 7


     


    For the first time since arriving at Tranquility Base, Morris got up before his alarm. No one had ever accused him of being a morning person. Jules had always joked that you didn’t approach Luke in the morning without a large cup of coffee. Even then you did it quietly.


    Today, Luke had a case to solve and a computer system to crack. This was why he was on the moon. He hadn’t had this feeling since the day he got the call to pack his bags. There was a reason he was here, there always had been, the boredom of the past 12 months notwithstanding. Time to go talk to his number one lead, James Hooper. Grabbing that cup of coffee on his way out the door, Luke practically skipped down the corridor.


    Palming open the door, he strode into the main office area and stopped dead in his tracks. “Blankenship? What are you doing here?” The Director’s Chief of Staff had not once come down to this part of the base.


    “Luke, I just want to say first how pleased the Director is that you were able to find who killed the doctor so quickly. She asked me to personally come down here and make sure you knew that.”


    “That’s nice, but you really didn’t have to come all the way down here. I’m just doing my job. In fact, I really need to keep doing it. I’ve got a few questions to ask Mr. Hooper in there.”


    “You’ve already gotten everything we need. The Director and I viewed the footage of the event and it’s all pretty cut and dried.”


    Cut and dried? That footage hadn’t answered anything. “Look, I hear what you’re saying. But this is about overall base security now. I need to be sure of a few things before I can close this out and I need to know how he killed Dyne. So, like I said, I’m going to head in and continue questioning my witness.”


    “You misunderstand. This case is closed by order of the Director. James Hooper is leaving on a shuttle as we speak. He’ll be transported directly to the penal satellite ring for sentencing.” Blankenship’s face hardened, “You did a good job on this. Now let the system take care of the rest.”


    Luke’s mind reeled at what he was hearing. There wasn’t a transport scheduled for another 24 hours and somehow his murder suspect was being whisked away on an unscheduled shuttle. Could Corradi be involved somehow? Did she know how Dyne had died? All of Luke’s good feelings melted away. Hand shaking, he set the coffee down to keep from spilling it and betraying to the Chief of Staff how upset he was. 


    Maybe he should just let it go. He didn’t come here to fight the system. He didn’t even know if the system was what he was fighting. When it came down to it, he didn’t really know anything. He had suspicion and a few threads and that was all. He could ride out his contract, go home and leave all this behind him. Sure, it sucked for Dr. Dyne and his family. They might never know what really happened to him. The story would be that some maintenance tech went space crazy and killed him for no good reason. Neat and clean.


    Deep down, Luke would always know better. All that energy was seeping from his pores. For the briefest of moments, he had a sense of purpose again. He was going to bring a criminal conspiracy to justice! How could he have thought it was going to be so easy?


    “By the way,” Blankenship interrupted his revelry just as the pity-party was really starting to roll. “We’ve already identified a replacement for Dr. Dyne. Director Corradi tells me that you know her? Dr. Julia Walker?” He got up and moved toward the door to leave as Luke sat there, stunned. “Good thing you already caught Hooper, I’d hate for something to happen to a friend of yours. She’ll be here in five days.” The door shut behind him, leaving Luke to deal with this last revelation.


    Jules was coming here. When she threw him out her last words had been that he needed to get grounded, to find himself and grow up. He showed her! He was so grounded he landed on the moon.


    Wait.


    Jules was coming here AND she was taking Dr. Dyne’s position. She was his replacement. That made zero sense. Her area of expertise was supersymmetric quantum gravity, and it was purely theoretical. After they tapped into the Higgs field at CERN, an amendment to the Geneva Convention had gone into effect banning further experimental research. There was no profit in exploring the implications of something that couldn’t be made practical. He had been together for two years with her and in that time she had shared the basics of the field with him.


    The search for the Higgs Boson was supposed to answer the question of why mass exists. Physicists believed that at the very beginnings of the universe the fundamental forces of nature (electroweak, strong, and gravity) were all unified parts of a single whole ultimately explained within a supersymmetric model. It was the interaction of standard model quarks with the Higgs field, mediated by the Higgs Boson that caused symmetry breakdown.


    Scientists at CERN believed that if they could recreate the right conditions, primarily by accelerating protons to velocities near the speed of light, they could simulate the very beginning of the universe and demonstrate the existence of the Higgs Boson. Nay-sayers claimed that there was a danger that the interaction would create a black hole that would suck in the entire planet.


