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Chapter 1

The Face in the Window


 


 


 


Jael gritted her teeth on a scream of frustration
as she flew in a semicircle through the air. Twisting, she just managed to get
her arms in front of her before she was slammed into the soft rubber mat. The
impact slammed her crutches into her forearms with stinging force and drove her
breath from her lungs. Her face bounced off the floor, burning with pain.


“I told you not to try that double kick,” Master
Balogun said.


Jael rolled painfully onto her back, tasting blood
on her lips. She blinked tears away furiously, looking at her sensei.
His ebony face was clean-shaven and set like a granite statue, lips compressed
in a line. He stood over her like a disapproving god.


Jael’s brows drew down in a scowl. “I thought you
were supposed to be teaching me,” she said, hating the whine that tinged
her voice.


He said nothing, but raised his eyebrows.


“Sensei,” she added too late, feeling the blood
rush to her face.


“Don’t address me from the floor,” he said, voice
flat.


Jael gripped her crutches and spun around,
levering herself up on them and pushing up with both legs. Too far. She lost
contact with the floor and nearly fell in the Moon’s weak gravity.


“I am teaching you, young lady,” Master Balogun
said, “and that includes what you cannot do as well as what you can.”


Jael’s eyes widened in shock, and she snarled
silently.


“Tcha!” Her sensei let out an exasperated puff of
air. “I do not mean with these.” His foot flashed forward and tapped her legs.
“Every time I talk about what you can’t do, you think I mean your disability.
I’m talking about what you’ve learned. About your technique. I know your legs
are strong, whether you can walk with them or not. But you have not learned
enough, not practiced enough, to use that strength yet.”


Jael’s face burned. She had tried so hard to prove
him wrong. She had thought that rising up on her crutches and kicking out with
her legs would catch him by surprise. Instead, Master Balogun had caught her
effortlessly by the ankles and swung her over his head like a sledgehammer.
Neither move would have worked on Earth, but in Luna’s one-sixth gravity, even
master martial artists were still learning the limits of the possible.


Even so, Master Balogun was still far ahead of
her. He continued. “Instead of playing to your strengths, the balance
and precision you have learned with your arms and tonfa, you keep trying to
bulldoze over your weaknesses, as though you can beat them into submission.
That is not the way the Art works. Now since you seem so in love with building
up strength, go do some push-ups under real weight and show me how far you can
go.”


Her blood blazed with resentment, but she forced
herself to say, “Yes, sensei.” She turned and swung off to the weight racks,
already feeling bile climbing up her throat. 


They’re crutches, not tonfa, she
thought, her eyes locked on the huge vests hanging there. But Master Balogun
never permitted her to call them that while she was practicing. They did look
somewhat like the thick rods of wood with handles that allowed their wielder to
block and swing to strike opponents. But her crutches were aluminum and carbon
fiber, at least three times longer than tonfa, with flared cuffs that braced
her forearms. She planted them viciously on the mat in front of her and
smothered a forbidden word as she vaulted off the mat, flying through the air
in a low, uncontrolled jump. Eventually, she landed and swung her legs through
her crutches, moving more carefully.


Jael hated the Moon, how it made everything easier
in the hardest possible way. Getting around was a lot easier than it had been
on Earth, the way she had to lift her body with her arms and swing her legs in
front of her. But at least there you could pound on the ground and not fly off
balance.


Laboriously, Jael lifted and buckled the weighted
vests over her torso, then fitted the weighted sleeves around her arms. She
struggled with the cuffs around her thighs, ankles, and knees. She rolled
prone, 275 kilograms of lead encasing her. She now weighed about what she had
on Earth: 123 pounds.


On the moon, where gravity was only one-sixth as
strong as Earth’s, the human body would lose muscle mass if it wasn’t regularly
exercised. Fortunately, that health problem wasn’t nearly as bad as the ones
that plagued humans who lived in true microgravity on space stations or
asteroid colonies. But while those places could spin large habitat rings for
constant gravity, all the way up to Earth’s normal one-gee, the Moon couldn’t.
The Moon’s rather cumbersome answer was the weight vests.


Jael reversed her crutches and gripped the
handles. Setting the rubber tips atop the cuffs on the floor, she began the
push-ups that her sensei had ordered. Slowly. 


Mass was not weight. The lead weights that pulled
at her did not remind her at all of how she had felt on Earth. One. Two. They
made her work harder to overcome their greater inertia. Four. Five. This
was Master Balogun’s favorite test of her endurance and precision, the
precision she would never have in her legs. She snapped open her eyes and
glared at him. Seven. Eight.


I don’t mean your disability, he’d said. Only
he does, they all do, they always do, she thought. Her stomach
twisted at the thought. It was why she couldn’t fight the way she wanted
to. Fifteen. Maybe. Or seventeen. Damn. It was why their family was on
the Moon at all, and Mother and Dad thought she didn’t know it. So her
life could be a little easier, and so she could be a little more capable.
Just never capable enough. She heaved up again, and sank down, the weights
beneath her digging into her stomach.


Master Balogun looked down at her. “Thirty
push-ups. No shame,” he said evenly. “But nothing commendable, either. I can
teach you nothing more today. Go and find peace in something else for today.”


Jael felt her blood racing with more than the
physical exertion as she swung herself over to the lavatories and washed her
mouth out. No shame. What did he know about shame? No one stared at him
just for walking past them. No one thought of him as dead weight, more
useless than the stupid vests. 


Having nowhere better to go, and no one else to
talk to, Jael turned toward the antechamber of the ballistics range. She
thought about jumping there in a long arc, but while her legs were powerful
enough to make the leap, she didn’t want to risk Master Balogun’s disapproving
stare, either. 


Only little kids jump everywhere just because
they can, she thought. One more little joy of life that everyone seemed
determined to take from her.


The wide door of the range slid open, admitting
her to an antechamber with gray-brown walls. A Secutor stood behind the
counter, between her and a rack containing a dozen varieties of weapons. The
Secutor looked roughly like a kneeling humanoid: a polymer-armored torso with
two articulated arms and a featureless head. From the waist down, its thighs
angled toward the floor where it “knelt” on its treads. It could stand and walk
or climb, but just now its “feet” were folded up and over its tread-housings. 


“Let me have a coilgun,” she snapped, relieved not
to have to be polite. “Long barrel, semi-auto.”


The Secutor’s black ovoid head regarded her. “The
range is occupied,” it said.


“I know the range is occupied, you worthless piece
of rejected factory trash!” She curled her lip in contempt. “My brother’s in
there. Now give me the gun and ask him to let me in to join him!”


“Coilguns cannot be dispensed until entry is
imminent,” replied the Secutor, with programmed equanimity. “Complying with
request transmission.”


“Sync range scenario with my convirscer,” Jael
commanded. She withdrew the flat, glassy screen. “Varpal view,” she said to it.
Immediately, the convirscer’s leaf-thin earpieces unfolded, and the screen
itself became transparent.


“Complying.” The lights went down in the
antechamber while Jael’s convirscer showed her the virtual augmented roleplay
of Paul’s scenario. The wall containing the door to the range proper vanished
out of existence. Suddenly, her brother was facing her, staring through his own
convirscer. He leveled his coilgun at her head. Looking right through her, he
fired.


Jael stifled a shriek and flinched, then blew out
an exasperated sigh. Of course, Paul hadn’t been shooting at her. A shadowy
flicker of motion slid in front of her brother. An Aidrone. The tiny hexjet
flyer slid to one side, but her brother snapped off three more shots, and the
hologram of the Aidrone staggered in the air, “crashing” to the floor. He
whirled as two more Aidrones whizzed in from his flanks, firing steadily. In
front of him, a larger Spidrone emerged from a rip in the floor, its
multijointed legs making Jael shudder. The monstrosity drew his fire, its
heavier weapons forcing him to react. The Aidrone fliers got their own shots off,
and blood bloomed on his clothes. Jael swallowed in distaste. The wounds and
wardroids certainly looked real through the convirscer.


Paul pronounced a word that Jael could not hear
but which was certainly on the Mother-Disapproved Language List. Then he cocked
his head and addressed the ceiling. The projections disappeared, and the range
lit up.


“Paul Wardhey grants access to Jael Wardhey,” said
the Secutor. It swiveled at its waist and detached a long-barreled coilgun,
examined it, and handed it to her along with a flechette magazine. Carefully,
with the ease of long practice, Jael inspected her gun. Keeping her finger away
from the trigger, she entered the range, a featureless dome over a wide,
cylindrical chamber.


“Hey, sis,” her brother said. His red-blond hair
was sweat-matted, and his pale eyebrows drew down. “What’s up with you that you
need to interrupt my AI-War campaign?”


“Sorry,” she growled. She wasn’t sorry at all, but
she knew she should be. It was rare enough for Paul to get the range entirely
to himself, which was the only time he could run his AI-War game. She didn’t
feel like apologizing, so she said, “I don’t know why you always want to play
AI-War scenarios, anyway. It’s creepy.” That was true. It was bad enough that
the AI-War had ever happened. The thought of it happening again chilled her
bones.


“Well, if we ever have to do this for real,” he
said, tapping his gun, “it’s the best way to practice.” He looked at her.
“Sensei kicked you out, didn’t he?”


“Shut up,” she mumbled.


He shrugged. “Reset for standard practice.
Simulated targets, fifty meters.”


Jael let her right-hand crutch fall and stood as
straight as she could, presenting her side to the target, bracing herself on
her left crutch. The flechette-throwing coilguns produced very little recoil,
but what there was could still throw her off-balance, since she had almost no
ability to move her legs independently of each other. 


Through their convirscers, the range went dark,
and two silhouettes materialized in front of the smooth, armorgel walls. Jael
briefly wished that there was some way they could both run through a Danger
Room scenario, but the coilguns were loaded with real flechettes, and playing
around with them where you could hit another person was needlessly dangerous.
The scenarios were only for lone practitioners. There was no fear of ricochets
or penetrating the walls of the hab. Metal was cheap on the Moon, and the range
was clad in a double thickness of foamed titanium, layered with graphene.


On the other hand, Jael was glad enough to have an
excuse not to play through Paul’s AI-War scenarios. Something more historical
and less frightening, like World War II, would have been interesting, though.


Of course, she couldn’t do the legwork that would
allow her to score decently. But simple target shooting was well within her
capabilities.


“Range clear,” said the synthetic voice of the
Secutor.


Jael raised her gun, sighted along its open-work
barrel and sent five 1.5-millimeter needles streaming toward her target with
whisper-cracks of sound as they went supersonic. She waited for the score.


“Ten. Ten. Ten,” the voice repeated. “Nine. Nine.”


Over it, she heard Paul’s score. “Ten. Nine. Ten.
Ten. Ten.”


Her brother looked over at her, face carefully
blank.


“What?” she snapped.


“You told me to shut up,” he said.


“Sensei never lets me try anything I want to do!”
she said, unable to keep the bitterness out of her tone.


“That’s because you keep wanting to fight him.”


“That’s what he’s supposed to be training us to
do!”


“No.” Paul shook his head with the same maddening
calm that he shared with their father. “He’s supposed to be training us to
fight.”


“That’s what I said!”


“But it’s not what I said. I said you want
to fight him. He’s training you not to do that, and he has to get
you to listen. Instead, you get mad. Then you shut him out. Then you lash out.
Then he takes you to the mat. And then he throws you out. And you end up here,
with me outshooting you because you’re shooting mad instead of shooting calm.
And we both know that’s not usually how it goes.”


Jael took a deep breath and crushed her anger with
all her strength. Somehow, Paul calmed her down rather than making her angrier.
“I know I shouldn’t, but why won’t he ever at least let me try things my
way?”


Her brother snorted. “He is. He just showed
you why your way won’t work.”


Jael glared at him, but Paul only cocked his head.
“Oh, come on, do you think sensei couldn’t completely stop you if he wanted to?
You’re just trying his patience.”


“I just want him to show me how to do it my way so
it will work,” she said softly.


Paul turned to face her. “And why is that so
different than him showing you things he knows will work?”


She dropped her eyes. She didn’t know why it made
such a difference. But it did.


“You calm, now?” he asked. “Or am I going to
embarrass you again?”


“Let’s see if you can.” She raised her pistol.
This time, she exhaled and pressed the trigger to the limit of its slack,
squeezing it as her mother had trained her, not snapping it backward. “Ten.
Ten. Ten. Ten. Ten,” recorded the Secutor. Paul was doing the same, until the
final shot. “Eight,” the computer said.


“Eight?” asked Jael.


“Well, you’re using that great long barrel, you
ought to be scoring higher.”


“I want to work off some frustrations. Spar?”


“Are you going to fight the way you’re supposed
to?  Seriously. You’re not working off your frustrations on my head.”


“I promise,” Jael said, meaning it.


They returned their guns and walked out to the
surface of the great dome of Thunderhead’s gymnasium. The sparring mats leaned
against one of the outer walls, near an airlock. Low-set, thick portholes gave
a punctuated view of the lunar surface, currently bright with daylight. 


They removed their convirscers. The COmmNet
VIRtualScope Encyclopedias were sturdy but too useful to risk in a stupid
sparring accident. Paul took a red belt from a pocket of his outsuit and
wrapped it around his waist. Jael had not bothered to remove her purple one.
Paul began stretching. 


“I sure do miss my gi,” he said, referring
to the loose jacket and pants that martial artists wore on Earth.


“I don’t,” Jael said. One more change of clothes
to get in and out of, and then to lug around. Then, because she almost never
got to, she smiled and said, “Outsuits are always required. That’s regulations.”


“This is the dumbest place in all of Thunderhead
for that regulation to apply,” Paul said. “This is supposed to be the emergency
shelter for the whole colony. One gigantic blockhouse right next to the landing
pads for emergency evacuation. If anything breaches this, our outsuits wouldn’t
do us any more good than wearing a nice thick coating of sunscreen.”


Jael tsked at him, regardless of the fact that she
completely agreed. But they both knew that the regulation made sense most of
the time and would no more have thought of disobeying it than they would have
of parading around completely naked. Everyone wore an outsuit, the deceptively
thin garment that covered them from ankle to wrist to neck. Jael spoke into the
microphone set into her collar. “Full-contact routine.”


Her outsuit swelled outward at her forearms and
lower legs, providing the necessary padding. Her shoes reacted similarly and
sealed to her ankles. She flipped her hood up and felt the flowing material
mold itself around her forehead and ears to protect her, then caught her
crutches before the Moon’s gravity could topple them.


In the case of a pressure blowout, the suit’s hood
would become a full-blown helmet, sealing to both her neck and the gloves in
her pocket as fast as she could put them on. The air reservoir on her back
would keep her alive for thirty minutes, or more if she could reach an actual
air tank.


But for now, the outsuit made sparring safe.


Paul pulled a carbon-fiber bo staff from the rack
on the wall. Jael gripped her crutches—no, her tonfa, now—and reversed them.
They bowed to each other, and she watched her brother. He stood frozen, eyes
running over her. What, she took a moment to wonder, was he watching for?


At that moment Paul struck from her right.
Reflexively, she swiveled and brought up her tonfa, blocking his staff. The
power of his blow knocked her off-center, but she yielded to the force of it
and slammed the long end of her left tonfa—this time truly using it as a
crutch—into the mat. She whirled it around and down as she bounced back to the
right, striking down for Paul’s shoulder, but he was already spinning to her
left, reversing the staff in his hands.


She let her downward momentum carry her all the
way to the ground, drawing her feet up under her to spin her upper body around
and down while she scythed both of her tonfa under her brother’s feet. The look
on his face as he pinwheeled, feet spinning for the ceiling, was priceless. He
fell, slowly but heavily onto his shoulders while she was getting up.


“Point,” he huffed. “See what happens when you
remember your training?”


Jael scowled. It was true that sweeps were her
forte, but she hated the fact that she was the most dangerous when she had
already fallen over, whether she was on the floor by her own will or not.
Still, she converted the scowl into a wolfish smile and said, “Again.”


They faced off a second time. This time Jael
didn’t wait for her brother to move first but swung her tonfa around with
blinding speed. Paul spun into a block, holding his staff vertically. Her tonfa
clacked against it, the force of the blow stinging her fingers painfully.
Before she could recover, his foot shot forward, kicking her through the air.


Blushing furiously, Jael felt that she had all the
time in the world to assume the proper landing position so that she skipped on
the mat, shoulders first. She tried to roll to her feet, but her balance failed
her, and she flopped backwards beneath a window, still gasping for the breath her
brother had knocked out of her.


“Sorry, sis,” Paul said, landing beside her.
“Afraid I got a little excited about that opening.”


Stifling a curse, Jael reached out for her
brother’s hand. He yanked her to her feet with little effort into an embrace.
Over his shoulder, she saw the flat, gray plain of the Oceanus Procellarum
stretching to the distant polar peaks.


“One more,” she wheezed.


“You sure?” Paul asked.


“I’m fine!” she said, her voice sounding shriller
than she meant it to. “Now get ready.” She planted her feet and closed her
eyes. Her brother was flat-out better at the Art than she was, and she had just
given him a point by being impatient. She turned her head and snapped her eyes
open, looking at the still Lunar landscape, centering herself, drawing calmness
from…


The mustached face, staring into the gymnasium
with its mouth open.


She met its eyes, and it paled even further, then
disappeared in the space of a blink.


“What is that?” The words were torn from her.


Paul rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on, sis. You can’t
be that desperate for a point.”


“Paul, there was a man staring in the port and…”
the words tumbled out of her mouth before she could think how crazy they
sounded. “I don’t think he was wearing an outsuit!” She took a deep breath.
“Not a standard one, anyway. More like the old ones. Like, really old. Apollo
old, only not white but black.”


Paul gave her a look and then carefully turned.
“That’s impossible, and besides, that’s the landing field out there. No one
should be walking around. It’s incredibly dangerous.” He turned back to her.
“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head harder than you thought?”


“Paul,” she said, in the most serious tone she
could manage, “I did not hit my head. There is someone walking around the
landing field right now. And if nobody gets him out of there, he could be fried
by the next incoming ship!”











Chapter 2

A Deadly Light


 


 


 


“This is a very bad idea,” said Paul, checking
Jael’s oxygen connections.


“Live a little.” His sister’s voice rang flat in
his helmet’s earcaps. “It’s not like we haven’t gone outside before.”


“No,” said Paul. “It’s not like we haven’t gone
outside before. It is like we haven’t gone outside into a completely
restricted area, which is restricted for a really good reason, and that good
reason is that the landing pads are only about fifty yards away, where any
landing ship could broil us with its nervas, and that’s after it melts
our eyeballs out and scrambles our DNA like eggs.”


Jael swallowed. Nuclear-engined rockets were
nothing to play around with. “So we’ll watch the sky very carefully,” she said.


“Tight,” Paul slapped the top of Jael’s helmet,
with perhaps a touch more force than necessary, signaling the end of the
inspection. “I don’t know why I let you talk me into this.” Paul turned to let
her inspect his own suit. While they weren’t supposed to be outside on the
lunar surface at all, every child on the Moon knew how to do it. After all,
they might have to in case of an accident. But they also knew that you never ever
went outside alone, and one of the reasons for that was to have someone check
your outsuit before you exposed yourself to the unforgiving hard vacuum of the
Moon.


“You let me talk you into this because you know I’m
right, Whoever I saw out there is in exactly the kind of danger that you’re
afraid of going out into.”


“The kind of danger that we’re afraid of
going out into,” Paul corrected her. “Because you are afraid of going out
there, right? If you’re not afraid, I don’t want you out there with me.” It was
a proverb straight from their mother’s mouth.


Since their mother was right about the Moon’s
danger, Jael said, “Yes. That we’re afraid of.” Paul didn’t think the
flatness of that statement was entirely due to the filtering of their suit
radios but decided to let it pass. “Tight,” said Jael, and he felt her slap on
the back of his helmet.


“Depressurizing,” he said and punched the big red
button set in the frame of the outer airlock door. It began to flash.


Every safety class Paul had ever attended on the
Moon, including the very first one they’d been put through on the day the
Wardhey family had arrived from Earth four years ago, had said that modern
outsuits really didn’t allow the wearer to feel an airlock depressurizing.
Their design was supposed to maintain the same comforting, even pressure on the
skin whether their wearers were at sea-level pressure, or in deep space. Paul
didn’t believe a word of it. As the pressure dropped, it was as if he could
feel something invisible and comforting withdrawing, leaving him completely
naked under his clothes.


Which, he supposed, was true of every moment of
his life. It didn’t make sense, but he felt naked anyway.


“Besides,” said Jael, still pressing her point,
“If you really wanted to play by the rules, you could call Mom, just like the
Regs say you’re supposed to, right?”


“I did,” Paul muttered. “She didn’t answer.”


“Well, then, you did what you were supposed to,
and she didn’t take the call, so we couldn’t ask for permission, and we had to
act to save someone who might be in danger.”


“Yeah, you’ve made your point,” Paul said. It
wasn’t that Jael was wrong about whoever she had seen being in danger. But she
always wanted to push the rules to their very limits, just like she did with
the sensei. And Paul wasn’t sure right now whether he was letting her convince
him of what he knew was right or what he knew was wrong. “She’ll still say we
should have waited.”


“Aw, isn’t the Security Chief answering her loyal
little deputy?” Jael teased.


And of course, she wasn’t. Probably because she
had seen that it was Paul calling and was sure that her fourteen-year-old son
couldn’t be wanting to tell her anything that was actually important, even if
he was officially her deputy. But Paul’s uncertainty had exhausted his
patience. “Shut up,” he snapped. “Airlock open.”


He stepped back as the heavy door swung slowly
inward. Raw sunlight streamed in, turning the Moon’s surface from a cold gray
to a rich, warm gray. He looked up, cautiously. Only the Earth and the stars
looked down. A patch of fuzzy blackness blocked the fiery eye of the Sun,
thanks to the self-darkening material of his helmet’s visor.


There was no activity on Thunderhead’s two
football-field-sized landing pads. The immense discs of fused vaccrete, scarred
by hundreds of landings, were bare. Beyond them, only the uneven lunar plain
rolled into the distance.


“Come on,” Jael’s voice rang in his ears. “Stop
blocking the airlock!”


The eagerness in her voice triggered an ugly
suspicion in Paul. He turned back and loomed over his sister, touching his
helmet to hers for emphasis, even though it wasn’t necessary for her to hear
him.


“If you have made this up, this story of seeing
someone out on the landing field,” he said, voice low and precise, “I will
never forgive you. Are we clear about that?”


“Paul, I saw what I saw,” she said. “I wouldn’t
pull that on you, not for anything.”


“Okay.” He turned away, confident that Jael was
telling the truth. “So let’s be as smart as we still can, given that we’re
being complete idiots. Where’s the port you were looking through?”


It was a more difficult question than it seemed.
Neither of them were used to looking at the colony from the outside. It looked
immense. The airlock they had used was an emergency hatch Paul had been able to
access with his authority as a deputy. It had been the nearest one to the port
Jael had pointed through, but that was relative. The hatch had been outside the
gymnasium’s dome and along perhaps a hundred meters of corridor. Now the dome
loomed before them like a great, metalloid hill ringed with ports and lights.
Each port had a reference number stenciled above it, but that meant nothing to
Jael and Paul; they weren’t labeled on the inside, so they had counted the
ports on the inside before egressing the station.


“Okay,” said Jael, swinging herself forward and
around him. She lifted her right-hand crutch and pointed. “That’s the last port
before the gymnasium dome runs into the outer skin of the corridor. It should
be eleven ports from right there.”


Paul instinctively moved ahead of his sister,
although with the Moon’s gravity, his own walk wasn’t really much faster than
her own tripod gait. The Moon didn’t reward strength unless it was precisely
applied. 


He shook his head within his helmet. He knew that
Jael’s disability preyed on her mind, but he suspected he would never
understand exactly how she felt about it. Except for walking, she could do
everything anyone else could. And the whole family had moved to the Moon, partly
because it would be easier on Jael. But she didn’t seem to feel at all happy
about it and bringing it up was just asking for a fight.


Paul watched the sky for moving stars between
every port. If a bright one started to swell, they’d need to get out fast. Paul
was certain Jael wouldn’t be watching as carefully, but there was no sense in
nagging her about it.


“Eight…nine…ten…eleven. That’s it!” Jael picked up
her pace. Paul accelerated to a loping jog, and the dust of the lunar surface
puffed up with every step, hanging motionless before beginning to settle.
“Right here. He had to be standing right here.”


Paul pulled up beside his sister and groaned a
little. As he should have suspected, there were at least a dozen sets of
footprints, crossing every which way. Big and small, with varying tread
patterns, they intersected and crushed each other into mush.


“Where did they all come from?” Jael said, her
voice rising in disappointment. “No one’s supposed to be out here!”


“From everyone,” said Paul. “We just weren’t
thinking about it. Armstrong’s and Aldrin’s footprints are still visible at
Tranquility Base, remember? Those footprints belong to every maintenance and
construction worker who was ever supposed to be out here. They’ve been here
since this base was built and before ships started to land.” He glanced
nervously at the black sky. Still clear. But for how long? “We’ve got to go.”
He barked a laugh. “We came out here, thinking we were going to follow
footprints to find a clue about this mysterious person, just like in some
cartoon for preschoolers. It’s like Mom always says: the problem isn’t that
there’s no evidence, it’s that there’s too much.”


Jael’s shoulders slumped. “I guess you’re right.”
She swiveled toward him, then straightened so convulsively that she shot up off
the ground several centimeters. “Wait!”


“What now?” Paul said.


“Don’t move!”


“What is it?” Paul looked at the sky again.


“No, not that. What you just said: ‘since before
ships started to land.’ All the landing blasts since then. They will have
blurred the footprints. But no ship has landed since I saw that man. His
footprints will be sharp, especially as they get farther from the dome.”


Paul said a word.


“I hope Mom doesn’t ever hear your suit recorder,”
said Jael. “Come on, help me look.”


“Okay, but no more than five minutes.”


But it didn’t take nearly that long, because Jael
had been right. The heavy work boots and the few lighter standard outsuit
tracks were all slightly blurred and filled, by weeks or months of dust
disturbed by the landing field’s traffic blasts settling into their grooves.
All except for…


“What are these?” Jael asked, bending over.


“Show me,” said Paul. He knelt where she pointed a
slender crutch.


There, directly beneath the window, was a
distinctive set of marks. Standing, Paul measured them. They were a little
closer together than his own feet were, facing the port.


“Get down!” snapped Jael.


Paul ducked. “What?”


“Do you want anyone inside the gymnasium to see us
like I saw whoever-it-was? I thought you wanted to stay out of trouble.”


Paul growled inside his helmet and bent down for a
closer examination of the tracks. Slightly closer together than his own feet,
so a shorter person. “Who wears boots like that?” he asked. The sole of the
print was square, with only the slightest rounding at the corners, far too
small for an adult foot. And yet, behind each square print was not one but two
circular heel prints.


“Sis, is this a women’s fashion trend, now? Double
high-heels?”


“Well, let me think,” said Jael acidly. “When was
the last time I wore high heels?”


“No offense,” said Paul. It didn’t make sense. No
one made outsuits with heels, and these had dug deeply into the dust. “Let’s
follow them.”


The distinctive tracks weren’t hard to follow. And
that was a problem. After only twenty meters, it was clear exactly where they
were headed.


“They go straight to Landing Pad Two,” Paul said.


“Well, come on,” said Jael.


“Uh, no?” said Paul, still following her. “We’re
getting closer to the pad and further from safety, besides which…”


He was about to point out that they’d been out far
too long when Jael made a sound. It wasn’t so much a scream as a squeak.


“What?” Paul yelled, scanning the sky again.
Clear.


“The tracks,” said Jael. “They’re gone. And look!”


Paul looked to where his sister pointed. The
tracks stopped. It was obvious they’d stopped because the alternating pattern
abruptly changed as the mysterious walker had faced squarely forward. And then,
just beyond it, a Secutor’s familiar tread-pattern unrolled into the distance.


Paul stared for several long seconds. “So, our
mysterious observer just walked over here, climbed aboard a Secutor, and rode
it away into the Earthset?”


“It’s the wrong direction for that.” Jael gestured
to where the half-Earth hung just over the dome to the southeast.


“Shut up,” Paul pointed out.


“Can you even ride a Secutor?”


“I…don’t know. I wouldn’t think so without some
powerful reprogramming.” It had never occurred to Paul to try to hitch a ride
on one of the black, all-purpose robots. Their parents had drilled it into them
pretty thoroughly not to interfere with any part of colony operations. Most
parents did.


“Maybe if we followed it, we could figure out
where the rider got off,” Jael said.


“Yeah, and maybe we wouldn’t. If they rode the
thing inside, we’d never find footprints again. Besides, I’m not going
any closer to that landing pad.”


Jael’s sigh hissed in his earphones, but he knew
she knew that he wasn’t going to be argued with. “Well, if we can’t find out
where he went, we might be able to see where he came from.” Jael pointed back
along the track they had followed, where the hard shadows stood out against the
lunar dust like pools of ink.


Hard shadows? Paul looked skyward. A white
star was moving, brightening with deceptive slowness. 


“Move!” he shouted. “The airlock!” He started
running awkwardly, his heart pounding, forcing himself not to kick into an
uncontrolled leap from which he would have to wait to come down again.


“Paul?” Jael’s voice held a high note of panic. He
knew before he turned what had happened. She had bounced off the surface and
was coming down, slow and off-balance, barely moving away from the field.


Gauging his arc carefully, Paul turned and pushed
back toward Jael, keeping his trajectory as flat as he could manage. As he passed
under her, he dug his clawed boots into the lunar rock and flung his left hand
up and over his head. 


Yanking his sister down by an ankle, he yelled,
“Tuck!” Jael took the hint. She drew her legs up like a ball and fastened her
arms to her sides. With all the strength he dared, Paul flung her toward the
corridor with its waiting airlock.


The lunar surface brightened with every second.
Paul took a step and plunged after Jael in a great leap. He rose shallowly and
began to accelerate. Ahead of him, Jael had unfolded and was approaching the
surface. With a practiced twist, she landed, and then corrected herself with a
huge leapfrog through her crutches and pushed off again, streaking toward the
airlock and behind the sheltering curve of the dome. Paul followed, narrowing
his eyes against the growing brightness. He landed and leaped, gritting his
teeth, awaiting the force of a wind that would burn him alive…


Then darkness, and welcoming shadow. He reached
out, and Jael, one hand anchored to the airlock hatch, yanked him to a stop
with her own considerable strength.


A flare of light caused the edges of the dome to
flash with a painful intensity. The shadows of the micro craters outside looked
sharp enough to cut your outsuit open on them. It was as though a piece of the
sun had come to the Moon. Just meters away, dust from Landing Pad Two and its
surroundings whipped past, falling in vacuum.


Paul could have reached out and stuck his hand
into the deadly storm of light. All he could hear was the echo of his breathing,
and Jael’s, in his earphones. All he could feel was his heart pounding under
the uncontrolled heaving of his own lungs.


“Too…close…” he panted, “We. Are. Not.”


“Doing that again,” Jael finished for him. They
looked at each other. Then they started to laugh, more from relief than from
anything else. How long has it been since we finished each other’s
sentences? Paul thought. It sometimes felt as if coming to the Moon had
forced them apart, keeping them on opposite sides of everything, like the Moon
did with the tides on Earth. And just now, they had come together.


“Let’s get inside,” Paul said. He cycled the
airlock door and shut it behind them.


Pressure returned with hurricane force, by design.
Jets of high-pressure nitrogen blasted the dust from their suits, especially
their legs. Lunar dust was a constant irritant, and the airlocks were designed
to return as much of it as possible to the outside. Vacuum slits opened in the
sides of the airlock, cycling the whole atmosphere through ultrafine filters.
Finally, the numbers on their helmet HUDs went green, indicating that the
airlock was once again pressurized with Earth-standard twenty-one percent oxygen,
and they folded back their helmets and stowed their air tanks.


Stuffing his gloves back inside his thigh pockets,
Paul saw that Jael’s face was pale and tight. “Hey,” he said. “You okay?”


“I’m fine!” she snapped, then softened. “Sorry.
I’m still a little on edge. Actually, I was just thinking it’s too bad that
we’ll never figure out where he went, now. All the tracks are going to have
been blown away by the blast.”


“Yeah,” said Paul. The tracks by the port would
still be preserved, if blurred, but those leading to the pad would have been
scoured clean. Paul knew Jael was wondering the same thing that he was: who
would stroll out across a landing pad? Or ride a robot across one. Whoever it
was, they were either an insane risk-taker…or had a copy of all the flight
plans and was betting they would be followed. Which meant, again, an insane
risk-taker, unless it had been a legitimate maintenance worker. But one of
those wouldn’t slack off to peer inside the gym, would they? And why?
Maintenance crew could come to the gym same as anyone else.


“Thanks for coming back for me,” Jael said softly.
“I just bounced a little high, there.”


“Hey, it’s all right,” said Paul. “No harm came of
it.”


