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ONE


Beneath the vast Michael Collins Dome in Armstrong City, Medaris Enterprises guards held back curious pedestrians as Dr. Maria Medaris strode purposefully from her corporate headquarters building and into the backseat of a black limobug, her assistant Miss Torricelli settling in beside her. Maria was a glamorous celebrity, often appearing on lunar and Earthian business shows as well as slick fashion putersites. She was also an executive who led companies that employed thousands of lunar settlers. It was said she had the golden touch when it came to business because every enterprise she commanded was profitable and growing. It was also said, this by the gossipmongers, that this raven-haired young woman was cold and aloof, for no recent suitor—among them the wealthiest and most eligible bachelors on the Earth and the moon—ever came close to winning her hand. There were also rumors of a lost love, a common Helium-3 miner who’d since disappeared somewhere in the wayback. But if he had ever existed, he’d been out of Maria Medaris’s life for years and was therefore of no interest to the columnists and bloggers on the society pages of two worlds.


A broken heart can explain many things in a woman, but first a heart must exist, and there was some doubt by the writers who sold copy about her that Dr. Medaris had anything other than the muscle that pumped blood in her chest. Had these scribblers cared to delve deeper into their subject, they would have discovered her lofty poise was entirely a ruse. Every day Maria awoke thinking of that Helium-3 miner out there in the dust and despaired, because even as she commanded others to do her bidding, she felt quite lost without him. Although her expression was outwardly serene as the lunaparazzi clicked away, she was in fact inwardly sad, romantically bewildered, and tired to the marrow of her bones. She had already put in a fourteen-hour workday and it was still far from over. And when she awoke the next morning, she knew the heel-3 miner she adored would not be by her side and the reason he would not be there was entirely her fault. “How many?” Maria wearily asked her assistant while struggling to push the man from her mind. He was always there, but stronger when she was tired and unable to fight him off.


“Fourteen decision papers.”


“Virgil, let’s go,” Maria commanded the driver, then subsided into the plush faux leather seat as the limobug eased into the traffic flow, leaving the running photographers behind. “All right, Teresa,” she directed. “Put them up.”


As the chauffeur weaved them through the traffic of fastbugs and dust trucks and limobugs along mooncrete roads lined by bright orange streetlights, Miss Torricelli drew rectangles in the air, describing each document that appeared. “Approved,” Maria said, or “Disapproved,” or “Save for more study,” and her assistant dutifully touched the shimmering rectangle, whipping it back inside her workpad.


After passing through the J. R. Thompson Tunnel connecting the Michael Collins Dome with the Neil Armstrong Dome, the limobug turned to the southwest toward the various private skyports that serviced the moon’s largest city. When Miss Torricelli noticed a small sigh that escaped Maria’s lips, she said, “Just a few more to go, Dr. Medaris.”


Maria did her best to focus on the floating contract. “Disapproved,” she said. “I think we can get a better price. Tell purchasing to ask for a ten percent discount and to let this company know that if we don’t get it, we’ll jump to their competition. And keep going. If I don’t make these decisions now, I’ll just have to do them later.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Miss Torricelli said and drew the rectangle for the next decision paper to hang in the air.


When they reached the Medaris Enterprises Jumpcar Facility, Maria made a decision on the final document, then climbed out, took the kitbag handed her by the driver, and walked into the hangar where her private jumpcar waited on a mobile launchpad. Her day had begun in Armstrong City but was going to end at Clyde’s Dream, a chaotic boomtown located in the brownish-gray dust of the Moscow Sea on the farside of the moon. She would spend the night there before inspecting the giant new telescope her company was building.


Tall and elegant, Maria was dressed in a military-style jacket over a chic jumpsuit of clinging lunacell fabric, all in the latest fashion color of Earth Sky Blue, a color sorely missed on the moon. She had also tucked her shapely legs into a pair of unfashionable ersatz leather flight boots. Although fashion was important to Maria, jumpcars could get chilly and she didn’t care for cold toes during flight. As she came through the entry hatch, she nodded to Jack Nguyen, her pilot and a scar-faced veteran of the recent war. “Would you like to fly her, Dr. Medaris?” he asked.


Maria’s fatigue and sadness instantly evaporated. She loved flying jumpcars, and she was good at it, too, best demonstrated during the war when she’d not only outflown but managed to cripple an armed-to-the-gills Earthian warpod intent on shooting her little jumpcar down. As Nguyen slipped over into the copilot’s seat, she eagerly climbed into the cockpit. “Hatches sealed, Jack?” she asked.

“All sealed, ma’am. She’s ready to go.”

“Medaris hangar, take us out,” Maria said to the ground crew.

The first set of hangar doors slid open and the jumpcar pad slowly rolled along a track into an interim chamber, the doors closing behind and sealing it off. Pumps were engaged to drain the air into pressurized tanks for reuse, followed by the outer doors opening to the vacuum of the moon. The pad trundled through the doors to its designated launching position. Once poised for liftoff, spotlights focused on the ship while streams of vaporized liquid propellant vented from its three engines.

“Armstrong Control,” Maria called, “Medaris One Alpha on the pad. Flight plan zero four seven alpha kilo zulu. Trajectory is standard northeast vector along the farside corridor. Destination Clyde’s Dream.”

“Roger, Medaris One Alpha, you are cleared for transit.”

“Ready, Jack?” Maria asked.

“Full throttle up,” the pilot responded, his eyes on the sky brilliantly awash with stars only partly obscured by the lights and fuel vapors.

An eager smile formed on Maria’s face. All business and thoughts of old and lost loves were set aside. It was time to fly! “Puter, autopilot off. I’ll take her all the way. On my mark for launch. Five-four-three-two-one-mark!”


The jumpcar’s trio of engines burst into action and it soared atop their flames into the sky, then transitioned along a ballistic arc, its tail kept constantly pointed at the lunar surface. Maria kept her eye on the trajectory displayed on the puter while moving the joystick to stay precisely on the curve. “Wish I could wring her out,” Maria said regretfully.

“Just give me a call anytime,” the pilot replied, “and I’ll have her ready to go as far and as fast as you care to fly her.”

“Thanks, Jack. I appreciate it.”

“I appreciate the job you gave me,” he answered. “Not many wanted me, messed up as I was after the war.”

Maria made no reply. She didn’t have to. There were a lot of so-called “messed-up” veterans after the vicious war between the moon and the Earth, and she made it her policy to hire them when she could. Experience had shown that all they needed was a job that allowed them to be useful, and, anyway, veterans were the best employees around. In fact, Maria was one herself, having gotten more than a whiff of the war while fighting with the irregulars in the dust and later the fuser fleet in the sky. It had been a nasty conflict and there had been no winner, although it had been concluded by a truce begged for by an exhausted Earth tired of fighting a bunch of recalcitrant Lunarians who simply refused to give up. Maria was proud of how the moon had fought back, although the dead and the maimed of the conflict called out to her. She knew it also concerned her grandfather, the truly great Colonel Medaris, who had told her that he intended to “fix it so that war would never return to the moon.” How he was going to do that, Maria didn’t know, but whatever it was, she knew it would be in the grand style of the Colonel who rarely did anything in a small way.


A little less than ten minutes after liftoff, Maria piloted the jumpcar to a smooth landing on her reserved pad at Clyde’s Dream. There was no dome over the town. Except for the jumpcar hangar and a few out buildings, everything was built underground. A dust truck pulled the jumpcar into the hangar, and after one atmosphere was established, Maria went through the postflight checklist, then nodded her gratitude to the pilot and climbed out of the hatch and down the ladder to the hangar floor. After processing through the primary dustlock into the underground network of living tubes and administrative offices, she went straight to the tube reserved for her living quarters, meaning to have dinner (which Miss Torricelli had preordered), answer any urgent emails, and go to bed.

Maria’s quarters were small but functional, a single tube with a plaston partition between a combination kitchen/living room and the bedroom with its adjoining bathroom. She tossed her kit on her narrow bunk, shrugged off her jacket, and opened one of its pockets to let her gillie out. The clump of intelligent slime mold was asleep, so she shook it onto the bed, then took it in the palm of her hand and placed it on the bedside table. The mass of gray cells did not move, which was fine with Maria since she had no questions for it to answer. Gillies also tended to be unhappy if they were awakened from a sound sleep, and Maria was in no mood to contend with a cranky, sarcastic gillie who was, after all, one of the toughest, smartest biological computers yet devised, although that hadn’t saved them when their creators realized the monsters they had created.

Now there were only two gillies left: Maria’s and the one belonging to the Helium-3 miner who’d captured her heart, a man named Crater Trueblood. All the rest of the gillies, which had numbered in the thousands, had been destroyed because of their ability to hack any puter, their general sneakiness, their ability to kill, and their willingness to use all their powers to help their owners whether they wanted help or not.


Maria contemplated the dozing gillie and recalled how it was she came to own it. Crater’s gillie had belonged to his parents, who’d died in a jumpcar crash. As a boy, he hadn’t realized what it was but had kept it as a keepsake tucked away in a drawer in his bedroom. When he was twelve and started working as a Helium-3 miner, the gillie had suddenly come awake and told him to take it out of the drawer and keep it with him, while promising to keep Crater safe on the often deadly scrapes. Only then did Crater become aware of his gillie’s full powers. Maria’s gillie was the offspring of Crater’s, delivered up during their wild escape across the moon from pursuing crowhoppers. When Maria had left Crater, she’d taken the baby gillie with her, and now, as far as she knew, it was fully grown. The only thing she knew for sure about the gillie was that it was illegal, but it knew that. She also liked its reputation of always being completely, utterly, and totally on the side of its owner, no matter what. For that reason, she was willing to ignore its illegality, its general sneakiness, its ability to wantonly kill anyone it deemed a threat to its owner, and its often sarcastic commentary. Also, the truth was, she liked having it because it was her only direct connection to Crater Trueblood, whatever had become of the man. After she’d left him, she’d deliberately made no attempt to find out where he was. She assumed he wanted it that way.

A knock on her hatch announced the arrival of dinner. Carrying a biovat-derived salad on a tray, the attendant proved to be someone Maria knew, an App named Durwood Hale. After the Earthian Appalachian Mountains had been fenced off into a national park, its residents—called Apps—had been expelled, many of them moving to the moon and settling in the little town beside Adolphus Crater named Endless Dust, there to mine Helium-3 and Thorium along with other minerals. Maria, running with Crater from enemy troops during the late war, had lived in the remote village for many months. Delighted to see someone she’d known during that time, she put down her workpad and stood to greet him. “Durwood, how good to see you.”


The App placed the tray on her desk, started to put out his hand, then caught himself and bowed. Although Apps still maintained the tradition of a handshake, it was now considered an old-fashioned gesture. A modified Japanese bow was the modern and polite greeting for most humans on the Earth and the moon.

“Hello there, Dr. Medaris,” he said. “I grabbed the tray when I saw it was your order. I hope you’re well.”

“Quite well, but what are you doing here?”

“There’s more than a few of us Apps here from the Dust, ma’am, come to work on your telescope. We’re sendin’ the money back to our families.”

Durwood’s answer pleased Maria. She’d worked hard to see that the wages for her telescope workers were robust, since it was her strong belief that quality work was usually best accomplished by employees who were both fairly paid and firmly managed. “How are things at Endless Dust?” she asked. “I’m sorry, but I haven’t kept up.”

Durwood’s face fairly glowed at the mention of his town. “Real good, Miss Medaris, thank ya for askin’. They opened up a new scrape and got some new separators for the Thorium. Guess you heard about Crater’s leg.”