    The truth was potentially much, much worse.


    May 21, 2035 was first light on the Advanced Supersymmetric Collider (ASC), replacing the badly outdated Large Hadron Collider. For an instant, the ASC achieved a proton-proton event with a center-of-mass energy greater than anything they had seen before. In the years that followed it was theorized that at that energy level the Higgs field actually collapsed in on itself, reducing the proton masses involved in the collision to zero and relativistically accelerating them to the speed of light, punching a hole in the fabric of space-time.


    In the end, we got lucky. The resulting energy release only destroyed Geneva and most of the surrounding countryside. Simulations demonstrated that had the field collapse remained stable for a nanosecond longer, the energy release would have been large enough to decimate the planet.


    Jules was coming here. If she was his replacement then Dr. Dyne must have been studying the theoretical implications of what had become known as the Geneva Effect. A few times, after a couple of bottles of red wine, Jules had opened up about what fascinated her so much in a field that was essentially taboo. The implications of the energy collapse were mind-blowing. All the old science fiction stories came to life. Wormholes, time-travel, exploring the universe, instantaneous travel between planets and galaxies. Jules said it was all possible. She always said that the most tangible, and practical implication was the creation of stable wormholes, allowing transport between planets.


    Could the company be trying to make it really work? A monopoly on interplanetary travel? Did Julia know what she was getting into? If he knew her at all, she was caught up in the possibilities of the research and the wonder of what could be.


    Five days. That was how long he had and then Jules would walk right into the middle of a storm. That sense of purpose? It was back.


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 8


     


    Three excruciating days. Morris waited three long, excruciating days before resuming his investigation. Not nearly long enough to completely allay any suspicions, but it was all he had. In those three days he had seen Blankenship more than he had in the entire month prior. Turning a corner, stopping by the base exchange, grabbing a beer at the pub. Wherever he went, it seemed like Blankenship was there. Maybe he was just being paranoid. It could have been a coincidence, but he doubted that.


    In that time there was just one quick conversation via comlink with Director Corradi. She called to commend him for his swift handling of the “Dyne matter,” as she called it. No mention of the audit. No mention of the fact that they still didn’t really know what had killed him.


    Leaving his office, Luke made his way to the east hoteling center. To anyone watching, his convoluted path would look like a normal security patrol. There shouldn’t be anything to indicate the hoteling suite was the destination he had in mind. Arriving 20 minutes later, he found the suite to be about seventy five percent full. Technicians and scientists throughout the facility used these hubs to access the base’s computer systems for non-priority work. Families used them to communicate back and forth with Earth and supplement the systems in their quarters. The centers bustled with the coming and going of just about everyone on the base at all hours. It was perfect.


    Scanning the room, Luke identified a vacant workstation along the east wall of the room with a clear view of both entrances. He’d used the time over the last three days to generate a false computer identity he could use to access the system without triggering any kind of flag that might have been issued for his credentials. It wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny, but it should be all he needed for a one-time hack.


    Sitting down at the station he ported to a machine on the far side, logged in using the false ID and began to open a variety of portlets—data links back to earth, video downloads, random keyword searches—all to keep the system busy while he did the real work. Tracking back through one of the video downloads he exploited a vulnerability that was usually benign, but allowed him to link into an Earth-based company archive.


    The revelation that Julia was Dyne’s replacement allowed him to bypass the issue of motive and focus on how Hooper had accessed the station and the SciLab. Every evening the base sent a burst transmission to the Earth archive dumping the contents of the system as part of the business continuity and disaster recovery plan. Most people assumed that the backup was a complete transfer of all data in the network. Luke knew that the reality was that, to minimize bandwidth and cost, the system was really a progressive transfer of only those sectors that had changed since the previous burst transmission. Once a quarter, a full core dump was transferred physically back to Earth. Restoring the backup was a matter of compiling the successive daily backups on top of the most recent quarterly core dump.


    Hooper had transferred to the base about a month after the most recent quarterly dump. Luke’s plan was to triangulate the data in the core dump with the most recent data burst and the data lock freeze he had initiated from the science lab. If he was right—and he configured his search parameters correctly—the system should provide a map of the changes in the data that would trace back to whomever had granted Hooper’s access. Theoretically it would work, the difficult part was specifying the right parameters.