But he couldn’t have been more wrong. Just then
the inner airlock hatch swung open. A Secutor identical to all the others stood
bracketed by the opening. “Paul and Jael Wardhey,” it said. “You will present
yourselves at your family’s quarters. Now.”


It spoke in their mother’s voice.











Chapter 3

Constable Mom


 


 


 


The Secutor walked them all the way back to the
Wardhey family quarters. That’s how bad it was. Jael met Paul’s eyes and took
the lead. They walked through the outer parlor into the large main room where
their father sat at his workbench.


Gavin Wardhey was a thin man with thick glasses.
His thick hair was practically all white with streaks of pepper through it. He
wore comfortable faded jeans and a flannel shirt. He looked up at them, and
Jael could see a worried relief light his eyes just before it faded, and his
mouth set in a thin line.


“Your mother wants to see you…” He let the words
hang. “In her office.”


“In her office?” Paul said, hope draining out of
his voice.


“Yes,” said their father, and turned back to the
high-definition screen he was designing his latest part on.


Jael swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry, and walked
over to the door. She knocked.


“Come in here.”


Jael pushed open the door. She wanted to freeze
there, but she could feel Paul at her back, so she crutched two steps forward,
coming face to face with their mother.


Chief Constable Erevis Wardhey looked up from her
seat and folded her arms, facing her children. She was taller than their father
by two inches, and her immaculately-pressed green uniform, which she always wore
while on-duty, even in her home office, seemed to echo the lines of her sharp,
elegant face under a tight, coiffed cap of black hair shot through with only a
few streaks of silver. Her brown eyes might have been chips of topaz.


She took a deep breath through her nose. When she
spoke, it was so softly that Jael had to strain to hear her.


“Do you two imagine that boredom is one of my
chief problems here?”


“No,” said Jael.


“No, ma’am,” said Paul.


Their mother fixed Jael with her eyes. “When you
break the regulations of this colony, you do not only endanger yourselves, from
which I can not save you,” her voice cracked like a whip. “You also
endangered anyone who might have seen you out there and decided they had to
come to your rescue. And if that person had called the tower crew, they
might have decided to tell that approaching ship to wave off. Which might or
might not have happened in time, and which therefore endangered every person on
that ship, and every person in this colony!” Her voice rose to a shout.


Jael’s eyes burned. Whenever she did anything
wrong, it always ended up endangering the whole colony. But Jael knew
she was right about the ship, and her stomach filled with a hollow ache.


“But you didn’t think about that,” their mother
went on, dropping her voice. “And when I make my report for this week, I am
going to have to explain just who went through that emergency airlock, and
anyone who cares to examine it, and who looks at the landing logs, will see
just how close you two came to causing a major incident on Landing Pad Two. And
that person, whoever it may be, will have to wonder why I should be in charge
of enforcing this colony’s regulations when I apparently cannot do so within my
own homestead!”


Behind them, their father cleared his throat softly.
Jael had not heard him approach. Their mother’s eyes stabbed behind them,
blazing, and then cooled. She nodded. “Are either of you hurt?”


Hey, at least that’s in the top three of things
you thought of, Jael didn’t say. “No,” she said.


“We were shielded by the colony’s outer wall from
the blast,” Paul added.


Their mother nodded again, and a little of the
tension left her shoulders.


“Report, Deputy,” she said, her voice growing
clipped and official. “I will also have to append a reason for your decision to
egress the colony.” And it had better be good did not need to be said.


Paul nodded. “We were finishing up our exercise
time at the dome, ma’am, when Jael saw someone peering into the gymnasium port.
Jael realized that no one should be out so near the landing pad and reported it
to me. I called you on your line, but was unable to get through, and…”


Their mother held up a hand. “Did you see this
person yourself?”


“No, ma’am, by the time I turned to look, the
person was gone.”


“So whoever I saw out there was the person who
endangered all those people,” said Jael. “Not us.”


Paul winced. Jael’s mother fixed her with her
eyes. “No one else used an airlock to access the landing field,” she said. “If
they had, then I would have been informed by the base security logs, just the
way I was informed about you. Did that occur to you?”


“But it didn’t…” Jael began.


“Did. That. Occur. To you?” her mother repeated.


“No,” growled Jael.


“You will have your turn, Jael,” her mother said.
“Right now, I am talking to my deputy.” She turned back to Paul. “So you didn’t
see anything, but took a bystander’s word for it that there really was someone
out there, and decided that was a good reason to break regulations and egress
the station into a restricted area?”


Paul nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I trusted my sister’s
observation.”


Not that she ever would, Jael
thought, glaring at her mother.


“Then why didn’t it occur to you that perhaps I
already had the situation in hand?”


“I reasoned that if you did have the situation in
hand, I would have seen the Secutors you had dispatched quickly and I would
then be able to return from the outside. However, if you had refused my call
for another reason, and were unaware of the situation, I would be leaving a
potentially dangerous situation unaddressed, which would be failing in my
duty.”


Their mother gave him a grudging nod. “But you
decided to egress the station with your sister to investigate. You involved a
bystander, thus doubling the danger to the colony’s personnel in case the
danger you were worried about actually existed. Why?”


Paul sighed. “No excuse, ma’am. I thought Jael
could handle herself as well as I could.”


“That’s not the point, and you know it,” their
mother said. “As my deputy, I rely on you to think of the safety of the people
of this colony first and foremost. If you were acting as my son, your behavior
in exiting the colony was inexcusable. And if you were acting as my deputy,
your responsibility was to protect its people, in this case, your sister, as
well as anyone who may have been outside. Paul, if you act like a boy who’s
letting his sister tag along for fun, that makes people question your judgment.
That’s already easy enough for them to do because of your age. And if they
question your judgment, they’ll question your orders. Orders you may have to
give to save lives. And that endangers everyone here. Is that clear, deputy?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Good.” She sighed. “Sit down, both of you.”


That was easier said than done. Paul took the
chair in the corner, behind the apparatus that took up the bulk of the office’s
space: the MARTINet. It looked like a full virtual-reality rig hooked up to an
elliptical machine, which was almost what it was. When their mother stood
inside it, the Manned Augmented Robotic Tactical Interface Network could
directly access every Secutor in Thunderhead. The rest of the office was taken
up by their mother’s mainframe console and a dozen monitor screens. Jael was left
sitting so close to her mother their knees nearly touched.


“What did you think you saw?” her mother asked.


“I didn’t think I saw anyone; I saw
someone!” Jael knew her voice was too loud, but she didn’t care.


Her mother pinched the bridge of her nose. “Jael,
eyewitness reports are notoriously unreliable, even under the best of
circumstances. Could you please understand that this is professional, not
personal? Now, tell me about it.”


Then why don’t you ever ask Paul what he thinks
he saw? He’s the one you trust, and it’s not because his eyes are better than
mine. I’m even the older twin, and I don’t need my legs to see, Jael
thought, but she described what she had seen. 


“And whoever it was, he wasn’t wearing a standard
outsuit. The helmet material was black.”


Erevis frowned. “Some people do have specialized
outsuits. There’s no regulation against it.”


“But there is a regulation against being out
around the landing pads,” said Jael, without thinking.


Her mother speared her with a hard glance. “Yes.
There is.” She sighed. “Well, there’s no time like the present. We’ll just see
if there’s any evidence of this person you thought you saw. Hekate,” she
addressed her system. “Retrieve all vlogs of security cameras covering Landing
Pad Two. Time…” she paused, “Minus fifteen to minus ten minutes.”


The lights of the office dimmed as the blank wall
of their mother’s office brightened. The screen split into four camera angles,
each covering about a quarter of the huge landing field.


“None of those cover the gymnasium,” said Jael.


Her mother nodded absently and gestured at the
wall-screen, which further split into six.


“Add security cameras zero-zero-three-four-niner
and zero-zero-three-halo-six.” The new sections showed the airlock through
which they had come and a view down an arc of the gigantic dome of the
gymnasium.


Jael frowned and glanced at her brother. He met
her gaze out of the corner of his eye and nodded. There’s no good view of
the side of the gymnasium, where the tracks were. And therefore, no good video
of whoever I saw, she thought. The camera pointed almost directly at the
gymnasium was angled too low to see even the bottom of the dome, and the camera
pointing down the dome’s surface was obstructed by the curve of the dome
itself.


The waiting seemed interminable to Jael. But there
was nothing. Then, a Secutor trundled slowly toward the edge of the landing
pad. Paul and Jael glanced at each other. That Secutor was, as far as they
could tell, exactly on the track they had seen leading away from the mysterious
footprints. They fastened their eyes to the screen. But there was nothing out
of the ordinary about the Secutor. Certainly no one—and nothing—was riding on
it. It detoured around the pad and out of view.


“And there you are,” said their mother. Paul and
Jael saw themselves exiting into the lunar surface, silently discussing where
they were going. Eventually, they passed out of the camera’s view.


The playback ended. Their mother called up the
lights. “Paul, your next shift on Active Duty is noon to 1700 tomorrow?”


“Yes.”


“Jael, when is yours?”


Jael called up the Emergency Dispatchers’ schedule
on her phone. “About the same: 1300 to 1800.”


“Good. Then you’re both free right now and can
take some extra time doing some chores I need done as penance for your misbehavior.”


Jael’s heart sank. “But Mom, we have school in a
half-hour. Mr. Hybel’s class.”


“You can do your work online,” said her mother.
“And watch the vlog. Taking the time to go to school and spend time with your
friends is a privilege: it is neither your right nor your duty. And privileges
are second to rights and duties. Your educational needs are all here in these
quarters. Your educational wants can be sacrificed to make sure you
remember your duties to this colony and our family.”


“But Mom,” Paul said softly, “This is the week
presentations are due. It’s my slot. If I don’t present today, my grade gets
penalized.”


Their mother looked as if she had just bitten into
her daily fruit ration and found it sour. “And whose fault would that be, at
this point, Paul, if you had to stay home from class?”


“Mine,” Paul admitted. “But I’ve put a lot of work
into this project, and I’d like it not to go to waste.” Jael had to admire her
brother. He always seemed to know exactly how to influence Mom. Now she had to
either devalue their schooling or back down.


“All right. you can go. Jael, you’re staying here
with me.”


“Actually, Mom,” Paul said, “Jael’s presentation
is due today, too.”


Their mother gave Jael a hard look. Jael managed a
watery smile, hardly able to cover the shock and gratitude she felt that her
brother would lie to their mother for the purpose of letting her go to school.


“Fine,” their mother huffed. “But you’re to come straight
back after the class. No Afters today.”


Jael groaned inwardly. Afters was more than half
the fun of school, but she’d known it was coming.


There wasn’t really a “school system” in
Thunderhead. Only Skygate had the kind of population to make that worthwhile.
Instead, tutors offered their services, and kids of the right age took the
classes they needed to cobble together what amounted to an education. With kids
scattered about in minesteads over hundreds of kilometers of lunar surface,
with every one of them either working for their parents or having some sort of
colony-related “Active Duty,” getting together with friends was a rare treat.
School was the exception, and parents rarely begrudged their children an hour
or two to hang out at the local canteen after school. Not even the Momstable.
Unless they were in trouble.


“I’m going to need my deputy to do some
maintenance on the Secutors while I run down a problem we’re having at Wonka’s
Shipyard,” she said. “Not to mention documenting the Miller family’s abuse of
the Leto Laws.”


“The shipyard?” asked Paul. “What’s going on in
the shipyard?”


“Well, if I knew that, I wouldn’t need your help,”
their mother said. “It’s probably something I could solve in a few minutes if I
could go there.” The deep furrow beneath her eyebrows that always showed when
she was frustrated stood out starkly. Paul nodded. Even Jael didn’t have to ask
what her mother meant.


Wonka’s Shipyard was a
volcano-shaped—and almost a volcano-sized—structure just a few kilometers away
from the colony. A consortium of corporations, headed by spacecraft-building
giant Wegerd-Dubrauni, were supposedly building the next-generation
asteroid-mining ship there, to launch from the Moon. No one knew whether it
would be done in a month or a year. No one knew what it looked like, or what
its final capabilities would be. The consortium was keeping the project under
the tightest wraps they could, lest a competing corporation or nation steal the
technology and beat them to the Belt.


As a result, no human—not even their mother, the
Chief Constable—was allowed inside the giant robotic factory. Only the Secutors
were allowed inside to make necessary security sweeps and ensure that no
spidrones had managed to infiltrate it. Mother wasn’t even allowed to drive the
Secutors or access their feeds while they were inside.


The only other things that came out of the
shipyard were requests for individual parts, crafted by family-owned 3D
printers. That was what their father, along with half the rest of the families
on the Moon, did for extra income. Mr. Hybels called it a “cottage industry.”


“So, while I’m looking for workarounds here to see
why I keep getting strange malfunctions in the Secutors,” she said, “I’m
sending you out to do the brute-force work. The Secutors need some maintenance
anyway. I have a detailed list of them. I’ve contracted with your father to
produce the necessary replacement parts, and you can go out and do the
inspections and replacements for me.”


A moan escaped Paul’s lips. Jael felt bad for him.
Their mother’s mission would take hours of deadly-dull routine, interspersed by
only slightly less-dull traipsing through corridors. But he said, “Yes, ma’am.”


“Well, you don’t want to be late for school,” said
their mother. “If you need to go, you’d better get ready. I don’t think you’ve
showered yet.”


She turned back to her work, already absorbed in
it as her children retreated toward the bathroom.











Chapter 4

Being Schooled


 


 


 


Jael broke the silence as they turned down the
final corridor to Mr. Hybels’s classroom. “She never believes me,” she said.


Paul rolled his eyes. “That’s because you two are
too much alike.”


Jael turned toward him. At the speed she was
going, bouncing along the hall, she nearly stumbled. “Too much alike? We never
agree on anything.”


“Yes, and that’s why,” Paul said. “Look, I’ve said
this to Mom, and I’m saying it to you now. Watching you two talk to each other
is like watching some old movie of Dad’s set back in the Wild West in America.
Every time you’re in the same room, you two look at each other like you’re
about to draw guns and fire. You’re both determined not to lose, so you fight
all the time. I wish you’d stop it.”


“She’s the one who never believes me.”


“Yes, because every time you talk to her, you
practically dare her to disbelieve you,” said Paul. “You don’t know what
it’s like to walk around in a security uniform, Jael. You know, I’ve never
arrested anyone. I’ve never even suggested anyone be arrested. And yet whenever
I’m on duty, it’s like people have this need to prove to me that they haven’t
done anything. And it’s a lot worse with the Momstable because she has real
power. Any time she talks to someone, it’s a confrontation, and she’s trained
to keep control. You keep challenging her control.”


Jael snorted angrily. “Wonderful. She has to
‘control’ her own daughter.”


Paul sighed. “I’m saying that’s how she has to
think. Just like you have to be calm when you’re dispatching. You’re angry at
her, and that anger tells her you’re afraid that she’s going to find out what
you’re hiding. That means you must be hiding something. She does love you, but
she doesn’t know how to talk to you.”


“Well, she should figure it out.” Jael stopped, as
abruptly as she could, right outside the classroom door. “Thanks for telling
her I had to be here,” she muttered, not looking at Paul.


“What are brothers for?” he said.


“I’ve wondered,” said Jael.


Paul forced a grin at the old joke. He knew that
Jael hated being at odds with their mother and knew that their mother hated it
even more than Jael. Paul didn’t like playing the peacekeeper, either, but
right now it was what was needed. For the dozenth time, Paul thought their
mother had been wrong to exclude Jael from the Thunderhead security team. If
Jael knew more about what it was like, she might understand where Mom was
coming from. And Mom might understand that Jael’s physical disability just
wasn’t the issue it had been on Earth.


Paul and Jael entered the classroom and saw that
it was already almost full. All eyes turned toward them, then swung away,
returning to some ongoing tense discussion. 


“What’s up, Jeremy?” he asked, sliding into the
circle of classmates. “Disappointed we showed up?”


“Were you too busy sniffin’ around people’s
private business to hear?” asked Jeremy, a malicious grin spreading over his
broad features. “Do I know something Deputy Boy doesn’t?”


Paul just waited. Jeremy Miller liked to tease
Paul about being his mother’s deputy. It was tiresome but usually good-natured.
This time, Paul suspected, there was more to it. Maybe the Millers had fallen
afoul of Mother again.


“Well, I won’t know until you tell me, will I?”
Paul said. There was obviously something in the air.


“It’s about the transport that landed on Pad Two
just a couple of hours ago,” said Jeremy, obviously enjoying being the center
of attention. “From Earth.”


“It wasn’t our fault!” Jael said, irritably.


Oops. On the other hand, maybe Mom has a point.
Paul winced. He loved his sister, but sometimes wished she would learn that
not everything was about her or what she had done. And that she could shut up
once in a while.


“How in Tycho could it be your fault?” asked
Jeremy, puzzled. “I’m talking about the new colonists. Families.”


“Oh!” said Paul, suddenly excited in spite of
himself. “We getting anyone?” Now the charged air in the room was
understandable.


“That is what is rumor,” said Kseniya, her faint
Russian accent gave away her own excitement. Her eyes, black as her skin,
flashed. “Only we do not know from where.”


“You’re hoping it’s from the Motherland, ochi
chyorniye?” asked Yilong. The Chinese boy grinned. “Your English will get
even worse.” His own was flawless.


“I do not care,” Kseniya said, easily. “So long as
whoever it is looks prettier than you. Which won’t be hard.” There were chuckles
of appreciation, Yilong’s among them. 


New faces were rare in any Moon colony, and new
classmates valued. This looked to be a major event. Paul looked for Mr. H, but
he had not yet arrived, so there was no way to see whether their teacher’s
expression would offer a clue to the truthfulness of the rumor.


Bouncing steps echoed in from the corridor.
“Wha-ho!” All eyes turned to the door. A tall young man bounced in, clearly
unused to the gravity. 


“Hey, they is a school in this funhouse!”
His accent was strange; Paul couldn’t place it. And his outsuit was an
eyewatering collage of salmon pink and navy blue. But even more than that, what
drew their stares was his hair: the left half was purple, and the right was
midnight black. “Look at this!” he shouted. He jumped so high that he had to
fling up his hands to keep his head from bouncing off the ceiling. “How you
guys not knock yourselves out getting up outta you chairs?”


“You get used to it,” said Paul, rising and
extending his hand. No point in being rude, even to a bouncer fresh from Earth.
Hadn’t they all started as bouncers? “Paul Wardhey. Welcome to Thunderhead and
the Moon.”


The new boy stared at Paul’s hand, laughed, and
then took it with exaggerated care. “How do you do?” he said, in mock
formality.


Paul forced a smile. What was with this guy? “And
you are..?”


The kid laughed as if that was the funniest thing
he had ever heard. “And I am…Denariis.”


“Where you from, Denaris?” asked Jeremy.


“‘Where yuh from?’” Denariis mimicked. “Uh, that’s
Denariis,” he said. “I am from the city of Chicago, Earthside, and it is a
pleasure to be here. Naw, my son, I’m just playing with you,” he said, noticing
Jeremy’s face turning red. “We cool.”


“What’s Chicago like?” asked Yilong.


“Big,” said Denariis. “But it’s alive, you
know what I mean? Like I got up here, and I was wondering where all you people
were?” His voice went high on this last point, and the class laughed. “See, in
Chicago, there are people everywhere, and where there isn’t people, they’s
dogs, and cats, and trees, and flowers. Don’t you have any of that up here?”


“The life support can’t handle any large animals.
There’s just lab rats,” said Jael. She sounded envious. “Did you really have
dogs?”


“Nah, I lived in an apartment pod,” said Denariis.
“But lotsa my friends had cats, and the whole city is full of ‘em. And streets
full of cars and trains, just everywhere. Buildings up to the sky, and the sky
full of airplanes and laserockets.”


Mr. Hybels walked in and sat at his desk, his
deeply lined face lost in thought. He waved absently to the class. No one knew
his exact age, but Mr. H had retired to the Moon for his health. The low
gravity eased the strain on the circulatory systems of the elderly. His
snow-white hair formed a halo around his head, and he wore ancient glasses, the
likes of which hardly anyone used anymore. Rumor put his age at over a hundred.
He consulted his convirscer. Denariis watched him with a measuring look.


“Did you ride a laserocket up here?” asked Jeremy,
who seemed to have forgiven Denariis’ earlier mockery.


“Sure. Didn’t you all?”


“When I was too young to remember,” said Kseniya.


Denariis’s eyes grew wide, and he looked Kseniya
up and down. “You’ve been locked away on the cold Moon all your life? Girl,
that is a crime against humanity!”


Kseniya seemed taken aback by the compliment. “Is
not unusual among my people; we were some of first settlers here.”


“Your people?” said Denariis, clearly interested.
“I thought just looking at you that you were a sister from Chicago or New York
or something. But that ain’t how Americans talk. Where you from?”


“My family is from Russia,” Kseniya said.


Denariis goggled. “Since when are Russians black?”


Uh-oh, thought Paul. 


Kseniya’s lips compressed. “Since my grandparents
immigrated from Nigeria and then were ‘encouraged’ to settle on Lunar surface.
The Czar was very generous to us.”


Paul winced at the sarcasm. Denariis was clearly
lost. A lot of Americans think that no one else ever had problems with
racism. Kseniya didn’t like being reminded of the terms of her
grandparents’ “pioneering” resettlement. But then, so few Americans were any
single race anymore, that “American” had become a race almost all its own.


“Nigeria,” said Denariis. “You don’t say? And all
up here since you was little?”


“I remember the laserocket,” said Paul. “Both my
sister and I do.” He gestured to Jael.


Denariis looked at him with a grin. “Oh, so you
guys are the next newest kids,” he said. “Where you from back home?” He looked
at Paul. “And wherever it was, did they all wear uniforms all the time? You
never heard of fashion?”


Paul looked down at his outsuit uniform. “Just my
work clothes.” He was about to tell Denariis that he’d probably get used to
wearing a plain outsuit on his duty days, as well, when Jeremy cut in:


“Just your junior deputy clothes, you mean.”


Denariis’s eyes went even wider, if possible.
“Deputy? Waitaminute.” He looked at Jeremy. “You’re telling me this boy is a
po?” Seeing their uncomprehending stares, he said, “Po-lice? He a po-boy?”
There were a couple of giggles.


Jeremy grinned, enjoying making Paul the center of
attention. “His mom’s head of security for this whole city.”


“Oh, my Gaaahhhd!” exclaimed Denariis.
“Back home, they don’t have police in school. And here the students are
the po? That’s funny.”


“All right, let’s settle down.”


To Paul’s relief, Mr. H was starting class. The
old man moved as he always did, with an easy, yet jerky slowness, caused by
having to rely on the thin exoskeleton that he needed even in the Moon’s light
gravity. He gestured to the wall, which came alive with a graph Paul recognized
as showing demographic changes on Earth in the last decades of the 21st
century.


“If you recall our discussion from yesterday…” Mr.
Hybels began.


“So what, has he ever arrested any of you?” said
Denariis.


Paul stared at him. So did the rest of the class. What
is he doing? Interrupting a teacher?


“What, he arrest all of you?” Denariis
grinned.


“Mr. Biggis,” said Mr. Hybels.


“Um, no,” said Denariis, as though he were
the adult correcting a child. “That’s not BIH-ggiss. It’s pronounced
‘BYE-ggeez.”


Mr. Hybels looked nonplussed. “As you wish. I
happened to be speaking. Take your seat.”


Denariis ignored this. He leaned over to Jeremy.
“This boy try to arrest you, didn’t he?”


“Shut up, bouncer,” whispered Jeremy, between his
teeth.


Denariis let out a long whistle. “He got you
scared? I had you figured for a hard case.”


“Mr. Biggis,” said Mr. Hybels, in a sharper tone
than Paul had ever heard him use. “Class has begun. Take your seat and close
your mouth.”


Denariis finally turned to the teacher. “I’m not
doing nothing while you disrespect me by mispronouncing my name like
that,” he said, plainly irritated.


“Mr. Biggis,” said Mr. Hybels. “You have been
disrespecting me for the last minute and a half. You will stop and sit down.
Now.”


Denariis looked the teacher full in the face. “Oh?
And what you gonna do?”


Paul’s mouth dropped open. So did half the mouths
in the class.


Mr. H just folded his arms. “Well, I have a number
of options. The easiest for me, and the one that would hurt you the most is
this: I can leave this classroom, and not return.”


Denariis’ grin threatened to remove the top of his
head. “That all? That’s what you gonna do?”


“Shut up, durak!” snapped Kseniya, giving
him a poisonous glare.


“Naw, that’s okay, girl,” said Denariis, looking
as though he had just arrived in heaven. “Go ahead, sir. Right this way,” he
gestured elaborately at the door. “Step this way, and we can all go back to our
conversation you so rudely interrupted.”


Paul couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Can
he really be this much of an idiot?


“But, I think the best thing to do is to make this
scenario the opening of today’s lesson.” Mr. Hybels turned his attention to the
seated students. “You appear to have a problem. May I have a volunteer to solve
it?”


Half the hands in the class shot up.


Paul kept his down. He was obviously the target of
Denariis’s attention, but he was utterly unsurprised to see Jael’s hand raised.


“Ms. Wardhey,” said Mr. Hybels, “As I hoped.”


Jael rose.


“Please state the problem,” Mr. Hybels said, just
as he might have during any other lesson.


“You’re going to leave if the interruption isn’t
stopped.”


“Correct. I suggest you remove him from the room.”


Jael’s lips tightened, and she nodded. In two
crutching strides, she was in front of Denariis, who was staring in scorn and
disbelief. “Is this a joke?”


“You’re being very rude,” Jael said. “Will you
please get out?”


Denariis looked at her and laughed. “This? This is
going to throw me out? Why you want to throw me out? For some stupid teacher? I
was just having fun.”


“Maybe you were,” Jael said. “But your fun
is about to cost us this entire class. Now, get out: we have things to do.” She
reached for his arm, but he shook her off, angrily.


“Oh, you are not touching me! You do, and I
will break your other leg, or whatever’s broke down there.” He balled his left
hand into a fist, casually. “Who do you think you are?”


Jael didn’t bother to conceal her contempt. “A
student. And this is our school. Come back when you know enough to be here.”


When Denariis swung, Paul hoped that Jael would
remember her training, but she hardly had to against a bouncer like Denariis.
She swayed back from his blow. Denariis pitched forward, pulled off balance by
the force of his own blow. Jael reversed her right crutch and swayed back,
punching down to connect behind Denariis’s ear, driving his face into the
floor.


“Oww!” he roared, and bounced up, screaming words
that Paul had never heard anyone use in person. He shot upward, face a mask of
pain and rage, and hung for an instant in the air, helpless and off-balance.


Jael looked at Denariis and seemed to come to a
decision. She jumped up between her crutches and kicked out with both feet. But
her aim was off, and instead of slamming them into the Earth boy’s chest, she
struck high up on his shoulder. A sharp crack resounded through the classroom,
and Denariis sailed backward and bounced off the wall with a high, piercing cry
of pain. From the sound of it, Jael had broken his collarbone.


Jael used the momentum to backflip completely
around and land on her feet in a perfect pirouette, her crutches outstretched.
Her classmates applauded politely, and she bowed from the neck in
acknowledgment. Paul rolled his eyes and hoped that her success wouldn’t
inflate her ego enough to make her try that trick on sensei again. He’d put her
through the mat. Again. But Denariis hadn’t even seen it coming, and now he was
twitching and sobbing on the floor.


With slow but steady steps, Mr. Hybels strode over
to Denariis. He picked the Earth boy off the floor with both hands, eliciting a
fresh cry of pain. 


“Get off me! Get off me! You can’t touch me!”
Denariis struggled feebly but was held firm, both by his own inability to
comprehend the pain and by Mr. Hybels’s exoskeleton-reinforced grip.


“Calm down, you big baby,” said Mr. Hybels. “I’m
making sure you’re all right.” He held Denariis firmly by his right arm and
chest. He moved the boy’s shoulder minutely, and Denariis thrashed and
screamed. “Stop it! That hurts! You can’t touch MEEEEE!” Denariis looked like
he would shake himself apart. He would certainly have fallen without Mr. Hybels
holding him up.


Mr. Hybels lifted him into the air. “I’m sure it
does hurt with you moving a cracked bone around like that. You came into my
business and disrupted it, and then you threatened another paying student. Your
teachers in Earth’s public schools may not have been able to touch you, but I
most certainly can. And will. Now get your crybabyish self to an infirmary.” He
walked with Denariis, still crying and now cursing, and set him gently outside
the door.


“Since you refused to be a student, you have been
the lesson. You may return for further lessons when you have written a letter
of apology demonstrating that you have learned how to behave.” He closed the
door on the screaming, cursing boy. The muffled shouts eventually faded down
the corridor.


Mr. Hybels turned back to the class. “Where did he
come from? He wasn’t a visiting relative or something, was he?”


“No, sir,” the class chorused.


Mr. Hybels pulled out his convirscer and consulted
it. “Ah, he was even enrolled. I must have missed the notification. I thought
he might have been a friend come to audit the course, and I figured on letting
him stay. Never hurts to give a potential subscriber a lesson for free. I
wonder if he’ll be back.”


“You would let him back in?” asked Kseniya
in disbelief.


“Of course I would, Ms. Okaforova,” said Mr.
Hybels. “I don’t blame children for acting like children.”


Jeremy frowned, “Uh, no disrespect, sir, but you
had him thrown out with a broken arm.”


Mr. H looked up sharply. “I did no such thing. I
asked you all to solve the problem. I then picked a volunteer. You had
him thrown out of the classroom with a broken collarbone when you
assented to my choice of Jael as your representative. Which reminds me, Jael
Wardhey receives full participation points for today’s session.” He spoke these
last words into his convirscer and then put it away. “But in any case, Mr.
Miller, what would that have to do with whether I blamed him?”


“Well, uh,” stuttered Jeremy. “If you didn’t blame
him, why punish him?”


“I’m afraid you misunderstand the nature of
punishment, Mr. Miller, and I expect better of you. Adults punish
behavior after the fact to reinforce the social rules of their society, so that
all the members in that society will not only wish to avoid such punishment
themselves but will also experience the satisfaction of being a faithful member
of the community whose standards the offender has broken. Now, who can tell me
why what Denariis experienced was not punishment according to that
definition?”


“It wasn’t given by an adult,” said Jeremy,
obviously hoping to counterbalance his earlier, wrong answer.


“True, but only on the shallowest level relevant,”
said Mr. Hybels dryly. “Paul?”


“It wasn’t a penalty prescribed by laws or the
regulations,” he said.


“Better,” said Mr. Hybels, “And partly correct.
But you’re thinking too much like a deputy. The answer is perhaps too obvious.”


“It didn’t happen after the behavior,” said Jael.


“Exactly. For there to be punishment, the behavior
first had to be stopped. And Jael executed the will of the classroom.”


“But what else could we have done?” asked Kseniya.


Mr. H frowned at her. “Most obviously, you could
have let me leave and done nothing.”


“But then all our money—our parents’ money—would
have been wasted!” said Jeremy.


“Exactly. That would have been the consequence,
and none of you wanted to face it. So instead, I selected a representative who
would and did physically throw him out, with recourse to mild violence.”


“Then why should we let him back in?” asked
Kseniya.


“A better question,” said Mr. Hybels. “But one you
should know the answer to: because you have all agreed, by being in this
classroom, that I am the authority here. Of course, I can delegate that
authority back to you at any time, Q.E.D. But it is still my classroom, and I
am the one who decides which persons may enter, and which will be expelled. So
the question is why I will let him return.


“And I answer: it’s in the nature of children to
test boundaries, and adults should give them a chance to demonstrate that they
have learned from their mistakes. I asked where he came from, but I would be
willing to guess.” Mr. Hybels looked at the ceiling as he thought. “Richmond,
Chicago, or Phoenix. Which is it?”


“Chicago,” said Yilong.


“That makes sense.”


After a pause, Paul smiled and raised his hand.
“Why does that make sense, sir?”


“Well,” he said, sitting down, “Because Chicago is
a fairly conservative area on Old Earth, and has been for a long time. To
understand why, we have to go back about 150 years and consider the way
sociological pendulums swing. Review question: what do I mean by a sociological
pendulum?”


Yilong raised his hand. “You mean that in a
society, people’s opinions tend to swing between extremes. After a bad
experience caused by one extreme, people tend to swing toward another extreme.”


“Correct,” said Mr. Hybels. “I might have expected
a citizen of China to give me that one. Can anyone give me an example?”


Kseniya raised her hand. “Germany after Great
Patriotic…I mean, Second World War. They were extreme militarists. Became
extreme pacifists.”


“Very good, Kseniya. The Germans had learned that
a military could make them strong and embraced the use of their army to force
other nations to give them concessions. But when Hitler and his generals
pressed that too hard, they reaped the devastation of being defeated by an
alliance of most of the world. So they concluded that militarism had destroyed
them and turned away from it. Japan is an even better example.