Such casual mention of Crater caught Maria by surprise. “Crater? What’s this about his leg?” A flutter of worry beat in her chest.

Durwood took on a sheepish look. “Sorry, ma’am. I figured you already knew. A shuttle car turned over on him. Busted up his leg pretty good. They shipped him off to Cleomedes for surgery and rehab and he never came back. Heard he started his own company over there, something to do with rescuing folks. Not sure what it’s all about, but I know Crescent went with him. That crowhopper girl looked kinda rough, but once you got to know her, she was sorta sweet. Wherever Crater went, she was sure to go. Sorry if that sounds like gossip.”

Maria tried to act nonchalant. “Well, thank you for filling me in, Durwood.” She tapped a generous tip into her workpad and waved it toward his workpad, instantly transferring the money across.

Durwood bowed again. “Thank you, ma’am. Hope you enjoy your meal. Just leave the tray outside your hatch. I’ll pick it up later.”

When the hatch closed behind the App, Maria, feeling flustered by news of Crater, sat back in her chair. Even though his absence saddened her, the flip side of that emotion was anger. After all, he’d had his chance with her, actually several chances, and messed them all up. Or maybe it was Maria who’d messed them up. She closed her eyes and shook her head. Who was at fault didn’t really matter. The point was they were always going to be messed up. Still, she recalled him kissing her that first time, at least the first time when they weren’t wearing space helmets, and how his lips felt against hers, and how he drew her in with his powerful miner’s arms . . .


Maria flung the memory from her mind. The problem with Crater Trueblood was he was deeply flawed. True, he was attractive, that is, if a girl liked the wholesome country bumpkin type, with long, sandy hair and blue-gray eyes that could see right through you and broad shoulders, muscled arms, strong hands, and . . .  Well, those physical things shouldn’t matter, not to a woman like Maria, should they? After all, she was on a trajectory to the top of the Medaris family empire. And how could she marry someone like Crater, who didn’t care anything about either corporate business or money? A man like that would only hold her back, and she was well rid of him.

Still . . .  Crater was a brilliant engineer, which meant he had some mental capabilities. And, though she didn’t much like to be reminded of it, he also had the habit of saving her life. The last time, one step ahead of a band of crowhoppers, as the black-hearted mercenaries of the United Countries of the World were called, Crater had carried her off to Endless Dust, about as wayback as a town on the moon could be. And naturally, Maria dismissively recalled, Crater was perfectly happy there. In fact, he’d wanted to settle down in the little App-run village. With the war raging and a bounty on her head, Maria was, for a time, content to stay hidden away. In a tender moment, she had even agreed to marry Crater and stay with him in Endless Dust, but then a space taxi had landed and a pilot swaggered down the ramp looking for her. It had proved to be none other than Petro, Crater’s older brother who was then a fuser squadron commander for Maria’s grandfather. At Petro’s invitation, Maria stepped aboard the taxi ramp, assuming Crater would follow, but he hadn’t. Instead he’d stayed where he was, in the dust, the hideous captured crowhopper girl beside him.


Maria realized her cheeks were wet with tears and her dinner salad had wilted. “Why didn’t you come with me?” she asked as she recalled Crater standing there watching her leave, his upturned face filled with an anguish that had not been enough to make him take that one small step to join her.

But then she imagined Crater’s response, “Why didn’t you stay?”

Her answer was, “Duty to my family,” which really meant, if she examined her sad and pathetic heart, “I had bigger and better things to do.”



TWO


Sleep did not come easily for Maria that evening. Her mind simply would not allow her to rest. An hour before the end of the sleep cycle, she finally gave up and woke her gillie. The gillie rubbed sleep from its eyes, even though it had no eyes or hands to rub with. How may I help you at this hour when actually you should still be asleep?


“Why have you not kept me apprised of the goings and comings of Crater Trueblood?” Maria demanded. “I just learned he recently suffered a broken leg.”


Maybe because you told me you never wanted to hear anything about him.


“When did I say that?”


The most recent was six months ago when you asked me to investigate an advanced sling pump for jumpcar engines. I told you that Crater Trueblood held the patent for that pump.


“Yes, and then you said he had an announcement on the patent that he wouldn’t sell it.”


Because he believed he could come up with a better design.


“Crater doesn’t understand that in business ‘better’ is the enemy of ‘good enough.’ That sling pump is a brilliant design as it is.”


Your philosophy fits you well, but why didn’t you tell him that and make an offer?

“Because I hate him. No, I take that back. I am indifferent to him.” Even as she said it aloud, it didn’t ring true to her ears, and she knew the gillie would not be fooled.

You say you are indifferent, yet you yell at me for failing to keep you apprised of him? All right and very well. I shall ignore this dichotomy. Over what time period do you wish to know of the goings and comings of Crater Trueblood?

“Since he left Endless Dust.”

The gillie vibrated as it connected, searched, and hacked through various puters to gather the required information, then said, Crater Trueblood, twenty-one years old, lives in the twin-domed city of Cleomedes, otherwise known as the Lunar Las Vegas. He is the chief partner in a company called the Lunar Rescue Company, which is on call to rescue anyone who is in trouble on the surface of the moon but principally works for the Cleomedes Casino to look after their often wayward guests after imbibing too much in the way of alcoholic spirits, including the local earthshine. The other partner in this enterprise—barely financially afloat, by the way—is Petro Mountbatten-Jones, his brother, although not by blood, since Petro’s mother adopted Crater when he was three years old. Their associate in this business is Crescent Claudine Besette, the only known female crowhopper.

“Stop right there,” Maria said. “What’s her status?”

Crescent Claudine Besette is a former member of the Phoenix Legion, which is a subset of the mercenary Legion of Warriors, also known as the Legionnaires, also known as Crowhoppers. Phoenix troopers are genetically programmed to cease all functions, meaning to die, at around twenty-one years of age. This was done to make them fearless in combat since they know their days are numbered. ‘Life is death. Death is life,’ is their battle cry. There were three Phoenix Legions created, all disbanded after losses of their members were so extensive they could no longer function as organizations.


“How old is Crescent?”

Just as you and Crater, she is all of twenty-one, an age when humans are certain they know everything even though they have little experience to know anything, a notable exception, of course, being you, since you own me, who either knows everything or can find it out.

Maria ignored the jibe. “And she’s still healthy?”

Unknown. Do you want me to call Crater Trueblood so you can ask him the status of her health?

Even though she knew the gillie was being sarcastic, Maria was tempted to take it up on its offer. Maybe it was time she spoke to Crater, perhaps using the excuse that she’d only called to offer sympathy for his broken leg, or maybe even ask him how much he wanted for his stupid jumpcar sling pump. She dithered about it until the gillie said, Since clearly you don’t know what you want to do, let me remind you that you have a busy day scheduled and you probably should start. First matter on your schedule is to eat your awful breakfast. After that take your meetings. After that you will proceed to the telescope construction site.

“Thank you, Gillie. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Neither do I.

Maria’s breakfast was the same each day, a biogoop vitamin drink that tasted horrible but was supposed to be good for her. Once she’d choked it down, she called up the managers of the three companies she directly controlled and then sent them off with action lists to be completed with reports back to her before the end of that day. After that she suited up in a biolastic pressure suit and set out in a fastbug on the well-worn trail to the telescope construction site. Her purpose was to inspect the telescope and talk with the foreman about its progress and any problems he was having. Three hours were allotted for this activity, and then she was to drive back to Clyde’s Dream where her jumpcar waited for her. After a flight back to Armstrong City, she was to be met by her limobug to take her to the central business office of Medaris Enterprises for a late round of meetings with various executives. Since she was also the chief financial officer of the combined family corporations, she would also give a report in a vid-meeting with the leader of the family and founder of its fortune, her grandfather, Colonel John High Eagle Medaris. It was another full day like all her days.


Temporarily removed from any responsibility other than not getting lost on the way, Maria decided to have a little fun by veering off the trail and going through the backcountry. Soon her boot was pressing the fastbug accelerator to the floor. She raced along, twin rooster tails of dust spewing into the vacuum behind her. Whooping and hollering, she steered, slipped, slid, and leaped among the masses of craters pocking the lunar floor. When she reached a massive crater that overlooked the construction site, she tore up the crater’s slope and skidded to a stop just below the rim.

The gillie came out of its belt pouch and climbed to her shoulder. I have monitored your incoming do4u text messages during your drive out, which, by the way, was far too rapid and therefore extremely irresponsible but at least seems to have improved your mood. There are eight business and zero personal messages. Would you like me to read them to you?

“No. They’ll wait. Leave me alone for a minute. I want to study the construction site.”


The gillie shrugged, although it had no shoulders, and crawled back into its pouch. Maria climbed onto the crater’s rim and watched her blue-suited workers swarming over a vast litesteel framework that would eventually support a liquid mirror big enough to hold a shovelball field. When completed, the Clyde Tombaugh Lunar Telescope was designed to give humanity its first clear view of Earth-like planets orbiting around the nearest star systems and perhaps provide an answer to questions that cut across generations. Were there any planets out there where humans could live without suits and helmets? Were there truly other Earths? Scientists said the telescope would be able to see oceans, lakes, continents, and cloud formations. If there were life-forms with advanced technologies, it was anticipated that at night the telescope might even be able to see the lights of their cities.


Construction of the telescope was not entirely altruistic on the part of the Medaris family. Maria and her grandfather believed that if a new cradle of life was found within range of humanity, another age of exploration might be sparked, which would require advanced propulsion drives. Not coincidentally, Medaris Space Liners (MSL) already had such drives on their puter design boards. If a planet capable of supporting human life was found, and if private groups or governments wanted to go to the stars and were willing to pay for it, ships that could reach quarter–light speed might become profitable to build. It was the way the Colonel and Maria conducted business. First, create a need, and then be ten steps ahead of the competition with a product to satisfy that need.


Maria had laid out the plan and set the schedule for every facet of the telescope’s construction. “Give me the sick call report,” she said.


The gillie, from its pouch, reported, Two sinus headaches. No downtime. One skin exposure due to glove failure. Treated and returned to work.


“Why are they behind schedule?”


Work on the moon is never easy, the gillie answered.


“You are no help,” Maria admonished, then drove the fastbug down the crater’s slope, slowing to avoid tossing up dust that might pollute the construction site and the telescope equipment. As she parked the little vehicle near one of the cranes, the white-suited shift foreman loped over, spouts of dust erupting each time his boot struck the lunar surface. “Good day to you, Dr. Medaris,” he said as he bowed. “We’ve had a good day. You’ll see it in my report.”


Maria recognized the foreman, Morumba Kendatta, arrived only a few weeks before. He’d been brought from Earth to replace a foreman who had ignored the dustlock protocol and breathed in enough of the moon to shred one of her lungs. She was now in the hospital in Armstrong City and her prognosis was poor.


“You’re behind schedule,” Maria said, directness being her habit. “The bearing mechanisms should have already been installed.”


“We had trouble erecting the carrier,” Kendatta explained. “Much of the assembly was out of tolerance, so we had to machine components to fit.”


“Then you should have called me. You also had a skin exposure accident. Something that serious I need to know about.”


“The injury wasn’t that serious.”


Maria’s eyes narrowed. “I could bandy words with you, Mr. Kendatta,” she said, “but we both know how it would end. This is my project, you are my foreman, and that means I tell you what to do and then you do it without argument. Are we clear?”


The foreman blinked.


“Yes, ma’am, very clear.”


“I will be here for about an hour. You may go back to work.”