    Struggling with the final configuration, he began to panic as Blankenship and a squad of his personal goons burst into the center. They moved to cover both exits and began scanning the room. Typing furiously, Luke opened a new session at his physical workstation and began closing portlets on the virtual one he had established across the way. He entered the last parameter and issued a command to send the results to a dummy tablink just as Blankenship walked up.


    “I wouldn’t have expected to find you here Morris.”


    Luke stared at his screen for a second. The dummy connections were closed and he was staring at a random article that must have been cached from a previous user’s session. He scrambled for some sort of coherent response, “Uh, yeah…just catching up on some reading.”


    Blankenship leaned over, peering at the screen. “I didn’t realize you were so interested in fly-fishing techniques?”


    Fly-fishing? He blinked and looked back at the screen, realizing that the article was about an expedition the author had taken in the Montana preserve. “I have lots of interests. If you’ll excuse me…” he got up and, brushing past Blankenship, started strolling towards the nearest exit.


    “In a hurry? You might want to log off first.”


    Crap. He turned around and logged out of the machine. A bit of sweat pooling on his forehead. He just wanted out of this room. How had they traced him so quickly? He took solace in the fact that they had come into the center at all and hadn’t just waited to grab him after he left. That meant they didn’t know for sure that Luke was the one running the search.


    Walking back towards the door, he forced himself to breathe. “I hope you haven’t forgotten our last conversation.” The door closed on that veiled threat from Blankenship and it was all Luke could do to keep from running down the hall.


    Moments later, his tablink beeped, signaling an incoming message. It was his subroutine. The system was fast, but he still expected the results to take longer to process. Pulling up the messaging app, he access the dummy tablink account. Two words stared at him from the screen.


    Julia Walker.


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 9


     


    According to base legend, the docking station was located a mere 30 yards from the original site where the Eagle had landed and Neil Armstrong first set foot on the moon. The evidence of the landing had been obliterated because no one nation had jurisdiction to designate the area as an historic landmark. This was the next frontier of human expansion and Sooners like the company responsible for Tranquility Base had little regard for niceties like preserving historical landmarks.


    All of that was lost on Luke. Bouncing on his toes he couldn’t decide if he was more anxious to see Julia because of the way he felt about her or because he was getting one step closer to finding answers to the questions that were boiling around in his head. After his close encounter with Blankenship in the hoteling center he had laid low. Way low. It was just two days, but he hadn’t wanted to draw any further attention to himself.


    In a different world, Tranquility Base’s docking stati0on would have been a sumptuously decorated welcome to the moon. In this world, it was a utilitarian space that functioned solely to process new workers into the station. It had less appeal than Customs at any international airport back on earth. At least those had carpet! This area reminded Luke of the inside of a submarine with its abundance of pipes and grey metal.


    Looking through one of the viewing portals, Luke watched Julia’s shuttle touch down just outside the docking station. He imagined that the surface outside was much as it had been when Armstrong had taken those first steps so many years before. There had been no need to pave the area or create any sort of landing pad, and each time a shuttle set down it compacted the surface a little more. No need for a foreign object walkdown here!


    He didn’t think Julia had seen him as she queued up for processing and intake. Even after all that time cooped up in a transfer shuttle, she looked as good as ever…maybe better. Once finished, she moved past the workstation and stopped, staring at the holomap projected on the screen of her newly issued wristlink. Looking up and down the corridor, as if trying to figure out which direction would take her home in this metal dungeon she finally saw him.


    How did you greet your ex-fiancé more than a year after she kicked you out, you fled the planet, and she helped smuggle an apparent murderer onto the moon? A hug? A handshake? Put her in handcuffs?


    He settled on standing there awkwardly. Not his coolest move, but it was all he had in the moment. She swooped over to him and embraced him, holding on for a long moment. Julia was much better at this than he was. “I’m glad you’re here, Luke. Really glad. Is there somewhere we can talk?”


    “Business or pleasure?”


    “Funny.” She paused as some of the other new arrivals squeezed past them in the narrow passageway. “Look, you’re the one person on this base I can trust and there are some things you need to know. I can trust you, can’t I?”


    “I think the question is, ‘Can I trust you?’ You’re right about one thing though, we can’t talk here. Follow me.”


    Silently, he led her back to the entertainment hub, the space between them feeling like a gulf as wide as the one that separated the Earth from the moon. Taking a seat back in a corner of the dark pub, he keyed up the main menu. “You still drink Stella?”


    She blinked. “You have Stella Artois on the moon?”