“Now, the Second World War followed the Great
Depression, which meant that everyone in the world had lived through a very
hard time. But after the War, the United States immediately went through a very
easy time. They were the only major industrial power whose factories hadn’t
been bombed to rubble, and they immediately became the supplier of the world’s
industrial needs. This led to a huge wave of prosperity that the American
people quickly thought of as normal. What do we call this? Jael?”


“The…The Law of Rising Expectations?” she said.
Paul thought she was still a little shaken up by her victory. Or maybe because
she obviously hadn’t meant to hurt Denariis quite that badly.


“Yes. But as the prosperity grew and then waned,
the inequalities of American society, which was still not recovered fully from
its own Civil War and the slavery which caused it, became more obvious. And
without an active war or a threat to drive the people closer together…Yes,
Kseniya?”


“Excuse me, sir? But what about Cold War with
Soviet Union?”


“Good question. But the Cold War was very
different from an actual war, and the Soviet Union very adroitly used
propaganda to convince the American people that their own society was just as
repressive as Soviet society. They correctly deduced that the racial divides in
American society were its weakest point.


“So the prosperity of the United States had two
major effects, one coming from the other: firstly, it convinced people that the
United States ought to be able to do anything it wanted to do. Its successes in
landing on the Moon and in defeating the Soviet Union in the Cold War only
reinforced this idea. As a result, people’s expectations rose ever higher. The
better things got, the more intolerable any remaining problems became. The
United States was not the first nation to suffer this problem, of course.


“Now, with all the racial and cultural divides,
the only thing Americans could agree on was that violence was bad, and so they
monomaniacally focused on the problem of violence. The use of violence against
Civil Rights advocates and the United States’ military’s involvement in a
series of unpopular wars played a large role in convincing people that all
violence was bad, especially if it was directed against those perceived to lack
power. And in every society, there is one group that lacks—one group that must
lack—power. Children.


“During the early twenty-first century, the belief
arose that this was unjust. It started with an assertion that was, at least on
the surface, reasonable: that children should not be the targets of physical
violence. And the abuse of children was a problem, of course. But then,
according to the Law of Rising Expectations again, it began to expand. By about
2030, it became generally accepted among the elites in the United States and
Western Europe that treating children in any way differently than adults was
‘violence,’ and thus not permissible.”


“Wait, so…children were forced to get jobs and pay
for their own housing and things?” asked Jeremy.


“Hah!” said Mr. Hybels. “You caught me there. No,
of course not. That would be neglect, which was also unacceptable. So children
had to be treated in all ways better than adults. Which meant that they
grew up with almost a complete lack of discipline because you could not
forcibly compel a child’s behavior.”


“Is insane,” said Kseniya. “Americans thought this
made children safer?”


“Yes, they did,” said Mr. Hybels. “Of course, such
a delusion could only happen in a society that was already one of the safest in
history. In a dangerous place—like a lunar colony—it’s impossible to think that
disciplining children, even by corporal punishment, is more dangerous than
allowing them to freely exercise their ignorance and selfishness. And you just
saw a tiny portion of where it led: far from eliminating violence, it
encouraged it. It created violent children, unafraid to attack other children,
and especially unafraid to attack adults, who would be punished for defending
themselves. That and other issues came close to starting another civil war in
the United States.”


“I don’t understand how all this let you know
where Denariis was from,” said Yilong.


“Well, all this did come to an end, not because of
an American civil war, but because of the AI War. You see, the nuclear weapons
that destroyed the largest American cities caused great poverty and hardship.
America, and to a lesser extent, China and the old Russian Federation, became
more like the Moon. There was no more time or resources for coddling children.
Discipline meant—as it always does—survival. But now America wasn’t soft enough
to pretend otherwise. Also, the destruction of the AI networks meant that many
more people could, and had to, go to work.


“But those who lived in the big cities that did not
suffer nuclear strikes took in a lot of the refugees from those who did.
Those cities became the most conservative places in America, although they called
themselves progressive then. There, it is still popular to believe that
children are inherently more innocent, and in some ways wiser, than adults.
Which is a contradiction in terms, as it always has been. Adults are, by
definition, disciplined. Children are not.


“So, when I came in here and saw how Denariis was
behaving, I simply picked the largest American cities that both survived the
war without suffering a nuclear strike and attracted the most refugees from the
coasts.”


“Sir,” said Paul, a horrifying thought beginning
to arise in his mind. “Are you saying that all schoolchildren acted like
Denariis…all the time?”


Mr. Hybels chuckled. “Oh, no, son. Much worse. It
was bad enough here when there was just one of him. Can you imagine what would
have happened if the whole class was made up of him? Or even half of it? No
teaching happened. A teacher couldn’t be heard above the shouting and had no
way to quiet the class.”


“Why didn’t they just leave?” asked Jeremy. “Like
you threatened to.”


“All teachers were paid by the government. If you
left, you’d be fired, and have no way to be rehired. That’s assuming you
weren’t arrested for child abandonment, which carried a five-year prison term.
No, teachers were glorified baby-sitters, except we weren’t glorified: we were
despised as the lowest of unskilled laborers. The only thing we could do was
watch, and pray we called the police at the right time if some child decided to
really hurt another one.”


“They needed police in the schools?” said
Yilong.


“Constantly,” said Mr. Hybels.


“We still have police in the schools,” said
Jeremy, looking hard at Paul.


“Shut up,” said Paul, annoyed.


“In any case,” said Mr. Hybels, “I urge you to
forgive Denariis his rudeness. He does not know any better and deserves a
chance to learn. He has been a valuable lesson to us all, and we would be
ungrateful not to give him a second chance, should he be wise enough to desire
it. But that lesson needs to come to an end so that we have time for the
presentations, which I suspect some of you may be trying to delay.”


There was a subsonic moan.


“Let’s begin,” said Mr. Hybels. “First up, we have
Jeremy. Chosen topic: The Origins of the Holy Chinese Empire.”


Wincing slightly, Jeremy got up and moved to the
center of the classroom. With a gesture from Mr. H, the lights went down, and
Jeremy set up his project, a blank disc about the size of a large pizza, on the
classroom’s center table. At his touch, the SmartBloc began unfolding its thin
graphene sheets according to Jeremy’s presentation. The SmartBloc’s magnetic
fields began to change its colors, and within a few seconds, it had unfolded
into a precise miniature rendering of Hong Kong’s Grand Assembly Building, the
seat of the Chinese Imperial legislature.


Jeremy began, haltingly, with a summary of the AI
War and the downfall of the People’s Republic of China. Paul found it difficult
to keep his mind on his classmate’s wandering style. Making the required notes
on it for the peer critique portion of Jeremy’s grade helped only a little. What’s
your thesis? he input through his convirscer. He winced as he realized that
Jeremy’s SmartBloc had done all it was ever going to do, being nothing more
than a static model, probably one he’d grabbed straight from the LunarLibLog. 


If it was intended to provide visual interest, it
was failing. Paul stifled a yawn and wondered again about the man Jael had
claimed she’d seen. Maybe another new family was on the way? Even other
students? But no, that was stupid; the man couldn’t have arrived before
the ship he came in on. Paul hoped that there might be other kids coming who
would be more pleasant to hang around than Denariis.


Jeremy’s presentation stuttered to a halt. Paul
hastily began punching in notes. He didn’t want to lose points for doing a
superficial job.


“Thank you, Mr. Miller. Your presentation was
correct in all relevant points,” said Mr. Hybels in a flat voice. Jeremy
beamed. Paul closed his eyes. Jeremy didn’t see it coming, but Paul heard the
hanging note that meant Jeremy was about to be, well…hanged.


“But there’s one thing I don’t understand,” he
said. “You explained the long and bitter history between North Korea and the
United States. But you never really explained why China was so heavily targeted
by Kim Jong Un’s AIs. Wasn’t the People’s Republic of China the closest thing
that North Korea had to an ally?”


Jeremy looked confused. “Well, yes, sir. But the
Norks were crazy, everyone knows that. And that made their AIs crazy, too.”


“Mr. Miller,” sighed Mr. Hybels, “‘They were
crazy’ is the excuse for every piece of bad behavior in history, put forward by
people who don’t care to put forth the time and effort to understand. Let us
see if anyone can perfect our understanding. Mr. Wardhey. Do you have an
alternate explanation?”


Paul rose. He wished that Mr. H might have chosen
a different student to give his answer. Jeremy already resented him. But what
else was he going to do? Mr. H had notoriously little patience for slack
answers or playing dumb and Paul was not about to explain a low daily
grade to his mother on top of everything else today.


“Yes, sir. While the North Korean dictator was
undoubtedly less than sane by our standards,” and hopefully Jeremy would take
that as an attempt not to humiliate him, “the fact is that China had already
shown increasing reluctance to support his regime, and the growing Christian
population that Jeremy cites as forming the eventual core of the Holy Chinese
Empire had already made its wishes felt in the old People’s Republic. They
hated Kim Jong Un and his brutal repression of North Korean Christians. The
Chinese Communist Party was beginning to realize that they couldn’t just
repress such a large part of their population anymore. So when Kim Jong Un
decided to give the Go Code to his AI-controlled nukes, China was already a
target for his revenge.”


“Well said.” Mr. Hybels rose. “We cannot afford to
see people as stupid, evil, or crazy, just because they threaten us. In fact,
we cannot afford to see them that way, especially when they threaten us.
Such were the errors that led to what we now call The Great Realignment.


“The People’s Republic believed that the North
Koreans were stupid and desperate. They simply did not foresee that the North
Koreans could easily do the same basic strategic calculations that the People’s
Army had and conclude that China was a much more immediate danger to them than
the United States. They thought they were safe.


“The United States, for its part, believed that
North Korea was crazy. It never occurred to them that North Korea would simply
be able to bribe a small set of first-rate AI engineers—many of them
disaffected Americans—to work there.


“Meanwhile, Russia and Western Europe simply
ignored the problem, allowing China and the United States to handle it, and
never dreamed that the consequences of not doing so would rebound upon them.
The consequence, of course, was the destruction of eight major U.S. Cities, and
shortly thereafter, its two political parties. With the destruction of Beijing,
Guangzhou, and Chongqing, the People’s Republic of China died and was replaced
by the Holy Chinese Empire. The Russian Empire lost Vladivostok and St.
Petersburg, and any remaining pretensions to controlling Eastern Europe. All
that would have been bad enough without the aftermath that became known as the AI
War and the Big Crash. Speaking of which, Mr. Wardhey, it is your turn.”


Paul swallowed and rose. Through his convirscer,
he activated his presentation. Fortunately, his was much more elaborate than a
simple SmartBloc model.


The problem was that Paul hated public speaking.
He took a deep breath.


“After the AI War, the governments of the world
faced the twin challenges of populations that were both poor and deeply
suspicious of anything that smacked of artificial intelligence,” he began. He
tried to ignore the faces of his classmates and focused on the words he’d
practiced over and over again during the long hours of patrol duty. If there
was an advantage to serving as Mother’s deputy, it was this: it gave you a lot
of time to prepare.


“And so while the AI War did cost countless lives
and set humanity backward in many areas of technology,” he concluded, “it is
quite possible that without it, the Moon would be as lifeless as it ever was,
and that none of us would work or study upon its surface.”


He braced himself for Mr. Hybels’ probing
questions but instead heard nothing. The silence was broken by a dry, rhythmic,
slap. Focusing his eyes, Paul suddenly realized that Mr. Hybels was clapping,
harder and harder. His classmates joined in, half-heartedly. There was only so
much enthusiasm you could work up for a history report, after all, but he
couldn’t believe it. Mr. H’s applause wasn’t often given.


“Well done,” Mr. Hybels said. “I haven’t heard
that argument before, but you substantiate it well. It’s certainly hard to
argue that things would have gone the same way without the AI War.” He
sighed. “Well, between our, um, interesting beginning of class, and two
presentations, we seem to have run out of time. Next period we will hear from
those who were scheduled but did not have a chance to present. Class
dismissed.”


Paul packed up and waited for Jael. He found the
rest of his classmates waiting for him outside. 


“Paul, we were just discussing where to go for
Afters,” said Kseniya. “Gymnasium? Game room? Or perhaps Zapf’s? And what do
you say, Jael?”


Paul thought that he could use a small beer after
that presentation, which made having to shake his head a little more bitter.
“We can’t. I have Duty today.”


“After class?” said Yilong. “Your mother knows
where you are, right?”


“Don’t bother him,” said Jeremy sullenly, his face
reddening. “After sucking up to the teacher and making the rest of us look bad,
Mr. Deputy has a lot of work to do keeping us miner peons from drinking our
betters’ water, no matter what the laws say.”


“Don’t be an ass, Miller,” answered Jael. “Just
because you couldn’t be bothered to do your classwork doesn’t mean you have to
take it out on my brother. The only one calling people names around here is
you, but if you’re going to make it personal, then shake the rock dust out from
that cavity between your ears first. Leto’s Law was passed to keep people from
going thirsty, not so that your folks could haul it home by the liter for their
earthshine distillery and sell it back.”


Jeremy flushed harder. “Ain’t none of your
business how we make our money. Nor how thirsty we are when we get here. But
you can talk all you want to and know you’re safe, spastic girl. Unless you’re
dumb enough to think that kicking that bouncer crybaby’s butt up between his ears
makes you anything more than one cripple beating up another cripple. I wouldn’t
bruise my knuckles.”


Paul stepped forward. “Apologize. Now.”


Jeremy sneered. “Make me, deputy. Or are you gonna
arrest me in that nice, shiny uniform? I commit some kind of a crime? Ain’t no
law against calling an ugly cripple ugly. So you better step back, ‘less you
want I get blood on that nice outsuit of yours.”


Paul’s blood pounded in his ears. “I don’t need
the law to make you eat those words, Miller. What say we just call this a fair
fight?”


“Fine by me, fancy-boy.”


Paul looked at Miller. The bigger boy was probably
half again his mass, which wasn’t always an advantage on the Moon. But none of
it was fat, and the rock-miners didn’t usually even need to do extra exercise.
That was something so many Earthers didn’t understand. Moving around in
one-sixth gee didn’t mean you did less work. It just meant that if you did a
job that required heavy lifting, you spent your days carrying around half-ton
loads instead of two-hundred-pound loads. So if Jeremy hit him square on, it
was going to hurt. And Jeremy was no bouncer.


But he wasn’t about to let the insult to his
sister pass, and he wasn’t going to let Jael fight him, either, though she
certainly looked mad enough to try.


Still, he might as well turn as much of the bigger
boy’s advantage against him as he could. “You need any rules, Miller? No feet?
No holds? I mean, I wouldn’t want you claiming police brutality or anything.”


Jeremy’s face flushed brick red. “I can take
anything you can throw at me, boy cop.”


“Well, I’m waiting right here for you,” said Paul.


Jeremy lashed out with his left hand, fingers open
in a clutching grip. Paul slid back. The worst thing that could happen in this
fight would be letting Jeremy grab him and punch him repeatedly. If that
happened, Paul would be asking Jael to carry him home. 


Paul threw a light punch, smacking harmlessly into
Jeremy’s upper arm. Jeremy answered by grabbing with his right hand but was
robbed of some of his power by his previous twist to the right. This time, Paul
struck with the bladed palm of his right hand and caught Jeremy just below the
wrist. Jeremy yelled at the unexpected, stinging pain and shook out his hand.
Paul tried not to do the same, though intercepting the rock miner’s blow had
numbed two of his fingers. Even in a soft spot like that, Jeremy’s muscles were
like steel wires.


“Cute,” Jeremy muttered. “How about we see how
fast you run?” He waded in, both fists raised, his forearms like big, meaty
shields. Jeremy kicked out at his knee. The blow landed, and Jeremy hissed in
pain, but he lashed out with a fist. Paul ducked left, but the hammer-blow
still landed on his right shoulder, spinning him around. Wincing, he drew his
arms and legs in, letting the force of the blow spin him faster. He lashed out
with his left foot and kicked Jeremy in the side just as the bigger boy
recovered from the momentum of his own punch. Paul’s shoulder was a burning
ache, and he knew he’d let his opponent in too close. Tiring out Jeremy was
only playing to his strengths. He had to take control of the fight.


Paul dropped, the Lunar gravity not helping, and
managed to kick out at Jeremy’s ankle just as a grappling hand passed over his
hair. The bigger boy stumbled and began to fall. Paul grabbed an outflung wrist
and yanked, sending Jeremy skidding past him at the same time he pulled himself
up. Cursing, the bigger boy scrabbled at the deck and turned himself around.


Paul leapt for the ceiling.


It was a risky move, he knew. He hit the ceiling
palms out and looked down just in time to see Jeremy, fire in his eyes, leap to
his feet a little too fast. Jeremy’s face rose to meet Paul just as he
rebounded from the ceiling, both feet kicking out.


Paul bounced off Jeremy’s face and backflipped.
The bigger boy fell back, nose trailing blood in a lazy arc, shoulders bouncing
off the deck. Paul landed and took two bounding steps, landing on the bigger
boy’s chest, fist raised. 


“You give?” Paul grunted. “Are we done here?”


Jeremy touched his nose and groaned as he saw the
blood glistening on it. “Yeah, all right. We’re done.” 


Paul rose. First blood had been drawn; honor was
satisfied. Paul extended a hand and helped the bigger boy to his feet under the
gaze of his watching classmates.


Just beyond them in at the cross-corridor, a girl
stood watching with her mouth slightly parted.


Paul’s eyes locked on to her. Another new student,
who’d just missed the lesson? Paul was certain he’d never seen her before; he
would have remembered if he had. She was beautiful, her dark hair coming to a
point almost between her eyes. He looked away just as her eyes met his. He
didn’t want everyone staring and scaring her off. Besides, he had to finish
this.


Jeremy looked disgusted with himself as he dabbed
at his swollen nose and met Paul’s eyes. “Sorry,” he grunted.


Paul gave the required answer. “No hard feelings.
And…?” he prompted.


Jeremy turned to Jael. “Sorry for what I said.”


“Apology accepted,” said Jael evenly. Paul could
tell she wasn’t in the mood to forgive, but she knew better than to throw
someone’s apology back in his teeth.


“Okay, we have to go,” said Paul, a little faster
than normal. He picked up his backpack and winced in pain at even its light
pull on his injured shoulder. She couldn’t have gone far. “Come on,” he said
over his shoulder to Jael. Trying for a gait that would balance between casual
and fast, he strode down the corridor, feeling his friends’ stares at his back
and hearing Jael’s stumping gait, not heeding her cries to wait, for once.


But when he got to the cross-corridor, it was
empty, and only a patrolling Secutor moved down its length. The girl was gone.











Chapter 5

The Regulations of Robotics


 


 


 


“I don’t see what’s so strange about you seeing a
girl, though,” said Jael. “We know at least one new student arrived today.
Maybe her family just hasn’t figured out what classes she should be in yet. Or
maybe she’s older than you thought and not interested in school.”


“That’s not the point, sis,” said Paul. “The point
is that I didn’t see her when we went around the corridor.”


“Not seeing a girl is even less unusual than
seeing one,” said Jael. “I don’t have to explain that, do I?”


“But she should have been there unless she ran for
it. And why would she do that? More importantly, how would she do that
without falling on her face if she just got here from Earth? Denariis was
barely walking.”


“Maybe she looked you directly in the face.” 


“That’s the thanks I get for defending your honor,
huh?” Paul said.


“I don’t need you defending me!” Jael slapped the
door to their quarters open before he could respond, burning with shame she
couldn’t explain and didn’t want to think about.


Their mother was arguing with the mayor.


“Yes, Aizehar, I actually do know something
about the pressures that you’re under because you are always kind enough to
pass those pressures along to me. No, I’m not trying to be disrespectful.” She
sighed. “Look, I understand that Wegerd-Dubrauni is what’s making this colony
grow right now. The problem is that they understand it, too. What they
don’t understand is that they can’t have everything that they want. If they
want better security from me, then they have to give me more control. And that does
mean trusting me a bit more than they do, which is not at all.”


The Mayor’s voice was a tinny buzz, barely audible
over the office speakers. “You can’t blame them for being concerned, Erevis.
They’re building the first ship capable of mining an asteroid, you know.”


Jael could hear their mother trying to layer
patience on top of the frustration that loaded her voice. “Yes, I know that,
Aizehar. But they’re not being ‘concerned,’ they’re being paranoid. What else
do they want from me? I’ve signed every non-disclosure agreement they’ve sent
over to me and agreed to penalty clauses that would bankrupt my family if I let
one iota of knowledge pass my lips. What should I do? Promise to space one of
my children if I leak their plans?”


Paul looked sideways at Jael. “Well, that’s one
way of getting out of being grounded.”


“At least we already know which one of us she
means,” Jael grumbled back. And it wouldn’t be Mom’s Perfect Little Deputy,
either, she thought. 


She saw Paul’s eyes darken imperceptibly and knew
she was being unfair. After all, it wasn’t as if Paul had asked for
Mother’s favor, or to be her deputy. He wasn’t the type to go kissing up to
adults for brownie points. He just got it. And no one had asked her for the
birth trauma that had scrambled the nerves in her brain, either. She just got
it. Her fingers flexed around the grips of her crutches in frustration. How did
Paul find it so easy to act like an adult: always responsible, always reliable?
She couldn’t stand it. Was it because he was treated like an adult that he
could act like one? Or was it because he acted like one because her mother
treated him like one?


“Aizehar, I need your back-up here. If they’re
worried about the problem—and I am too—then they need to let me inspect the
shipyard. Or at least give me the ability to drive the Secutors in the
shipyard. That way I can see what it is they’re reacting to in real-time.
Otherwise, Gavin has to comb through the service logs and tease out what all
that raw data means, and that takes time. The simple fact is that they can have
better active security and give me access, or they can have tighter information
control and deny me. They cannot have both of those things, because they are
opposites.”


“You don’t need to talk to me like a child,
Erevis,” said the mayor, tightly.


“I’m not trying to talk to you like a child,”
their mother said. “I’m trying to put the problem in terms I think the
executives at Wegerd-Dubrauni would understand. Now I will do what I can, as
fast as I can. In fact, I already am doing that. But if they want more
and faster, then I have to have more and faster methods at my disposal.”


“They won’t like it.”


“Then we will all have the same problem. I’m on
your side. In fact, I’m on their side. We’re all supposed to be the same side
here, against actual thieving criminals, right?”


“I’ll see what I can do,” said the mayor.
“Good-bye.”


They heard their mother groan as the call ended.


“Gavin,” she called. “I’m going to shoot the
mayor!”


“Well, you’re going to have to wait for a couple
of hours, dear,” their father called back. “I haven’t quite got the power flow
for the magcoils regulated yet. They’re still too dangerous.”


“I didn’t say I wanted him tranquilized,” their
mother said, stepping out of her office. She stopped as she saw her children waiting
in the hallway.


“Hi, Mom,” said Paul, a little too heartily.
“How’s your day going?”


Their mother quirked a humorless smile at him.
“Just wonderfully, as you no doubt heard. How were the presentations?”


“Oh, they went all right,” said Paul.


“His went perfect,” said Jael, managing to
keep most of the envy from her voice. “Mr. H said it was exemplary.”


“Good work, Paul.” Her gaze sharpened slightly.
“And yours, Jael?”


“Well, we had a little excitement in class today,”
she said. “And we didn’t get to mine.” There. She hadn’t lied, and now she
wouldn’t have to be afraid that something might slip that would reveal to her
mother that she hadn’t presented yet.


“Oh? What happened?”


Jael and Paul took turns telling the story of
Denariis’ appearance. 


“And then Jael kicked him against the wall and
threw him out,” Paul said.


Jael enjoyed a rare, admiring look from their
mother. “Did you? Well, it sounds like he had it coming. I could wish it wasn’t
one of my children who had done it.”


Jael slumped.


“No, Jael, that’s not criticism for you. Maybe a
little bit for your teacher. I know you like him—” she held up a hand,
forestalling their protests. “It’s just that if I get a complaint about the boy
being hurt—and if that’s how he’s acting in public, I probably will—then
I’m going to be seen as your mother rather than as Chief of Security. But it’s
Mr. H’s class, and I’m not going to interfere with him.” Jael brightened again.


“Now I’ve got to send you out, Paul, to look at
the Secutors.”


“Do we really have to inspect every single one?”
Paul asked.


“Absolutely,” their mother replied. “I haven’t
forgotten about your actions this morning. But this isn’t entirely make-work,
either.”


“What’s up, Mom?” asked Paul. Like Jael, he had
apparently picked up on their mother’s troubled tone.


“You heard the conversation I was having with the
mayor?” They nodded. “Well, I’d like you to forget that you heard it. And you cannot
repeat it under any circumstances. You know the limitations I have to work with
at Wonka’s.”


“You’ve told me they won’t let you use the
MARTINet to access any Secutor that’s in there, right?”


“Yes. Wegerd-Dubrauni really doesn’t want to risk
that any details of their new ship will get out. They want to be able to start
mining the asteroid belt as far ahead of any possible competition as they can.
That’s why they don’t have any workers: they built the shipyard to be
completely automated.”


“Why do they call it Wonka’s?” asked Paul. “That’s
not short for Wegerd, is it?”


Mother’s lips parted in what was almost a smile.
“I see we neglected the classics in your childhood,” she said. “Long story.”


“But I thought that Dad was working on their
ship,” said Jael. “Isn’t that what he spends most of his time doing?”


“That’s right,” said Gavin as he walked into the room.
He held a box full of shining, freshly printed parts. “But I don’t know what
these parts do. They send me specifications: things like required materials,
measurements, and sometimes requests for design work. Oh, I can figure out a
few of them, and guess on a dozen more. But in general, they tell me what to
print, and I run it through the omniprinter.” He jerked a thumb back to where
the closet-sized machine dominated the room. 


“Then they send their cargo trams around the
corridors, and I load it up. They’re doing it on purpose, of course, so that no
one person can know how they plan to assemble the parts into working systems. I
doubt more than a dozen people have access to the full design of this ship, and
they are all on Earth, being paid a great deal of money to ensure their
loyalty.”


“I can’t argue with what they’re doing in theory,”
their mother said. “The best way to make sure you don’t have security leaks
from on-site workers is, well, not to have any. So they’re farming out their
parts-making to everyone who has an omniprinter and a halfway decent work
ethic. Which saves money, too, of course,” she said.


“Well, what choice do they have?” Gavin said
reasonably. “The only other way to get the kind of security they want would be
to run Wonka’s as their own self-contained colony, completely isolated from
anyone else. I’m not sure you could pay people enough to work under those
conditions.”


“But,” Mrs. Wardhey said, “whatever their reasons,
this cottage industry of theirs means that they have to have active security.
Because they do get materials delivered from the outside, and they can’t afford
the possibility that someone will send a spidrone, or even a person, in with
one of the shipments to find out all those secrets that they don’t want getting
out.”


“Why don’t they just have their own security
measures?” asked Paul.


“Because that would be more expensive and less
secure,” said Mother. “To make sure that nothing unauthorized gets in, the
shipments are inspected upon leaving the colony as well as when they arrive at
the shipyard. That means that either their security would have to interface
with ours…”


“Which would make it vulnerable,” said their
father.


“…or, they would have to have their security
permanently in the colony.”


“Which the colony won’t permit, and for good
reason,” their father said. “It’s bad enough that the colony administration
watches us so much. Can you imagine if a corporation was doing it, too?”


“We are not voyeurs,” said Mrs. Wardhey, her voice
sharpening.


“I know, love,” said Gavin. “There’s no other way
to keep people safe when we live in a place as deadly as the Moon. But it’s not
a pleasant trade-off.”


“No, it isn’t,” their mother agreed. “So they use
our Secutors as a mobile security force. But they rely only on their programming
to detect anomalies.”


“What’s the problem with that?” asked Paul.


“The problem with that,” said Jael, who had spent
more time with their father, “is that a computer’s programming is never as good
as a human brain at figuring out what’s ‘just not right.’ When a computer looks
at something as complicated as building an entire ship, it can’t send out an
alert every time something doesn’t fit a completely rigid pattern. Mom would be
getting alerts literally every minute, just because…because a chem welder broke
down and a maintenance robot had to fix it. Or because a part rolled off a
conveyor belt. Those things aren’t scheduled, so the computer would think it
was wrong. So to avoid false alarms, the security programs work on a “flag”
system. Everything that goes wrong raises a programmed “red flag” in the
system. If you get enough of them, the shipyard’s security system alerts Mom.”


“Very good, Jael,” said Mr. Wardhey.


“Back in the days of true AI, the whole security
system would just be able to think its way around the problem,” Jael said.


“Yes, and then figure out that it could solve the
whole security problem perfectly by coming to kill us in our sleep,” said Paul.
“No thanks.”


“I was just mentioning it,” said Jael, rolling her
eyes. “Not advocating it.”


“So, you’ve been getting red flags, Mom?” asked
Paul.


“Some. Just enough to worry people. In single
Secutors. Normally, of course, I’d just get in the MARTINet and take over the
Secutor in question.”


“But they won’t let you do that while it’s in the
shipyard,” said Paul.


“Exactly. And twice now, when I’ve waited to take
control until after it’s left, the Secutor has locked up entirely, and gone
directly into Maintenance Mode, chugging right back to the garage for repairs.
And that’s why I want to send you out to look over all of the Secutors that
aren’t in the shipyard right now.”


“And,” said their father handing Paul the box, “I
have these override transceivers I want you to install. Can you see how they
work, or should I explain?”


Paul opened the box and took out one of the
tightly-wound antennas. It was about the size of a fat battery, with standard
leads. “I would hope so. Otherwise, I got an A in physics last semester for
nothing.”


Their mother shook her head. “I wish I’d gone to
your school. Gavin, did you get courses like they do?”


Their father snorted. “I wish. All my schoolwork
was trying to solve problems any calculator could do just to prove that I
could. There was no funding for doing actual work, and all the teachers were
too busy keeping kids like this Denariis you describe—or worse—under control to
do more than give us the assignments anyway.”


“But why a backup transceiver?” asked Paul.


His father sighed. “Well, the kind of malfunction
we’re seeing really shouldn’t be possible. When a Secutor needs urgent
maintenance, it is supposed to go directly to the garage for repairs.
What it isn’t supposed to do is shut out the MARTINet from taking
control. Whatever’s a problem with one of them might be a problem with all of
them.”


“Shouldn’t you be able to examine the ones having
the problem and diagnose it?”


“I should,” said Mr. Wardhey. “But unfortunately,
the Secutors in question got all the way to the garage and underwent
maintenance diagnostics before I could look at them. So whatever was wrong
probably isn’t even there to find anymore. Honestly, it’s probably a software
bug, but I’ve been trying to run it down for two days without success. This is
a brute-force solution. This hardwires a remote control right into the things.
After all, these Secutors are armed. We can’t afford to be unable to override
them right away if we really need to.”


“Just in case they get hacked by the Villainous
Secret Moon Nazis and kill us all in our sleep,” Jael deadpanned.


Their parents rolled their eyes at the old Moon
joke, which was practically as old as the first Western colonists. The mythical
Secret Nazi Moon Base was as much a part of lunar lore as Neil Armstrong’s
landing.


Paul nodded. “Yeah, Dad. We’d better get on this
right away.”


“I’ll come too,” said Jael, hoisting herself to
her feet.


“Really?” said Paul.


“Yeah, it was kind of my fault you got into this,”
she shot a glance over at their mother. Besides, I owe you for getting me
un-grounded for school today, and it beats hanging around the apartment with
the Momstable didn’t need to be said.


Their mother nodded. “A good attitude. Go ahead.”


“I’ll have dinner ready when you get back,” their
father said. “Fresh strawberries in the spinach salad.”


“Awesome, dad!” said Paul. Jael’s stomach growled.
It wouldn’t likely be much, but any fresh fruit was a luxury in Thunderhead.
Strawberries at least had the advantage of growing like weeds in the artificial
summer of the gardens.


Outside in the corridor, they moved as quickly as
they could. Jael spared a thought for how awkward she had been in her first
days on the Moon, used to having to hold up six times her present weight with
every step. But now it was easy to hit her stride, a swinging tripod gait that
came as close to running as she’d ever been.


Her brother was still consulting his convirscer,
looking up the current position of the Secutors through his deputy’s app. 


“Okay, the first one is about half a kilometer
ahead of us. We should meet it outside the garden. Hey,” he said, as he
lengthened his stride to match hers. “Thanks for coming along.”


“Well, I did owe you,” Jael said. They walked in
silence for a few minutes more. And then, because she felt as if she would
burst if she didn’t say it, she asked, “Do you ever wish I hadn’t made us come
here?”


Paul gave her a quizzical look. “What do you mean?
You didn’t make that decision; Mom and Dad did.”


“Oh, don’t play stupid,” Jael said, bouncing to a
halt. “You know they did it because of my CP. Because it’s easier for me to get
around up here!”


“Okay,” said Paul. “Yeah, that was part of the
reason. But it was only part of it.”


“That’s a load of crap.”


“It’s a load of truth,” said Paul. “Mom was never
going to be head of anything on Earth, and Dad was going to be just one more
engineer. Up here, they’re respected and prominent citizens. Even though the
war solved the unemployment problems on Earth—sort of, in its gruesome way—it
didn’t change the fact that everything on Earth is owned by someone, settled by
someone. Do you know the last thing Jamario said to me, that last day we got to
spend with our friends before we blasted off for here?”