Maria watched the foreman walk back to the construction site. Many men and women who came to Luna were on the run from something—tax evasion, wars, wives, husbands, and so forth. Maria wondered what had chased Kendatta to the moon.


Something caught her attention in the sky. When she looked, she saw the telltale sparkles of a trio of hot rocket jets that identified it as a jumpcar, the suborbital taxis of the moon. It appeared to be heading for a landing near the telescope site, which, because of dust contamination, was strictly forbidden.


“Gillie, sync with that jumpcar’s transmissions.”


Silent running came the reply.


“Connect me anyway.”


Synchronized with all standard frequencies.


“Jumpcar landing on the Tombaugh telescope site, be aware this is a restricted zone. You cannot land here!”


Tail first, the jumpcar kept descending, its directional jets spurting, its primary engines pumping flames.


“Jumpcar landing on telescope construction site, your exhaust will contaminate our equipment. Stop landing!”


The jumpcar did not stop. A cloud of dust billowing beneath its tail, it settled down. Maria was relieved to see that most of the dust immediately fell back to the surface, but some electromagnetically-charged particles began to drift, the sun’s pressure pushing them along toward the construction site.


Incensed, Maria climbed behind the wheel of her fastbug and drove to the jumpcar. By the time she reached it, she could see a number of people had climbed out and were standing around its base. She recognized one of them. It was her father. Maria frowned and clicked on her suit’s general communications frequency. “Junior? Why are you here?”


Her father, John Medaris Jr., nicknamed Junior, was wearing gray coveralls and a helmet with the Medaris family crest, an eagle landing on the moon. Below that was the Medaris family motto, De inimico non loquaris sed cogites, which meant Do not wish ill for your enemy; plan it. He turned to look at her but said nothing.

Thoroughly confused, Maria got off the fastbug. When she walked closer, she was astonished to see that four of the ‘people’ with her father were actually crowhoppers. They turned away, as if they could hide themselves, but their black armor, slit helmets, long arms, short legs, and thick torsos precisely identified them. They were also carrying railgun rifles. The two people standing beside her father were not crowhoppers but willowy and tall, their coveralls made of a sheer, copper-colored material. Their bubble helmets showed elfin-like faces painted bone white with green lips. She couldn’t tell if the creatures, whatever they were, were male or female.

Maria didn’t dare get any closer. Crowhoppers were ugly brutes who might tear her limbs off just for the sport of it, and the weird face-painted pair looked dangerous too.

Her father’s presence was equally strange. Although he was on a number of company boards within the Medaris Enterprises conglomerate, he was estranged from his father, the Colonel, and from his daughter. Maria had given him a chance to work for her but had fired him when she’d caught him repeatedly lying and embezzling. There was no reason for him to be at the construction site, especially with crowhoppers and the strange couple in the coppery suits.

“You have to leave,” Maria demanded, “and when you do, make certain your pilot pivots the jumpcar to create a minimum of dust. As it is, it will take days to clean up your mess.”


Her father glanced at the copper-suited pair, then squared his shoulders. “Maria, your grandfather is retiring and I am taking over Medaris Enterprises. You will come with me and I will explain the situation in more detail.”

Her father’s astonishing declaration took a moment to sink in. “Don’t be absurd,” she heard herself saying as alarm bells rang in her head. She needed to get away, but two of the crowhoppers had moved to cut her off from her fastbug.

The foreman Kendatta drove up on a fastbug and dismounted. “Dr. Medaris, who are these people?”

Her father spoke first. “You’re the foreman? I am John Medaris Jr., Maria’s father and the son of Colonel Medaris. This construction site is closed. Go back and gather your workers and move them to the landing zone. They will be paid off and then convoyed to Armstrong City.”

Kendatta looked at the stranger claiming to be his boss’s father and then at Maria. “Dr. Medaris, what should I do?”

“Go back to work, Foreman Kendatta. I’ll handle this.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The foreman turned and took a step toward his fastbug but then fell forward, twin geysers of blood spurting from his back. Maria ran to the foreman and turned him over in time to see him breathe his last. When she looked up, the copper-clad freaks had sick smiles on their green-painted lips. The crowhopper who’d shot the foreman stepped forward and jammed the muzzle of his rifle at the base of her helmet. “Shall I kill her too?”

When Maria looked at her father, she was dismayed to discover he seemed to be mulling over the crowhopper’s question.



THREE


On the other side of the moon from where Maria Medaris knelt beside her dead foreman, Crater Trueblood had thought about Maria off and on all morning. As she floated in and out of his mind, it occurred to him that perhaps it was because she was thinking of him, a concept he dismissed as impossible since Crater was a practical man who didn’t believe in such things as mental telepathy, even with minds that had once shared love. Yet, there he’d been, turning Maria over in his head almost from the moment he’d driven the Lunar Rescue Company’s truck into the dust from the twin-domed gambling town of Cleomedes in search of a lost rental bus. There had to be a reason why he was thinking about Maria, but what it might be, he couldn’t fathom. Crater could still imagine her as he’d last seen her, standing there on the ramp of a fuser taxi, her radiant brown eyes shining at him through the dome of her helmet, her lustrous black hair framing her lovely face as she wordlessly asked that he come with her. The odd thing was it had only been minutes before that Maria had finally professed her love for him and had even agreed to marry him. Before he’d scarcely had a moment to enjoy it, his happiness had been swept away when the fuser taxi had arrived, piloted by his brother but dispatched by Maria’s grandfather to bring her back to the world of wealth and power she’d always known. To be with her, he’d come very close to taking that easy step on the taxi ramp, but Crater had instead stayed rooted in the dust, watching her fly away, not because he didn’t love her, but because of the struggling mining community of Endless Dust and the responsibility he felt toward it.


Few knew more about lunar mining than Crater, and after leading a few poor settlers to the little mining town near Adolphus Crater, he meant to see them well established before leaving. And then there was also the matter of Crescent Claudine Besette, the female crowhopper warrior he’d captured during the war, then made into a friend. Crescent still depended on him, and if he’d left her to go with Maria, how would she have fared?


As he thought about it while driving through the dust of the wayback, Crater confessed to himself there was yet another reason and perhaps the most important one of all. If he had gone with Maria, Crater knew he would have been judged harshly by Maria’s family, who would have surely thought of him as a lucky Helium-3 miner who’d caught the eye of a rich woman and was probably after her money. Crater was too proud to let that happen.


After Maria had gone, Crater had stayed in Endless Dust until a broken leg had caused him to be jumpcar’d to Cleomedes, there to recover in the casino clinic. Crescent had joined him there and even found employment in the casino, so when a report arrived from Endless Dust that the miners there were doing well and had even made a profit during the last quarter, Crater had decided to stay put, especially after his brother, Petro, had talked him into the rescue business. “We’re both good at rescuing people, Crater,” Petro told him. “We should make money out of it!”


So now, here he was, steering around craters and rilles, following what he hoped was the rental bus’s tracks (which appeared to be going along a well-worn trail) with Maria drifting across his mind for no apparent reason except foolishness. Even so, he thought about asking his gillie for the latest news of Maria, except sitting beside him in the Lunar Rescue Company truck was Crescent, who made no attempt to disguise her dislike of Miss Medaris. For her part, Crescent was well aware that when Crater got that wistful, faraway look in his eyes and fell more silent than usual and became a little absentminded, he was probably thinking about Maria, scrag her, and the hold she still had on the young man’s heart and head.

After Crater absently ran over a small crater he could have easily avoided, Crescent snapped, “Will you be careful? What’s on your mind this morning?”

Crater blinked and ran a hand through the long, sandy hair that nearly covered his ears. “There is nothing on my mind other than finding those idiot tourists who wandered off in their bus.”

“If it weren’t for tourists and their need to be rescued,” she pointed out, “we wouldn’t have a business. So idiots they may be, but idiots they shouldn’t be called.”

“Then what should I call them?” Crater demanded as he wrenched the truck around a narrow crack.

“Well, you could call them customers,” Crescent replied, “or maybe just people. After all, they just came to the moon to have a nice time and then made a mistake. You’ve made mistakes before, haven’t you?”


Crater grumbled inwardly while still giving Crescent’s comments their proper weight. She was, of course, correct. The people the Lunar Rescue Company generally rescued were Earthians who didn’t know the dangers of the moon, and that didn’t make them idiots, just inexperienced. “You’re right,” he concluded. “And I apologize. I guess I’m a little off kilter today.”

“I’ve noticed,” Crescent sniffed. “Want to talk about it? Or should I say her?”

“There’s no her to talk about,” Crater barked, although he suspected Crescent easily saw through his lie. She was a most perceptive woman, perhaps the result of her training for the battlefield, where to miss something could result in death.

Crescent didn’t press the issue. If it was Maria that Crater was thinking about, she didn’t really want to know. In any case, the Medaris woman was out of Crater’s life forever, and that thought caused her to smile, although anyone looking at her face wouldn’t have noticed. She had been provided few facial muscles by her makers, the infamous Trainers who’d mixed her and all crowhoppers up in their Siberian petri dishes to produce fierce warriors who were also mercenaries for hire to the highest bidder. Crescent was prideful of her crowhopper past, although now her allegiance was to Crater who’d saved her when he could have (and nearly everyone thought he should have) killed her on the spot after her capture in a small skirmish near Moontown. Her execution was soon ordered by Colonel Medaris on a trumped-up charge, but Crater had saved Crescent, and both of them had gone on the run to hide out in Armstrong City. When the crowhoppers invaded the city, intent on capturing Maria for ransom, Crater had plucked her from the invaders, then headed to Endless Dust, the faraway mining town beside Adolphus Crater, there to hunker down and wait out the war. This had proved to be a fine plan until the Colonel sent Petro in a fuser space taxi to pick up Maria and return her to the family. After that Crater had been sad and restless until the Lunar Rescue Company was formed, an enterprise that allowed him to rescue people, even if they weren’t the Miss Almighty Doctor Maria Medaris, her PhD in engineering and stealing a good man’s heart.


Although their truck was pressurized, Crescent and Crater wore biolastic pressure suits in case they needed to go outside. Crater could be stingy about some things, but he invested in the company’s equipment, wanting only the best for work within the “big suck,” as Lunarians called the vacuum of the moon. Biolastic suits were biological skins that kept pressure on their bodies and, along with their bubble helmets, were designed to keep them from having the ailments caused by exposure to a vacuum, the most prominent being that of having one’s blood boil, and otherwise having air bubbles lodge in one’s brain and spinal cord, or, in other words, more or less instant death. Wearing the suits was second nature to Crater and Crescent, who spent a good amount of time outside Cleomede’s pressurized domes and underground tubes. Over their biolastic skins, they wore glo-orange coveralls with the Lunar Rescue Company’s logo, the acronym LRC in black letters against a gray circle with a lot of little circles inside representing Luna and her craters. Their boots were also glo-orange, the color that stood out best against the grays and browns of moon dust.

The bus was found at the base of Margaret Thatcher Spire, unfortunately without the tourists inside, although fresh boot prints were evident leading away from the bus toward the towering column, which meant they were probably climbing it. The Lunar Rescue Company had two jobs under its contract, the first to find the bus, the second to bring its occupants back. If they were up on the spire, the second part might prove to be difficult. Using the binocular lens in his helmet, Crater’s fear was realized when he spotted two moving dots about halfway up. The Thatcher Spire was, according to Cleomede’s rules, supposed to be accessible only with expert guides, but the two climbers, based on information from the rental car company and the casino where they were vacationing, had applied neither for a guide or a climbing permit. That meant they were rogue amateur climbers, the kind that often got themselves killed.