    “We have lots of things on the moon. I wouldn’t say it’s exactly the same as what you get Earth-side, but it’s a fair approximation. And I’ll take that as a yes.” Moments later their beers arrived via pneumatic tube in the customary plastic pouches. 


    “Ugh. I see what you mean. Tell me the coffee at least comes in a real mug?”


    He couldn’t take it anymore. “What the hell is going on, Jules?”


    She took a deep breath. “How much do you know?”


    “I know that James Hooper came to my base and killed a scientist. I know you’re here to replace that scientist. And I know that you’re the one who manipulated company files to grant Hooper access to a restricted lab, giving him the ability to carry out that murder. I also know that whatever was going on in that lab, the company is very interested in protecting it. Now you tell me, why shouldn’t I haul your ass right down to my lockup?”


    Halfway through, she set her beer down. “I should have known you’d figure out that I was the one who arranged access.”


    “Not even going to bother denying it?”


    “There’s no point. Look, I asked you earlier if I could trust you, and you asked me the same. Whatever our problems were, trust was never one of them. All I’m asking now is that you hear me out. I can’t stop you from arresting me, and if it were anyone else I’m sure they would have done that already. I don’t know why you haven’t after what I did.”


    “I’d like to say that’s all water under the bridge, but it’s not. What it is, is a conversation for another day. I haven’t thrown you in jail because I love…loved you. If I wanted you locked up you never would have made it to the moon. All I want is some answers.”


    “Answers…I can give you that, about Hooper at least.”


    “Great. Why don’t you start at the beginning?”


    “The beginning. That would be about seven months ago. I was hired on by the company into their R&D department. It was the craziest job I’d ever been offered, but it was just too good to pass up. It was like being a college professor, but I didn’t have to teach any classes. All I had to do was continue my research, in a state-of-the-art lab, and publish. They even let me retain rights to a lot of the research, they just wanted intellectual property rights to any practical applications.


    “I was OK with that because there aren’t supposed to BE any practical applications in my field. I was going to have carte blanche to pursue all these really bizarre avenues without any pressure or interference. It sounded almost too good to be true. Turns out, it was.


    “Fast forward four months and I was having the time of my life. My research was taking off and I was able to collaborate with some of the top minds in the industry. From a theoretical standpoint, we were making breakthroughs in a fraction of the time as at the university.


    “Then one day I was contacted by a colleague from my post-doc days. He had evidence that the company was trying to create a space-bridge between the Earth and the moon and that the research was being headed by Milton Dyne here on Tranquility Base.


    “The theory was, if they could create a space-bridge, it would allow for instantaneous travel saving the company billions of dollars annually in shipping costs. Since the technology is highly illegal they would continue to maintain a façade that goods were being transported the ‘old fashioned’ way, meaning they would still charge buyers that way. Even more profit.”


    “So, why didn’t this whistleblower just go to the authorities on Earth? You said he had the evidence.”


    “He was going to, but he needed a real witness. Everything he had was circumstantial, and most of it required a Ph.D. in theoretical particle physics to understand. He had worked with Dyne for years at University and thought that if he could just talk to Milton he could convince him to go to the authorities with him.”


    “Hooper was your contact.”


    “Exactly. Except his real name is Howard Duncan. I sent him here and I need to find out what happened to him. The last contact I had from him was right after he was supposed to go see Dyne. He was hysterical, saying that Dyne was dead and something about the project and that he was going to be accused of murder. Luke, I need to see him.”


    “He’s not here.”


    “He’s not here? Where is he? I assumed you had him in custody.”


    “I do…or rather, I did. The company spirited him away to one of the penal satellites.”


    “Damn.”


    “Jules, what the hell are you doing here? It can’t be just to find Hooper…Duncan…whatever his name was.”


    “I’m here to stop them. Remember that whole trust thing? I’m going to destroy the program and expose it. As soon as Dyne died, they contacted me, asking if I wanted the job. I didn’t hesitate for a moment. I needed to finish what Duncan had started and thought I’d be able to help him. If they took him to one of the satellites, I probably can’t do that now. I can, however, see this through. Will you help me Luke?”


    Maybe. Yes. Probably. “I don’t know. That’s a lot to ask Jules. I need to know one thing first. How did Milton Dyne die?”


    She sighed. “All I could gather from Duncan was that they had an argument and Dyne tried to activate the space-bridge. A moment later he had aged thirty years and was dead. My theory is that it was the space-bridge. Somehow, it dilated time instead of space.”