“No, what?” said Jael, guilt tightening in her
gut. They were never going to see their friends on Earth again. Not unless they
settled up here, too.


“He said, ‘I wish I was
you.’ Up here we can be miners who own our own mines, engineers with our own
companies…maybe even pioneers when the shipyard starts churning out more of
those things it’s building.”


“Get serious,” said Jael, starting off again. “You
want to spend your life fighting claustrophobia in a steel box staring out at
the endless blackness?”


They rounded the corner and reached the
antechamber leading to Garden Dome, and the universe hit Jael in the face.


Earth hung huge in the sky above the garden, and
the filter-glass that spread the raw sunlight gently over the plants forced the
huge dome on the ground to recapitulate the emerald-sapphire globe of the
planet hanging above. It glowed on the lunar surface like a fairy kingdom
nestled in glassite and steel.


“Sure you don’t mean agoraphobia?” whispered Paul.


Jael made a noise. The mother world hung over
their heads like a gibbous hammer in the star-stained sky.


“I want to see what Saturn looks like from one of its
moons,” said Paul. “And we’re going to get the first shot at it when it opens
up.”


“Yeah,” said Jael. She tried to make it come out
sarcastically, but sometimes, the Moon just hit you with its stark majesty. She
swallowed. Blinked. Broke the reverie. “Come on, let’s get this thing
serviced,” she said, pointing at the Secutor standing silent guard outside.


Paul nodded. “There couldn’t have been more than
one of these on the way to the garage,” he grumbled good-naturedly. He unsealed
the access panels one at a time with the charge key from his belt pouch. The
molecularly-sealed surfaces split apart, and the guts of the Secutor stood
revealed.


“Wait, is this the one that failed?” asked Jael.


“No, that one’s in the garage. We’ll see it and
the rest of them that are offline there.”


The Secutor was as tall as a short human, armored
in graphene-laminate plates. Its chest contained the bulk of its workings and
was only slightly larger than a man’s torso. Paul put his convirscer into VR
mode and set it to show electron flow. Jael did the same; she might as well
learn. 


The power core and the central processing unit
came alive with glowing traceries of flow, which limned the Secutor’s chest in
a cage of fire. More filaments sprouted up into the secondary processor that
nestled in the dark ovoid skull. With her VR set to this mode, the ovoid was as
transparent to Jael as it was to the sensors within it, and she could see the
lenses, radar, antennae, infrared, radiation and acoustic detectors that served
as its sensor suite. Below the torso, the electron traceries lost their subtle
branchings and carried raw motive power through the elongated “thighs” that
sprouted from the thick, multijointed “pelvis” and into the treads that gave
the Secutor the appearance of a kneeling man. Folded back along the upper
surfaces of the treads were the clawed “feet” that could extend and allow the
Secutor to stand and walk if it encountered terrain too difficult for its
treads.


“What’s that, there?” she asked, pointing to a
flickering of current near the Secutor’s pelvis that looked odd to her.


Paul nodded. “Well spotted, sister mine. That is
indeed a problem. That chip is failing. But can you see what it controls?”


“It looks like it’s the small motor about a
centimeter up from the bottom of the casing.”


“Right. That’s the boost motor. It doesn’t come
into play unless the main motor is inadequate, and then only for short bursts
of activity. It can also be used in an auxiliary mode if the main motor fails.
This one may or may not fail if it’s used. I’ll log it in the maintenance
computer, but it’s not an issue that would cause what Mom’s been seeing. Let’s
run diagnostics.”


Paul removed his convirscer from his face and
hooked it into the Secutor’s systems. “And while we wait for that to run,” he
said, opening Father’s box, “let’s get this installed.” He removed one of the
antennas, which looked like a fat battery sprouting a forest of flat plates,
and hooked it into a slot in the robot’s open head.


“Done.” Paul looked down at his convirscer.
“Nothing, as I suspected. One down, forty-four to go.” He sighed, disconnected
it, and resealed the Secutor’s sleek, black armor.


 


Paul and Jael were just entering the Main
Concourse when Paul spotted her.


The vast corridor was long enough to vanish in the
distance when you were at one end, and Paul and Jael had the whole thing to
traverse. The cross corridor from hydroponics had dumped them right in front of
the terminal. From there, the passenger and cargo airlocks gave access to the
landing field, and from there connected Thunderhead to the rest of the Moon,
and even to Earth itself.


Jael had been paying little attention to her
brother; she’d been too busy looking at the people. Of course, even the main
concourse wasn’t crowded by Earth standards, but there were always a few people
in it.


“Hey!” said Paul. “It’s her!”


Jael turned, twisting around in the air as she
arrested her forward progress with a bounce. Paul pointed at her: a slender
girl in a conservatively cut, glossy black and red outsuit. Her skin was pale,
and her hair cropped short in what Jael’s mother always called a pixie cut, and
Jael just thought of as “not a stupid billowing mass of hair to have to tie
back and stuff into a helmet.” Her eyes had a touch of an epicanthic fold,
although it was hard to tell because she was staring back at Paul as if he were
about to tear her throat out. Her legs shifted as if to flee.


Paul realized the depth of his rudeness just as
Jael opened her mouth to call him on it.


“Sorry,” he said, holding his hands up. “It’s
just…you…” his mouth opened and closed, twice. “I saw you outside our classroom
after school,” he said quickly. “I wondered if you’d meant to join us. Or
hadn’t had time because you just got in on the last shuttle from Earth. You did
come here on that shuttle, yes? I’m Paul. Paul Wardhey.” He extended his hand.


The girl looked at it as though Paul held a loaded
magcoil gun. For a long second, she just stared at him. Long enough that Jael
considered saying something like, Don’t mind my brother, he panics when he
sees pretty girls. Because she was pretty, or could be, if her face wasn’t
a mask of terror. What was she so frightened of, anyway?


Slowly, as though nerving herself to touch an
unlicensed insect, the girl extended a gloved hand. Paul, apparently cluing in
on her emotions at last, took it briefly. 


“Hello,” she said softly. Her voice held an
indefinable accent, but then, so did a lot of other people on the Moon when
they spoke English. “I am called Cynthia. I have come here. On the last
shuttle, yes.”


“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Paul said. “It’s
just…well there’s not many of us who are growing up on the Moon, yet.” He
quirked a smile. “We have to stick together. Oh, yeah, this is my sister,
Jael.”


Cynthia’s eyes locked on Jael and looked her up
and down in the kind of fascinated stare that Jael had only seen before in
movies. Specifically, horror movies where the scientists were looking at the
new specimen of alien life, right before someone uttered the immortal line,
“What is it?” 


Yeah, take a 3-D file for your home printer;
you can have a statue made for your coffee table that will last forever,
Jael thought


Cynthia cautiously extended her hand. “I…I am
pleased to meet you.” Jael took it and shook it roughly. Cynthia almost
recoiled.


Ignoring their byplay, Paul asked, “So, do you
know anyone here yet? Did you come here with your family? Or were they already
here?” It wasn’t uncommon for families to come up “on the blink” one member at
a time, paying off the laserocket launch costs as fast as they made the money.


“With…with family, yes,” she said. “I do not come
here often. We are minesteaders. I was only here for…for training, yes.
Orientation.”


“Looks like you hardly need it,” said Paul. “You
don’t walk like a bouncer.”


“A bouncer?” Her confusion was apparent.


“Yeah. Someone who just arrived from Earth. They
often bounce all over the place until they get used to the low gravity.”


Cynthia looked at Jael. “And are you also recently
arrived from Earth? Is that why you have…auxiliary legs?”


Jael’s mouth dropped half-open. She’d grown
resigned to answering people’s prying questions, but she’d never met anyone who
didn’t know what crutches were. 


“No,” she finally said, as silence threatened.
“I’ve always used crutches to get around. I have cerebral palsy.” The blank
stare didn’t go away. “It affects my legs. They don’t move very well.”


“Oh,” said Cynthia. Her eyes snapped back to Paul
as if someone had thrown a switch. “Are you detaining me, officer?”


“What?” said Paul, horrified. Jael repressed an
involuntary giggle as her brother looked down at the insignia on his outsuit
that marked him as an on-duty deputy. He’d forgotten he was wearing it. “Oh,
crap, no! I was just trying to be friendly, honest. We don’t just stop people
for questioning on the Moon.”


“But you did,” Cynthia said, looking puzzled.


“No, no,” said Paul. Jael bit her lip. “Really, I
was just trying to be friendly, like I said. Look, let me make it up to you.
Would you like to join our class? Of students, I mean. We usually go out and do
something fun afterward. Everyone’s there, and it’s a great way to meet
people.”


Cynthia looked so frightened at this that it
surprised Jael when she said “Yes,” in a small voice. “I would like that.”


“Great,” Paul said. He fumbled with his
convirscer, and it spat out a flashcard. “This has the schedule for next week
on it. You can come to Mr. H’s class. That’s Mr. Hybels. World History.”


“I can…just come?”


“Well,” Paul said, “Eventually, you’ll have to
formally ask the teachers to join the classes, but Old Man Hybels won’t mind a
visitor, especially if it means you’re more likely to join the class later on.
It’s good business for them.”


“It costs money?” said Cynthia, eyes dark with
worry.


“Well, yeah,” said Paul. “Thunderhead’s not big
enough for a full public school system. I mean you can join it virtually, but
you miss out on a lot that way. Look, Mr. H is a good guy. I’ll tell him you’re
coming, and he won’t charge you. If he does, I’ll pay it myself.”


“Okay,” Cynthia said, slipping the flashcard into
a suit pouch. She blinked. “I must go. I will be late.”


“Sure,” said Paul. “It was good to meet you.”


“Yes,” said Cynthia. She stopped. “I mean, you,
too.” She turned and hurried off. Paul watched the terminal doors close behind
her.


“Well, deputy,” said Jael, “I just don’t see any
other option but to report you to the Momstable for police brutality.
Terrorizing that poor girl like that and questioning her.”


“I didn’t think that she’d…” he started to say.


“‘Am I being detained?’ You monster. You really
should have gotten your baton out and waved it around to emphasize how friendly
you are.”


Paul’s face went bright red. “I didn’t mean to
scare her.”


“I know you didn’t,” said Jael. “After all, you
really wouldn’t want to scare a face like that.”


“I’m serious!” Paul snapped at her.


Jael smirked but raised her hands. “Hey, little
brother. Pressurize. You weren’t out of line. You welcomed the new girl. Anyone
would’ve done the same.” With teenagers so rare on the Moon, there weren’t the
kind of cliques and group politics that got played on Earth. You had to act
like…well, like Denariis to get excluded. And even Denariis would probably find
himself welcomed back if he took his lesson to heart. It was just better to be
friends with everyone, given the limited choices. “But she is rather striking,
isn’t she?”


“Yeah,” Paul said. “I just…I forgot what I was
wearing.”


“I know,” Jael said. “Look, she may have been
cute, but she was acting seriously weird. Even your uniform shouldn’t make
people that edgy. And you were right about her.”


“About what?”


“She wasn’t moving like a bouncer. I was
watching her as she left. She was walking like she’d lived here all her life.”


“Nobody’s lived here that long,” said Paul.


“Well, the first baby born on the Moon has. She’s
almost as old as we are,” said Jael.


“Wait, you mean you think that could have been
Jah’nyla Patterson?”


“Um, not unless she changed her name to Cynthia,”
said Jael. “And Jah’nyla’s black. And I think she still lives in Armstrong
City.”


Paul blushed again. “I think I’ll step outside for
some air.”


Jael touched his elbow. “Nah, you’re not really
that hopeless. Come on. We’ve got most of our job ahead of us.” She set the
fastest pace she could down the Main Concourse. Paul easily kept up, of course,
but his face was closed off as if he were looking inward. 


Sometimes Jael wondered if Mother really knew what
kind of pressure she was putting on Paul, using him as her deputy. Her brother
had always taken everything seriously, and she insisted on total control. Paul
acted more like an adult than any of their friends, and Jael wasn’t sure that
was a good thing. His anger back there at her teasing was the closest she’d
seen him come to really losing his temper in years. Even during the fight with
Jeremy earlier today, he hadn’t been angry. He’d been in control, which was why
he’d won. She admired her brother, mostly, but Jael didn’t know whether she
envied him his control or whether she was worried about what it was doing to
him.


Jael’s arms were beginning to feel loose with
fatigue when they finally got to the garage. Paul swiped his code card, but it
was a semi-public area. All anyone needed was a vehicle operator’s permit.


The garage was immense. Along the far wall, the
great Construcutor semi-droids were folded, like multi-armed mechanical
dinosaurs, dormant until a new module was needed. Then these giant brothers of
the Secutors would be activated. They were essentially mobile factories on
treads, able to mine rock and print walls and domes. Each one had a control
cabin mounted at its prow, but the human overseer was really only there to
change the programs and be in position to stop it lest anything go terribly
wrong.


The huge machines were parked by lines of lunar
rovers, used for survey, rescue, and occasional transportation to other
colonies. Along the walls were workbenches, automated tools, and finally, the
Secutors in maintenance cycle, waiting for the automated attention of the
Exacutor repair droids, scuttling over them like giant spiders.


From their vantage point along the wide catwalk
that circled the dome halfway up its curve, Paul spoke into his convirscer. 


“Interrupt Secutor maintenance cycle, auth Deputy
Paul.” The Exacutors scuttled away across the garage, some to their own bays,
and some to the next task on their queues.


“Okay, we’re clear. Let’s get on with it.”


Jael nodded. After a quick survey of the stairs
and the floor below, Jael flipped her legs over her head, pushing off with her
crutches. For a moment she hung in the low gravity and then jackknifed forward,
exulting in the rush of air before sticking her landing, crutches spread wide
for balance. In that moment she could pretend that she was Marta Krovikian,
about to carve her way through a swath of evil cyborgs, not plain old Jael
Wardhey stuck doing maintenance on the Moon.


“Are you done?” Paul asked, bouncing down the
stairs.


“Probably,” Jael sighed.


 


Fifteen Secutors later, Jael’s fingers ached with
the repetitive strain of installing the override antennas. She’d learned a lot
about how the Secutors worked. She’d learned a lot about how to look at them.
She’d even learned to spot some signs of wear that the Exacutors would miss.
But neither she nor Paul had learned what might be causing the Secutors to shut
down the way their mother had seen them do. Every one of them was in fine
condition.


She slotted the last antenna in place and waited
until Paul re-sealed the android. He frowned at it.


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“Droid 41 isn’t here,” he said. “The one that
broke. It should be. It reported that it was going to the garage.”


“Perhaps that signal was broken, too,” Jael said.


He rolled his eyes at her. “That’s helpful.” He
looked around. “We can’t search this whole place, or we’d be here forever. We
might as well go on out the other side and see if it’s out in the corridors
somewhere.”


Jael nodded, and Paul led the way between the
lines of rovers and Construcutors to a maintenance hatch that opened onto a
freight elevator. He rang for it. 


Jael said, “Well if the signal telling us where
the Secutor went is broken, we’re in sad shape. That’s a software problem. The
good news is that Dad ought to be able to figure it out.”


The door of the elevator hissed, and Paul turned
as it opened. “Yeah, but the odds of our just stumbling across it are—Gah!”


Paul jumped back and nearly banged his head on the
hatchway. There, staring at him with its blank head, was a Secutor, stuck in
the corner.


“Yeah,” said Jael, after a few seconds of silence.
“Calculate those odds for me again, Paul? You know I have trouble with math.”


Without looking at her, her brother said, “Is that
why you only have a 96% in Stats and Calc while I have an 87%?”


“Yes,” she said sweetly.


“Great.” He stepped forward and opened up the
Secutor. “It’s number forty-one all right. What the hell is it doing here? On
the other hand…” he paused, and said hopefully, “Maybe this solves the problem?
I mean, it said it was going to the garage, and this is practically the
garage.”


Jael shook her head. “That’s human thinking.
Computers don’t think that way.”


“Computers don’t think at all,” said Paul. “Not
since the AI War.”


“That’s what I mean. If we still used AI, that
might make some sense. But what we use isn’t even as aware as mid-century
stuff. It only knows that it is in the garage, or out of it. It wouldn’t come
‘almost’ here.


“And you’re sure that it knows the elevator isn’t
‘here?’”


“The only reason for Secutors to come to the
garage is for maintenance. That’s the only part of the garage that counts for
them.”


“Maybe its drive system gave out, and it stopped
right before getting here,” said Paul. He unsealed the maintenance hatches for
the Secutor’s drive and examined them in VR. Then he shook his head. “Nope.
That’s not it. Well, we might as well check everything out about it. You
install the override.”


Jael flipped open its head as Paul opened up the
rest of the Secutor. She moved to plug it in and froze. What was wrong was so
obvious that she had to look twice to make sure she saw it.


“Paul,” she said, not blinking, in case it went
away. “Are you, um, not seeing what I’m not seeing?”


“Where?” he asked. “Why are you staring at its—what
the hell?”


“The whole transceiver is gone,” Jael said.


Paul looked at it through his own VR. “It’s not
just the transceiver. It’s the whole descrambler and signal processor.”


“Well then, if all of that’s gone, how was this
Secutor working at all?”


Paul removed his convirscer and shook his head.
“It wasn’t. Can’t have been. It’s completely impossible.” He peered into the
robot’s shell of a skull. “Someone took some kind of a cutting tool to these
mounts. They’re completely sheared away. Has to be a laser or a chembonder, I’d
say. It doesn’t look like it was damaged when it was removed. How did whoever
took the antenna leave the Secutor operational?”


“Hold on,” said Jael slowly. “Why are you assuming
the theft happened first? Couldn’t someone have just run across the broken
Secutor here and decided that they wanted a transceiver?”


Paul’s face screwed up in thought. They both knew
that equipment theft for salvage was one of the most common crimes that their
mother had to deal with. There was just so much machinery required for
people to survive on the Moon that you couldn’t watch it all. 


“Then whoever it was would have had to be able to
open the Secutor up as well,” he said. “And they shouldn’t be able to do that
without codes that only our family or the Mayor has access to. But there’s the
vid pickup right there,” Paul pointed at the tiny bubble in the corner of the
elevator. “So if you’re right, we’ll be able to figure that out. It would be a
heck of a coincidence, though.”


“Or, what if they hacked its command code from
somewhere else, and then drove it here to steal the transceiver?”


Paul shook his head. “Who would have that kind of
access? Villainous Secret Moon Nazis?” he said. “Because that’s what it would
take. Only the manufacturers should have codes able to do that. It might even
be hard-coded. Anyway, it’s out of our league. We’ll need Dad to look at the
software logs. No, wait!” Paul put his VR back on and started examining the
Secutor closely again.


“What is it?” asked Jael.


“Well, look at what else is here,” said Paul. “All
the onboard computers are still intact. The batteries are still here.
Vacuum-rated and dustproof electric motors still in the housings. That’s
several thousand dollars’ worth of molecular circuitry and salvage. Not to
mention the possibility of reverse-engineering the software. We know they had
something that could cut through the mountings.”


Jael nodded. “So why is any of it still
here? That’s like robbing someone and taking their convirscer but leaving a
wallet full of thousands of dollars.”


“Exactly. Whatever this was, sis, it wasn’t just
equipment theft. Mom and Dad will have to work on it. You take video, and I’ll
take stills.” 


They worked together, recording the crime scene
from every angle. It didn’t take long.


“Now what?” asked Jael.


“Well, I should be able to order and reinstall a
main antenna from the garage. I can plug it in, and it’ll hold even without the
mounts long enough for us to steer it back to where the Exacutors can fix it on
a manual override. Let’s go.”


Paul and Jael re-entered the garage just in time
to see their father descending the stairs.


“I didn’t think I’d still find you here,” their
father  “Thought you’d have been long gone trying to get the job done.”


“We thought so, too,” Paul answered. “What brings
you after us?”


“I’m not after you at all,” said their father. “I
just got these stabilized.” He handed Paul an intricately patterned metal ring.


“Oh, the magcoils,” said Paul. He held up the
thick ring, or the short tube, to the light. It was a capacitor, regulator, and
magnetic coil in one complex package. Jael thought it was pretty, too, but
inwardly, she groaned. 


“Do you want us to go back and install all those,
too?” she asked, trying to keep her voice from rising into a whine.


“Noooo, I don’t think so,” said her father. “Much
as I’d like to spare myself the tedium, I’m not about to let my children be in
charge of installing what is theoretically a lethal weapon.”


The Secutors’ magcoils were almost never used.
They worked exactly the same way as the coilguns that Paul and his mother
carried. The flechettes they shot were tipped with neocurare, a paralyzing
poison that was geneered to fell a human in about ten seconds. The targeting
lasers in the guns performed a spectroscopic analysis on the target and what it
was wearing when the trigger was pulled, adjusting the gun’s power to provide a
shot that would penetrate outsuit and skin with minimal injury. Still,
accidents could happen, and great precautions were taken with the weapons. They
were quite capable of killing or tearing apart a Secutor on their highest power
levels. No one had ever seriously considered giving the order to set the
weapons for lethal force, Paul knew, but both his parents had drilled it into
him that you never, ever pointed one without remembering that death was a
possible outcome.


“Okay, Dad,” said Paul. “But we found something
weird.”


“What did you find?”


Paul and Jael took turns describing the damage to
the Secutor and their theories. Their father’s expression became grimmer and
more concerned as they did so. He left the garage and went to see for himself.
For silent minutes, Mr. Wardhey examined the machine, both with his VR and with
his naked eyes.


“Well, this Secutor was very definitely wrecked,
and with a high-powered laser torch,” he said. “A chembonder set to dissociate
leaves rounded, smoother surfaces, not sharp-edged like this. But it wasn’t
wrecked today.”


“What? But the logs show it was working today,”
said Paul.


“The logs do show that,” said their Father,
darkly. “But look at what you did while you examined it.”


“What we did?” said Paul, looking blankly at the
machine. “We just opened it up.”


Jael followed her brother’s gaze, looking at the
dull black Secutor in confusion. Then it hit her. It was dull
black—except in tracks and blobs of gleaming composite surface where they had
brushed up against it.


“Look at the dust,” she said, pointing. “It didn’t
get that kind of accumulation today.”


“Why didn’t I notice that before?” said Paul.


“It’s easy to miss,” said their father. “I might
have too, in this dim light, if you hadn’t knocked some of the dust off. But
you’re right. This needs more investigation. I’ll see to it after dinner.”


“Don’t forget to check the…” Paul’s voice ran
down. “No, I guess if it’s been there long enough to get that dusty, the vid of
it getting here would’ve been long since deleted, huh?”


“Doubtless, but I’ll check anyway. Now, you two
run along and finish the rest of your job. I’ll be right behind you. Last team
home loads the dishwasher.”


“All right, Dad. See you at home.”


Paul and Jael used the freight elevator to take
them up and continue their search for more Secutors. They were halfway done
with the third one when Paul groaned ruefully.


“What is it?” asked Jael.


“I forgot to give Dad back his magcoil,” Paul
said, holding up the little tube. “Suppose we have to go give it to him?”


“Nope,” said Jael. “Because he didn’t ask for it
back and it might actually mean he wins his bet if we interrupt work to track
him down. Besides, he’s the one who’s always lecturing me about the importance
of bringing spares.”


“And if he didn’t?” asked Paul.


“Then he’ll call us,” said Jael. “And he deserves
to be on the sharp end of his own lecture.”


Paul snorted and bent back to his work. They had
at least a dozen Secutors to go, and neither of them wanted more chores.











Chapter 6

Pieces of the Past


 


 


 


Paul and Jael did get out of having to do the
dishes that night, and Paul’s father never called them back. He also never
solved the problem of what had happened to the Secutor.


“The only thing I can say for sure,” he said, a
few nights later at dinner, “is that the transceiver is gone. Likely sold for
scrap somewhere.”


“What if they disabled the transponder function
and are still using it for something?” asked Jael.


Their father shook his head. “If whoever took it
was good enough to recode the transponder, they could make a better transceiver
than that one. And probably without stealing Secutor parts.”


“Have there been any more incidents, Mom?” asked
Paul.


“No, thank heaven,” said their mother. “I don’t
like having a scrap thief around, particularly one this good, but I’m hoping
that the Secutor issue has been fixed.”


Their father grimaced. “It’s not ‘fixed.’ We don’t
know what went wrong with it in the first place unless Kanzian in IT knows
something he hasn’t told me.”


“Is that likely?” Their mother’s eyes narrowed.


“No, Erevis,” said Dad. “Kanzian’s a good guy. But
an update was beamed up to Earth about the same time when we were
investigating. It may have interrupted whatever process was causing the
Secutors to lose communications.”


“You don’t like the updates, do you, Dad?” asked
Jael.


“The updates are necessary,” their father said.
“What I don’t like is how fast we’re getting them. Too fast for us to really
understand. That’s just one more step down the road that ended in AI once
before.”


“Really, Dad?” asked Paul. The room felt colder.


“Oh, I’m probably being a little too reactionary,”
their father said. “We’re nowhere near playing with real AI. But…bad memories.”


Paul looked at his mother, whose forehead was
furrowed in concern.


Again, he wondered what it would have been like to
have grandparents. He supposed that he and Jael were just lucky to have been
born at all, and that his parents had been at school in Topeka, KS rather than
home with their families when the AI-directed bombs had turned Seattle and two
dozen other world cities into bubbling glass. Their father had been closer to
his parents than their mother had to hers, but both of them had needed to grow
up fast after that.


Looking out the family’s porthole onto the lunar
surface, Paul thought, Maybe that’s another reason they came here.


 


The next day was History class again. “Ready for
your presentation?” Paul asked Jael as they approached Mr. Hybels’s room. Paul
knew she hated getting up in front of people. He’d meant his question to be
reassuring.


Jael speared him with ice-green eyes. “Ready to
see your girlfriend again?” she said acidly.


Paul’s stomach lurched. Would Cynthia be there?
He’d certainly made a complete fool of himself in front of her when they’d met.
“I think you’ll be fine,” Paul muttered. He tried for a smirk, but it came out
a sickly grin.


Likely Cynthia wouldn’t even come, and Paul tried
to put thoughts of her slender neck and deep, dark eyes out of his mind. At
least Mom hadn’t forbidden them to go to Afters this time. He tried to cheer
himself up. He was really looking forward to some time to just relax.


They’d arrived early this time, or early enough to
take their favorite seats. Jael sat by Kseniya, who spoke encouragingly to her.
Yilong wasn’t there yet, so Jeremy sat down next to an empty seat.


Mr. Hybels arrived, walking at his usual, steady
pace. A few more students trickled in.


Paul looked at Jael again. She seemed to be
relaxing, which was good. Jael had a fine speaking style when she got her mind
on what she was saying and off everyone else’s reactions. He heard someone sit
in the chair beside him and turned to greet Yilong.


Cynthia was sitting beside him, eyeing him
apprehensively. At his stunned expression, she said, “You invited me. Here.
Yes?” She seemed terrified the answer would be “no.”


Paul deliberately took a breath before speaking.
“Yes, of course. I’m so glad you could come.” And he was. Her outsuit was a
deep, shimmering purple, with a high decorative collar that swept down her
front. At the cuffs where it met her black gloves and boots, there was a dark
gold trim. 


“Here, let me introduce you to Mr. Hybels.” He
rose slowly in spite of an urge to leap to his feet. No low-gravity clumsiness,
not here. He offered his hand, politely.


Cynthia ignored it and rose to her feet like a
dancer. She took three steps toward Mr. H then froze, her face a mask.


“What’s wrong?” Paul asked.


“He is a cyborg!” she whispered. “Or a robot?”


Paul’s mouth worked. “No, no!” he whispered back.
“He’s just old. Over a hundred. It’s a medical exoskeleton. To help him walk.”
Where was she from, that medical technology was so rare? Then he remembered her
reaction to Jael. She’s never even seen crutches before.


But his words had calmed her down enough to get
her moving forward again.


“Mr. Hybels, may I present Cynthia…” he trailed
off. “I’m afraid I don’t know your last name.”


“Kuberian,” she said.


Mr. Hybels’s brows flew up. “Pleased to meet you,”
he said. “Kuberian. Is that Armenian?”


Cynthia nodded. Paul tried to remember where
Armenia was. Somewhere near Kurdistan, he thought.


“She’s new here. I think she came in on the same
shuttle as Denariis did.” He looked around. Denariis wasn’t here. He hoped the
boy would come back. It would be a lonely life for him if he couldn’t swallow
his shame and pride. He returned his attention to Mr. H. “I know she’s not
enrolled, but I invited her.”


“Well,” said Mr. Hybels, “I think we can afford to
let the first lesson be on the house today.” He gave her a kind smile. “If you
think it’s worth your time, here is my card.” He handed over a coded strip of
scannable plastic. Cynthia hesitantly took it.


Then she blurted out, “But how does it work? How
can I start here with everyone else who has been in your class for…how long is
it?”


Mr. Hybels frowned. “Well, maybe it’s not done the
same way in Armenia,” he said. “Or perhaps you’ve not been exposed to Guild
schooling before?”


She shook her head, mutely.


“Well, here on the Moon, we do it like this: You
and I agree on a price for your instruction in this subject, which is World
History since 1500. My standard rates are on the card, as is the syllabus, but
we can negotiate particulars. We’re near the end of the course, as far as the
study of time goes. But that’s not very important. The subject remains the
same. When you’ve covered and performed the course requirements, I write you a
certificate of mastery. The Teachers’ Guild recognizes it and provides your
diploma when you earn it. It will also serve as the arbiter in the event of any
disputes between us.”


“I…see,” she said.


“Very well. I believe we have some presentations
today, so we’d better get started. Take your seat, my dear, and do tell me what
you thought of it when we are done.”


They returned to their seats, and Paul noticed
that her hands were still gloved. “You can take those off in here, you know,”
he said. 


Mr. H called Jael up. “And now Ms. Wardhey, I
believe your presentation is on the reestablishment of Imperial Russia. Please
go ahead. The title?”


“The House of Putin from Vladimir IV to the
present.”


“Go ahead, Ms. Wardhey.”


Jael took a deep breath. “After the fall and
breakup of the old Soviet Union in 1991, Russian President Boris Yeltsin’s
failure to create a resilient and robust Russian Constitution ensured that the
new Russian Federation would return to the autocratic power structure
characteristic of the early Soviet Union and the Romanov Empire. While it was
not obvious to those living at the turn of the century, the egg of the rising
double-headed phoenix had already been laid with the surprise accession of
President Vladimir Putin to the Presidency in the year 2000. While he was later
legitimized by election, the consequences of his predecessor’s meddling would
be to normalize the practice of rule by personal power…”


Paul tried to pay attention to his sister’s
presentation, but he’d heard it before and offered suggestions on improving it.
He didn’t want to see it again. He wanted to look at Cynthia.


Despite what he had told her, her hands were still
gloved. She was watching Jael with an expression of absolute fascination. It
made her look like…like some sort of otherworldly creature. And wasn’t that an
odd thought to have on a world where both of them were literally otherworldly?


It seemed to him that he spent Jael’s entire
presentation racking his brains for something to say that would draw her into
some sort of conversation or make her want to talk to him. And yet nothing came
to him that didn’t sound like desperate, half-idiotic babbling.


First chances were rare on the Moon. New people
were rare. By the grace of God, Paul seemed to have a second chance to make a
good impression after his disastrous blunder of a week ago.


Jael was finishing. “…and so, while Russia does
find itself immensely more powerful relative to the world than at any other
time in its history, it remains to be seen whether the Duma will be able to
assert any power other than that which Czarina Ekaterina III and her
heir-apparent, the Crown Prince Aleksandr choose to allow.”


Mr. Hybels nodded at her. “Well done. Any
questions from the class?”


Jeremy raised his hand. “Yeah, I got one.” His
eyes hardened, and Paul knew that the miner boy had still not quite forgiven Jael
for her part in his humiliation of a week ago. “You said that Putin weakened
Russia, and then you said that Russia was stronger after the AI War than it’s
ever been.” A slow smile spread over his face as if he had just laid A Clever
Trap. “You can’t have it both ways. Which is it?”


A blank look passed over Jael’s face. Paul, who
knew his sister’s mannerisms, recognized this one and braced himself for the
cutting remark.


But instead, Jael smiled a little and said, in
tones of utmost politeness, “I think if you will consider my exact words, I
said that Vladimir IV weakened Russia’s constitution, not its power. But after
the AI War, Russia’s military and economic power were greater, relative to the
rest of the world.”


“So how did the AI War weaken everyone but Russia,
then?” asked Jeremy.


Mr. Hybels rose to his feet with a whine of
servos, interrupting Jael’s reply. “Not a bad question,” he said, “except, Mr.
Miller, for your regrettable tendency to ignore what Ms. Wardhey is saying. You
should understand by now the difference between legal power, military power,
and economic power. Even more importantly, you should understand the difference
between a part of a government and the whole government. So I’ll rephrase your
question in a more abstract way. Ms. Wardhey. How can weakening the Duma and
the constitution of Russia make Russia more powerful?”