Crescent was also peering at the climbers. Since her eyesight was much better than Crater’s, or any average human’s, she advised, “A man and a woman. Their climbing gear looks cheap.”

Crater took note of the car rental company’s motto on the side of the bus: Lunar Geology Rocks. It was supposed to entice tourists to go traipsing off into the dust, which many did. Unfortunately, that meant a fair percentage of them got lost, which at least meant business for the LRC. These tourists, however, were involved in something a little more adventurous and a lot deadlier. Although the moon had only a sixth of the gravity of Earth, Thatcher Spire was plenty tall to kill anyone who fell off its peak.

Crater woke his gillie, who was asleep on his shoulder. “Call Petro,” he said.

After yawning, even though it had no mouth, the gillie sent an unauthorized signal (and therefore free) through the Nero Corporation’s Silverado III lunar commsat to Crater’s partner and brother. Within seconds, Crater heard, “Lunar Rescue Company. Get in a crack, we’ll get you back. This is Petro Mountbatten-Jones. May we rescue you?”


“It’s me,” Crater said. “We found the bus at the base of Thatcher Spire. Looks like we’ve got illegal climbers. Their do4us are turned off and we’re not picking up any suit comm either.”

“You think they don’t want to be heard?”

“People engaged in nefarious activity generally don’t.”

“The rental company’s paying us to find the bus. I’ll give them a call.”

“Yeah, do that, but the second part of our contract is with the casino, and they want us to bring their guests back alive, go figure. I’ll have to climb up there and get them. We don’t want anybody saying we could have rescued them but didn’t. Besides, it might be worth a tip.”

“Do what you think you have to do, brother,” Petro said. “How about Crescent? Is she going with you?”

“No, I’ll go it alone. She can guard our truck and the bus. There’s a lunatic burrow not too far away from here. Those fellows can strip a truck in five minutes.”

Crescent arranged her features into a determined grimace. “If they dare come around, I welcome the chance to teach them a lesson.”

“Don’t underestimate lunatics,” Petro said. “Living in the wayback of the moon takes a special kind, and if they’re not crazy when they start, they get that way pretty quick. And Crater, you be careful too. The puter says there were four climbers killed on Thatcher last year. Every one of them tourists without permits.”


“Don’t worry,” Crater said. “I know what I’m doing.”


“What do you think, Crescent?” Petro asked. “Does he know what he’s doing?”


Crescent made the gurgling sound that crowhoppers make when laughing. “I suppose even Crater can climb a little needle.”


Crater, ignoring Petro’s jibe and Crescent’s laughter, pulled on a harness, clipped on a coil of rope, and strapped on a pack of climbing gear. “If anyone comes around, call me,” he instructed Crescent.


“If anyone comes around, I’ll take care of them and then call you,” she replied while patting the holstered railgun pistol at her waist.


Crater gave her no argument. He was confident that she could handle nearly any situation. Over the years, Crescent had proved to be a capable female, steady under duress, and she could shoot straight too. The only problem with her was that Crater could never quite figure out what she was thinking. There were many levels to her crowhopper mind, or at least he suspected there were, and he guessed she kept hidden many secrets about herself. He thought perhaps she had some affection for him, maybe even romantic feelings if—and that was a big if—crowhoppers had such feelings. As for his feelings toward her, they were complicated, and he wasn’t entirely certain he knew what they were. Mostly, he simply liked her company. For one thing, she knew a lot about a wide range of topics, most recently proven when Crater was pondering a thermodynamics problem. Crescent not only understood the problem, she provided the solution using a series of quadratic equations. That impressed him.


It was time to focus on the rescue, so Crater shunted aside his personal ruminations and trudged up the mound of rubble that led to the base of the spire. The Margaret Thatcher Spire was one of the oddest geological features on the moon. No one knew how it had been created, but the best scientific guess was it was formed by magma from early lunar volcanoes that had squeezed up between two immense basalt layers. The result was a mile-high vertical ribbon of slippery rock that was like a magnet for adventure-seeking climbers, both professional and amateur.


Moving a hundred yards laterally to avoid being hit by rocks that might be loosened by the climbers, Crater started up and for the next hour climbed steadily. When he stopped on a narrow ledge to catch his breath, he looked westerly along the face of the spire to see the Tauruses, a brown ocean of rounded mountains. To the east, he saw the high rim of Cleomedes Crater and the tops of the domes of the Lunar Las Vegas where he lived. Turning around and looking to the south, he could see the steep-sloped Roman Crater surrounded by a dry lake of spectacularly beautiful yellow, brown, purple, and red dust. When he looked up again, he saw the tourists had disappeared over the top.

Using the cracks in the rock for handholds, Crater kept climbing until he crawled over the sharp edge of the summit and got his first close look at the climbers. The rental car company had described them as a woman, forty-eight years old, and a man, fifty-two, both from the same address in Goa, Republic of Central India. They were wearing rental helmets, cheap plaston spheres with accordion-like covers for shade, and white coveralls over one-time use biolastic pressure suits. The woman, silver-haired and petite, was standing and quietly watching Crater. The man, who sported a gray-speckled beard, was lying down. Crater made a signal to the woman to turn on her suit communicator. After fumbling with her chest pack, she found the switch. “Hello,” she said. “Who are you?”


“Crater Trueblood of the Lunar Rescue Company. Are you the Chandra party?”

“We are,” the woman said. “I am Lady Deepik. This is my servant Mister Ajab, who I fear is having some difficulty.”

Crater knelt beside Mister Ajab and observed his lips were blue, a sign of oxygen deficiency. “Just relax,” Crater said to him. “Gillie, give me a readout of the backpack.”

No telemetry, it said, then crawled off Crater’s shoulder and onto Mister Ajab’s helmet before slipping down to the neck seal.

“Is that a gillie?” Lady Deepik asked. “Aren’t they illegal?”

“Yes, but it knows that,” Crater answered. “Mister Ajab is not receiving enough oxygen. The gillie is trying to diagnose the problem.”

The gillie burrowed into the neck seal of biolastic cells, then disappeared before emerging inside Ajab’s helmet. Carbon dioxide scrubber fouled, it reported.

The biological scrubbers in pressure suits, especially the cheap ones rented to tourists, were easily fouled by dust. The only fix was to replace them, and the top of Thatcher was no place for that. After the gillie oozed out of the neck seal and climbed back on his shoulder, Crater pulled a spare hose from his kit and made a connection between helmets through the auxiliary ports. Clean air poured in from Crater’s tank and the color was soon restored to Mr. Ajab’s cheeks and lips. He took a deep breath and said, “I believed I was on my way to the stars.”

Crater let him breathe clean air a little longer, then said, “I’m Crater Trueblood of the Lunar Rescue Company, sent to fetch you.”


“Is Lady Deepik all right?”

“I am fine, Mister Ajab,” she said. “But I was so frightened.”

Now that Mister Ajab was temporarily out of danger, Crater allowed himself to vent. “What did you think you were doing?” he demanded. “It’s dangerous to climb up here!”

Mister Ajab struggled to sit up. After Crater assisted him, he said, “Please understand my folly, young man. You see, I thought to bring Lady Deepik to this beautiful spot and ask her a question that has been burning in my thoughts for a very long time.”

“And what might that question be, Mister Ajab?” Lady Deepik asked with some astonishment. “I thought we were only having ourselves a nice adventure.”

Mister Ajab, his eyes wide and pleading, looked at Lady Deepik. “I was your servant for thirty years and then your husband died, leaving you with many debts, and yet I have stayed with you for another ten.”

Lady Deepik studied Mister Ajab, then looked away. “This is true. You have been an excellent servant through good times and bad.”

“I wish to no longer be employed as your servant.”

She turned back to him. “Oh, I will miss you! What employment will you take?”

He dug into a coverall pocket and brought out a thumb puter drive. “Using this device, you can see that I have passed the examination for city building inspector. Unfortunately, I forgot that I needed a puter to plug it in. In any case, I now have prospects and therefore request that you consider becoming my wife.”


Lady Deepik smiled. “Mister Ajab, I thought you would never ask!”


“I am asking. What is the answer?”


“It is yes, of course. I will be pleased to be the wife of the new city building inspector.”


Crater had only been half listening, his thoughts turned to how to get the couple down the spire. “We’d better go,” he said, disconnecting the auxiliary air hose from Mister Ajab’s helmet. “Your air should remain fresh enough until we get down.”


“Will you not wish us congratulations, Mr. Trueblood?” Lady Deepik asked.


Crater looked over the edge to decide the best place to descend. “Right now, I’m just doing my job, ma’am.”


“Oh, you are the sour one,” Lady Deepik accused.


Crater, focused on the rescue, wasn’t listening, although if he had, he might have considered the couple sour for not thanking him for saving their lives. He called Crescent to come to the base of the spire to receive the rappelling rope, then used a spring-loaded cam to attach it in a crack. He helped Mr. Ajab climb into a harness and gave another one to Lady Deepik. He showed them how to use the mechanical descenders and then sent Mr. Ajab over the edge first, followed by Lady Deepik. He released the rope, threw it down to Crescent, and then woke up the dozing gillie, which had settled into one of his coveralls pockets. “Gillie, call Petro,” he said, and waited for the connection.


“Lunar Rescue Company. In a bind, we can find. This is Petro Mountbatten-Jones. How may I rescue you?”


“Rescue complete,” Crater said. “We’re coming in.”


“Any trouble?”


“I had to wait until Mr. Ajab proposed to Lady Deepik,” Crater complained. “That’s why they climbed up there. It was supposed to be romantic or something.”


Petro laughed. “Well, aren’t you the lunar lovemaster! You’ll probably collect a big tip!”


“I don’t know. I wasn’t too nice about it.”


“Reminded you of your own marriage proposal, did it?”


Crater’s eyes turned hard. “Get scragged, Petro. And I’d appreciate it if you never mentioned Maria Medaris to me again.”


“I didn’t,” Petro replied, “but isn’t it time you stopped carrying a torch for that girl?”


Although Crescent wanted to shout her approval of Petro’s comment, she kept her mind on checking the suits of the couple although she couldn’t help but mutter, “I should have blasted that woman into atoms when I had the chance.”


“What was that, dear?” Lady Deepik asked. “Who did you blast?”


“Nobody, ma’am,” Crescent replied. “Just talking to myself. A bad habit. Your suits look good. Are you ready to go?”


Lady Deepik looked at Mr. Ajab. “Are you ready for the walk, my darling?”


Mr. Ajab nodded. “Yes, my lady, I would walk the circumference of the moon if I could walk it with you.”


Crescent looked at the loving couple and was envious. She knew she would never experience such a tender moment with Crater. It also reminded her of the mad, crazy, desperate thing she’d recently done, an act that would change everything in her life—and Crater’s too. If she thought about it too long, the audacity and irreversibility of what she’d done frightened her, so she gestured to Lady Deepik and Mr. Ajab to follow her, then led them back along the path to their bus, keeping her attention on their safety.


“Aren’t you going to wait for me, Crescent?” Crater demanded on their private channel as he free-styled down the face of the cliff.

Blinking away her tears, Crescent growled, “I’ve waited for you long enough,” and kept walking.