    “Again, in English?”


    “In English. I’ll try. You remember we talked about Einstein’s Theory of Relativity?”


    “Sure. Twins. One takes a trip in a spaceship and ages slower. Acceleration. Lots of math.”


    “Space and time are just two different dimensions and mathematically are basically the same continuum. When you accelerate something to near the speed of light, time outside that object’s frame of reference begins to slow. Theoretically, if you could accelerate to the speed of light time would stop. Similarly, space begins to compress and bend. By decoupling the Higgs field we eliminate the object’s mass and allow it to reach light speed. If we do it right we can either instantaneously travel between two points or travel through time. I think that Dyne’s bridge traveled him through time rather than space.”


     “But if he traveled through time, why did he age?”


    “Because time itself is a constant. That was the one thing Einstein didn’t account for in his thought experiments. He treated the speed of light as a constant when he should have included time as the constant. From our frame of reference, Milton jumped forward 30 years. In his reference, he lived those 30 years watching the world around him move at an incredibly slow pace.”


    “Like the penal satellites?”


    “More like the reverse. His consciousness and body experienced an actual 30 years, but they were trapped in, essentially, a bubble of time. The bubble would have adhered so tightly to his body that he wouldn’t have been able to move. He really did age to death in moments from our reference frame. He was in a living hell for thirty years and couldn’t do a thing about it.”


    “That’s horrible.”


    “That’s why we outlawed experimental applications of these theories.”


    “OK. I’m in…what do we need to do to shut this thing down.”


    Their beers sat on the faux-wooden table—untouched—as Julia laid out her plan.


    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter 10


     


    Leaving the bar, Luke and Julia made their way directly to the Science Lab. It was unanimous, their best bet to stop the space-bridge research was to act quickly. At the door to the lab, Luke activated his tablink to release the Security Hold. “I’m guessing that Corradi is going to know about it as soon as I open this door. We’ll only have a few minutes to pull this off before they get here. Do you really think you can reprogram Dyne’s system that quickly?”


    “Not by myself, I can’t. That’s why you’re going to build the recursive algorithm while I work on the mass-energy ratio computation.”


    This would be a neat trick if they could pull it off. Without Dyne, they wouldn’t have any direct evidence of what the company was up to, and there was enough political power invested with the Board of Directors that any attempt to use the legal system would get them crushed, assuming they could get off the moon. Destroying the SciLab would put too many lives at risk, and would leave the company in possession of the computer archives; enabling them to simply continue the research.


    In a way, it was what happened to Dyne that gave Julia the idea. They wouldn’t destroy the data, or even try to remove it from the base. Instead, they were going to use Dyne’s system to lock the program into a continuous time-loop. Effectively, the entire experiment would be hidden away in a bubble of space-time, presumably forever. Accessing the research would require replicating everything from the beginning. Ultimately, the company might be able to reproduce Dyne’s work—assuming they could find another scientist willing to conduct the studies. At the very least they would be delayed years, maybe decades, and that should be enough time to stop the development politically. The tricky part would be to prevent the rest of the lab from becoming trapped within the time-bubble, and the two of them with it.


    Once the door to the SciLab opened, they made their way quickly to the primary and secondary control stations. “Emergency bootup sequence. Security Classification Override Level Blue. Morris, Luke. Badge ID 53-zed-291-alpha.”


    “Accessing...security override verified. Commencing emergency boot protocol.” The computer’s semi-metallic voice simulation had flawless syntax, yet it always sounded in-human to Luke. He connected his tablink to the processing station and began working on the algorithm that would place the system in a perpetual loop. His part was comparatively simple, the challenge would be Julia’s computation of the exact amount of energy needed to create the bubble. He didn’t fully understand the physics behind the time-dilation effect, but Julia had assured him this would work.


    Glancing over, he caught himself distracted by the look of concentration and focus on Julia’s face. It entranced him to see the light dancing in her eyes. She had cut her hair short since he had seen her last and the brown locks fell just below her chin. Maybe when this was all over and they got back to Earth she would have that drink with him again, for real this time.


    “Step away from those terminals.” Corradi’s voice rang like a scimitar in the air, ice cold and steely sharp, interrupting his reverie. Hands flying over the terminal, he looked up to see the Director and Blankenship spreading out and moving toward the two of them.