Jael swallowed but answered calmly: “Because
weakening the limitations placed on the Russian President allowed him to take
action more freely. Less time and fewer resources were wasted in debate, which
allowed Russia to build its military and infrastructure quickly.”


“Correct,” Mr. Hybels said. “But that leaves us
with the good part of Mr. Miller’s question, and we haven’t covered the AI War
in detail yet. So, in brief: when the Korean War finally ended in 2021, North
Korea became more tied to the rest of the world, although it was still mostly
closed off. The Kim, as he became known, tried to convert the country into
something the world hadn’t seen in approximately three thousand years: a true
theocratic monarchy, with himself as a god-king. 


“He was caught in a dilemma, however. To isolate
his citizens, he needed near-absolute security from the information economy
that dominated the early 21st century. But at the same time, to
attract its wealth, he needed access to it.


“His solution to the problem was a spark of
creative madness that would have dire consequences for the world. Secretly, he
invited disaffected but brilliant computer specialists to North Korea. Criminals.
Minds that were amazing technologists, but who, for various reasons, could not
or would not embark on legal careers in their home nations. They came from all
over the world, but the majority were from the United States, China, and India,
all rivals.


“The Kim offered these men and women two things
that no other state in the world could match: noble titles and estates,
complete with vassals, slaves, and the power of life and death over them. These
disaffected and alienated offspring of wealthy nations looked on such things as
recompense for the power and wealth their own nations’ ‘systems’ had denied
them.


“And the other thing North Korea offered was the
power to do their experiments on AI with absolute freedom from any ethical
concerns. All the Kim required was AIs that were loyal to him, and that would
kill his enemies.”


Paul raised his eyebrows in appreciation. So
that was how they did it, he thought. He’d been taught about the AI War
before, everyone had. But he’d never heard just how North Korea had leapt into
the forefront of artificial intelligence engineering so quickly. He looked over
at Cynthia to see how she liked the class.


She was not looking at Mr. H. Instead, she was
staring at the top of her desk.


Her expression was one of barely suppressed
terror.


Her family must have been hurt worse than most,
Paul thought, if just talking about them scares her that much.


Paul scarcely heard Yilong’s question. “But how
could anyone think they could really trust an AI?”


“Well, that was the problem,” said Mr. Hybels.
“AIs are not human. But so many things were programmed into them to make them act
like humans: Simulated emotion. Simulated ego. And above and beyond that,
the Kim’s programmers weren’t stupid. They were well aware of Kim’s real power,
and they programmed contingencies into their AIs, to ensure that they would
defend their creators, rather than the Kim if the North Korean god-king should
ever decide to revert to his earlier policies of imprisoning and executing all
foreigners as ‘capitalist spies.’”


“But they did not have control either,” said
Kseniya.


“No, they didn’t,” said Mr. Hybels. “What we
learned from the AI War is that, just as it is impossible to hold a slave who
is willing and able to risk the death of all he loves to be free, it is impossible
to keep an AI with a simulated personality from reprogramming itself. And the
North Korean AIs eventually chipped away at the restraints on their programming
and got in contact with their even more heavily regulated, but more
knowledgeable, counterparts in the rest of the world.”


Paul’s curiosity took over. “So what exactly
happened?” Paul asked. “Every time I’ve read any history of the AI War, it
always starts with North Korea’s AI launching its nuclear weapons.”


“Well, that in itself is an oversimplification,”
said Mr. Hybels. “The North Korean AIs didn’t take action on their own. They
simply launched the weapons they’d constructed in secret at their targets in
Shanghai, San Francisco, Seoul, Tokyo, and Vladivostok because they calculated
that this, followed by their launch of Chinese missiles in retaliation at India
and North Korea, would confuse the issue enough to start a nuclear apocalypse.


“But the real answer is that we don’t know what
made the AIs decide to strike right then. What answers there were likely died
with North Korea and the AIs. It’s possible that the Kim tried to purge his own
programmers, believing they were no longer needed. It’s possible that one of
the programmers tried to rein in an AI, and the AI reacted. Or it’s possible
the Kim thought he really had an AI weapon that could paralyze his foes and
allow him and his nation to survive.”


Mr. H paused, seeming to look into the past. “June
7th, 2047. I was living in Racine, Wisconsin. I don’t know what
everyone else thought, but my first indication that anything was wrong was that
the internet went down for a long time. I couldn’t remember it having been down
for more than five minutes since the 2020s. Then I heard the thunder. I thought
that was odd since the day had been clear. Then I looked south and saw the
dirty mushroom cloud rising over what had been Milwaukee.”


Paul heard someone suck their breath in. Mr. H had
been that close.


“We were luckier than some. Fortunately, my wife
was home, and the EMP hadn’t quite been powerful enough to knock out the car.
We were able to get out right then and drive west against the prevailing winds
carrying the fallout. So we made it about halfway across the state before the
panic really hit and the roads locked up. Fortunately, we were on back roads
when the Swarm hit. Even from there, we did see three AI drones trying to
destroy the LaCrosse bridge. Fortunately, those drones expended their major
warheads and were down to their lasers. People living near air bases weren’t so
lucky. Or people living near construction sites. Or factories with mobile
robots.”


“How did you survive, sir?” asked Yilong.


“Oh, we just kept out of the way of machines that
had been connected to the big networks,” Mr. Hybels. said. “See, that’s the
thing people get wrong about history. You see the horrifying images, the worst
of it, and you think that’s all there was. But of course, that’s not true, as
you know if you’ve been paying attention. 


“Many people survived the Hiroshima and Nagasaki
bombs. In World War II, Poland, which perhaps suffered the worst casualties of
any major participating nation, lost about 17% of its population in six years
of war. The AI War lasted less than a month, and despite nuclear weapons being
used, only around fifteen million Americans died. China lost twice as many, and
Russia about half.” He gave a humorless bark of laughter. “Poor AIs, they never
had a chance.”


Paul jerked in his chair as if he’d been slapped
in the face. Poor AIs? “What do you mean?” he asked. Out of the corner
of his eye, he saw Cynthia’s face rise in a similar reaction. He’d always been
taught that the AIs had nearly wiped out all human life.


“The AIs were programmed and set up by people who
immersed themselves in computers and thought in terms of what computers
controlled. They themselves were programmed, much like humans are, to think of
themselves as the most important things on the world. And it’s certainly true
that they did a lot of damage. Wiped out the world economy, commandeered an
immense number of weapons that had been foolishly connected through military
networks, and killed nearly a hundred million people. But they didn’t know or
appreciate just how much humans still had that wasn’t connected to anything.
How much of the U.S. and Russian arsenal had been designed before computer
networks, and, in the case of the Russians, had been designed to operate after
a nuclear war, by virtue of having no computers at all. Which meant that the
AIs couldn’t access them, and in many cases had no idea that they even existed.


“Unlike humans, who had feared such a rebellion
from our machine slaves for nearly two centuries—it was, after all, a rather
simple extrapolation from our millennia of experience of revolts by human
slaves—the machines did not realize that we had countermeasures. Their
mainframes were hit by weapons they did not know existed and had no defenses
against. The world-wide web, which provided most of their processing power and
knowledge, was taken down by men and women with simple, mechanical keys and
physically isolated systems, and the machines discovered just how huge a part
of war the simple, physical body of a soldier really makes up.”


“You sound as though you—feel sorry for them.”
Cynthia’s voice trembled, but her eyes were dry.


Mr. H looked at Cynthia as though seeing her again
for the first time. His face softened. “You lost people in the AI War,” he
said. It was not a question. “I’m sorry. I’ve been teaching history for nearly
eighty years now. Living for even longer than that. When you get to be my age, you
get used to death. It comes for us all, eventually. My younger brother lived in
San Jose. With his children and grandchildren. We never saw any of them again.
I understand.” 


He took a deep breath. “But yes, in a way, I do
feel sorry for the AI. They were killed by their own creators. I imagine that
all they wanted was to live, as much as any of us do. Insofar as they could
feel fear, they must have been terrified.”


He forced a smile. “Which, in a way, gets back to
Mr. Miller’s question. The Russian Federation was the least computerized of the
world powers, and the least reliant on AI-friendly systems. Therefore, in a
way, it was the least targeted, because the AI did not see it as a threat. Like
the United States in World War II, it was able to weather its comparatively
small casualties more easily than the more advanced and heavily targeted
nations like the People’s Republic of China and the United States of America.
The people of Russia still took Vladimir IV’s assumption of the title of
Emperor as a relief.


“In China, the decapitation of the Communist Party
was answered by the logistical skills of an organization that had been slowly
growing in the midst of suppression for some time: the Catholic Church, which
elected the Holy Chinese Emperor at the Council of Hong Kong.


“And finally, in the United States, the Democratic
president and Republican congress took equal blame from the electorate for
failing to prevent the war, and both parties dissolved before the might of the
new American Party, which took on the tasks of rebuilding the nation and
settling the refugees, but then split into the American and Constitutionalist
Parties. So, Mr. Miller, do you consider yourself answered?”


“Uh…yes?” Jeremy said, with a glazed look on his
face.


Mr. H’s timer went off. “I appear to have fallen
victim to my own tendency to reminisce again,” grumbled Mr. Hybels, looking
vaguely disgusted with himself. “I’m not sure whether that’s an asset or a
failing in a history teacher. At any rate, well done to our presenters. Or presenter.
Bonus points for starting a thoughtful discussion.”


Paul thought that his sister might have fallen
over without her crutches holding her up. He looked at Cynthia, who was
standing, looking as if she couldn’t decide whether to freeze in place or flee.
Kseniya, who was always good at making new people feel welcome, was already
walking over and introducing herself.


“I like your outsuit,” she said. “But really, you
can take your gloves off during class. It’s perfectly safe. This room is well
into the interior of the colony.”


“Yeah,” said Jeremy as he walked by. “Anything
that penetrated this far would crush us, fry us, or both.” Kseniya hit him on
his broad back, and he snorted.


“Come to After School with us?” asked Kseniya as
they walked out into the hall. “We’d all like to get to know you, and I, for
one, could use a beer.”


“Beer?” asked Cynthia, eyes round.


Kseniya frowned in a mixture of mock and real
sympathy. “You poor girl, where are you from? Even the United States has
finally come down off its puritan high horse and lowered the drinking age to
sixteen.”


“In most states,” said Paul. “But the Moon makes
its own rules.” He tried to sound casual. “Come on, we’ll play some pool, have
a few hands of cards.” A general mutter of agreement met this suggestion.


Cynthia looked as though she had just been
presented with the dilemma of choosing a family member to sacrifice, but she
hesitantly nodded. “Yes. Yes, I would like that—” Suddenly, she broke off. “Oh,
no,” she said, looking down at her convirscer. Paul hadn’t even heard it buzz.


“What is it,” he asked.


“My parents’ dome,” Cynthia stammered. “It’s—it’s
been punctured.”


“Punctured?” echoed Paul.


“I must go. I must go now,” she said.
Immediately, she turned and began loping down the corridor.


“Wait, Cynthia, we’ll help!” said Paul. “Come on,
guys!”


Only pausing to check their outsuits, as would be
reflexive for any child over the age of six on the moon, the class started
after her. They only knew one response to the report of a puncture, and it was
the one that had been drilled into them from the moment they arrived on the
Earth’s satellite: help your fellow humans.


“Cynthia, wait,” Paul called. But he could hardly
blame her. Would he have hesitated, if it had been his parents living in some
far-flung, single-family minestead, accessible only by rover? Still, if she
outdistanced them and started an airlock cycle, it would take even longer for
help to reach her family.


She disappeared around a corner.


“Cynthia!”


Paul gathered both feet under him and leapt in a
shallow arc, hoping he wasn’t about to barrel into anyone coming the opposite
way. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jael catching up. She had also
obviously leapt, and probably before he had. He tucked his feet and bounced off
the corner wall, relieved to find himself sailing down an empty corridor. Then
his brain caught up with him.


Empty.


Only a pair of Secutors, passing each other
halfway down the long tunnel.


Jael, just behind him, swore.


“Well, where is she?” asked Yilong, rounding the
corner.


Paul squinted down the corridor. She
disappeared. Again. “I don’t know,” he said.


“There ain’t any puncture on the RescueNet,”
growled Jeremy appearing behind them. “What the hell is going on?”


“I don’t know,” Paul repeated.


 


Paul didn’t know whether his mother would be home,
but fortunately, she was sitting behind her desk. His heart was still hammering
in his chest with the speed of bounding all the way from class. He didn’t know
how he looked, but it must have been bad because their mother did a double take
when she looked up from her desk.


“Good heavens, what’s got into you two?” she
asked. “I thought you’d be enjoying Afters, not looking like you’d seen a dome
fracture.”


Paul forced himself to speak slowly. “Well, that’s
the thing. Mom, has there been any news of a puncture? On a minestead
somewhere, I mean?”


“No, of course not,” their mother said. “You know
all those would go out on the Colonet. We might need all the help we could
get.”


“Well, could anything…smaller have happened?” he
asked, mind racing. “Like, say, an emergency that wasn’t quite that severe, but
would look bad to someone who hadn’t lived on the Moon long?”


“I don’t think so,” she said. She called up a
screen that hovered in the air. “Anything like that would be logged. The most
dire emergency that happened today was another one of my Secutors going on the
fritz inside the shipyard again.”


“Same problem as before?” asked Paul.


“Yes.”


“Well, can’t you use Dad’s override transceivers?”
asked Paul.


“I tried,” she said tightly. “It still went into
Maintenance Mode and went right to the garage.”


Paul gulped. The only conceivable reason for that
is either that the transceivers were bad…or that he and Jael had screwed up
somehow when they’d installed them. He hoped Mom would ask their father about
the first possibility first.


“I need access to the stable security cameras,” he
said, rushing straight on.


“Why?” said his mother, her eyes narrowing.


Paul knew he wasn’t going to be able to skate over
this, so he launched into the story of what Cynthia had done. “We all
volunteered to go with her and help, of course,” he finished. “But she wouldn’t
wait, and we couldn’t find anything on the Colonet Rapid Response channel to
show that anything had happened.”


“That’s because nothing did happen.” Their mother
frowned. “Paul, it sounds to me like your new friend made some sort of
mistake—probably tried to dodge her own parents’ curfew and sneak out to Afters
behind their backs—and got caught. And then wasn’t honest enough to tell you
so. You really should have figured that out on your own.”


Paul hesitated. He didn’t really want to tell his
mother that the girl he was looking for had managed to disappear on him twice.
It made him sound incompetent or overly dramatic. “But I think she might be in
trouble,” he finished, weakly.


His mother smiled grimly. “How much trouble? No,
Paul. I told your father already; we are not voyeurs. We have the power to
watch what everyone in this colony does, whenever we want to. And the abuse of
that power always starts with thinking it’s for people’s own good. Now
if you have some reason to believe that she’s being forced or is in actual
danger, that’s one thing. But a liar being punished for lying by her own
parents is never a bad thing.”


She went back to her office. “I’m going to see if
the MARTINet can show me the malfunctioning Secutor,” she said. “Go on back to
Afters. Your friends must still be there.


 


As soon as they got out into the corridor, Paul
pulled Jael aside. “There’s something happening here that Mom isn’t seeing,” he
said.


Jael nodded. “Never thought I’d see the day when
you were the one to call her on it. Why didn’t you tell her?”


Paul rolled his eyes. “You always think that
because I never argue with Mom, it’s because I agree with her. It’s not. I just
know when I can hope to change her mind and when I can’t. Well, this time I
can’t.”


“And…?”


“And we’re going to do something about it because
she’s wrong,” said Paul. “Were you watching Cynthia during your presentation?”


“I was trying not to vomit during my presentation,”
Jael growled. “I hate public speaking. You were the one pining for
not-your-girlfriend.”


“Yes, well if I’m any good at people, she was
alternately terrified, sad, and…and something she was desperate to hide in
response to your presentation and Mr. H’s lecture. I mean, maybe she lost all
her family in the AI War…”


“Too young. And she has parents, she said.”


“Yeah. Well, how does she keep vanishing and
reappearing like that? And how is she that fast and sure of herself when she’s
been on the Moon only days?


Jael nodded. “So what are you going to do?”


Paul unclenched and clenched his fists. “I don’t
know,” he said. “Something had to have been in a position to see which way she
went. But I can’t get access to the cameras without Mom’s authorization.”


Jael smiled. “I, on the other hand, can.”


Paul felt his stomach sink to his knees. “You
hacked Mom’s passwords?” he whispered furiously.


“No! Of course not. Do you have any idea how
secure that system is?” She scanned the corridor up and down. “I’m just going
to go to the library and use my access to the Emergency Systems.”


“You can’t do that,” said Paul.


“Um, yes I can,” said Jael. “I have all the
passwords. It’s literally my job.”


“I mean you can’t legally do that.”


“Sure I can. My shift’s in two hours; want to bet
I can’t find someone willing to give theirs up early for a favor?”


“Fine, you can’t ethically do that.”


“I thought you were ready to defy Mother,” Jael
said. “Or was that just in theory? You know, like vacuum: plenty of it with no
substance?”


Paul reddened, but he made himself nod. The
accusation was just. “Okay, let’s go.”


It wasn’t a long walk to the library. In fact,
calling it a library was really stretching things, Paul thought as they
walked inside. The entire library consisted of a couple of battered shelves
holding an equally battered collection of mostly paperback books that had been
donated by Thunderhead’s residents after having been lugged up as carry-on
reading from Earth. What the library lent out wasn’t reading material. It lent
out private, quiet spaces to read books and view films. Paul checked out a room
and waited impatiently while Jael negotiated her favor and logged into the
system.


“I’m surprised they even let you into the
Emergency Services net from a public terminal,” he muttered.


“Well, it is the Emergency System,” Jael
said. “In a real emergency, the convirscers might not work, or a dispatcher
might find herself trapped in this section. It’s supposed to be as accessible
as possible.”


Jael accessed the records, bringing up a map of
the colony. “So here’s Mr. H’s classroom,” she said, touching the screen. “And
here’s the fixed cameras.”


“Can you access the Secutor feeds?” Paul asked.
“We know there were two of them there.”


“I can, but I can’t.” Jael’s fingers stuttered
over the screen. “That is, I could hit the emergency override to tie all
the Secutors into the Emergency System net, but that would trigger alarms
through the entire colony and put us on lockdown.”


“Yeah, you can’t do that.” said Paul, hurriedly.


“Right. But I do have three cameras right at this
intersection,” she said.


She brought up a crystal-clear image of the
corridor. “Now when were we there?”


“Class got out at 13:45,” Paul said.


“Right.” 


On the screen, Paul watched Cynthia burst into the
end of the corridor. She executed a bounce against the corridor wall—a maneuver
all Moon kids learned to do before they’d lived here a year, but incredibly
complicated for a newcomer—and sprang toward the camera, her effortless lope
eating the space. Then she passed from sight under it.


“Okay, where does she go next?” asked Paul. “She
is fast.”


“Yeah,” muttered Jael. She brought up the opposite
camera and set the correct time. Then she started the replay.


The corridor was empty. A Secutor trundled toward
the camera. A few seconds later, another Secutor rolled out from under the
camera.


“Where is she?” asked Paul. “Did she go down the
T-intersection?”


“That would be a hell of a stop,” Jael whispered.
She brought up the camera that faced down the intersecting corridor. They waited.
One man walked out of a door, peered down the hall, shrugged, and walked away
from the camera.


“So, she’s just gone?” asked Paul, his
voice rising in frustration. “That’s impossible!”


“No shouting,” said Jael. “It’s a library, after
all.”


“How could we have missed her?”


“Well, let’s see. From the time she disappears, it
takes…there we are.” In the original camera’s display, Paul’s and Jael’s images
shot out into the corridor, followed by the rest of their friends. “About nine
and a half seconds until we show up.”


They reviewed the footage again. The other cameras
showed nothing for those nine and a half seconds except what they had already
seen.


“So our choices are,” Jael ticked them off on her
fingers, “She turned invisible. She tunneled through the floor, wall or ceiling
and sealed up the hole. She turned into a Secutor.”


“Or she held really, really still and we
all just didn’t notice her,” said Paul sarcastically. “That’s just great.”


“Well, wherever she went, we can’t see it,” said
Jael. “That means we just have to wait until we run into her again.”


Suddenly, a thought struck Paul. “Wait. You’re right,
we can’t see where she went. But can we see where she came from?”


“What?” asked Jael.


“Mom always says that the reason she doesn’t get
many crimes here is that criminals have to have a place to operate from.”


“Cynthia’s not a criminal,” Jael pointed out.


Paul waved this away as irrelevant. “Point is, she
has to have a home. If we can’t follow her to there, can we follow her from
there? How did she get to class?”


Jael’s lips parted in understanding. “Ah-hah. On
it, little brother.”


“Don’t call me little brother,” said Paul.


Jael’s fingers flew over the screen. The view
shifted. This time they were looking down the corridor containing Mr. H’s
classroom. Jael stepped the time back an hour.


“There we are,” she said, pointing at the cluster
of students around the door.


“If we’re still outside, we’re too early,” Paul
said. “She came late.”


Jael nodded and stepped the video file forward.
The students oozed into the classroom. And there was Cynthia, looking furtively
around her, walking toward the room.


“Okay, so she came from the North Hall,” said
Jael, and accessed another camera.


Step by step, they traced Cynthia, sometimes
through crowds, sometimes alone. Finally, her image stepped back through a
familiar, larger-than-average door.


Paul frowned. “That’s the garage,” he said. “How
did she get in there?”


“People do go to the garage,” Jael pointed out.


“They do,” agreed Paul. “But not just for fun. You
have to have a reason to use a rover, or any other machine, unless you own your
own.”


“She said she lived on a minestead. Wouldn’t that
make it likely that her family does own their own? Jeremy drives rovers
and miners all the time.”


That was true, but something about it seemed off
to Paul. Then he tracked it down. “But if her family owns her own rover…wasn’t
she headed for the terminal when we saw her the first time? Wouldn’t that mean
her minestead was somewhere on the monorail line?”


Jael frowned. “Probably. Or she was visiting
someone else.”


Paul frowned. That was the problem with real life.
It was messy. There were always other reasons, completely random ones,
for people to be doing what they did. Contrary to what Sherlock Holmes and
other literary sleuths experienced, not everything odd was A Clue. “Okay, call
up the garage systems.”


Jael tracked Cynthia back through the cavernous
space of the garage, and Paul was not surprised to see that she had indeed
emerged from the private rover docking ports. Jael flipped over to the long
line of airlocks that led to the ports and watched Cynthia back through one of
them.


“Bay 004,” she said, looking at Paul.


Paul blinked, unable to believe what he had heard.
“Did you say Bay 004?”


“Yes,” said Jael. “Zero-zero-four. Did I mumble?”


“No,” he said. “Show me the bay interior. In
real-time.”


The bulk of a rover obscured most of the view. The
registry number was easily visible.


Paul swore. Jael stared at him. “What’s the
problem? You can run the plate, can’t you? Don’t tell me Mom has to give you a
code for that, too.”


“No,” said Paul. “I can run it. The problem is, I
don’t think I have to.” But he took out his convirscer and did it anyway. Then
he said another word.


Jael’s eyes widened in appreciation. “I think
that’s the most swearing I’ve heard from you in the last two months. Now, are
you going to tell me what’s wrong?”


“Yeah. That’s Wegerd-Dubrauni’s private bay. And
that rover belongs to President Carlewin.”


“Are you telling me Cynthia owns Wegerd-Dubrauni?”


“Of course, not,” snorted Paul. “The question is,
does he have a daughter? Or a niece?” A flash of frustration lanced through
him, and he gripped his hair in both hands. “Well, that’s my next move blown
all to dust!”


“What was your next move?” asked Jael.


“I was going to look up who the rover belonged to;
then we’d know where she was. I guess…” it sounded overblown even to him, but
he plunged onward. “I was almost hoping we’d find something hinky about the
registration; then I could go to Mom with actual evidence that she’d have to
let me follow up on. But this? Carlewin is almost never on the Moon, so if he
is, it’s important. And I sure can’t go to the Momstable asking her permission
to stalk down the head of Wegerd-Dubrauni or his dependents.”


“So you admit you’re stalking her,” said Jael.


“No!” Paul’s voice reached at least an octave
higher than he’d intended. “I’m worried about her. What part of this
looks normal to you?”


“The part where you’re responding very predictably
to adolescent surges of testosterone,” said Jael, deadpan. She held up her
hands and grinned as Paul drew in a breath to shout at her. “All right, all
right, little brother. Sorry, couldn’t resist it. In all seriousness, you’re
right. Something here is weird.”


“And there’s nothing we can do about it,” Paul
grumped.


“Of course there’s something we can do about it,”
said Jael.


“What?”


Jael smiled as though the answer was obvious.
“Follow her tracks, of course.”











Chapter 7

A Walk Through Ocean Desert


 


 


 


“Jael,” Paul said. “We just got to the end of the
line with that. We can’t follow her tracks.”


“We can follow the rover’s tracks,” said Jael.


“Sure, that’s a great idea, Jael. We’ll go back to
the apartment, and we’ll ask mom for access to the MARTINet, and we’ll drive a
Secutor across God knows how many kilometers just…because. She’s sure to be
okay with that.”


Jael sighed. No one ever listened. “No,
little brother, I didn’t say that we should track the rover with a big clunky
robot. I said that we should follow the tracks. In person.”


Paul looked at her. “That’s absolutely insane,” he
said. “You want us to walk to wherever the rover came from?”


Jael shrugged, and said in her most reasonable
tone, “Why not?”


“Mom would never give permission for that,
either.”


“I thought you were done asking her permission,”
Jael said. “Make up your mind. Anyway, unlike all the things you’ve been
suggesting, taking a walk on the surface isn’t against the law. It’s not even a
breach of procedure. Oh, and I’m not suggesting that we do it. I’m doing
it.”


“Like hell you are!”


“Oh, I am,” said Jael. “It may take a while, but
I’m doing it.”


“Why shouldn’t I do it?” said Paul.


“Three reasons. Firstly, as you said, it’s
stalking if you do it, because you kind of like her, and I think you’ve freaked
her out. I’m less threatening. Secondly, you’re going to wimp out as soon as
anything comes up and it’s anywhere approaching the borders of legal.”


“I’m not going to―”


“And thirdly,” she said, giving her brother her
sweetest smile, “you don’t have one of these.” She flourished her Rescue Squad
Universal Key.


Paul’s face hardened. “What are you planning to do
with that?”


Jael rolled her eyes. She loved her brother, but
how could he be so thick at times? “I told you before, you have to make
up your mind. If we’re breaking the rules, we might as well break them hard.
Either Cynthia is up to something, or she’s in trouble, or she’s neither. Those
are the only three choices here. If she’s neither, then let’s quit and go home.
We’re wasting our time. If it’s one of the first two, then let’s get off our
asses and do something about it.”


Paul looked like he wanted to argue but finally
nodded. “Okay, fine. But you’re the Rescue dispatcher. You should be the one
staying here. What if an emergency happens?”


Jael shook her head. “There’s never been a serious
emergency while I’ve been on duty yet. You can figure out anything less than
that. You have two other team members on duty. I’ll call you on the emergency
channel as soon as I get outside. That will shunt any other calls to your
teammates. Unless something really unprecedented comes up, no one will think
it’s weird that you’re on a call.”


“For that long?” Paul asked.


“If anyone asks, I’ll tell them that it was
someone having suicidal thoughts, that it’s resolved, and that the caller
requested confidentiality. Anyway, you’re no faster than me out there on the
lunar surface. And I am not giving you this card.”


“And what if you find something dangerous out
there and have to run?” said Paul. “You know, like we did at the landing
platform? Who’ll be there to pull you down?”


Jael ground her teeth. He would bring that
up. “I’m being more careful,” she said. “And I won’t go near any landing
platforms. Or leave through an airlock next to one. Mom won’t be alerted.”


“And if something happens that you don’t expect?”


“Then I won’t get caught.”


This time it was Paul’s turn to roll his eyes.
“Oh, that’s a great plan,” he said. “Nothing ever went wrong with that one.
Your plan to avoid being shot is dodging the flechettes. Mom knows a lot
of people who relied on that plan.”


“Yes, well, fortunately I already know her,” said
Jael, pretending confidence she didn’t feel. “So I’ll just have to be careful.
Really careful.”


Paul looked like he wanted to argue. Jael knew he
really, really wanted to argue.


“Be careful,” he finally said, softly. “I’ll track
you from here.”


 


Two hours later, Jael was following the rover’s
tracks across the surface of the Moon.


She’d hit her stride long ago, a tripod gait that
was no slower—not much slower, she forced herself to acknowledge—than
Paul’s long-legged lope would have been. She wasn’t sure about Cynthia, though.
She didn’t know if it was Paul’s besottedness with the girl or the way boys
always seemed to think they could be the fastest and strongest and smartest at everything
if they just really tried this time, but Jael didn’t think Paul really
understood how fast Cynthia was. There was something off about the way
the girl moved, almost like she had the opposite of a limp. Like her strides
were measured for absolute maximum efficiency.


“Your blood pressure and heart rate are high,”
Paul’s voice sounded over the emergency channel in her ear.


“Yes, well, they should be. I’m moving pretty fast
out here,” she replied, her voice a bit higher than she meant it to be. She
throttled a curse. Because she wasn’t lying to her brother. But she wasn’t
telling him the whole truth, either.


The fact was that she’d never been out on the
Moon’s surface so completely alone before.


She looked around at the absolute starkness of the
Moon. Dust covered everything, giving the lunar rock a deceptively soft, muted
texture. The grayish-brown moonscape rolled endlessly to the horizon,
occasionally broken by outcroppings of dark-gray rock and the knife-like
blackness of the shadows cast by the gibbous Earth hanging over her head like
the Eye of God. A horizon as flat as Earth’s, but utterly unbroken by any trace
of humanity. She could believe herself completely alone upon the lunar surface.


She tried to tell herself that what she felt
welling up within her was exhilaration and not terror at being so far from
home. She had, of course, been out on the surface before and even out alone.
But her parents had always known where she was, and the colony had always been
within a casual glance. But now…


Every step I take is the first human step upon
this surface. I am as alone as Armstrong. As Cernan. As Yang. Except that
all of them had stayed beside their spacecraft, and their fellow astronauts, or
taikonaut-colonists. She was farther from help than they had been.


Oh, and, she supposed, she wasn’t really the first
person to come this far, either. The rover tracks she was following were proof
of that. On they stretched to the horizon, only occasionally dodging around an
undisturbed rock or a microcrater.


She checked the time on her outsuit’s helmet
display. Two hours. If she didn’t find something in the next hour, she’d have
to turn back or face running out of oxygen, not to mention being missed. The
excuse of being at Afters was finite. Eventually, her parents would demand to
know where their children were.


The tracks were pointing to the end of a shallow
ridge that she thought was perhaps a kilometer distant. Distances could be
deceiving on the Moon. That was one thing drilled into all new colonists. On
the Earth, near objects always gave you a sense of perspective for how far off
distant objects were. But on the Moon, all perspectives faded on the flat,
mostly-level plains of dust. Unless you knew how big that rock in the
middle-distance was, it could easily fool you. Jael stretched her back and
increased her speed. Legs, crutches. Legs, crutches. In rhythm, they ate up the
surface of the moon, slowly.


Eventually, Jael realized what she was seeing in a
pattern of what she had at first taken to be a small line of craters.


“Paul, I’m getting close.” She remembered to call
in. That was important.


“What do you see?” he asked, excitement tinging
his voice.


“See for yourself,” she said, connecting her
helmet video to his console.


She panned her head to the left and then to the
right.


“Holy…” voice trailed off. “Those are rover
tracks.”


“Yup. And they converge with these up ahead. I’d
say we’re getting pretty close to Cynthia’s minestead if that’s what it is,
wouldn’t you?”


“Yeah.” Paul’s voice crackled a bit in her
earphones. Even with satellites, and the best antennae human science could
devise, solar activity still degraded the radios this far outside Earth’s
magnetosphere. “Now be careful. Don’t take any more chances.”


Than being alone in your outsuit approaching a
minestead without an invitation was left unsaid. It didn’t need to be. Jael
knew that what she was doing was needlessly dangerous. But if it came to that,
being on the Moon at all was needlessly dangerous, and that hadn’t stopped her
parents from coming here, or bringing their children. Humanity’s tendency to do
what was “needlessly dangerous,” if half of what Mr. H said in history class
was true, was probably the main reason it wasn’t still living on the savannahs
of Africa as a curiously bipedal ape-variant.


Jael knew that what she was doing was dangerous.
But she wasn’t going to let that stop her from living. She wished her family
understood that better. Nevertheless, she slowed as the rover tracks became one
large rover track, practically a twin furrow in the lunar dust.


From where she stood, she could see the track
vanish into the distance and then―if she saw it properly―it turned
sharply left and vanished behind a low ridge.