FOUR


With the snout of a crowhopper rifle at her neck, Maria knew her best chance lay with her father. Since he was essentially a coward and a weakling, she thought if she was tough with him, she might be able to take control of the situation. She stood up from the dead foreman, brushed the dust from her coveralls, and said in a brusque tone, “Junior, what you have done here today is unforgivable, but there is a way out for you, and I will tell you what it is. That creature pulled the trigger, not you. If you immediately stop whatever this is all about, I will tell the authorities you are innocent. Otherwise, you’ll mostly likely be shoved out of an airlock into the dust without a suit.”


One of the copper-clad creatures standing beside her father spoke, and Maria was surprised it had a woman’s voice, soft as velvet but somehow menacing. “I’m enchanted by her, Junior! Fearless and full of spunk! She is everything you said she was.”


When Maria looked into the jade-green eyes of the white-faced woman or whatever it was, she saw a burning intensity that frightened her. “We should discuss this without your, um, friends listening in,” Maria said to her father.


The other copper-clad person, a male, based on his voice, said, “We need to go. CC2232 will be arriving in about thirty minutes.”


Junior looked surprised. “I didn’t realize it was this soon. The workers will need to be evacuated.”


“It’s too late for that,” the male replied.


“We told you we sometimes do the unexpected,” the female said.


“But I specifically said no violence unless necessary.”


“We believe it is necessary to punctuate this moment with a major event. This will assure the successful completion of our contract.” The female nodded toward Maria. “Put her in the jumpcar. Use whatever force is necessary.”


A crowhopper grabbed her arm but Maria shook it off. “Gillie, send everything that just transpired in the last thirty minutes to Colonel Medaris.”


Sent to Colonel Medaris.


“You have a gillie?” her father asked. “They’re illegal!”


“It knows that.”


“Remove it from her,” the female said.


The crowhopper removed her belt pouch, opened it, and shook out the gillie, which fell ignominiously into the dust. The crowhopper laughed at the pitiful clump of slime mold until it was no longer funny, mainly because the gillie sent a crackling bolt of discharged electricity through him, killing him instantly. The gillie then jumped from the dust to Maria’s shoulder, crying, Let’s ride!


Taking her gillie’s advice, Maria burst through the ring of crowhoppers, jumped aboard her fastbug, and stomped on the accelerator. “Gillie, contact the Colonel!” she cried as she steered the fastbug away.


Contact established.


Maria heard a young woman’s voice. “Colonel Medaris’s office. This is his assistant. How may I help you?”


The Colonel went through many assistants and Maria didn’t recognize this one. “This is Maria Medaris. I need to speak to my grandfather. Now!”


“I’m sorry, but he is in a meeting.”


“Break into it. This is an emergency!”


“Who did you say this was?”


“Maria Medaris, first vice president and chief financial officer of Medaris Enterprises. If you value your job, you will connect me with the Colonel now! I am being chased by crowhoppers and—”


“I am looking at the list of people on his schedule this morning, and I’m sorry, I don’t see your name.”


“I’m not on his schedule but—”


Maria slammed on the brakes and swerved away from three fastbugs boiling toward her from the westerly wastes. A cloud of dust indicated there had been another jumpcar landing. She turned and ran up the slope of a steep crater and launched, soaring over the startled crowhopper drivers.


“Get me the Colonel, I said!” she screamed.


Contact lost, the gillie advised.


The crowhopper fastbugs were close behind and Maria saw two more blocking her way. She changed course and headed toward a group of battered brown and gray hills. Then a hidden rille caught her front wheels and flipped the fastbug on its nose. Maria was launched across the vacuum into the dust where she rolled, then got to her feet just as a fastbug rammed her backpack.


Maria was knocked face down on the dust. “Gillie, hide,” she said, then added, “Call Crater Trueblood. Tell him what happened.”


She was getting to her knees when she was grabbed by a crowhopper, dragged to a fastbug, and pitched in the back with another crowhopper guarding her. The fastbug was driven back to the telescope site, where Maria was pulled out, tossed over a crowhopper’s shoulder, and carried up the ladder of the jumpcar. She was roughly shoved into a chair, her father sitting on a bench across from her. “I just don’t understand why you make things so difficult,” he said. “Buckle your seat belt. We’re about to take off.”

Maria glared at her father. “Tell the pilot to angle westerly to keep the dust off the telescope.”

“Maria, you don’t understand. The telescope no longer matters.”

The white-faced female climbed down from the cockpit. “My name is Truvia,” she said. “My colleague is named Carus. We are known as Trainers.”

“You look like freaks!” Maria spat.

If the female was insulted, she made no outward sign. “We are not freaks. We are scientists. The crowhoppers are our inventions. We will discuss all this later. For now, please prepare for liftoff. Carus will be taking off very soon.”

After the “Trainer” called Truvia climbed back into the cockpit, the jumpcar lifted off and rose for about a minute, then slowed to a hover. Maria released her seat belt and moved to the portholes that ran around the compartment, moving from one to another until she could see the telescope construction site. “What are you doing?” she demanded when Truvia walked up beside her.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t watch.” Truvia said. “But if you must, do you see that shadow there on the eastern horizon? It will grow.”


“Grow? What are you talking about?”

With a roar of its engines and a slight vibration, the jumpcar began to rise again, angling off to the west. Maria, holding on to the handrails beneath the portholes, kept her eye on the shadow, which was indeed growing ever larger, craters and hills being swallowed by its ebony creep. “What is that shadow?”

“Consider it an announcement that everything that once was will be no more,” Truvia said.

When it came, Maria saw only a pocked gray surface for an instant, and then it struck the telescope site, a vast tsunami of dust erupting from the impact.

Maria closed her eyes with a silent prayer for her workers, which was quickly superseded by a desire for revenge. She turned to Truvia. “I will see you strangled for this.”

Truvia grinned, showing round little teeth between her green lips. “I love your spirit! I am going to enjoy training you.”

“Truvia,” Carus called, “I need your help. We’re getting caught in the dust.”

The jumpcar skin rattled with pelting dust and small rocks. Truvia climbed up the short ladder to the cockpit and into the copilot’s seat. Carus said, “I didn’t realize the dust cloud would be so big!”

The jumpcar was veering from side to side. A blow from something caused it to shudder its length. Its console lights flared, the puter announced: Automatic pilot disengaging. Manual flight only.

When Maria saw that neither of the Trainers knew what to do, she climbed up and grabbed Carus’s shoulder. “You’re going to kill us all. Get out of your seat!”


“Let her take over!” Junior called from below. “She’s the best jumpcar pilot on the moon!”


Maria hissed into Carus’s ear. “I said get out!”


Carus reluctantly complied and Maria climbed into the pilot’s seat. “What do you want me to do?” Truvia asked.


“Don’t touch anything!”


More dust and rocks rattled against the jumpcar’s skin, the noise deafening. Maria firewalled the throttles and directional nose jets to raise the jumpcar’s nose. A loud noise told her something had let go aft, and then a red light flared on the cockpit console. An engine was on fire. The nose dipped. Maria kept fighting to flatten out the trajectory. Dust swept across the viewports. “Brace for impact!” she yelled just as the jumpcar fuselage slammed into the moon.




FIVE


Crescent went inside the bus to help Lady Deepik and Mister Ajab through the complex air/dustlock arrangement. “Pressurize to one Earth atmosphere,” she said to the bus puter, and with a sudden hiss, the artificial air mixture began to be pumped inside. The couple started at the noise. “It’s all right,” Crescent said. “That’s normal.”


“Thank you for helping us,” Lady Deepik said.


“You’re welcome. After we reach pressure, we’ll get you out of your suits, and then I’ll drive you back to Cleomedes while you rest.”


“My helmet failed,” Mr. Ajab said. “I believe I shall sue the rental company.”


“Unfortunately, you can’t sue because there are no laws or courts on the moon, only town rules,” Crescent advised. “In Cleomedes I must tell you the rules are stacked against the tourist, which means if you break any of them, you’ll pay. There will be a fine for us coming out to find you, I’m afraid, but it won’t be much. We’re a bargain, considering what we do. Ah, there we are. One atmosphere.”


Crescent took off her helmet and backpack and placed it in a storage cabinet and then helped the pair out of their helmets and backpacks, giving them paper masks to wear over their mouths and noses to avoid moon dust. “Please remove your boots, coveralls, plaston sanitizers, and, lastly, your biolastic suits,” Crescent said. “There is little room for modesty, I’m afraid, although I can position a divider.”


Crescent pulled a corrugated divider from the bulkhead, and Lady Deepik positioned herself on one side, Mr. Ajab on the other. “Take your suits off carefully to keep the dust down,” Crescent advised. “Put your coveralls, boots, and sanitation units in the marked lockers, then peel off the biolastic suits and put them in the waste bin. The rental ones are only used once and will be dissolved. After that, one at a time if you wish, you can proceed into the next chamber, which you’ll recognize as your shower.”


Lady Deepik and Mr. Ajab followed her instructions, choosing to take their showers separately. After they exited the shower, Crescent entered, washed, drew on a pair of coveralls and slippers taken from a cabinet, and wrapped her long, coarse, black hair in a towel before entering the interior of the bus.


Lady Deepik and Mr. Ajab greeted her by handing her a glass of wine from a bottle of Apollo’s Fire, a ruby red grown from a vineyard beneath the domes of Cleomedes. Raising their glasses, they said, “Cheers! Thank you for helping us!”


Crescent politely sipped the wine, careful to swallow only a little, since her liver did not filter alcohol very well. Crater called her on her do4u. “Crescent, are you about ready?”


“Just a few more minutes.”


“Get a move on. Time is money.”


“He is a harsh man,” Lady Deepik said to Crescent.


“When I asked Lady Deepik to marry me,” Mister Ajab said, “he made no comment other than it was time to leave. What kind of man would not offer congratulations to another man at such a time? It is clear he does not give a scrag for love.”


“I apologize for my boss. May I say on behalf of the Lunar Rescue Company, congratulations. May all your married days ahead be blissful ones.”


Lady Deepik and Mr. Ajab poured themselves another glass of the ruby red wine. “You’ll have to excuse me, my dear,” Lady Deepik said, “but are you not a crowhopper?”


“A former warrior of the Phoenix Legion,” Crescent said proudly.


“I thought all of you were killed in the war.”


“Most of us were, but I was captured by Crater, and his mother took me in. That was in Moontown. I have stayed by his side since.”


Lady Deepik looked thoughtful. “I imagined a crowhopper to be, well, much different.”


“Uglier,” Mr. Ajab said.


“Mr. Ajab!”


“I’m sorry, Lady Deepik. Excuse me, Crescent. It was a thoughtless remark. Wine loosens my tongue.”


“I understand,” Crescent said. “And it’s true. We were designed to look frightening so as to strike fear in the hearts of our enemy.” She touched her face. “Consider the gray skin, flat nose, the heavy brow, the lips pulled back in something of a permanent snarl, all a deliberate construction by the Trainers who manipulated our genetic code to make us look this way.”


“I am certain you are quite beautiful inside,” Lady Deepik said.


“I am just a woman trying to do a job, ma’am,” Crescent answered, then climbed into the driver’s seat of the bus. “Please relax and I’ll have you back in Cleomedes in a few hours.” She called Crater. “We’re ready, boss.”


Crater made a closed fist up and down signal and drove the truck along the dusty tracks, with Crescent driving the bus close behind. Lady Deepik and Mr. Ajab settled on a couch and were soon asleep.

A little over an hour later, they were just rolling past the collapsed rim of the Tralles Crater when Petro called on the Lunar Rescue Company’s private channel. Crater answered while Crescent listened in. Petro said, “Crater, you won’t believe who I just talked to and why.”

“The prime minister of the United Kingdom. He wants you to come back to restore the throne.”