    “Julia!?”


    “Almost there…”


    His part was done and he pushed the new programming to the primary terminal where Julia continued to work feverishly. He just had to give her a few moments. Computer cops didn’t see a lot of action, but he had to give her as much time as possible. Charging toward Blankenship, he thought that if he could build up enough momentum he might be able to knock him into the Director, taking them both down. He hit the Chief of Staff at full speed…and bounced off. The burly Chief of Staff responded by slugging him right in the face, hard. Luke dropped.


    Blankenship towered over him, exuding confidence that Director Corradi would contain Julia before she could finish her program. “Dr. Walker, I told you to step away from that terminal.” 


    Even in the heat of the moment, Corradi didn’t so much as rush forward towards Julia as she did stalk. Julia didn’t miss a beat as the Director closed on her; if anything, she worked more quickly, trying to finish her programming. Corradi grabbed her wrist, finally stopping her. Julia looked in the Director’s eyes for a brief moment, pulled her arm back, and slammed her fist into Corradi’s jaw. The Director dropped, saved from an even bigger headache by virtue of the lower gravity on the moon.


    Seeing the Director hit the floor, Blankenship moved to intercept Julia. She had already turned back to the workstation; but, as Luke had discovered, Blankenship wasn’t going to go down as easily as Corradi. The Chief of Staff looming over her, she executed one final command in the system. “Luke! Your station…it’s compiling now!”


    Groaning, he pushed himself off the floor and lunged to the secondary workstation. Blankenship whirled back towards him, but distance was on Luke’s side this time. He reached the terminal just as Julia’s program finished compiling. “Execute program!” he practically shouted at the computer system.


    The world exploded in intense light…red to green to violet to white…then blackness.


    

      


    


  




  

    Epilogue


     


    An instant later, he felt the molecules of his body rushing back together. The light coming back to violet, then green, red, and back to white. As the white light faded, Luke’s vision began to clear. Where was he? Oh, yeah…the science lab. He shook his head, trying to clear the ringing. He was still looking down at the same computer console…except it wasn’t exactly the same console. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but it no longer looked fresh and new, the keys were worn and the plasteel case had a patina of color.


    Why was he in the SciLab? Right. The space-bridge experiment. Blankenship…Corradi…Julia…Julia!


    He swung his head up, “Julia! Did we…” his voice trailed off as he took in his surroundings. Three scientists, two men and one old women were staring at him and there was no sign of Director Corradi, Blankenship or Julia.


    “Luke?” the old woman’s voice sounded like it was about to crack.


    “Who are you? How do you know my name? Where’s Julia?”


    “Oh my God, Luke. I’m so sorry.” She began to cry as she came towards him, wrapping her arms around him. He stood there, confused as the woman held on tight. She looked up into his face and his breath caught as he looked in her eyes. He knew those eyes, but he couldn’t bring himself to believe what he was seeing.


    “Julia?” she just nodded. “But…what? How?” Suddenly it all clicked into place for him. “Julia! The space-bridge…you were caught in it?” It was the only answer he could think of, she must have been caught in the effect and been aged as a result. Who were these other two people then, and how did they get there?


    “No Luke. Not me. You.”


    “I don’t understand. What are you telling me? Did it work? Did we stop them?”


    “We did stop them. You did really. You activated my program, but I screwed it up. The bubble was supposed to isolate only the space-bridge research and system. What I didn’t take into account was that whomever activated the device became part of the system. That’s why Dyne aged when he activated it originally.”


    “Then why don’t I feel any older? And why do you look…the way you look?”


    She laughed, “Old you mean?” He nodded. “Since we were trying to create a static time-bubble rather than a dynamic space-bridge the effect worked differently. Relativistically speaking, you became the outside observer. For you, time outside the bubble slowed down so from your frame of reference only an instant passed, while the outside universe continued to move forward.”


    Luke sat down in the workstation’s chair, trying to come to grips with what he was hearing. “How long?”


    “That doesn’t really matter. The point is, we did it and you’re back now and we can figure everything else out.”


    “How long?”


    She looked at him for a long moment. “Forty years.”


    Half a lifetime, gone in the blink of an eye. Except it wasn’t gone. The potential of what he might have done in those years was gone, but he still had them to live. He started laughing. Laughing so hard he was crying. He’d always wondered what it would be like to be a time-traveler and now he was going to find out. His only regret in that moment was that it was a one-way trip.
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