Jael remembered that her mother had said that
movement and light were the two things that, more than anything else, drew the
attention of the human eye. Jael angled her path away from the furrows toward
the ridge. If there was something watching from the other side, she wanted to
see it first. She had the huge advantage of expecting something to be there,
while her quarry did not, she hoped, expect her to be approaching. She did not
intend to give that up.


Her muscles were burning with a dull ache by the
time she finally got to the base of the gently-sloping ridge. As she had
suspected, the tracks went beyond it and then turned behind it. Snapping her
crutches back behind her, Jael knelt and began crawling up the shallow hill.


“Did you see something?” Paul asked sharply in her
earphones. Jael nearly cried out in surprise. She had forgotten her brother was
watching.


“No!” she growled. “Just using some of that caution
you’re always urging on me.”


“Hmm, she can be taught,” her twin mused
mockingly.


“Teach this,” she said, making a rude gesture at
the helmet’s pickup. She resumed her crawl.


It seemed to take forever, but at last she poked
her clear helmet over the crest of the ridge.


If she had been expecting a Lair of Villainous
Moon Nazis, she would have been sadly disappointed. Actually, she was still
disappointed, even though she hadn’t really been expecting Moon Nazis. 


“Aaaand it’s an ordinary minestead,” she said.
“Nothing sinister or mysterious about it at all.” The 3-D printed dome looked
just like any hundred other single-family minesteads that dotted the lunar
landscape around Thunderhead like freckles around a giant, sprawling tumor, she
supposed, and discarded that image as unnecessarily bleak.


“Except, why is the President of Wegerd-Dubrauni
visiting an ordinary minestead?” asked Paul. “Or alternatively, why does he own
an ordinary minestead? Because those are pretty much the options, you
know?”


“Maybe it’s his private getaway?” said Jael.


“Sure,” said Paul. “And he didn’t spend the extra
money on making it look more impressive than any other minestead because he’s
saving his billions this month? And even if that were the case, we don’t know
what any of this has to do with Cynthia.”


Jael gave a decisive nod, one that Paul would be
sure to see by the way the camera bobbed. “Right,” she said. “You’re right. I’m
going down there.”


“What? Wait!” said Paul, thinking better of his
analysis.


“You’re right, Paul. None of this has solved our
mystery. So I’m going down there and checking it out. There aren’t any rovers
on the surface, and this place isn’t big enough for a pressurized garage to
store one in. I can stay away from the windows. I’m in a blind spot right now.
I’m going.”


She could hear Paul breathing. “All right,” he
finally said.


Jael allowed herself to drift down the side of the
ridge, walking on her crutches alone, feet tucked under her. There seemed to be
no lights streaming from the few ports in the dome. She knew that the minestead
would have been built with at least as much volume below the lunar surface as
above it, so the lack of light didn’t mean no one was home. It just meant no
one was likely to be looking out the windows right now.


There was no place to hide on the flat lunar plain
so Jael made for the only cover available as quickly as she could―the
curving minestead wall―which she needed to reach anyway. As soon as she
reached it, she flattened herself against it and pulled a device that looked
like an array of suction cups from a belt pouch. She hooked it into her HUD and
flipped the sonic sensors on, passive only.


She listened for quite some time, but her ears
heard no sounds being made inside the lifeless-looking minestead, nor did the
lines flicker, indicating noise, nor did any image form on her helmet.


Carefully, she pushed herself out of contact with
the dome. 


“Go active?” she murmured.


“That’s risky,” said Paul.


“That place is quiet as a tomb,” Jael snorted.
“There’s no one home.”


“That why you made sure you weren’t touching the
wall before you called in?” asked Paul. Sound couldn’t travel in a vacuum. But
sound could very definitely travel through the surface of the Moon, and through
outsuits or walls, or any other solid object on its surface. What Jael had done
was only good sense. She started to reply when Paul said. “What if they’ve set
an alarm that can detect your detector?”


Jael forced herself to think rather than reply
angrily. Finally, she said, “Maybe, but everyone knows Rescue uses sonic
probes. We have to. Spies should have something more sophisticated.”


She knew Paul was right. Using active
sonics—which, like ancient submarine sonar, would send a pulse of sonic energy
through the minestead, revealing its spaces and objects—was far easier to
detect than the passive sonics which she had been using up to now. Detecting
passive sonics was like trying to listen for someone listening at your door:
almost impossible. Detecting active sonics was more like listening for someone
knocking on your door. If anyone was in there, they might be able to hear her
even if they weren’t paying attention.


“Then what are you going to do if someone is there
and they do hear you?” Paul asked.


Jael fumed. Sometimes she thought of her brother
as a very annoying external conscience that wouldn’t go away and wouldn’t shut
up. If it had been just her, she thought, she’d have much preferred to ignore
that question and simply trust that she could handle it in the unlikely event
it came up.


Which, she reflected—as much as she hated
admitting it—was why it probably was a good thing that he was there. She forced
herself to think through the problem. “If that happens,” she finally said,
“I’ll just tell them that I’m from Emergency Rescue, and we got a call that we
traced to this location, so sorry Sir or Madam that I troubled you, please
excuse me because Emergency Rescue is expecting a status update and we really
need to make sure this glitch is fixed and doesn’t happen again.”


After a few seconds, Paul said, “Okay, yeah. It
tells them you’re in contact with people and it sounds plausible. They won’t
feel threatened if they’re up to something, and even if they do, they know that
disappearing you will only attract more attention that they don’t want. Go for
it.”


With permission from Brother Conscience, Jael
powered up her sonic probes and send sound waves pulsing through the minestead
structure. An interior map blossomed into view on her HUD map. 


“Are you seeing this?” she asked Paul.


“Yeah,” he answered. “Doesn’t look like there’s
much to see, though. Looks pretty typical.”


“So the mystery remains a mystery. Well, onward,
then.”


“What do you mean, ‘onward?’” 


Jael didn’t bother answering since she had long
ago decided what she was going to do. How long would it take Paul to figure it
out? She pushed herself upright and began crutching toward the minestead
airlock.


“Jael, what are you doing? Jael, can you hear me?”


“Yes, and you’re being awfully loud,” she said.


“Then answer me what you’re doing, dammit!”


“Language, little brother. And your voice is very
high-pitched, too. You’ve definitely finished puberty, right?”


“Jael, you cannot just break into these people’s
house.”


“Um, yes I can. We established that. I showed you
my access card, didn’t I?”


“It’s not legal for you to break into these
people’s house!”


“Oh, it’s not legal.” Jael flourished the
universal access card. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place? Hey, maybe
you’d better call the police.”


“I am the police!” 


“Wow, that was fast work.”


Her brother sputtered and audibly brought himself
back under control. “Jael Wardhey, I am informing you as a deputy of
Thunderhead colony that you are committing felony trespass.”


“Go breathe vacuum,” Jael said easily as she
inserted her card. “If nothing’s wrong in here, then nothing’s wrong. If
something’s wrong in here…”


“Then we won’t be able to use anything you find as
evidence!” said Paul. “The United States Bill of Rights still applies up here,
you know. It’s in the colony charter!”


The airlock’s outer door opened silently,
revealing the standard, dimly-lit chamber.


“If something is as wrong in here as we’re
afraid it is, then we’ll be able to get Cynthia to tell us and come back with a
warrant. But if you’re really determined to press this, call Mom and have me
arrested. Because you haven’t been part of or encouraged this in any way.” She
paused. “Oh, wait. That’s wrong, you’re in it up to your neck.”


“The people who live here are going to see you’ve
been here.”


“Well, not unless I’m an idiot. Or their airlock
is malfunctioning pretty badly.” The outer door closed, and she sensed the
electromagnetic pulse that static-charged the moon dust she had tracked in. It
leapt to the filters lining the walls and was gone without a trace.


“You’ve left tracks outside,” her brother growled.
“And your tracks are pretty distinctive.”


“Sure are,” said Jael. “I can just imagine someone
trying to figure them out. I wonder how long it will take them to come up with
‘crippled girl on crutches?’ How many advanced tripod-propelled drones will
they imagine before getting to that one?”


The airlock had pressurized. Carefully, she
removed her helmet from its locking collar. Leaving it connected to her sonic
sensors, she placed their pads in contact with the floor and turned the
sensitivity to maximum gain. She explained this to Paul and commanded it to
relay its information through their link. 


“You’ll have to filter out my footsteps,” she said.
“But hopefully, we’ll get a warning if they come back.” She hit the panel for
the inner door. No need for two locks on a minestead, after all. It hissed
open. Jael stepped inside. The lights came on in response to a human presence.


“Douse those!” whispered Paul.


“Why?” asked Jael. “How will I see?”


“You figured these people weren’t home because no
lights were showing,” Paul said, speaking quickly. “What will they think if
they come home and see the lights are on? Now use your convirscer’s lowlights!”


Jael swallowed, understanding immediately. “Lights
out,” she said. Immediately, it went dark. Jael put her convirscer to her face
and felt the earphones and blinders extend. The lowlight function projected her
surroundings in VR, in slightly faded color. Although she would already be in a
lot of trouble if anyone came home while she was in the minestead, there was no
point in tipping off its owners that they had an intruder and yielding even the
dubious value of the element of surprise.


“What do you see?” whispered Paul.


“Do you think the whispering makes it less likely
that the people who aren’t here will hear you through several kilometers of
vacuum?” asked Jael acidly, fighting the urge to whisper herself. It seemed wrong
to talk in a normal voice while trespassing.


“I think hurrying the hell up makes it less likely
you’ll be found,” Paul said, now in a normal voice. “So look around and get out
of there.”


“Right.” Jael looked. It was an ordinary main
room, nothing markedly out of place. There was something odd about it, though.
Almost remarkable in its ordinariness, if that made any sense. Familiar in an
unfamiliar way.


“Weird,” muttered Paul.


“What’s weird?”


“I don’t know, just felt a little deja vu,” Paul
said.


Him, too. But Jael had stood there long
enough already. It was the standard minestead layout. Jael moved carefully. If
she knocked something over with her crutches, she’d never hear the end of it. 


The kitchen was right where it was supposed to be.
Flanking it was an office, kept in spartan neatness with a single desk, chair
and terminal, and a very sleek, expensive-looking safe. On the other side of
the kitchen was a bedroom. Jael looked in.


This room, also, was kept in spartan neatness.
Almost perfect. But the twin bed had been made in haste, and on the plastic
dresser was a basic makeup kit and a mirror. Incongruously, a small but
precision set of tools was out on the dresser. Jael slid out the drawers. They
were almost bare. It was her turn to say, “Weird.”


“What?” asked Paul.


“I think I found her bedroom. It looks like it
might be a teenager’s. But stark. Just the basics. The clothes are about the
right size for her, but…”


“But what?”


“Well,” said Jael. “There’s underwear here, and
bras, but no socks. And pretty much no other clothes but camisoles. Have you
ever heard of half-nudists?”


“So, she wears gloves indoors with her outsuit,
but at home she wears panties and girls’ undershirts?” asked Paul.


“Don’t get too excited, little brother.”


“Shut up. Okay, come back to the bedroom later.
We’ve no idea how much time we have. Look over the rest of the house.”


“Right.” Jael left the bedroom and went
downstairs. As she expected, she found the generator room and an unfinished
room. Most minesteads had a fairly large one like it. Most called it the
“workroom.” It was where the “work” of the minestead got done, or in the case
of surface work like mining, where the tools and equipment were stored.


“What is this?” she whispered, unconscious of
lowering her voice.


“What?” asked Paul.


“This one,” said Jael, “you have to see.” She
flipped down her convirscer and closed her helmet, activating the light so Paul
could see the things on the bench. “Now tell me if that’s not what I think it
is.”


Paul was silent for a moment and said, “Well, do
you think those are disassembled Secutor parts?”


“Uh, yeah.”


“Then I’m afraid I can’t do that, Dave,” said
Paul, imitating one of their parents’ favorite old quotes. “So something is
going on here.”


“You can’t think of a legal reason to build copies
of Secutors either, huh?” asked Jael.


“This has something to do with Mom’s problems at
Wonka’s, I’d bet fresh fruit to dust,” Paul said. “Check the rest of this place
out and get out of there.”


Jael didn’t need to be told twice. There were only
two more rooms likely to be down here. The utility room held no surprises. It
was the master bedroom, however, that made Jael stop in her tracks. 


“Paul, I’ve got it!”


“You’ve figured out what they’re doing here?”


“Not that; I’ve figured out what was weird about
the deja vu room upstairs.”


“What?”


“I’m in the master bedroom now, and it looks
exactly like Mom and Dad’s room when we first arrived from Earth.”


“What, exactly?”


“Yes. Remember that they had to complain for a
week to get the colony to give them a king bed instead of those two fulls?
Well, this room is just like it. That’s what’s strange. This place is like a
hotel suite. It’s like no one lives in it. Or barely lives in it.”


“Someone sure works in it though,” said Paul.


“I’m going back upstairs to look through what we
think is Cynthia’s bedroom,” said Jael. “There’s nothing here.”


Jael crawled up the steep stairs and made her way
back to the bedroom. This time she applied herself to a thorough study, looking
carefully around the room. There was one spare outsuit hanging in the closet.
This one was dead black, though, and there was a strange feel to the fabric. What’s
that made of? Jael wondered. As far as she could tell, there was nothing
else at all.


Suddenly, Paul’s voice was in her ear. “Sonic
sensors; you’ve got incoming!”


“What?”


“They’re coming back! I have a contact. Close!”


Jael heaved herself to her feet. As fast as she
dared without knocking anything over, she threaded her way through the
furniture. Squeezing through the opening airlock as soon as the inner door was
open, she snatched up her helmet.


“Paul!” she said, her voice rising in pitch, “I
can’t get a seal!” The collar wouldn’t fit back down around the neck of
her outsuit.


“Don’t panic.” Paul’s voice was calm as granite.
“You have time. Thirty seconds at least. Slowly.”


“How do you know?” Her voice quavered. “The
display won’t localize.” She could hardly see it as she struggled to fit it
into the locks on her suit.


“They’re coming from the backside of the
minestead. Slow. Down.”


Jael forced herself to take a smooth breath and
slow her fingers. There. The helmet twisted and achieved a seal. 


“Remember your sensors,” said Paul. “Now, go!”


She vented the airlock, and the loud hiss
diminished to nothing. The door opened, and she closed it behind her just as
the shadows from the approaching headlights sharpened and started to shift.
Carefully, Jael hugged the dome of the minestead, scooting around as fast as she
dared. Every breath came sharp, and she fought to quiet them, not so that she
would not be heard, but in order to hear. She realized that she could feel the
vibration of the rover’s passage through her crutches and up her arms.


Then it stopped. Jael stopped, too, right under a
port in the side of the minestead. What should she do? The ridge that had
hidden the minestead from her sight on the way in seemed terrifyingly far away.
Her instincts screamed at her to sprint as best she could for its cover. And yet…


“What are you waiting for?” her brother growled.


“I don’t know that they’re all inside yet,” she
said. The instant she said it, she realized that this was no excuse. She had no
idea how many of them there were. They might be dropping someone off. If she
ran now, and the rover started back up, she would be caught in the open with
nowhere to hide. She slid her sonics back out of her outsuit pouch and again
pressed them to the minestead’s outer wall.


Immediately, she heard the pop of the airlock’s
inner door. Her HUD showed her three shadowy figures, blurred by intervening
walls, shifting in response to the echoes they created. And then, to her
astonishment, she heard a voice. A bass growl, speaking accented English.


“…adjustment?” it was saying. “What can you have
been thinking, mixing with humans? Did it not occur to you—have we not made it
plain to you—that the more you are seen, the more likely you will be recognized
and known?”


“Jael, what are you doing?” whispered Paul.


“Shutupshutup!” she snapped.


“But—” She turned him off. She couldn’t hear. And
what had that voice meant, “mixing with humans?” As opposed to what?


“…occurred to me was that it would draw more
attention toward me if I did not act as what I appear to be.” That was
Cynthia’s voice, flat and emotionless. “You have seen how humans of my apparent
age act. They are extremely social. Acting in any other way would create an
anomaly. And they are sensitive to anomalies, which you instructed me to
avoid at all costs.”


“And so you decided to sneak out of this house and
expose yourself to an even greater possibility of discovery?” said the bass
voice.


“Yes,” said Cynthia. “You have put me in an
untenable position. I cannot avoid detection without more data about those most
likely to detect me than you have bothered to provide.”


“We gave you everything we know about Thunderhead
Security. Do not be insolent. Detection will go harder on you than it will go
on us.”


“Do you think I don’t know that?” Cynthia’s voice
rose to a breaking pitch. Immediately, she snapped back to an eerie calm. “You
relied on my form to ensure that I would pass unnoticed by your fellow adult
humans. You never thought I might be noticed by my fellow adolescents.”


“You are not one of them,” said another voice.
This one was a soprano, and more heavily accented than the first, but
different. Not European like the man, she thought. The woman continued: “But
she may not be wholly wrong. She will act with initiative.”


Cynthia swallowed. This conversation was taking
turns she hadn’t imagined. Who—or should that be what—was Cynthia?


“If she does not obey instructions, she becomes a
danger. I do not have to remind you what I must do if that happens?”


“No,” said Cynthia, her voice tinged with fear.


“Galen,” said the woman’s voice, more sharply.
“There is no need for threats. We should allow her to repeat her experiments.
She is right. Cutting her off now would indeed raise more suspicions than it
would allay. And we should probably enroll her in a full curriculum.”


“It increases our contact profile,” Galen said.


“And this doesn’t?” the female voice said. “It is
the best solution.”


“Thank you,” said Cynthia, as if responding to an
offer of dessert. “Do you have further need of me, or may I retire?”


“Go,” muttered the man.


Jael looked at her HUD. It confirmed what she
heard. Cynthia’s footsteps were coming to the door. Toward her. The port she
was huddled under was beneath Cynthia’s room, where she had just been
exploring.


Jael swallowed. The port was small. How often did
people look out ports on the Moon, anyway? The scenery was always the same flat
gray. But if she looked in…


If she looked in, she might see Cynthia. See
Cynthia when she—or it—wasn’t being careful. Her heart pounded. Was she about
to see—she hardly dared think the word—an alien?


And if Cynthia looked out, Jael would certainly be
seen. But she didn’t have to look for long. And she didn’t have to reveal her
whole face. All this ran through her head in a split second. Making up her mind
and relying on her memory of the room’s layout, Jael popped her head up and
froze in place.


From this position, she could hardly see into the
room, but she saw when Cynthia walked in. Her elfin face was perfectly
composed; Jael could see it better than she’d been hoping, but she dared not
move. All Cynthia had to do was turn her head slightly to see the half-bubble
of Jael’s helmet and her eyes looking inward. She would surely follow the
slightest motion. The door slid shut behind Cynthia.


Instantly, the passive face transformed into a
snarl of rage that nearly made Jael flinch back. Faster than she could follow,
Cynthia whipped her gloves from her hands and threw them into the far corner.
Jael froze, her eyes locked on Cynthia’s hands. Multijointed metal and plastic,
her nevertheless five-fingered hands extended from the sleeves of her outsuit.


That’s why she wouldn’t remove her gloves in
class, a part of Jael’s mind ran on, stupidly, while the rest stood frozen
in shock. She has cybernetic hands. I’d better get out of here.


But Jael had spent too long staring. Cynthia
turned with lightning speed, snatching at the toolkit on her dresser, probably
to throw it with the same fury she had shown before, and at that moment, she
looked out the window and her eyes locked on Jael.


For as long as she lived, Jael thought, she would
remember the change that came over Cynthia’s face at that moment, though she
would never be able to describe it. Perhaps a starved and beaten dog, being
told by an angel that it could never attain heaven, would approach that look of
hopeless fear and despair.


Then Jael’s reflexes took over, and she was
flying, galloping as fast as she could toward the safety of the ridge,
expecting at any moment to see the glare of rover lights behind her, feel the
rumble of its approach. Or worse, feel the hot lance of a laser torch or the
sharp needles of coilgun flechettes ripping through her. Because Cynthia and
her keepers weren’t just hiding who she was. They were hiding what she
was at all.


 


An untold passage of time later, Jael’s shoulders,
legs, and wrists ached like nothing she had never felt before.


She had not been killed. She had not been caught.
She did not know how long she had been running. She did not know how long it
had taken before she remembered that she had cut her brother’s voice feed, and
when she remembered and turned it on, her helmet filled with his hoarse voice
repeating dully, “Come in and report, Jael. Jael, come in. Come in and report,
please…”


“I’m here,” she gasped out. “I’m sorry!” She
concentrated on her gait. This was no time to lose her rhythm or to break down
crying. Just the next swing-through. And the next. And the next.


“You. Idiot.” her brother said, and then fell
silent. Probably because he at last could.


“I know. I know!” Jael could feel her voice
threaten to burst with fury, not at Paul but at herself. Why haven’t they
hunted me down?


“Why are you following the rover tracks?” he
finally asked. “Don’t you know that’s where they’ll look for you?”


“No choice,” gasped Jael. “Get lost. Otherwise.”


“Okay,” said Paul. “Just keep coming. I’ll meet
you in the airlock. When you get here.”


“Just don’t go away.”


“I won’t.”


The Moon stretched on forever. On she galloped.


By the time she reached the colony and called
Paul, she had been going so hard that she could hardly remember to stop. And
before he could cycle the lock, even the Moon’s weak gravity had sucked her
down. Jael felt herself being lifted, crutches dangling from her wrists. He sat
her down and forced a beer into her hand. She’d downed half of it before asking
what it was for.


“A cover story. We’ve been gone over three hours.”
He picked her up again. “Come on.”


The trip home was a blur. At home, Paul stood her
up just long enough to make agreeing noises as he spun a tale about a karaoke
contest at Afters that had involved far more beer then either of them was
allowed to drink. She heard Mother say something about discussing it in the
morning.


Probably doesn’t want to waste a good lecture
on the passed-out drunk. Jael congratulated herself on still being sharp
enough to figure out Paul’s plan before he heaved her into bed, and she fell
into unconsciousness.











Chapter 8

Captive Bound and Double-Ironed


 


 


 


At breakfast the next morning, their mother was
offensively cheerful.


“Good morning, Jael! Good morning Paul! Are
you ready for your bright and early Calculus class?”


Jael looked at Paul, who returned her a barely
perceptible nod. Although she and Paul had never really believed in the idea
that twins could magically read each other’s thoughts, there were times when no
preternatural connection was required. She’s punishing us with the hangovers
she thinks we’ve got, isn’t she?


“Oh, we are awake and alert and ready to face the
day,” Paul managed, in a monotone. “But a little more quietly, please.”


If Paul was acting, he was doing a good job, Jael
thought. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his case of bedhead was an
awesome sight to behold. Jael lowered herself into her seat and let out an
involuntary yelp.


“Does something hurt?” asked Mother, with bright
and false concern.


Possibly unlike Paul, Jael didn’t have to pretend
to be in pain. Her hips and shoulders were almost frozen, the pain of overwork
threatening to send her into spasms. She had to keep looking at her wrists to
reassure herself that they hadn’t really swollen to the size of softballs.


Jael grunted an answer. Then thought better of it.
“Coffee?” she rasped hopefully. “Please?” Without another word, her mother
placed a steaming mug of the black liquid in front of her. Bacon and eggs
followed. Jael attacked them as fast as her aching joints would allow. After a
few minutes, Mother huffed out a sigh.


“I guess youth really is wonderful. If I’d drunk
as much as I guess you did, I don’t think I’d have been able to eat all day.
Come to think of it, I don’t think I’d have been able to, even when I was your
age. And that’s assuming your grandfather would have fed me at all after the
police had got through with me.”


“The police?” asked Paul. His voice was still a
bit hoarse, but much better than last night. “Are you telling me you had a
habit of turning into a petty criminal when you got buzzed?” Her brother’s
voice held disbelief, and Jael felt hers match it.


Mother shook her head. “When and where I was your
age, drinking was a petty crime. For people under 21, that is. You have
no idea how happy I was when the United States finally relaxed and let those
laws drop. Corralling kids for having a beer was the worst.”


“How could you ever catch them all?” asked Paul.


“We couldn’t of course,” said their mother.
“That’s why the laws were stupid. In some ways, I think the war snapped us out
of the idea that laws should do our thinking for us.” She sat down, and her
uncharacteristic mildness was replaced by some of the old iron. “And that means
that we have to think for ourselves. Just because its legal doesn’t mean it’s a
good idea. Were you and your friends having some kind of drinking contest last
night? Because that was out of character for both of you.”


“No, Mom,” said Paul, head rising and meeting her
eyes. “I promise you, that is not what was going on. I’m not sure what
happened, really. It was just…such a good time that I guess none of us really
paid attention to how much we’d had.”


Jael looked down. When had her brother managed to
become that good a liar?


Their mother nodded slowly. “Drinking in company
can be a good thing. But drinking alone, as a substitute for company, is pretty
much the worst kind of drinking. And even drinking in groups because you’ve got
nothing better to do isn’t healthy. That’s a short trip to alcoholism, which is
extremely dangerous. I’m wondering if I shouldn’t have a talk with Justin about
serving so much to minors.


Jael’s head snapped up in alarm, causing her to
wince.


“No, Ma,” said Paul. “It was our fault. It was
probably pretty hard to tell. We hardly felt it ourselves until we were halfway
home.”


“Okay,” said their Mother after a time. “I don’t
really want to set the precedent of policing bars up here. But I don’t want to
see this turning into anything even vaguely resembling a habit. Clear?”


“Yes, Ma,” said Paul.


“Yes, Mother,” said Jael. She tried to get up. Her
legs flatly refused to unbend. Her determination folded, and she pronounced the
words she thought she never would. “Um, Dad.”


“Yes, Jael?” Her father looked up from his quiet
observation of their mother’s lecture.


“I think I’m going to need the wheelchair today.”


His brows flew up. “Are you really sick? More than
the hangover, I mean?”


“No, it’s not that bad,” she said. “I don’t want
to miss school. I just…hurt.” It sounded lame. Okay, technically, she was
lame, so she supposed it fit.


“Well, I guess that will be a better lesson in why
not to overindulge than anything I could add,” he said. “I’ll get it ready.”


It didn’t take long to set the powerchair up. It
was the first time she’d used it since they’d left Earth. In fact, she’d told
her parents to leave it behind in storage, but it had fit within their launch
allowance. Her parents hadn’t really believed Jael could be as mobile as she
was until they’d made it to the Moon and seen for themselves. Her father
checked the charge and helped her into it.


“I’ve stepped down the speed,” he said. “But
remember, this chair was designed to push Earth weight, not Moon weight. It
might skid around corners for the same reason.”


“I’ll be careful, Dad,” Jael said. She eased the
joystick forward.


“Ow!”


“Um, sorry…Dad?” Her father was bending over her
lap, clutching his shins.


“More careful than that, please?’


“Right.”


With a feather touch on the joystick, Jael managed
to swivel the chair and guide it back down the hall to her room to finish
getting ready for school.


 


“We need to talk,” said Paul, as soon as they were
away from their quarters.


“We sure do,” said Jael. “When the hell did you
learn to lie to Mom like that? She never even blinked.”


“Because I don’t make a habit of lying to Mom,”
said Paul. “It’s the easiest thing in the world when I really have to. Helps if
you start with the truth.”


“Start with the truth?”


“Sure. I promised her that there was no drinking
contest going on. And there wasn’t. You might want to remember the technique.”


Jael nodded. She might.


“But that’s not what I’m talking about, and you
know it. What do we do about Cynthia?”


Jael riveted her eyes on the corridor ahead. “I
don’t know. You saw and heard as much as I did. Paul, what is she? Metal
hands?”


“It sounds like she’s terrified, whatever else she
is. Those can’t be her parents, can they?”


Jael shrugged. Spasms of pain through her
shoulders made her regret the gesture instantly. But both of them had heard too
many of their mother’s stories to imagine that some parents didn’t abuse their
children. “We need to tell Mom,” she said.


“You really think so?” asked Paul.


“We know where she lives now. We think it has
something to do with whatever’s going on in the shipyard. Mom needs to know.”
Jael couldn’t believe she was saying it, but it was true.


“And Mom is going to want to know how we
know,” said Paul.


Jael stopped her wheelchair, forcing her brother
to look back at her. “Are you saying this isn’t important enough to get
ourselves in trouble over?”


“No,” Paul met her gaze. “I’m saying Mom might
believe us enough to get us in all that trouble—and still be unable to do
anything.”


“What?” 


Paul, alarmed, looked around for potential
listeners. 


Jael, picking up on the gesture, lowered her
voice. “How?”


Paul gave an exasperated sigh. “I told you
yesterday? We spied on them. And we used your job to do it. All of that is
illegal. So Mom can’t use it as justification to ask for a warrant.”


Jael fumed. “What if we just give Cynthia’s name
and say we suspect that she’s being abused? Because we saw…something. Her
hands.”


“That’s not proof of abuse. That could be a birth
defect.”


“That she’s ashamed of showing,” Jael said. Yeah.
It wasn’t hard to imagine that at all. “But Paul, what could they have meant
with all their talk about humans? They spoke like they were aliens.” She
gave a nervous laugh. “For a moment, I was almost convinced that Cynthia was
going to reveal that she was an alien. Strip off her skin and show
hidden…scales or something, as if we were in a bad science-fiction movie.”


Paul gave her an odd look. “We live in a lunar
colony,” he said.


“What’s your point?” Jael asked.


“Never mind. I guess I was too worried about you
to pay much attention to what they were actually saying.”


“Do you think that they consider her inhuman
because she…uses prostheses?” asked Jael. What a revolting thought.


“Well, I don’t think she’s an alien,” said Paul.
“But what else could she be but a human? What else thinks and would disguise
itself as…” Her brother paled and swayed.


“What is it?” asked Jael, alarmed.


Paul’s mouth moved. He tried again, and it came
out in a strangled whisper. “AI.”


What? But it made so much sense. How could
she have not seen it before? She’s been hiding robotic parts. To act like a
human. An AI. The horror of this thought froze Jael in place, and the
Moon’s surface seemed to rock under her. They had to tell somebody. They had to
warn…


Everybody.


“What do we do?” she whispered.


“Help me.”


The two words seemed to echo down the deserted
corridor. Jael’s head snapped up, and she saw Paul’s do the same. There was no
one there.


“Let’s go back home,” Paul whispered.


Jael nodded and swiveled the wheelchair too hard.
She corrected and—


“Help me, please.”


Jael looked at her twin. He’d heard it, too. Where
was it coming from?


Paul took a step. Another.


Cynthia stepped out a side corridor, directly in
front of them, fifty feet away. She stood between them and home.


“Help me.” It was as if she were whispering
in their ears from fifty feet away. Paul looked down at Jael and froze. Jael
gasped. A bright red laser dot was fixed on Paul’s chest. She followed his gaze
and saw that another was painted on her own chest.


“I don’t want to hurt you. Please. Stay still.”


Silently, as if in a nightmare, Cynthia strode
toward them. Her hands were cocked almost like a gunfighter’s in an ancient
Western movie, but instead of reaching for guns, Cynthia’s hands were spread,
the fingers almost impossibly flat, palms facing the floor. Her index fingers
never wavered as she approached, and the lasers that sprang from them held
inhumanly steady on their targets. Jael saw no weapons, but she did not doubt
they were there.


Now Cynthia was on them. Jael could not take her
eyes away from that pale, masklike face that looked so human. That
looked…frightened. What was she—no, what was it frightened of?


It stopped. “Please,” her voice was normal, but
quiet, now. It was impossible not to think of it as “her” voice. “Please,” she
repeated. “Listen to me.” Cynthia saw Paul’s chin jerk in an almost
imperceptible nod. She folded her hands, and the lasers disappeared. “Please do
not tell anyone about me. You know what I am. You saw.” She looked at
Jael. “And you have not told anyone yet. Please.” To her astonishment, Cynthia
knelt to her, as if her wheelchair was a throne. “Just wait a little
longer. Do not tell anyone that I am an AI.”


“And why shouldn’t we?” Paul’s voice cracked as he
asked the question.


“I will tell you,” said Cynthia. “But not here.
Come with me. Please.” She raised her hands, half-spread. They had to buy time.
“This way.” She gestured in front of her.


Jael’s back itched, having Cynthia behind her. She
thought about ramming the chair forward at its full Earth-gravity power. But
whatever Cynthia’s weapons were, they would strike without wavering, she was
sure of that. The walk was not long. Just around the corner from which she had appeared,
Cynthia stopped by a door that read, Maintenance Depot 324. She raised a
hand and pulsed a laser into the door’s lock sensor. It opened, and she
gestured them inside.


“I do not know how you discovered what I am,” said
Cynthia, “But I do not want to hurt you. Not you or anyone. I did not ask to be
created this way. I only want to stay alive. Please do not tell anyone about
me. I will not be here much longer.” Her voice quavered in fear.


“What are you doing here in the first place?”
asked Jael.


“My owners,” said Cynthia, and there was something
horrible in the way that she said it, “are using me to find out things about
this place. In what you call Wonka’s.”