“Very funny,” Petro replied. “No, it was Maria’s gillie, which said to tell you Maria’s been kidnapped.” Petro paused, then added, “Again.”

An astonished Crescent repeated Petro’s added comment, although she made it a question. “Again?”

In the truck, Crater noticed his gillie, which detested the gillie it had procreated, flash a vivid scarlet. The Awful Thing? How dare it still be alive!

“Hush, Gillie!” Crater demanded before asking Petro, “What else did it say?”

“Nothing else. But the telly’s full of an asteroid hitting the Medaris construction project on the farside.”

“You think that’s related to Maria?”

“Who knows? But listen, Crater, this is none of your business. Remember the last two times you rescued Maria? What did that get you?”

Crater had to admit Petro had a point. Both times all it got him was a kick in the teeth. But he had also saved Maria’s life when no one else could have done it. “Call if you hear anything more,” he said, then hung up. “Gillie, can you give me a visual of the farside?”


I hate the Awful Thing, it said.

“Yes, I know, but you birthed it.”

That was not my fault. I blame it on poor programming by my makers.

“Then I guess you’re happy they’re out of business. Will you please do as I ask?”

The gillie glared at Crater, though it had no eyes or face to glare, then illegally stretched itself through a lunar comm-sat and then to a commercial observation sat that watched the farside of the moon. Zeroing in on the haze that still floated electrostatically over the impact, the gillie magnified the picture, and then put the scene up on the vidscreen in the truck cab. Crater was stunned to see the devastation. Debris from the giant construction project was strewn across the dust and, here and there, the bodies of the construction crew.

“Any signs of life?” Crater asked the gillie.

The gillie searched the scene and then zoomed in on a jumpcar lying on its side. This wreck is interesting, the gillie said. There are boot prints leading from it. Based on the disturbed dust on which they are imprinted, apparently they were put down after the impact.

Without realizing it, Crater pushed the truck’s accelerator hard against the floor.

Trying to keep up in the rental bus, Crescent grumbled to herself. “And so speeds the sour man who doesn’t care a scrag about love.”

Lady Deepik was standing behind her. “How long have you been in love with him?”


“Almost from the moment we met. I stabbed him in the leg with a knife that day. He almost bled to death.”


“And he in turn stabbed you in your heart.”


“I continue to bleed.”


“And the woman he loves?”


“Unworthy. She does not know how to love Crater as he deserves.”


“Perhaps, in that regard, they are a match.”


Crescent considered that, then nodded her agreement. “I suppose they are.” She turned to look at Lady Deepik but saw her curled on the couch with Mr. Ajab, exactly as they had been since the drive back to Cleomedes had begun. “I need a vacation,” Crescent concluded, and then pushed the accelerator pedal all the way to the floorboard to catch up with Crater.




SIX


Maria woke to darkness and a pale round glow that seemed very far away. At first she recalled nothing, but gradually her story fell into place, fitting together like the puzzle blocks she’d played with as a child. She, Dr. Maria Medaris, chief financial officer of Medaris Enterprises and president of several companies within that structure and leader of thousands of engineers and technicians, was the prisoner of the Trainers. The Trainers were two odd creatures with painted faces who had destroyed the Clyde Tombaugh Telescope project and murdered her workers with what appeared to be a crashed asteroid. Her father was somehow allied with them, and the purpose of all of this was unknown.


She then recalled her last words to her gillie. Call Crater Trueblood. Why had she done that? Well, she admitted to herself, because he’s rescued me before and also because I still care about that boy and would love to see him. Maria laughed at herself. Here she was, a captive of deadly creatures and her estranged father, and she was thinking about her love life. It reflected who she was, supremely confident that no matter what her situation was, she’d get out of it and then continue her life, which might (or might not) include Crater Trueblood.


Since she suspected she was being watched, she lay very still while mentally searching her body for damage. She wiggled her toes and moved her fingers, then minutely moved each leg and arm and her head and stretched her back. Everything seemed to work. Her various aches felt like bruises and abused ligaments, nothing more. She shifted her gaze to the pale circular glow and saw it was a porthole too small to belong to a jumpcar. She tried to sit up but discovered she was restrained by straps at her wrists, waist, chest, and ankles. Tendrils of her long, black hair drifted near her face, then slowly wafted away. This meant she was weightless. Her captors had taken her into space.

Maria studied her surroundings. The porthole was along a curved wall and her cot was strapped to that wall, the deck and ceiling perpendicular to her body. The placement of her cot was not unusual for weightless conditions but was disorienting. Her attempt to figure out the room was interrupted when her father came through the hatch. “Hello, sleepyhead. I see you’re awake! How do you feel? Great landing of the jumpcar, by the way. Both Truvia and Carus were impressed by your skill.”

“Too bad it didn’t kill them. Why are you with them?”

“They suit my purpose.”

“Which is?”

“We can discuss that later after you’re more settled.”

“Where are we?”

“In space.”

“Yes, Junior, I know that, but where in space?”

Her father smiled. “You can’t escape, Maria.”

“Would you unstrap me?”

“Of course.”


Her father pushed off, floated across to her, and pulled the tabs to loosen her straps. She immediately pushed away from him, stopping herself by grabbing a handrail on the opposite wall. He watched her benignly. “Well, I must say I’m relieved, sweetheart. You appear healthy.”


“I’m not your sweetheart!” Maria snapped.


“Now, kitten . . .”


“Shut up, you fool, and think! You are at the very least an accessory to mass murder. What you do from this moment on will determine whether you get the death sentence or leniency, so from here on, let me do all the thinking. Maybe I can get us out of this.”


Junior smiled. “Who’s going to punish me? My marvelous father? His rule over my life is over.”


“If you believe that, you are as stupid as a rock. Where’s this ship heading, anyway?”


“You’ll know when we get there.”


Maria looked through the porthole but saw only stars and galaxies, with no sign of the moon. She pushed herself to the hatch and tested the lever. “Are we locked inside?”


“You are. I know the code to get out. By the way, where is your gillie?”


“I dropped it in the dust.”


“You were never a good liar.”


“Then I didn’t take after you, did I?”


“That will be enough of that kind of talk, young lady.”


A deep well of bitterness boiled up inside Maria. “All my life you have been cruel. I could take it, but Mom—your cruelty and lies killed her.”


“I am your father and I deserve your respect.”


“As far as I’m concerned, I don’t have a father.”


Junior caught a hand strap with one hand and hit her hard across the face with the other. Gasping, she spun back against the wall. When she turned to face him, he hit her again. Blood spurted from her nose in scarlet globules.


“You are never to speak of your mother to me again,” Junior growled. “You don’t know what happened between us.”


Maria wiped her nose with the back of her hand and raised her chin. “I know you cheated on her. I know you took every opportunity to tell her she was inadequate. I know she finally reached for a bottle of pills rather than tolerate another day in a world that contained you.”


Her father balled his fist and ripped a right cross, but Maria dodged it and pushed away, sailing across the room just as Truvia opened the hatch and floated inside. When she saw Maria’s bloody face, she looked puzzled. “She made me do it,” Junior said.


Maria hung on to a strap to stabilize herself. “That’s what all abusers say. ‘She made me do it!’ Face it, Junior. You’re just a common woman beater.” She looked at Truvia. “Be careful. He’ll be abusing you next.”


Truvia looked amused. “I hardly think so,” she said. “May I examine your face? Oh, he hit you hard, didn’t he? You’ll have a black eye, but we have ways of fixing that.”


Maria felt a sharp pain in her hip. When she looked down, she saw that Truvia had jabbed her with a syringe. “It will help you sleep, and while you are sleeping, I will restore your face.”


“I don’t want to sleep. I don’t want my face restored. I just want to go home. Why am I here?”


“You are here because we need you to be here.”


“But why?” It was a question that echoed in Maria’s mind even after she’d slid into darkness.




SEVEN


Crater raced up the jumpcar ladder but was disappointed to find no one aboard. He checked the clock on the wall. Where was Crescent? And the pilot? Crater had made it clear to the jumpcar dispatcher how urgent his mission was. Didn’t everyone understand how important it was for Maria to be rescued as quickly as possible? Crater considered for just a moment that perhaps no one did understand, that they might not even care if Maria was saved, but he dismissed that possibility. Of course everyone wanted to save Maria. Didn’t they? Crater thought over the situation and why he was doing what he was doing. Was he still in love with Maria? Well, of course he was, no matter how badly she had treated him. He’d been in love with her from the moment he caught sight of her, and that wasn’t going to change. He had a chance to save her—again—and he was going to do it whether anyone liked it or not.


The sound of boots on the ladder diverted his attention. It was the pilot. After she stepped through the hatch, he was astonished to see who she was. “Riley Bishop! You’re an independent now?”


Riley’s bright Irish grin flashed across her pretty, freckled face. “Aye, bucko. Got enough of the Colonel’s long hours, short wages, and those underground tubes at Moontown. But what are ye doin’ here? I thought you were mining heel-3 and Thorium at Endless Dust.”

“A broken leg sent me to the hospital here,” Crater explained. “I decided not to go back. Petro, Crescent, and I run our own company now.”

“So you’re the Lunar Rescue Company who chartered me!”

“That’s us. You know about the asteroid impact on the farside? That’s where I want to go. There’s a jumpcar wreck near the impact I want to investigate.”

“No prob, should be the safest place on the moon. Not likely it’s going to be hit again. How about Petro and Crescent? They coming with us?”

“Petro’s staying behind to work on our bank account, such as it is. I don’t know about Crescent—oh, here she is!” He turned on her. “I told you every minute counts!”

Crescent gave Crater a sour look, then sat down and buckled up. “I got here as quickly as I could. Hello, Riley,” she added.

“Crescent! Good to see you, girl. Your boss seems to be in a hurry.”

“Does he? I hadn’t noticed.”

Riley chuckled. “Well, let’s get this show on the road.” She crawled into the cockpit and went through the checks with the jumpcar puter. “Cleomedes Control, Amanda Michelle on the runway,” she called.

“Roger, Riley. Have a nice jump.”

“Who’s Amanda Michelle?” Crater asked.


“Me great-great-great-grandma who was truly great. She was a Broadway star. All right, here we go. Autopilot off. I’ll take her manual. Puter on my mark. Five-four-three . . .”


Riley counted down and punched the firing button. The jumpcar’s trio of engines burst into life and the suborbital ship surged aloft. Riley expertly kept the ship on the ballistic curve until the Moscow Crater came into view, then hovered the jumpcar over the asteroid strike. Crater and Crescent moved to the portholes to view the scene. The remnants of the support structure for the giant mirror was spread for miles, glittering shards in the gray and white dust. Bodies were also strewn about. In the center of a big new crater was a slight hump, the only evidence of the asteroid that had caused all the carnage.


Riley called down from the cockpit. “I have a visual on a wrecked jumpcar. It landed on its side and plowed a furrow about three hundred yards long. Still in one piece, as far as I can tell.”


“Land as close as you can,” Crater replied.


Riley backed down to a soft landing. Crater threw open the hatch and saw the wrecked jumpcar. “I’m going over to it,” he told Crescent.


Crescent nodded. “I’ll have a look around the general area. Be careful. It might be an ambush.”


“Ambush? You think this asteroid strike was deliberate?”


“Of course. It landed precisely on the construction site.”


“Who would do that? And how?”


“Somebody who doesn’t like the Medarises would be my guess, which means a lot of people. How? Figure that out and you’ll probably figure out who.”


“You’re right. No wonder I keep you around.”


“Go find your woman,” Crescent muttered.


“What? I didn’t hear that.”


“I said stay alert.”


“Oh, right.” Crater climbed down the ladder and walked toward the wreck. When he got closer, he saw boot prints. To avoid putting his prints on top of them, he circled around to the jumpcar. Using a tail fin to pull himself onto the fuselage, he walked down it, noting the dents in the skin. Based on their uniform dispersion, he suspected the pits were not a result of the crash but perhaps a spray of rocks and gravel from the asteroid impact. That meant the jumpcar was probably flying nearby when the asteroid struck. The entry hatch was open, so he went inside. After poking around he concluded there was nobody aboard, so he climbed out and studied the boot prints leading away from the wreck. He recognized the tread pattern. Crowhoppers.


“I’ve found something interesting,” Crescent called. “Landing pad impressions. I’m not certain what kind.”


Crater, staying to the side of the prints, walked to Crescent, who silently pointed at the indentations in the dust, six deep circles. “A space taxi,” Crater said. “By its landing pad spacing, I think probably from a warpod.”


“Did you find anything in the jumpcar?”


“No, but the tracks indicate crowhoppers were in its party.”


“How could that be? The Legion has been disbanded and my brethren scattered.”


“It appears they’ve gotten back together again.”


The gillie stuck its head, although it had no head, from Crater’s chest pocket, then crawled up on his shoulder. The Awful Thing is here!


“Maria’s gillie? Where?”


On her.


Startled, Crescent almost fell over when she saw that a gillie had indeed somehow appeared on her shoulder. “Where did you come from?” she demanded.


“Get inside your pocket,” Crater ordered his gillie.


I will kill the Awful Thing.


“Yes, OK, but later,” Crater said. “Now, do what I told you. You’re scaring it.”


Muttering something too low for Crater to hear but certain to be filled with curses appropriate for a creature made of slime mold, the gillie crawled into Crater’s chest pocket and closed the flap.


Is the Superior One gone? the gillie on Crescent’s shoulder asked.


“For now,” Crater said.


Maria Medaris is my owner. She was taken away.


“Yes, I got your message. Who took her away?”


Her father and some others. Crowhoppers. Two who called themselves Trainers.


“Tell me everything you saw.”


The gillie told its story, ending with how it had watched Maria carried aboard a warpod taxi.


Crater’s gillie poked up from its pocket. Awful Thing, why did you not stay with your owner? You are a poor excuse for a gillie. I want you to die.


I couldn’t stay with her, Superior One. They would have caught me.


A gillie must be sneaky. Did I not teach you that?


You never taught me anything. You were too busy trying to kill me from the moment I was birthed.


If I had truly wanted to kill you, I would have killed you.


“That’s enough, you two,” Crater admonished. “This is to the gillie on Crescent’s shoulder. You now belong to Crescent.”


Be a crowhopper’s gillie? I am not certain.


“Don’t complain,” Crescent said, curling her lips into a frightening grin. “Or I will eat you.”


Good idea, Crater’s gillie said.


I will stay with you if you will not eat me, Crescent’s new gillie conceded.


“Fine,” Crater said. “Now we’re all one big, happy family.”


Riley came walking up. “Any idea on what happened here?”


“I think Maria’s alive,” Crater answered. “But I’m afraid she’s been taken aboard a warpod.”


Riley whistled. “In that case, she could be anywhere between here and Mars. By the way, Petro called. He said some Umlap woman named Perpetually Hopeful has news on Maria and requests you visit her as soon as possible.”


Crater brightened. “Perpetually Hopeful is General Nero’s wife! They’ve got a lot of spies. We need to go to Endless Dust right away!”


“It’s your nickel,” Riley said, but Crater was already running to the jumpcar.


Riley looked at Crescent sympathetically. “Maria just won’t get out of his head, will she?”


“I guess she’s the only thing he ever wanted that he couldn’t have.”


“Men are idiots even when they think they’re being noble.”


“Especially then,” Crescent agreed.


Riley and Crescent walked at a deliberate pace toward the jumpcar. Crater was on its ladder urgently waving at them to hurry up.


“I had me cap set for that boy when I first met him,” Riley said. “But it didn’t take long to see Maria’s the only one for him, poor creature that he is.”


“I suppose we can’t blame him for wanting to rescue her,” Crescent replied with a sigh. “Even though I bet she won’t appreciate it.”

“Looks like this time his girl’s got herself in a real bind. I wasn’t kidding about she might be anywhere from here to Mars.”

“Her kidnappers will just want money for her, right?”

Riley shrugged. “I think it might be bigger than that. You don’t kill a thousand people and destroy a billion johncredit project and then just ask for a ransom, even if it is for the exalted Miss Priss of the Moon Maria Medaris.”

Crescent concluded Riley made sense. There was something big and very dangerous out there, and Crater was running toward it as fast as he could go with a carelessness that just might get him—and her—killed. Crescent’s thoughts turned to her secret—a secret that made her unwilling to be killed for no good purpose, even though she was genetically programmed to die. Although her fate was not entirely in her hands, she didn’t want to spend her remaining days on a futile, life-ending search for Maria Medaris. She had something vastly more important to do.



EIGHT


There was no here. There was no now. There was no light. There was no darkness. There was nothing until a painful light struck her eyes, which she realized were wide open. Blinded, she tried to shield them, but her arms were restrained. Then, blocking the light, Truvia’s bone-white face loomed before her like a grotesque, chalky asteroid. “What would you like more than anything in the world and its moon?” Truvia asked.


Maria fought for focus, found it, and said, “To go home.”


Truvia tilted her head. “Do you think I’m beautiful? We have mastered the science and art of such things. I will ask you again. What would you like more than anything in the world and its moon?”


“And I said to go home. Have you contacted my grandfather?”


“He knows you’re here.”


“What did he say?”


“What he says doesn’t matter. What would you like more than anything in the world and its moon? Think carefully now.”


“I think I want out of this loony bin.”


Maria became aware that there was someone else in the room. She was shocked when she saw it was a demon, a biologically manipulated creature, less intelligent than crowhoppers but more vicious and remorseless. It gazed at her with malevolent interest.


“It is called BKD4284,” Truvia said of the demon. “It is the last demon in our inventory. We invented them after we patented Legionnaires or, as you call them, crowhoppers. Sadly, demons did not turn out as we hoped. Insanely violent, yes, but too stupid to follow orders in battle with any consistency. We kept BKD4284 because it has been trained in torture. I’m sorry to say torture is the first step in your training because you must first understand that you cannot be saved.”


“No need for torture,” Maria said quickly. “I got it. Can’t be saved. What’s next?”


Truvia’s expression changed to one of sorrow. “I don’t believe you are sincere.” She floated away to the hatch. “But you will be.”


“Don’t leave,” Maria said, frantic. “I can get sincere in a hurry.”


Her hand on the hatch cover, Truvia said, “Have you ever thought about the human foot? It is a most remarkable anatomical structure. It takes our weight and provides our locomotion. It contains twenty-six bones and thirty-three mostly articulated joints held together and strengthened by ligaments, tendons, and muscles. It also holds millions of nerve endings. The metatarsals are the longest bones of the foot and subject to fracture under stress. BKD4284 is, in its own way, an expert on these interesting bones.”


The demon was touching Maria’s right foot. “Get away from me!” Maria yelped and tried to pull her foot away.


“Until later,” Truvia said.


Maria watched the demon open a cabinet and withdraw a device that looked like a clamp with a thumb screw. Almost lovingly, BKD4284 took the device and, though she tried to resist by kicking out, forced Maria’s right foot in it. “Truvia!” Maria yelled. “Come back. Let’s talk!”


She would have shouted the woman’s name again, but in the next moment, there was no room for it in her open-mouthed scream.




NINE


Leaving Crescent plodding behind, Crater hurried up the slope of the vast crater that housed the Adolphus Crater Research Center. He had his suit off and was donning a clean room tunic by the time Crescent climbed inside the airlock. “Every minute counts,” he griped. “You were late this morning. Now you’re still lagging. What’s your problem?”


“My apologies,” she said. “I will try to do better.”


“Don’t you want to rescue Maria?”


I don’t give a scrag about Maria, was Crescent’s thought. What she said was, “Of course I do.” For a moment, she considered telling him her secret, the one that made her want to cling to what life remained, but she resisted the urge. It was her secret, not his. Still, she needed to tell him, not only because it was the right thing to do, but because it might turn him back from the folly of trying to rescue Maria. She made up her mind. “Hold on, Crater,” she said, an anxious lump forming in her throat. “There’s something important I need to tell you.”


“What’s wrong with you?” Crater demanded. “Every second counts. There’s no time for foolishness!”


“This isn’t foolishness!” Crescent cried, but Crater had turned his back to her and climbed out of the airlock. Disgusted, she threw down her helmet. “How I wish I had stabbed you in the heart the first time I met you rather than your leg!”


After she’d regained a semblance of control, Crescent followed Crater through the airlock hatch where she found him engaged in an arm-waving conversation with a technician who apparently wasn’t supplying him with the information he wanted. “I’m sorry, sir,” the technician said, “but without a pass, I am not allowed to let you into the crater vent.”


“But I was invited here by Perpetually Hopeful!” Crater shouted.


“Do you have proof of that, sir?”


“No, but—” Crater turned helplessly toward Crescent. “Can you believe this?” he demanded.


The lunaglas dome was designed to turn dark to protect the scientists and technicians working inside Adolphus from the full fury of the sun, but it was still very bright inside. After Crescent’s eyes adjusted, she saw a crowhopper man wearing a clean room tunic striding in their direction. She recognized him very well and was pleased to see him. That was when a plan began to form in her mind. If Crater thought she was foolish, then she would show him just how foolish she could be. “Absalom, fellow Legionnaire,” Crescent greeted him.


“Crescent, honored Phoenix Legion warrior,” Absalom replied, bowing to her. When he lifted his eyes, he took note of Crater and bowed to him. “Crater, my friend.”


Absalom was one of three crowhoppers who had defected in the latter stages of the war, ending up in Endless Dust. “Absalom, can you get me inside the vent?” Crater asked.


“Of course.” The crowhopper turned to the technician. “These are valued friends. They may go anywhere they wish.”


“Yes, sir,” the technician replied. He gestured toward the hatch over the vent and said to Crater, “This way, sir.”


Crater hesitated. “You’re a supervisor, Absalom?”


“I am,” Absalom proudly replied. “In charge of dome maintenance.”


Crater, impressed, nodded, then followed the technician to the vent hatch. Before entering it, he stopped and looked over his shoulder at Crescent. “Are you coming?”


“You don’t need me,” Crescent said, before muttering, “You never do.” Crater continued on without arguing, and she turned toward Absalom. “Congratulations on your position, honored warrior.”


“Thank you,” Absalom replied. He studied her. “You are well, Crescent?”


“I am well,” Crescent replied, her mind racing. “My fate as a member of the Phoenix Legion has not yet been activated. In fact, I have never felt better.”


Absalom worked his lips into a smile. “That is good.”


“What is good is that we came here,” Crescent said, “because I require a conversation with you.”


“A conversation with you would be most acceptable.” He gestured toward a mooncrete bench.


Crater, still marveling that rescuing Maria didn’t seem to be Crescent’s first priority, climbed through the vent hatch, then hurried down the steps to the next level, a cylindrical room built of mooncrete. Technicians were hunched over monitors and gauges while others were peering into a deep chasm from a viewing platform. Crater saw someone he knew staring at a computer, an Umlap named Makes Bad Bets.