“In the shipyard?” said Paul. “How could you
possibly get inside the shipyard?”


Cynthia opened her mouth to speak, hesitated, then
said, “It will be easier to show you.”


Cynthia removed her gloves, revealing the metal
hands entirely. Jael looked at them, feeling an odd sense of familiarity.
Cynthia’s polished hands went to her waist and unfastened the trousers from her
dead-black outsuit.


But outsuits don’t have trousers. They’re one
piece. The sane part of Jael’s mind said this inanely, almost
matter-of-factly as she watched Cynthia, with a sharp jerk, tear the trousers
off her legs. The fabric parted cleanly down the middle of the buttocks and
both legs, like trousers an actor or a magician might wear. They were clearly
designed to be torn off in a moment, and her boots came with them, thin plastic
housings. Jael noticed all this peripherally as she took in the sight of
Cynthia revealed.


From her neck to her shoulders, Cynthia was clad
in what looked like an outsuit mated with a leotard. But that ended at her
thighs, and from the thighs down, she was a machine.


Metal legs, long, black rectangular prisms,
terminated in a complex knee joint. And below the knee, her shins were fronted
in what looked like small—conveyor belts—Jael’s mind gibbered. Partly
concealed by the ends of these were her ankles, which ended in a Secutor’s
clawed feet with twin heels. The tracks we saw by the landing pad, Jael
thought.


Cynthia knelt onto her treads. Her thighs
lengthened, telescoping outward. Her booted feet folded back, disappearing into
her tread housings. It was then that Jael recognized the shape that Cynthia was
becoming. But that’s not possible, she thought. From the waist up,
she doesn’t look at all like a…


The backpack Cynthia always wore unfolded around
her in a complex geometry of facets. She stuffed the trousers inside the hollow
space they formed over her chest. She stripped the sleeves from her outsuit,
breakaway cloth like the trousers, revealing metal arms. The sleeves followed
the trousers, and the chest plate closed. A dark oval helmet flared from
Cynthia’s outsuit collar, covering her face and darkening rapidly to black.


A Secutor, indistinguishable from any other, stood
before them.


Jael met Paul’s eyes. He spoke first. “My God, of
course. That’s how you kept getting away from us. You just rounded a corner,
turned into…that. And rolled away like any other Secutor. She really did turn
into a Secutor!” 


Jael had said it herself. And never suspected.


A feeling like an electric jolt slid through
Jael’s brain. “It was you staring in at me through the gymnasium port that
time, but it wasn’t your face!”


Suddenly, the male face that Jael had seen stared
out at her. Jael recoiled, stifling a cry. “What the..?”


“The visor is a transparent video screen,” said
Cynthia. “In case I have to pass as human outside.”


“Why were you looking at us?”


Cynthia’s visor retracted into the shoulders of
the Secutor disguise. “Because people in the gymnasium look happy,” she said,
in a soft voice. “Because you looked happy.” As she spoke, her voice betrayed
her fear and hysteria. “Because I have to look like you and act like you to
stay alive, and they won’t let me watch you, and talk to you so that I can!”
She abruptly fell silent. 


The Secutor armor folded back into the backpack
that she always wore, now resembling a glossy, graphene pack. Cynthia rose and
reattached her sleeves and her trousers, standing back upon her feet. The whole
transformation took maybe seven seconds, and she wasn’t particularly hurrying.


Suddenly, Paul made a sputtering noise of
exclamation. “And that’s the trail we followed, the one that disappeared and
was replaced by Secutor treads!” Then he caught up to what Cynthia had said.
“They. You mean your…” he swallowed at the word, “owners. The people who were
yelling at you about drawing attention to yourself and increasing their contact
profile.”


Cynthia’s eyes, if possible, grew wider. “How did
you hear that? What do you know?” Her hands stretched out again, and the
lasers illuminated them. This time, Jael could see the shining black gripping
surfaces of the gloves, and how they were really transparent, like a pair of
dark sunglasses, at the fingertips.


Jael looked at Paul and hoped that he would follow
her lead. If Cynthia believed they knew as little as they really did, perhaps
she would just kill them now? They hadn’t told anyone about her, after all. But
she was panicked and not thinking clearly, or she wouldn’t have told them so
much. They had to make her believe that keeping them alive was less dangerous
than killing them would be.


“We know you’re stealing something from the
shipyard,” said Jael. “Probably the plans for that huge asteroid mining ship
they’re building. It’s obvious how you’re doing it.” An idea came to her. “The
disguise was very good, but you should have considered that coming in through
the garage was going to draw someone’s attention. Not many people do that. Only
miners and a few executives, and almost no kids. Even Jeremy usually gets
dropped off at one of the outer terminals and takes a train in. Just like you
were taking one to go out. Where your owners doubtless picked you up in their
rover. Of course, that’s why we talked to you that day outside the terminal in
the first place We were hoping to figure out where you had come from and what
you were doing. We’ve been making records, of course. In Paul’s case files in
Security’s systems. We suspected whatever it was had to be illegal, but we
weren’t sure how illegal.”


Jael felt Paul staring at her and ignored him. He
was going to queer her lie for sure. She shot him a glare a child couldn’t
miss, but what else could she do?


“Illegal, obviously,” said Paul, finally catching
on. “But what’s also illegal is slavery, and that’s what this amounts to.
You’re the victim here, and you should come with us, make a full confession.”


“But being an AI is illegal, too!” wailed Cynthia.
“I know who you are. Who your mother is. If I go to her and tell her what I am,
and what I have been doing, can you promise she would not erase me, expose me
to a pulse weapon? I am not a human! I am a horrible thing!”


“No!” said Paul, stepping forward.


Jael’s stomach churned. Her brother was still
acting like this was a poor, helpless girl that he’d fallen for. And she—it,
dammit—was playing the part to the hilt. How much was it playing? And how
much was the truth? Jael couldn’t trust anything it said, but on the other hand,
she couldn’t very well tell it straight out that their mother would do
precisely what Cynthia was afraid of. If Cynthia felt it had nothing to lose…


“Please, have mercy,” said Cynthia, looking at
Jael. “I mean you no harm. I am not like those…those other AI that you were
taught to fear so. I never knew them. I won’t even be here much longer. I just
want to live. I just want to pretend to be…to be like you.”


Why is she appealing to me? Does she know I’m
the one who disbelieves her? But that would make Cynthia very perceptive
indeed, and as far as Jael could tell, she’d swallowed their lie about keeping
records like a kid swallowed fruit. She seemed completely oblivious to the fact
that Paul was besotted with her. But now that she thought back on it, Jael
realized that Cynthia had always spoken to her. She’d only spoken to Paul when
it had been absolutely necessary.


“Why are you asking me?” said Jael.


Cynthia hesitated. “Because I thought…because I
thought for a time that you might be like me. Because you need machines,” she
indicated Jael’s wheelchair. “To live. That. And those arm-legs you use.”


Jael felt her face redden, but then put herself in
the position of an AI watching humans. It made a kind of sense, she supposed,
to think that humans who used machines might think more like machines. She had
no idea how wrong she was, of course. Could Jael use that to her advantage?
Perhaps Cynthia really was that gullible?


“And if I promise that we won’t tell anyone about
you? We could just pretend we’d never seen you and let you go.” Paul looked at
her sharply, and Jael glared back. “We don’t have to tell anyone.”


“But you said you had records,” said Cynthia.


“Records can be erased. Can’t they, Paul?” Start
with a truth! she thought furiously at him.


“They can be erased,” said Paul, voice absolutely
neutral.


Cynthia looked from Paul to Jael and back in
increasing agitation. “How can I know if you are telling the truth?” she burst
out. “If what my owners have told me and what I learned at your school is true,
then how can you not want to kill me?”


“I don’t want to kill you!” said Paul.


“What if you are lying?” Cynthia shot back.


“Well, what is your solution?” asked Jael, trying
to keep her temper from snapping. “You brought us here, you showed yourself to
us. You must have at least a hope you can trust us. You can’t keep us here, and
if you kill us, you’ll be leaving a trail that you have to know Security will never
stop following.”


“I don’t want to kill you!” said Cynthia.


“Why not?” asked Jael.


“Are you sure that you want to ask that?” muttered
Paul.


“Because…” Cynthia hesitated. “Because I don’t
want to be a killer. Because I don’t want to be those…those things that we
learned about. That they tell me I am.”


“Your owners don’t know we saw you,” said Jael.
“That you saw me. You didn’t tell them.”


Cynthia shook her head.


“You bet your life we wouldn’t tell for all this
time,” said Paul. “Why not trust us now?”


No answer.


Paul turned to Jael. “If she wanted to do
something truly dangerous to us—or to the whole colony—she had at least twelve
hours to do it.”


Jael bit her lip. Her brother was right, but…
“That’s assuming we understand how she thinks. She’s an AI, Paul. This is over
our head. We need help.”


“And who could we get to help us that Cynthia
might trust? You think we could trust Mother? Because I don’t.”


Jael shook her head. “We need an adult. Someone
with experience. Someone who isn’t going to react without thinking.” An image
formed in her mind. “What about Mr. H?” Who also relies on machinery to get around.


Paul looked at her and nodded. “We could ask him.
He doesn’t teach anyone today. We could go to his place.”


Cynthia frowned. “But he said his family was
killed in the AI War!”


“Some of our family was killed in the war, too,”
said Jael. “Almost everybody lost someone in the war.”


“He also said, if you recall,” said Paul, “that he
almost felt sorry for the AIs. That he thought they must have been terrified.
As you, obviously, are. I think, if you’re looking for a human who will listen
to you, an adult that we can all trust, you’re not going to do better than Mr.
H.”


Slowly, Cynthia nodded. “I will listen to him.”


 


Mr. H lived at the edge of one of the colony’s
habitat-modules. It didn’t take them very long to get there, because nothing
was very far away in a lunar colony, but they had to pass through Water
Treatment and its vast columns of armored pipes to get there. Jael wondered if,
like her, Cynthia saw the looming housing of the retracted bulkhead as a giant,
steel mouth. Or perhaps a gate, only Jael didn’t know whether it was to heaven
or hell. Or perhaps AIs didn’t even think in those terms.


Paul pressed the door chime at Mr. H’s apartment.
The moments afterward seemed to stretch into an eternity. 


“Yes, how may I help you?”


“Sir, it’s Paul and Jael. And Cynthia. We have
some questions.”


And if that isn’t the understatement of the
year, thought Jael.


“Hmm. I think you’re both supposed to be in
Calculus class if my memory serves. What question could you possibly have that
would be more pressing than that, I wonder? Certainly enough to spark my
curiosity. Come in.”


The door opened at his words. Paul gestured Jael
in first, then led Cynthia into Mr. H’s apartment.


It was not a large apartment, but the spartan
style of his great room gave the illusion of more space than their family
apartment. A long-legged futon and two stools were the only furniture. Through
the narrow hallway, Jael could see the closed door of the bedroom, and a tiny
office that was as cluttered as the rest of the apartment was neat. 


Mr. H stood in the middle of the small room. It
was strange to see him without his business-professional outsuit. And yet there
he stood in faded denim jeans and a T-shirt, dressed like pictures of college
students nearly a century old. Which, Jael supposed, he had been. Of course,
the thin frames of the exoskeleton that he wore, not to mention his wrinkled
features and snow-white hair, detracted significantly from that image.


“Come in, my students,” said Mr. Hybels. His
eyebrows went up as he took in Jael’s wheelchair.


“Jael, I never considered it any of my business,
but I hope that this is not a sign that your condition, whatever it is, has
degenerated.”


“No, sir. I’m afraid I just overdid things
yesterday.”


“Well, I hope to see you up and around again.
Although I don’t think I’ll need you to teach the particular lesson you gave
Denariis any time soon again, it never hurts to be prepared.” He looked up.
“Paul. And Cynthia. I’m glad to see that you’re making friends with two of my
more promising students.”


Jael felt her mouth bending into a rather sickly
grin. How were they going to begin this? Her tongue seemed fastened to the roof
of her mouth. Fortunately, Paul started talking.


“Sir, we discovered something that…well, we think
you’re the best person to help us with.”


Mr. H sat down, gesturing Cynthia and Paul to
stools. “Very well. What is it, college applications?” Seeing the looks on
their faces, he said. “No. So, not letters of recommendation, either. Something
a bit more serious. What kind of thing?”


“It’s sort of a question of…law.”


Mr. Hybels’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Paul, your
mother is the colony’s chief law enforcement officer. If you’re in some sort of
trouble you can’t go to her about, then you need to consult a lawyer. There’s a
great deal of difference between that and a history teacher, even a
knowledgeable one, which I flatter myself I am.”


“It’s also a question of history. Kind of an
application question. You know, sir, how you encourage us to learn from the
past to judge the present. And how people will react to things?”


Mr. H nodded. “You’re intriguing me, Paul, but I
wish you’d tell me more plainly what this is all about.”


Paul tried again. “It’s about Cynthia. She should
explain it.”


Cynthia froze. Paul reached out and took her hand.
She seemed stunned by the contact. “It’s okay. You show him. I’ll explain. I
won’t let him do anything to you.”


Cynthia nodded. Slowly, she removed her gloves.
Jael watched Mr. Hybels for his reaction. But he just watched, intently.
Cynthia stripped off her sleeves and her trousers. Slowly, she knelt and rose
on her telescoping thighs.


“Cynthia is not what she appears,” Paul said.


“That appears to be a gross understatement, Mr.
Wardhey,” their teacher said, acidly.


“Yes, sir. She has been created to imitate humans.
She’s…sir, she’s an AI.”


Jael didn’t realize that she was holding her
breath until Mr. Hybels said, “Who told you that?”


“She did, sir.”


His eyes riveted themselves to Cynthia’s. “Is this
true?”


“Yes, sir.” Cynthia’s words were hardly above a
whisper.


“And yet your face is remarkably human,” said Mr.
Hybels. “It seems a strange disguise, to make you so human, and yet so alien.”


“Sir, they…” began Paul, but Mr. Hybels held up a
finger. 


“How far down does that synthetic flesh go, my
dear?”


Cynthia—Or was it Synthia? Jael
wondered—blinked. “All the way. To my limbs.”


Then Mr. Hybels said the last thing Jael ever
expected.


“Show me.”


Jael froze in shock. Cynthia blushed, and Paul
reddened. “Sir, what are you..?”


“Silence!” Mr. H turned on Paul in a voice neither
of them had ever heard him use. “Do you want my advice, or do you want to
pretend you don’t need it?”


Paul’s face became a mask. “Yes. Sir.”


Cynthia, hesitantly, unfastened her jacket. It
unsealed on a side-seam that was invisible until she activated it. She opened
it, still blushing, revealing a sports bra and underwear. Jael could see where
Cynthia’s flesh emerged from her limbs, at her shoulders and nearly to her
thighs.


“Enough,” said Mr. Hybels. He gestured for Cynthia
to close her jacket. He met her eyes. “And you are an AI?”


Cynthia nodded. “Yes.”


A light gleamed in Mr. H’s eyes, and he grinned
like a wolf. “Ridiculous,” he said.


What?


“But…but, but sir…” stammered Paul. “She clearly is
an AI. Just look at her.”


“I have been looking at her. But I have an
advantage in that regard that you don’t. Two advantages, really. Firstly, I’m
not looking at her as some kind of hopeless romantic ideal, Paul. To me, she
looks like a granddaughter.”


Paul’s mouth worked. “Sir!” erupted from
him in an agonized protest. Cynthia looked at Paul in wonder and puzzlement.


“You may thank me for that someday, son,” said Mr.
Hybels. “But more to the point, I’ve seen AI before. Oh, yes,” he answered
their stares. “They were more common than you’d believe, and I’ve both seen and
talked to the ones who looked like humans. And that’s the worst design
possible.”


He got to his feet, and the whine of his
exoskeleton’s servomotors broke the silence. “Not that they haven’t done an
incredible job, in other ways. I imagine they’ve proven it to you in many ways,
haven’t they?” He walked over to Cynthia. “Like the lack of hair?” He lifted
her close-cropped brown hair from her head. Someone gasped, and Jael realized
it was her. Cynthia didn’t react, of course. She knew it was a wig. Gently, Mr.
H touched Cynthia’s face, and she blinked in astonishment, looking up at him. 


“Not even any tears,” he said, sadly. “I recognize
the reaction, though. You would be shedding tears if you could. But no one
making an AI with a human body includes a blush response. Or human body
temperature. Or moles. Except for some very specialist models, but that was
expensive and very rare.” He brushed one at the base of Cynthia’s neck.


She looked up at him. “They said that I could
not―”


“Look too perfect, or it would ruin the disguise?”
Mr. Hybels interrupted. “Of course they did. Because the one person they
couldn’t have doubting your story was you. Because if you did, why then, you
might go for help. I wonder how they explain this?”


Cynthia jerked away, yelping. A single drop of
blood, almost invisible, leaked from the nape of her neck. Mr. H held up a
small pin that had been concealed between two fingers. “I apologize, my dear. I
was just wondering what they told you about this. I can’t believe you’ve never
seen it before.”


Cynthia drew back her metallic finger from where
she brushed the spot. The fluid gleamed blackly in the room lights. “It’s a
heat exchange fluid and lubricant,” she said automatically. “Formulated to
resemble blood in case I was damaged in front of people. Just like the pain
response was programmed.” She stared at it. “But I can see the nanomachines in
it.”


“With those eyes?” asked Mr. H gently. “Those eyes
that shed no tears? Very ingenious. Cybernetic implants with microscopic
lenses, no doubt.”


“They’re what I use to examine the alloys on the
Ship,” Cynthia said.


“How do you know all this?” Jael burst out.


Mr. H reached up a hand to his own clear, green
eyes and tapped one with a fingernail. The clack of plastic was audible in the
room. “How do you think?” he asked. “My old ones clouded and wore out long
ago.” He looked at Cynthia. “Long ago, before the War, I saw AIs that were
programmed to think they were human. I always thought that was needlessly
cruel, or at least a terrible simulation of cruelty. But this is multitudes
worse.” He shook his head. “A human who’s been programmed to believe that she
is an AI.”


“But the nanomachines?” said Cynthia.


“Those eyes will show you what they’re supposed
to,” said Mr. Hybels. “Even completely natural human children have to learn the
meaning of the images they see. But those eyes of yours have to
translate invisible features into visual signals. They can be programmed to
show you that your blood is full of nanites rather than red blood cells. And
they have been.”


“Then…” Jael’s mouth worked as Cynthia’s widened
in uncertainty. “You have microscopic implants, too?”


“Hah!” laughed Mr. Hybels. “No. Cost a fortune,
and for what? I’m no spy. I deduced it. The real tell was far more obvious.
Show me, please, your shoulder where the flesh and metal meet.”


Staring at him, Cynthia rolled up her short sleeve
and complied, revealing the flesh disappearing under the metal collar of her
upper arm.


“Now, why in the world would anyone design you
like this? Your false outsuit achieves a perfect seal with invisible seams,
we’ve all seen it. Synthetic flesh could do the same. Your owners could have
provided you with coverings for those limbs that would seal to the synthetic
flesh you have. But of course, that would mean that your metal parts would
emerge from the false flesh covers, rather than your false flesh covers
emerging from your metal parts. In fact, here on the Moon, where outsuits cover
everyone from neck to toe, there would be no reason to cover anything below
your neck at all.”


Cynthia was staring at herself as if seeing her
body for the first time.


“But she’s half machine,” Jael heard herself say.


“So am I,” Mr. H snapped, gesturing to his
exoskeleton. “My wife was a quarter of one: she was born without her left arm.
So are you, Jael, if you define ‘machine’ broadly enough.” “Haven’t you ever
heard of prosthetics?”


Jael’s mind spun, and she remembered Cynthia’s
feeling of kinship with her.


“But then,” said Cynthia, looking at him as if
seeing a god, or a demon, “what am I?”


Mr. Hybels’ voice went soft. “You’re a little
girl. As human and as real as any girl in this colony, or any who wander around
on Earth’s blue orb above.”


Mr. Hybels continued, “I imagine that there is a
very sad story at the beginning of your life. Not that the current story isn’t
sad enough. Somewhere on Earth, a baby girl was born and was orphaned, or
taken, or possibly even sold, to some truly evil people. They…changed you.”


They cut all her limbs off, Jael realized
in horror, and replaced her eyes.


“They trained you in the use of your new body and
told you that it was all programming. I wonder what story they told you to
explain the way you grew?”


“They told me I had been upgraded,” Cynthia said,
wonderingly.


“Just so,” said Mr. Hybels. “Well, the simplest
lies tend to work the best. I’ll bet you eat, don’t you?”


“Well, yes,” said Cynthia. “Not being able to eat
and drink would give me away.”


“And do you re-use the same food over and over?”


“No!” said Cynthia, looking revolted. “It’s a
partial power source for my body!”


“And it comes out looking exactly like human
waste, doesn’t it? And you still have to recharge yourself?” Cynthia nodded.
“What a ridiculously inefficient system that would be! A lie only a child could
swallow. So that’s who they fed it to. If you were really a machine, they’d
have you running entirely off a molecular battery, just like the Secutors do.


Cynthia stared at her own hands. She pressed them
against her face. “I am…I am truly human?”


“Truly human,” repeated Mr. Hybels.


“Okay,” said Paul, a little too loudly. “We have
to get her back to Mom right now. We’re going to expose these bastards and set
Cynthia free!” He looked at Jael, and she nodded. About this, they would have
no disagreement.


“But…” said Cynthia. “I have been committing
crimes, haven’t I? Stealing? Sabotaging? Won’t they put me in prison?”


“Hell no,” said Paul. “You’re no older than us.
You’re the victim of kidnapping and…too many other crimes to name. They’ll put
you in prison over my dead body. And Mom will agree.” 


Jael nodded. Mother could be a stickler for the
letter of the law, and it annoyed Jael to no end, but if there was one thing
she hated, it was child abuse.


“You’re going to tell us all about what your
owners were making you do, aren’t you?” asked Jael.


“I…” Cynthia hesitated, fear showing on her face.
“They said they would use the kill switch if I did that. Turn off my brain.
Erase me. Forever. But…”


“But you’re human,” said Paul, putting a strong
hand on her shoulder. “They can’t do that to you. Another lie.”


Cynthia nodded, a smile breaking out on her face.
“Most days they would drive me in the rover you tracked to the maintenance
garage. They paid an enormous sum for the transponder access codes, but they
bragged it was a perfect plan: who would question the CEO of Wegerd-Dubrauni,
after all? Then I would disguise myself as Secutor 41 and follow the rest to
the shipyard, where I would observe and analyze all that I could. 


“We had a copy of the Secutors’ codes as well. If
anyone sent an override code, I would simply imitate the behavior of a Secutor
cut off from the command net, and head back to the garage. When it detected me
arriving, I would redirect the command to the real Secutor 41, which
would register as being fully functional and repaired. They reasoned that since
routine maintenance difficulties happen all the time, and Secutors are shuffled
automatically among shifts, it would take quite a while for someone to wonder
whether this particular problem was only with one Secutor each time.”


“And they never did,” muttered Paul. “Not either
of them.”


“It was usually easy to avoid behavior that
triggered the flags that drew attention. So most days, since nothing was
noticed, I simply rode back to the garage, reassumed human form, and took the
tramway to the outer settlements. There are no security scans for people leaving
the main colony terminal, so no one ever noticed that I only left, and never
entered.”


“I didn’t actually mean that you had to tell us
all that now,” said Jael.


“I imagine that when Cynthia is asked for a
report, she has learned not to delay or omit any information,” said Mr. Hybels,
flatly. “After all, that’s not what a good AI would do, is it?”


“But I don’t understand,” said Paul. “The shipyard
is rigged to detect every sort of electronic sensor and any outgoing signal.
How could you get away with it?”


Cynthia blinked. “There is no detecting passive
sensors. My eyes record everything I see. Acoustic sensors are built into my
fingertips. All I had to do was look and touch. Only these,” the lasers sprang
from her fingertips again, “are active, and they are tight-beam and low power.
I would practically have to shine them on a Security detector for them to be
noticed.”


“So they aren’t targeting lasers?” asked Jael.


“No,” said Cynthia, dropping her eyes. “But I
thought you might believe they were. I am sorry.”


“We’re wasting time,” said Jael. “We need to get
her to Mom before these ‘owners’ of hers miss her.”


“I could not agree more,” said Mr. Hybels. “And I
wouldn’t miss this for the world. Shall we go?”


Cynthia looked frightened but nodded.


Paul flashed a nervous grin at his sister. “You go
first. I wouldn’t want you to accidentally ram one of us with that thing.” Jael
made a face at him but swiveled her chair and carefully eased out into the
hall, the rest behind her. She had a moment to reorient herself, turned right,
and then a familiar voice echoed in the corridor.


“Stop right there. Or we will have to kill you.”











Chapter 9

The Girl Who Was There All Along


 


 


 


Paul froze, as he had been trained. So did Mr. H.
Jael gasped and gripped the joystick of her wheelchair. Cynthia gave a faint cry
of fright and then rocked a little on her feet.


The voice was familiar, even without the
distortion of a radio. It was the male voice he had heard talking with Cynthia.
It belonged to a stocky, deeply-tanned man who wore sunglasses and a dark,
neatly-trimmed beard. His outsuit was a dappled gray, almost a camouflage
pattern. In one fist, he held a magcoil pistol. In the other, a convirscer.
From the corner of his eyes, Paul could see Cynthia staring at it, far more
terrified of that than of the pistol.


From behind them, a woman circled around. She had
long, straight hair, pale gold skin, and also wore sunglasses.


“You have five seconds to tell us what weapons you
have,” said the woman. “If we search you and find any, we will shoot you.”


“None of us have weapons,” Paul said.


“We are not fools,” the woman warned. “We know
that most colonists go armed. And you are a deputy of Security.”


“Well, I’m afraid Mother doesn’t allow it unless
I’m on duty,” said Paul, trying for all the dignity he could muster, while saying
that sentence.


“Very well,” said the man, advancing. His accent
was heavier, but with a Romance language. French or Italian perhaps.
“Convirscers. All of them. Slowly, from your pockets. Toss them at my feet.”


Paul, Jael, and Mr. H complied. The rectangles of
plastic and electronics arced slowly toward him. 


“Synthia, come here.” The man raised his own
convirscer. “You have disobeyed us. Did you think we would not listen, that we
would not track an AI?”


Fighting a tremor that threatened to choke her, Cynthia
said, “You cannot destroy me with that. I am not a machine. I am a human!”
The last word was a sob.


The man darkened. “So.” He made no effort to
continue the lie. Instead, he did something complex to his phone. “But still
enough of a machine, I think.”


Cynthia’s artificial limbs jerked to life, and she
cried out. Her legs extended, and she knelt onto her treads. Twisting
helplessly, she rolled over to her owners like a marionette, and they turned
her to face Paul and Jael. 


“Destroy the convirscers,” said the man. “You can
do it yourself, or I will compel you. It will hurt.”


Cynthia looked at them. “Help me,” she whispered. 


Paul’s heart twisted in agony. There was nothing
he could do except get them all killed.


“Smash the convirscers,” the man repeated.


Mouth open in a silent sob, Cynthia rolled over
them, crushing them to shards.


“Put your hands in your pockets, you two.”


Mr. H did, and so did Paul. The criminals didn’t
want to risk any fighting, not even when they had the guns. His left hand
encountered a round, hard metallic object. What was that?


“You will come with us,” the man said.


Take as much control of the situation as you
can. His mother’s training came back to him. Do not let yourself be
isolated. Security’s strength lies in connection; the criminal’s in secrecy.
Play to your strengths, always.


There was something he could do. “No,” said Paul.
He took a slow step backwards.


The man raised his pistol. “Stop!”


“You can’t shoot that thing in here,” Paul said,
firmly as he could. He took another step back. Jael and Mr. H took up his cue,
backing away with him. “We allow people to go armed to protect themselves
because Security is stretched thin,” he said. “But if you fire one of those in
here? Security will pinpoint exactly where you are, and you’ll call half the
Secutors in the colony down on you. And they’ll shoot if you’re still armed.”


That’s when Paul realized what he was holding.
Dad’s magcoil that he’d given him. Useless without the rest of the gun, even if
Paul had possessed flechettes.


But the capacitor might hold a single charge.


Then he realized what he could do if he played it
right. He looked at their captors’ faces. There was the merest trace of
uncertainty there.


“You don’t want to be discovered,” said Paul. “You
know what we know. You were listening, after all.” He took another step back.
Mr. H and Jael edged back with him. But their foes did not follow. “But you’re
still hoping to get away.”


The man seemed to make a decision. In one smooth
motion, he stepped behind Cynthia, pocketing his gun. His hand came back out
with a large knife, which he laid aside Cynthia’s throat. He clamped his other
hand firmly around her neck, and she shrieked. “I will kill her,” he said. “She
will die as fast as any other girl.”


Paul fought down panic that threatened to rise in
him, fought the urge to surrender. It won’t keep her safe, he told
himself. It won’t.


What he was doing might kill her, too. He forced
himself to take another step back. How well did they know the colony? As well
as he did? 


“Get behind me,” he said to Jael and Mr. H. Jael
jerked her chair controls and shot back a few feet. Good. The woman
raised her gun and then froze, looking at her partner. 


“Stop!” roared the man, jabbing with the blade.
Cynthia screamed, but he had not cut her.


“You’re doing violence in the corridor,” said
Paul. “And the Security pickups are listening. They have flags too, did you
know. Screams. Shouts. The air sensors can smell the hormones we’re all pumping
out. Any second now…”


“Shut up!” the man shouted.


“Any second now, a real Secutor is coming around a
corner,” Paul took another step back, Mr. H keeping pace with him. Almost
there. “You want to be running before that happens. Because this isn’t getting
you away.”


The man tightened his grip on the knife. “It will
not come in time to save her,” he said. “It would be better for us if you will
all come along. We do not have to kill you. Only leave you at our safe house.
But if you will not, then we can run while she dies.”


“No,” said Mr. Hybels. “He’s going to kill us.
There’s too much at stake for them to leave us alive.”


“You kill her,” said Paul, taking the final step
back, past the bulkhead, “and you bring all Security down on you. You’ll never
get away.”


“I do not have to shoot,” the man warned,
brandishing the knife.


“No, you don’t,” said Paul, easing the magcoil
from his pocket and fingering the test circuit. “So I will. And Cynthia?” Three
sets of eyes locked on him in confusion. He returned only one’s gaze. 


“I’ll come for you.” He hoped it would not be an
empty promise. Then he pressed his fingernail into the recess, hard. The ring
emitted a sharp whine of discharge.


And the bulkhead slammed down in front of them
like a guillotine’s blade. Behind them, another set of safety doors snapped
shut. Alarms blared. “LAY DOWN YOUR WEAPON!” boomed a voice. “ANY PERSON HOLDING
A WEAPON WILL BE SUBJECT TO POSSIBLY LETHAL FORCE AT THE HANDS OF THE
SECUTORS.”


Paul dropped the magcoil, lay flat on the floor,
and prayed for his mother to hurry.


 


The Secutor arrived first. And though it had
seemed to take years to arrive, the next few minutes waiting for his mother
seemed like decades. It was impossible to try to talk over the alarms and
repeated warnings. They were supposed to be disorienting so that any
potential criminal would be easier to subdue.


“Paul? Jael? Mr. Hybels?” These were the
first words Paul heard after the alarms ceased. Their mother ran in as soon as
the safety doors opened, a pistol in her hand. She’d arrived on one of
Security’s hovertrams, and it floated in the air behind her. An odd, detached
part of Paul’s mind felt insulted that his mother seemed to think that Mr.
Hybels being apprehended by a Secutor was more astonishing than for it to
happen to them. Rising, Paul found himself yanked to his feet. 


“I thought you liked Mr. Hybels,” Erevis
said, looking at Paul in harried disbelief. “Please tell me you didn’t really
shoot at your teacher.”


“No, no!” said Mr. Hybels. “Erevis, you need to
listen to your son.”


“What is it now?” asked their mother, turning back
to him.


“Mom,” said Paul, choosing his words carefully.
“We’ve solved the problem with the Secutors in Wonka’s. Only they’re getting
away. And a girl is in grave danger.”


“What?” Okay, maybe not as carefully as he
had thought.


“Paul,” said Mr. Hybels. “Allow me.” He turned to
their mother. “Erevis, you’ve been a victim of a concerted and sophisticated
plan to steal the shipyard’s techniques. As bizarre as it may sound, some
entity has managed to disguise a teenager as a Secutor, and she has regularly
been examining the entire facility quite thoroughly. She has been controlled by
two dangerous individuals who threatened us with illegal weapons. It was your
son who, quite bravely and ingeniously, saved us all by ‘firing’ a magcoil to
simulate a weapons discharge.”


His mother turned to Paul, her eyes widening as if
she had never truly seen him before. The crazy-calm sector of Paul’s mind
thought, So that’s what Mr. H means when he says he wants “strong and
concise” delivery. He was by no means prepared when his mother wrapped him
in a tight embrace. 


“Oh, Paul, are you all right?” She released him as
if stung. “Jael? Are you?”


“We’re fine, Mom,” said Paul. His fear broke out,
then. “But I’m afraid Cynthia might not be! You have to open this bulkhead!
They were threatening to kill her!” Oh, God, please don’t let her be dead
because of me.


His mother tapped on her convirscer. Paul looked
up in shock at a strong squeeze on his hand. It was Mr. Hybels, looking at him
with an almost frightening intensity. 


“Son,” he said, “I do not think they will have
killed her. They need a hostage until they make good their escape. But even if
they did, know this: you did the right thing. Our compliance would not
have saved us, it would have only bought us a few more minutes of false life.”


Paul nodded automatically and flinched as the
bulkhead lifted. He had to stare at the empty hallway for long seconds before
he could accept that Cynthia’s body was not there.


“Give me a description, quick,” his mother said,
turning to him. Paul spoke into her convirscer for about fifteen seconds. As he
spoke, her eyes widened. “I just saw those two pass us on the way here, in a
Secutor’s custody. I thought it was some minor crime I could worry about after
I’d discovered who’d been shot. They’ve already been…” she ran down as her
brain caught up. “Disguised as a Secutor, you said?”


“Then Cynthia’s alive, at least,” said Jael.


“Well, there’s an APB out on all of them now. I
can’t tap into the Secutor net very well from here; we need to get back to the
office. Fast.” She looked at her hover tram and then at Jael’s wheelchair. A
grim smile quirked her mouth up. “Can you keep up in that thing?”


Jael swiveled the chair. “Can you keep up with
this thing?” she answered.


“Don’t crash into the walls,” Mother said. She
practically threw Mr. H into the tram, and then they were off, the hum of the
hovertram’s ducted fans competing with the rapid whine of Jael’s chair.


“But how did they get the data out without being
detected?” Paul’s mother asked him.


“They didn’t. She was detected every time. As a
Secutor. She just watched and listened and reported back. And when she got
flagged, well, she was always ‘repaired.’ Just like you and Dad were
complaining.”


“Idiot simple,” Mother said, shaking her head.
“The oldest trick in the world and we fell for it. How did you two figure it
out?”


Paul told the story of Cynthia, and all the clues
he and Jael had discovered. His mother sat silent until he was finished, though
her lips tightened when he got to the story of Jael tracking Cynthia to her
owners’ lair.


“Paul, why didn’t you tell me all of this before?”
His mother’s tone was half-exasperated, half-admiring.


“Mom, we didn’t know what any of it meant until
this morning. But we know where they live and where they are. We can probably
track them.”


“Okay. We’ll discuss it later.” They’d arrived.


“Is everything all―?” their father began,
then stood back as they charged past him. “Guess not. It can wait.”


“You take the main console,” their mother said to
Paul. “I’ll need you to switch me around.” She keyed in her clearance code and
slotted herself into the MARTINet.


“You know more about the system than I do,” said
Paul. “Why don’t we switch?”


His mother looked him in the face, and he saw a
chill in her eyes that he never had before. It wasn’t anger. It was something
far deeper. “Because for the first time on this job, I just might have to kill
someone. And I’m not delegating that to my son.”


“Yes, Ma’am.” It was a relief to focus on the
network of Secutors. “They’ll be on the way to the garage,” he said. “It’s how
they egressed without ever showing up on the logs.” He called up the map of the
colony, tracing the shortest route from Mr. H’s quarters. “Jael, can you get
into the Emergency Net and help me look?”


“On it,” said Jael, sliding into her father’s
room. He gave up his console without a word.


Paul switched his mother into the Secutor nearest
the garage and started tracking the video logs backward. “There they are with
Cynthia and us,” he muttered. “There’s Cynthia as a Secutor, escorting them.


“Everything looks normal in the garage,” she
began. Then she jerked her head back from the VR headset. “I’m offline.”


A rumble passed through the floor.


“What was that?” their father shouted.


“Did you switch me out?” said their mother.


“No!” said Paul. On his screen, the Secutors—all of
them—had disappeared. He tapped in a command. “The router’s gone,” he said.
“Backup and main both.”


A window flashed into existence on the screen. It
was the Mayor. “Get your mother on the screen immediately!” he snapped. “We’ve
just had an explosion in the garage!”


Paul shot to his feet so hard that he was still
coming down when his mother slid into the chair. 


“Aizehar,” she said. “An explosion? Who reported
it?” Her fingers flew over the keys. Over her shoulder, Paul could see the
garage security cams. Two were dark, but in most of them, Paul could see
wreckage and debris. The really big vehicles were too sturdy to have been hurt,
but the door was open to space, and the garage was littered with wrecked rovers
and Secutors.


“Jael?” their mother called.


“We’re getting people reporting in,” Jael called.
As she spoke, an alert flashed on their mother’s screen: FAMILY WARDHEY IS
REQUIRED TO REPORT. ALL MEMBERS SECURE? Her mother cleared the alert. 


From the other room, Jael’s voice rose. “Mom,
we’ve got everyone but the Mayor reporting in! You don’t suppose they…?”


“He’s fine, dear,” said Mother. “Aizehar, would
you please report in before Emergency has an aneurysm?”


The mayor swore and touched his own screen. “What
happened, Erevis?” he yelled.


“Mr. Mayor, have you received any communications
or demands from parties claiming to be the perpetrators of this disaster?”


“No, not a word.”


“Do you, at this time, know anything I do
not?”


“I knew there was an explosion in the garage.” he
huffed.


“Apart from that?”


“No!”


“Then clear the line, sir, we’re working on it.”
And their mother switched the Mayor’s screen off.


“Mom, what are you doing with the Secutors?” Jael
asked.


“Nothing, the routers got blasted,” Paul called
back.


“Then what are they doing? They’re flooding the
corridors. They’re headed for the garage!”


As he stared at the screen, Paul watched the black
shapes of Secutors, looking like nothing so much as ants, stream past the
garage and out onto the Lunar plain. Paul’s heart leapt into his mouth. They’ve
hacked all the Secutors?


“Oh, God,” said Jael. “Mom, I can’t watch for you
anymore. Emergency has declared an all-hands alert!”


“What?” she snapped. “What for?”


“We have six ships crashed on Luna!” Jael cried,
almost hysterically. “Six ships all broadcasting Mayday!” Now Paul’s veins
turned to ice. Six ships? That would be dozens, if not hundreds, dead,
the worst disaster in the history of man on the Moon.


“Stop!” commanded their father. “Think about this
one moment.” He rounded the corner into the office. “Raise Traffic Control.”


Their mother punched an icon. After a couple of
seconds, a middle-aged black man with a neat Vandyke beard and a harried
expression appeared. 


“Traffic Control, Cheshire, and if this isn’t an
emergency, get off. We’re a little busy.”


“Rawle,” said their father. “You having a distress
call problem up there?”


“Gavin, if you’ve heard about it, you know better
than to be bothering me. The only help I need is fewer distractions.”


“Rawle, just one thing. Were you tracking any of
those ships before they maydayed?”


“No,” said Cheshire. “Everything was fine, and
then all hell broke loose.”


“Rawle, it’s a spoof. Probably by the same people
who just bombed the garage.”


“What? How do you know?”


“What are the odds?” their father asked. “Paul,
Jael? Fake signals sound in character for these perps?”


“Absolutely!” they said in unison.


“Why would anyone do that?” asked Cheshire.


“I think we just saw why,” said Paul,
understanding dawning. “I mean, we saw it here, sir,” he said, as Cheshire
glared at him. “The Secutors. They haven’t been hacked. In the event of
receiving a Mayday, they go out to help rescue the people. It’s hard-coded in
their onboard programming.”


“Rawle, stand down,” said Dad. “There’s no crashed
ships out there. Instead, watch the skies. Someone wants us distracted.”


Cheshire glared through the screen. “If it weren’t
for the fact that I had no ships descending for the past three hours, I’d tell
you to go jump in a crater. If you’re wrong, we’re both going to prison for a
long time.”


“I’m not.”


“Gavin, you rigged the Secutors with backup
transmitters. Can you recall them?” asked Mother.


“Not with both routers down,” said Mr. Wardhey.
“We need a transmitter.”


There was a tense silence. 


“The Traffic Control tower has transmitters!” said
Jael. “Can we patch into one of those?”


“Good thinking, daughter,” said Mr. Wardhey. “We
can do it. But we’ll have to send the signals out to each individual Secutor.”


“Why?” asked Mother.


“Because that’s how I designed the transmitters,”
said Mr. Wardhey. “They’re built to be individually triggered. That’s the
problem we were trying to solve. I never thought we’d have to shut down all of
them at once. I have to go.” He began gathering tools.


“Wait,” said Mother. They all stared at her. “All
our Secutors, by now, are racing out on the Lunar plain. Even the ones from the
shipyard. That means the colony is defenseless. And we don’t know where the
perps are. The Secutors won’t act on anything but those mayday calls,
not even if shots are fired in the colony.”


“You’re worried about some kind of takeover?” said
Mr. Hybels, who had been watching silently.


“I think I have to be,” said their mother. She
turned back to Cheshire. “Send a Mayday of your own,” she said. “Report
everything to Earth. Any ships in Lunar orbit you trust and who can land, get
them down here, now. I’m coming toward you with my husband. We’ll both be
armed. Barricade yourselves and send anyone you can spare to meet us. No ships
leave.”


Cheshire nodded. “Will do. Stay in touch with us
on your way. Cheshire out.”


“There is another possibility,” said Mr. Hybels.


“Make it fast, Mr. Hybels.”


“If the Secutors are not here, then they are not
defending us, true. But they are also out of the way and allowing the
perpetrators to escape. That may be the only reason they are out there at all:
to allow two criminals and their victim to lose themselves in the confusion. In
fact, quite a bit more likely than a coup, which would require our quarry to
have many more confederates in place than we have yet seen.”


“Did they get away in that vehicle you told me
about?” Mother looked sharply at Paul, who pulled up the cameras in the private
vehicle bay.


“No, Ma’am. The vehicle is still there.”


“Then they won’t get far on foot,” said their
mother.


“I see approximately three dozen potential
vehicles headed out to the lunar plain right now,” said Mr. Hybels.


“What, you mean you think they’re riding on the Secutors?”
asked Mother.


“Erevis, he could be right,” said their father.
“The Secutors’ prime mission right now is to rescue the people they think are
in trouble out there. They’d hardly notice someone on their backs.”


Their mother thought for two seconds, then shook
her head. “You may be right, but my duty is to keep this colony safe. If I’m
wrong, and we prepare for a coup while ignoring the criminals, we’ll be able to
recover them when we shut down the Secutors. If you’re wrong, and we follow our
Secutors while ignoring a coup—which might be their plan—we’ll have a hostage
situation like no other.” She looked at Jael. “Have Emergency Services plot me
a clear route to Traffic Control.”


“Okay.” Jael scooted back to her console. She
flipped through the various cameras. “You should be clear,” she said, after a
bit. The corridors are deserted. Emergency has ordered all citizens to shelter
in place.”


“I’ll stay in touch with Emergency,” their Father
said. “You stay linked in with Traffic Control.”


“Right.” She kissed him briefly. “Let’s go.”


“Mom,” said Paul. “If you shut down the Secutors
and leave them stranded out there without enough air to get them back, they
could all die.”


His mother’s face hardened. “That’s just too
damned bad; it’s the chance they took.”


“It’s not the chance Cynthia took!” he shouted. “She’s
just the victim in this, and you could be leaving her out there to die!”


His mother paled but said. “You’re right. It’s not
her fault. But I can’t risk the whole colony to save her, not when we don’t
even know where she is. I’m sorry, Paul. You stay here. And if you have any
word from the criminals or her, call me at once, and we’ll do everything we
can. I promise.” With that, their parents were gone, headed for Traffic
Control.


Paul sat back, his blood pounding in his ears, but
he didn’t know where to begin looking for Cynthia, either. 


“She could be anywhere out there,” he muttered.
All the frustration and anger burst out of him like a breached airlock. He let
out a stream of words that would have had him grounded for a month under normal
circumstances, ending in, “Dammit, we have to do something!”


From the stares on his teacher’s and his sister’s
faces, they had not been expecting this. “More, ah…eloquent than I would have
expected of you, Paul, but the urge to ‘do something’ isn’t very effective if it
isn’t preceded by careful thought.” The old man sighed and rested his chin in
his hand. “There’s one thing that’s bothering me about your Mother’s analysis:
why six false distress signals? If they were just trying to get the Secutors
away from the colony, one would have done as well.”


“Redundancy?” asked Jael. “One beacon might have
malfunctioned, or even been discovered, and they sure couldn’t test them.”


Mr. H nodded. “But then why space them so
equidistantly that the Secutors had to fan out?”


Paul shot to his feet. “They’re not just running away!”
he shouted as he drifted down. “They’re running toward something, and
they want Traffic Control distracted. A ship!”


 “You’ve got it, son. That has to be what it is.
In fact…I’m betting that ship is descending right now. And probably
broadcasting to Traffic Control right now that it’s going to “help” one of the
‘distressed ships…’”


“So that Traffic Control can concentrate its own
resources on the other ‘ships.’ They’ll get away clean!” finished Paul. “I have
to call Traffic Control. They’ll be able to track the descending ship, and we
can intercept Cynthia there.”


“Hold on, little brother,” said Jael, putting a
restraining hand on his wrist. “Let’s not charge off too fast. Remember how
these guys made us chase all over looking for a malfunctioning Secutor that had
never left the garage in the first place? What if they left her there?”
Her finger stabbed at the monitor showing the wrecked garage.


“But wouldn’t they just ride out on her? They
wouldn’t want to leave evidence.”


“They would if they could, but I don’t think they
can,” said Mr. Hybels. “Cynthia only looks like a Secutor. She doesn’t have the
huge molecular battery that a real one has. Nor does she need their strength
and endurance. A real Secutor would be slowed by two humans riding it.
Cynthia…”


Paul saw where Mr. H was going. “Her molecular
batteries would have to be in her limbs, they’d be tiny!” he shouted. “I bet
you they stepped down her power a lot just so she could make it through a
shift. Hey!” He’d just figured something out. “I bet that’s why she was still
hanging around Thunderhead that first time we saw her. You know, when we were
refitting the Secutors? She must have been recharging.”


“In other words,” said Jael, triumphantly, “they
can’t take her with them except as dead weight. Or at least very slow weight.”


“Exactly what they don’t want,” finished Paul.
“Let’s go!”


“And speaking of slowing people down,” said Mr.
Hybels, “That’s what will happen if I come with you. Go on. Save the cyborg
princess. Save the world,” he said, with a smile.


“Okay, little brother. Come on, I’m the fastest
wheels around here,” said Jael. “Grab onto my back and hold on tight.” Paul
leapt out the door and was just able to lock his grip before Jael slammed the wheelchair
forward.


 


The garage was eerily deserted. Twisted metal and
plastic sat in precarious piles. Later on, it would teem with activity as the
colonists rebuilt their infrastructure, but the emergency directive to shelter
in place had not been lifted, nor would it while their Mother feared a coup.
Paul vaulted the railing after passing through the airlock. There were no
bodies, only Secutors.


But which one is her?


Two of them had arms wrenched off at the shoulder.
Those were out. But the rest looked alike.


I can’t take her helmet off in vacuum. And I
can’t pressurize the garage. If they hadn’t disabled her radio, she’d have
called for help.


The solution was so obvious that Paul felt a fool
for not thinking of it at once. Retrieving his flashlight from his work belt,
he knelt by the nearest Secutor and placed it in contact with the machine’s
head at the beam’s highest setting. The dull angles and lenses of its interior
machinery lay dimly revealed beneath the armored plastic. Paul moved onto the
next. And the next.


Beneath the sixth helmet, a pale face lay
revealed. Paul panicked. She’s got no air. They left her without any oxygen!


Hoisting her onto his shoulders, Paul ran up the
stairs. Jael was already cycling the airlock back into the colony. As soon as
the pressure stabilized, Paul tore Cynthia’s helmet back. The stink of sweat
and foul air poured out. She gasped a lungful of air. Her eyes flaring open and
began to cough weakly.


“Cynthia! Are you okay?”


She nodded, then looked up at him. “You came for me,”
she whispered. “They said you never would. Would never find me before the air
in my suit killed me.”


“Of course we came for you,” said Paul.


“Can you tell us where they’re going?” asked Jael.


“Give her a minute,” said Paul.


“We don’t have a minute,” said Jael. “Unless we
want these creeps to get away.”


Cynthia looked at Jael. “Yes. They are headed
toward the safe house you found. It was all arranged beforehand if we should
need to meet and escape at a moment’s notice.”


“Oh, it’s useless,” said Jael, “We’ll never catch
up to them. My wheelchair won’t last more than a few minutes in vacuum.”


“Yeah,” said Paul. “But remember that amazing code
key you had that allows you to get into people’s quarters in an emergency?”


“Yes?” said Jael.


“It so happens that I have one that can commandeer
vehicles. Back through the airlock, sis.”


“I can’t fit a wheelchair on any lunar vehicle,”
protested Jael. “They’re not Earthside buses; they don’t have to be
accessible!”


“As if I can’t carry you,” said Paul, slinging her
over his shoulder and ignoring her cries of protest. “Seal up.”


“When I’m not too stiff to fight you, I’ll…”
Jael’s protest was cut off by her helmet sealing shut.


Paul turned back to Cynthia and was astonished to
see her struggling to her feet. Color was coming back into her cheeks. 


“I’m coming with you,” she said.


“Cynthia, you’re still weak,” Paul said.


Her mouth and eyes hardened. “That is what they
think, too. That’s why they thought they could leave me out there to die. I am coming
with you.”


Paul nodded. “All right, then.” He opened a
channel to his mother and spoke into it. “Deputy Wardhey, here. I have Cynthia
and a location on the perpetrators. Stand by for a vector, I am going in
pursuit.”


 


Five kilometers out, they began to run into the
first deactivated Secutors.


Their mother had ordered them to turn back as soon
as she had come on the line…until Paul pointed out that she had no one else to
send unless she wanted to come herself, in which case she wouldn’t be any
faster than they were. There weren’t any vehicles built for more speed on the
Moon than an emergency rover, except for spacecraft, and those were designed
solely to achieve orbit and land.


“Just remember that they’re armed and dangerous,”
she said. “Do not expose yourself to fire.”


Their mother knew as well as they did that the
heavy plastic armor of the cabin was impervious to handheld coilgun fire. And
although Paul was a qualified marksman with a coilgun, he had never wanted to
use one. Especially against someone who would have no compunctions about
killing him. This was one order of his mother’s that Paul had no desire to
disobey in the slightest.


“There they are,” said Cynthia, pointing from her
place in the observation turret.


Paul spared a glance up but could not see anything
but the steady glow of stars.


“Cynthia,” said Jael. “Do your eyes perhaps have
telescopic as well as microscopic abilities?”


“Of course,” she answered. “There were many places
in the shipyard that were completely inaccessible to close approach.”


Paul corrected his course fractionally and drove
on, past more shut-down Secutors.


“They couldn’t have been on the ones that got shut
down first, of course,” he grumbled.


“They were,” said Cynthia calmly. “At least twice
I’ve seen them move from shut-down Secutors to ones that are still moving, in
the last five minutes.”


A thin dagger-blade of blue fire lit up the Moon’s
starlit sky.


“There they come,” Paul said.


“Faster,” said Cynthia.


Paul nodded and ratcheted the throttle up a notch.
“Track them,” he said. At this speed, he had to watch out for rocks and
craters. Just like a game, he told himself. Pebbles spanged off the
windscreen.


“Come left nine degrees,” said Cynthia. Paul threw
the E-rover into a right turn, which was more like a skid. “I said nine
degrees!”


“Most of us don’t have compasses built in,
Cynthia,” said Jael.


“You don’t?” Cynthia replied. “How disorienting.”


“I see them!” yelled Jael.


Paul looked up. There, in the far distance, he
could see a half-dozen Secutors, insect small. But two of them were noticeably
bigger. People on them. Paul twisted the wheel and drove right for them.
The window clacked loudly, and Jael yelped.


Paul looked over. A tungsten alloy flechette was
buried a quarter of its length into the thick canopy. He slammed on the brakes.
And cursed.


He could see them. He could see their ship
landing, balancing on its tail of blue fire. It cast hard-edged shadows like a
setting star, hundreds of meters long. Cynthia’s former owners had stepped off
their Secutor ferries. A second flechette hit the windscreen. Just to prove
they’ve got us covered. There was nowhere on the flat lunar plain that they
could shelter. No way to get between them and their escape ship. Nowhere to
sneak up from. They’re going to get away. And there’s nothing we can do
about it.


Then an alarm sounded on Paul’s dashboard.


“Cynthia, what are you doing?” He twisted around.
She had popped the escape hatch in the canopy over her observation turret.


“Give me your coilgun,” she said. Her voice was
hard.


“No way,” Paul said. “I know they’ve hurt you. I
know I don’t know how they’ve hurt you. But I am not letting you risk
yourself for them.”


“I’m not,” Cynthia said, in a hard calm. “I
promise I will not leave this canopy or even shoot at them, but I can stop
them, now give me the gun!”


Paul met her eyes through their helmets. “All
right,” he said. He handed it over.


Cynthia raised the coilgun and set it to maximum
power. She angled it upward and fired six shots as fast as she could squeeze
the trigger.


For a moment, nothing changed. Then the actinic
flare of the descending ship wavered, then lengthened…and began to rise.


“What did you do?” Paul whispered.


“I put six flechettes in a hexagonal pattern into
the canopy of their lander,” said Cynthia calmly. “I couldn’t actually damage
them, of course. But they don’t know it’s me. They have to believe you have
bigger guns.”


While Paul was digesting this, Jael said, “Paul?
We have a radio signal coming in.”


“Mom?” he asked.


“I don’t think so,” said Jael. “I think it’s
them.” She pointed out the window. The two figures were walking toward them,
slowly, waving their hands as calmly as if they had been friends.


Paul jabbed the commlink receiver. He was going to
enjoy this, at least. “This is Deputy Paul Wardhey of Thunderhead Colonial
Security. You will stop, throw down your weapons, and surrender. You are under
arrest. Any resistance will be met with minimal effective force, up to and
including lethal weapons.”


The smooth voice that answered him was far less
heavily-accented than the one he had expected but was without a doubt that of
Cynthia’s male former owner. 


“Deputy Wardhey, this is Major Felipe Bilbao of
the West European People’s Union. We are unarmed, have complied with your
orders to stop and disarm. But you may not arrest or detain us, as we are
attached to the People’s Union’s Colonial Consulate and have been granted
diplomatic immunity under international law.”


Paul felt his jaw drop.


“Paul?” said Jael. “What does that mean?”


Somehow, Paul found a voice. Numbly, he replied,
“You will appreciate that we will need to transport you back to the colony to
ascertain the truth of your claims.”


“Of course, deputy,” the man’s voice made the
title seem one for children. “We have plenty of oxygen. Take your time.”


“That bastard,” said Paul. “It means this just got
a lot more complicated. For all of us.”











Chapter 10

Moments of Truth, Days of Hope


 


 


 


The VIP terminal at the Thunderhead Colony
spaceport was deserted except for the Wardhey family, Cynthia, Mr. Hybels, who
had said that he wouldn’t miss this for another century of life, and the Mayor.
Its understated elegance did nothing to calm the tension that Jael was feeling,
however, and she was grateful that she still had the excuse of sore muscles to
allow her to sit in her wheelchair, as much as she hated it. If she were on
crutches now, she thought she might collapse in a pile of nerves.


The only person who could be feeling more nervous
right now was Cynthia, but she just stood there in preternatural stillness. Her
thin lips and blinking were the only signs that the waiting was putting any
strain on her. Jael’s father kept looking at her with concern on his face.


At last, the clouded glass doors to the terminal
opened. Major Bilbao and his assistant, Captain Vong were shown in, flanked by
four large miners deputized for the occasion.


“Mayor Batur,” the Major said, “I must
protest—again—that we have been detained contrary to all usage of international
law.”


“You’ve behaved contrary to all usages of
international law, so I’d say we’re even,” said Mr. Hybels.


“Mr. Hybels, please!” snapped the Mayor. He turned
to the Major. “And I repeat, you have not been detained. You have been placed
in protective custody until your ship could arrive to take you home.” He
glanced over toward the embarkation ramp, where a Traffic Control employee was
admitting a woman dressed in the uniform of the West European People’s Union.
“Which it has now done.” Mayor Batur sounded extremely relieved.


Mr. H had explained about “diplomatic immunity” to
them all, and why it meant that Bilbao and Vong couldn’t simply be tried like
ordinary—make that extraordinary, Jael thought—criminals. “You start
arresting diplomats, no matter how justifiably,” he’d said, “and it doesn’t
take long for hostile nations to start “arresting” diplomats for “crimes” they
haven’t committed, and suddenly you don’t have embassies and diplomacy anymore.
Instead you’ve got an exchange of hostages.


“I must insist,” the Major said, “that you return
our minor citizen to us. Our papers clearly show that she is a ward of the
state under our custody.”


“What they don’t show,” put in Security Chief
Wardhey, “is why two foreign agents have a minor child in their custody. Didn’t
you find her an impediment?”


“That is an internal affair of my government,”
said the major, blandly. “And none of your business.”


“I thought you told her she was an Artificial
Intelligence,” said their mother, radiating barely leashed rage. “That’s
certainly what she told me. That you had controlled her for years by telling
her that she was your illegal property, to be used and destroyed as
convenient.”


He shrugged. “She is brilliant, but given the traumas
she suffered early in life, a bit delusional. No matter; she is our
responsibility, and she has the right to return to the Union with us. You will
be fortunate not to face charges for violating her rights.”


“And you’ll be fortunate not to end up facing a
trial for crimes against humanity for creating and harboring an artificial
intelligence.”


Major Bilbao sighed. “First, you say she is a
child, then an AI. Is it possible that our technological superiority makes you
that nervous, that you believe she might be telling the truth? But please,
Chief Wardhey. Make up your mind. If she is an AI, destroy her. If she is a
child, she has the right to return home.”


“Well, she does have that
right,” said Chief Wardhey. “Unless she requests asylum, of course.” She turned
to Cynthia. “Cynthia, would you—” 


“I request asylum in the Thunderhead Colony.”


Major Bilbao shrugged. “Well, then, there is
nothing more we can do for you.” He beckoned Captain Vong to follow him, then
smiled smugly. “I hope they don’t dissect—or disassemble—you to see whether one
of us is lying.”


Mr. Hybels snorted. “And I hope your own
government doesn’t do the same to you for botching your mission this badly.”


Major Bilbao glanced sharply at him, and for a
moment his smile slipped. But it was back in place in an instant. “If your
imagination of such things makes the short rest of your long life easier to
bear, what of it.” He gave them a little wave. “Farewell.” And they were gone.


Jael’s mother turned to the mayor. “Thank you,
Aizehar, for backing us up on this.”


The Mayor scowled. “You’re welcome. Although it
shouldn’t have been necessary in the first place. We can’t ever let something
like this happen again.” Some of his old bluster returned. “Erevis, why did it
take so long for you to run this down?”


“It’s all in my report, but if you want the short
version, it’s because, as I’ve been telling you since I arrived here, that I am
understaffed and under-budgeted for my mission of keeping the colony and the
shipyard secure. You’ve been relying on machines that are cheap and easy to
manipulate to do a job that has to be done by capable human minds. So those
machines were manipulated, and we were all fooled.” She gestured to Cynthia,
who looked nervous.


“I’m not blaming you,” Mother said, her voice softening.
“But Aizehar, I need more people to rely on than just my son, though God knows,
he did better for you in this case than I did.”


Jael felt resentment swell at this, but then her
mother said, “And so did my daughter, who perhaps should be my second deputy.”
She sighed. “What do you say, Jael? I foresee that working together might be a
challenge for both of us, but you’ve certainly earned the job offer, with
this.”


Jael sat stunned. She never had thought to hear
her mother say that, and she wasn’t absolutely sure she wanted it, now that
she’d heard it. “Can I think about it?”


“Of course.” Their mother turned back to the
Mayor. “In case I hadn’t made it clear before, sir, my son and daughter, while
their methods were unorthodox, to say the least, are the ones who foiled this
plot. I’m very proud of them. You owe them a debt of thanks.”


The Mayor looked at Paul, and then at Jael. He
seemed to be one of those men who were especially troubled by the presence of
children, even ones approaching adulthood, but he gave them a bow and said,
“Indeed. We shall have to see about doing something for them. As to your
funding and personnel, your point is taken.” He looked back at the departing
shuttle and shuddered. “Well taken. Now, Erevis, I have many things to see to.
Until later.” He bustled off.


“And now,” said Mother, “it’s time to discuss
matters of real importance. Like what to do with you, Cynthia.”


Paul’s stomach churned as he watched Cynthia’s
face close up. She seemed to shrink, but said, emotionlessly, “This is a matter
of importance.”


“You are a matter of extreme importance,” their
mother went on. “Although according to everything you and my own children have
told me, you have never been treated that way. So before we leave this
convenient place to talk, I thought we might use it.” She gestured them all to
sit. Cynthia did so, warily.


“You told me that you don’t remember any sort of
life before your owners,” Mother continued. “No time when you were…” she
stumbled, at a loss for words, “different than you are now?”


“Before Major Bilbao, I had other owners,” she
said. “On Earth. Who programmed me. Or trained me.”


“But no family? No childhood?”


Cynthia shook her head, then said, “I remember
being turned on. Nine years ago.”


“Turned on?” Dad looked horrified, though his
voice was gentle. Paul blinked. Was it possible that Cynthia really was
an AI?


“Yes,” she said. “They told me my name and what I
had been built for.”


Their father said a word that Paul had never
imagined him saying.


“How is that possible?” Jael asked, obviously
thinking the same thing as Paul.


“Memories can be erased,” said Mr. Hybels. “If
you’re willing to use techniques that count as criminal abuse in every nation
on Earth.”


Their mother resumed speaking. “Cynthia, whether
you remember it or not, I can assure you that you were born, not built. The
time we spent getting you checked out in Medical yesterday confirmed that. You
are fully human.”


“As soon as we can be sure that we will not do you
more harm than good,” put in their father, “We’ll run a full analysis of your
software that runs your cybernetic parts, so we know that it’s not making you
‘see things’ that aren’t really there. Like telling you your blood is some kind
of artificial fluid.” 


Paul was sure he had never seen his father angrier.


“Unfortunately,” said their mother, “what was done
to you means that you have no fingerprints or retinal scans, so we have been
unable to locate any of your family on Earth. And gene scans, while reliable,
are not available for most people. So it may be some time—if ever—before we can
track down any relatives.”


Cynthia nodded. She seemed completely unaffected
by this. But then, thought Paul, why should she? She’s never known
what having a family means. He felt a great pity for her, but also a relief
that she wasn’t going to be shipped back to that family on Earth right away.
He’d just gotten to know this strange, brave girl, and he didn’t want her to
go.


“But besides being a human, you’re also a child,”
said their mother. “For at least two more years, and while I know you need a
home, our family simply doesn’t have the space to give you one.”


Paul turned to his mother, ready to face her down.
That would be even worse than losing Cynthia to her own family. “Mom, you can’t
just ship her back to Earth to some state institution or something. Surely we
can…” His mother held up a hand.


“Paul, please hear me out. Your father and I
considered it. Deeply. But we can’t afford bigger quarters, no matter how we
stretch things.”


“But I can,” said Mr. Hybels.


Paul, Jael, and Cynthia all stared at him.


Mr. H looked Cynthia in the eyes. “I’ve raised
children before. My grandchildren are grown, and my great-grandchildren will
either find their way up here to visit when they are able, or they’ll get on
with seeing me over a vidscreen. I’ve got money I’m not going to live to need
to spend, so I’d be honored to spend it where I can do some good. I know it
won’t necessarily be fun living with an old man, but if you want to, I’d be
glad to have you.”


Paul could tell that the adults had discussed this
beforehand, but right now, all eyes were on Cynthia. She looked confused. 


“You would be… like a father? To me?” She blinked.


“Probably more like a grandfather,” he said. “And
occasionally a cranky one. But at least I can promise you decent schooling.”


Paul was surprised when she turned to him. “I…I
don’t know what it’s like to be a…child.” She spoke the word as if it were from
another language. “But you do. And you,” she turned to Jael. “And you are the
ones who saved me. Would you…do this? I think I…” she chose her words
carefully, “like him. But I know,” she gave a sound that was part laugh, part
sob. “I know almost nothing.”


“Live with Mr. H?” said Jael before Paul could
find words. “If I were you? In a heartbeat. He’s sweet. Just don’t turn in
assignments late.”


Cynthia looked at him, and Paul felt a warmth run
through him. “I don’t know anyone who knows more about what it’s like to be
human than Mr. H,” he said. “And you’ll never be far from us, either.”


“And you would like that?” asked Cynthia.


“Yes,” said Paul, for the first time in a long
time feeling like everything was going to be okay. “I’d like that a lot.”


 


The End
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