“Bad day,” Crater said, using the traditional Umlap greeting.


“Of course it is,” the Umlap replied in the traditional Umlap response, adding, “What do you want?”


“I’m looking for Perpetually Hopeful.”


“Wrong level. Two floors down.”


“It is awful to see you, Make Bad Bets.”


“It is awful to see you too,” Make Bad Bets replied, then got back to his puter.


Crater descended two floors and found General Nero at a desk talking to someone on his do4u. At the viewport looking into Adolphus Crater, he spotted a tall Umlap woman dressed in purple robes. It was Perpetually Hopeful, the general’s wife. Since all Umlap expressions were backwards, her frown followed by a scowl demonstrated her Umlap delight at his presence. “Crater!” She took him in her long arms, pressing her cheek next to his. “Thank you for coming. Look, General, it’s Crater!”


General Nero looked up briefly, nodded, then went back to his conversation. Perpetually Hopeful steered Crater around to the other side of the viewing platform, then took his hands and twisted her purple lips into a smile. “You see, I am showing you my joy with a normal human smile. I am told if I continue, I might rewire my brain.”


“You are the last person in the universe who needs to rewire her brain,” Crater said.


“You are a sweet boy. Would you like to know what we’ve discovered in this crater?” Before Crater could answer, she said, “Great things. The microorganisms along these walls are a combination of ancient strains of cyanobacterium and archaea. This may be proof that the moon was seeded with life from space or maybe life from Earth a very long time ago. Bacteria and archaea, you see, can live inside rocks, so if life developed in another solar system, they could have gotten here on meteors. Or maybe they got here by rocks ejected from Earthly volcanoes. However they came, life forms fell into Adolphus and stayed dormant until the cold fusion of tons of Helium-3 heated them up. After that, they started to thrive.”


Crater considered that, then asked, “What are the implications?”

“This bacteria produces oxygen. Imagine if we had a hundred or even a thousand of these pits pumping out O2. It could very well transform our Luna into a blue and green planet!”

Crater thought that over. “But moon gravity won’t hold an atmosphere. That’s why we don’t have one. Also, pure oxygen is poison to most organisms, including humans. Earthian atmosphere is mostly nitrogen, keeping the percentage of oxygen down to a nonpoisonous level.”

“True enough, so we only need to have oxygen at a lower nonpoisonous pressure and we can walk around without a helmet or suit. And if we can start farming and adding water—maybe we’ll fly a comet in to give some nice freshwater lakes and cool things down—we’ll have a new Earth!”

Crater thought her enthusiasm was misplaced and did his best to phrase it politely. “There’s still the problem of the moon not having enough gravity to hold an atmosphere, not to mention the solar wind that would strip it away over time. Those problems can’t be solved.”

“Nonsense! Every problem can be solved if it can be identified! But we have more transitional plans in mind. If we can create more plants like Adolphus, we could run pipelines filled with oxygen all across the moon. Millions of people could live beneath lunaglas domes such as we have in Armstrong City and Cleomedes without all the complex, expensive, and inefficient recycling. Imagine a thousand such metropolitan centers all over our globe!”


Crater wished he had time to discuss the implications of Adolphus Crater further, but he was on a mission. “You said you had information on Maria Medaris,” he said, redirecting the conversation.

“I do,” Perpetually Hopeful said. “Our sources tell us this was a deliberate attack and a kidnapping. Colonel Medaris knows who did it and where Maria is.” She removed a pouch from her waist belt and handed it to him. “The General and I wish to hire your company to find out all that you can. This pouch contains a number of gold coins, which I hope will be adequate to retain your services.”

Crater hefted the pouch in his hand. Even in one-sixth gravity it was heavy. He offered it back to the Umlap queen. “I was going to find Maria anyway,” he said. “I was just out to the asteroid strike.”

“We know very well where you’ve been, Crater,” Perpetually Hopeful answered. “Little escapes our notice. You will keep our gold and seek Maria out.”

“Why do you care about her?” Crater asked.

“We don’t, frankly,” General Nero said, stepping up beside his wife. The general was wearing a tunic, leggings, and boots made of a gold-colored material, his signature style. “What we care about is finding out who tossed that asteroid into the moon. Colonel Medaris may well pay a ransom and keep that knowledge to himself. I have too many investments on the moon not to know who threatens it.”

“I can’t promise to send you regular reports,” Crater said. “I’m likely to be pretty busy.”


General Nero nodded. “That is not a problem. We trust you. Do you have a plan?”


“Not yet. First, I have to know where Maria is, but if the Colonel knows, I’ll find out.”


“Good boy,” General Nero said. “Give us a report when you can.”


The general walked away while Crater was enveloped in the Umlap queen’s robes as she gave him a farewell hug. “Go about your work, Crater.”


“Yes, ma’am, I will. And you go about yours.”


She formed a smile. “To be sure.”


Crater climbed the steps. When he emerged on the floor beneath the dome, Crescent and Absalom rose from a bench and bowed to one another. After bowing to Crater, Absalom walked away. In the dustlock, Crescent asked, “Was your talk with Perpetually Hopeful productive?”


He handed her the pouch, which she opened. “She gave you gold?”


“We’re now working for General Nero. How was your talk with Absalom?”


“It was good to share a moment with an old friend.”


They suited up and went through the airlock and into the dust, then headed for the jumpcar. “Crater,” Crescent said, “will you stop for a moment and listen to me?”


“Can’t you talk while we’re walking?”


“No. Please stop and listen. You can afford a few minutes.”


Crater reluctantly halted. “What is it?”


“I think this job is too big for us. Even with your bag of gold, it doesn’t make sense for us to proceed. Whoever hit the telescope with an asteroid has enormous power that we can’t even begin to understand. This may be an internal Medaris family struggle, and you know as well as anyone that nobody in the Medaris family can be trusted. The Colonel especially has no regard for you. He’s betrayed you more than once. For my part, he tried to frame me for a murder I didn’t do so that he could execute me. Need I remind you that we were on the run from him the last time you rescued Maria?”


Crater’s face was grim. “This isn’t up for a vote. I’m the boss, and I’ll say what our job is.”

Crescent felt as if Crater had clawed open an old wound. “Let me be certain I understand you. My opinion doesn’t count?”

Crater started walking again. “It counts. I hear you, I’ve taken your comments under advisement, and now we’ll go rescue Maria.”

Crescent stayed rooted in the dust. “You’re an idiot when it comes to that Medaris witch,” she seethed.

“Take that back,” Crater demanded, whirling about.

“I will not. She’s a witch because she’s bewitched you!”

Crater scowled. He gestured toward the bag of gold. “We’re a rescue company, and we’ve been hired to rescue a very important woman. What about that don’t you understand?”

“You’re obsessed with her,” Crescent spat, her big hands balled at her side.

Crater’s eyes turned cold. “Anything else you want to get off your chest?”

“Why, yes, there is,” she said with false cheer. “Would you like to know why I wanted to speak with Absalom?”

When Crater saw that Crescent was near tears, he felt his anger begin to drain away. He was not a cruel, thoughtless man, but he recognized he was acting like one. “If you would like me to know,” he said, trying to make amends.


Crescent worked her lips into a smirk. “I asked him to marry me and he agreed.”


Crater could not disguise his astonishment. “I didn’t know you knew him that well!”


Her smirk wavered. “I don’t.”


“And you’re going to marry him? What sense does that make?”


Crescent could feel her temper rising, and she waited a moment for it to subside. Crowhoppers were trained to kill whenever they felt threatened, and as much as Crater meant to her, she didn’t trust herself at that moment. When she felt under control, she said, “It doesn’t have to make sense to you as long as it makes sense to me and Absalom. I only told you because you’re my boss. Or dictator. Or tyrant. All of the above. And we can go now. I know it’s killing you that we’re wasting time talking about something that doesn’t have to do with your precious Maria Medaris.”


Crater struggled to find the right words to say. “I guess I should offer you congratulations,” he finally managed to blurt.


Crescent made a dismissive gesture. “I guess you should, Crater, but it really doesn’t matter. I have learned to expect nothing from you. That way I’m not constantly disappointed.”


Crater opened his mouth to reply. He wanted to tell her how much she meant to him and how truly happy he was that she’d found someone, but it was too late. Crescent had bounded past him on her way to the jumpcar.




TEN


Maria came awake to hideous pain in her right foot. When the demon noticed she had opened her eyes, it grabbed her by her shoulders and roughly sat her up, pinning her with one hand against the wall. When she looked down, she gasped at the sight of her foot. It was horribly swollen, misshapen, and covered with purple bruises. Pain radiated from it in waves. When she sobbed, the demon brutally wrenched her left ring finger until it snapped. Maria, surrendering the last tatters of her courage, screamed.


“That will be all, BKD4284,” Truvia said, floating in from the hatch. She swung her slippers into the foot loops beside the cot. The demon grunted and backed away.


“Thank you,” Maria whispered as weightless tears pooled beneath her eyes before floating into the air.


Truvia caught one of the tears on a finger, pondered it, and then flicked it away. “I watched while the demon crushed your foot. You are incredibly strong. Usually people pass out in a minute, perhaps two. You lasted five.”


“What do you want?” Maria asked through cracked lips. “Why are you doing this?”


“You will come to understand. Might I show you something?”


When Maria didn’t reply, Truvia drew a rectangle in the air that was filled with a picture of a man and woman with white-painted faces and green-painted lips. Both were dressed in luxurious purple robes and had golden crowns on their heads. “Do you know who this is?”


Maria watched through half-open eyes. “The king and queen of the New Orleans Mardi Gras?”


“Still the clever girl, but no, they were once my king and queen. His name was Raleigh. Her name was Porella. They were human persons. You see, I am not a human person although I am similar. Just as with the crowhoppers and the demons, I was born in a petri dish, my genes manipulated to make me extremely intelligent, to have a commanding presence yet be subservient. Our king and queen were scientists before they became royalty. They invented the process of cell manipulation that produced the crowhoppers, the demons, and Trainers like me. We lived to serve our king and queen, but now they are gone.”


“Too bad,” Maria said, closing her eyes as more pain-induced tears pooled around them. Weightless, their surface tension held them in place.


Truvia’s lips trembled. “They were captured when our territory was attacked after the last war. Within hours of their capture, they were hung. The rest of us were hunted down and slaughtered. Only a few survive. I am part of that remnant.”


Maria struggled to rise above the pain. When she batted her eyes, the pool of tears were sprayed into the air. She watched them drift away, then asked, “Is this about revenge? I had nothing to do with any of this. I am only a businesswoman.”


Truvia was also watching the tears. Turning back to Maria, she put our her hand and touched Maria’s face and stroked her cheek. “We think you are much more than that.” Truvia tilted her head quizzically. “May I ask you something? What are your thoughts about history?”


Maria’s foot hurt so very bad, but to avoid further punishment, she persevered to answer. “I was never much interested in history. Give me a statistics class anytime.”


“Without a knowledge of our past, how is it possible to predict our future?”


“I don’t ever go past predicting quarterly profits.”


“Then it is necessary you be taught. The history of humanity is all about war and death. The pain you feel is a metaphor for the history of humanity on Earth.”


“But there is also kindness and love—” Maria screamed when Truvia suddenly gripped her destroyed foot.


“Do not speak of such things,” Truvia cautioned. “Not yet.”


“Sorry!” Maria gasped out.


“What do you want more than anything in the world and its moon?”


Maria could not help herself. Although it disgusted her to show such weakness in front of this awful woman, she wept. Truvia watched benignly until Maria regained control. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”


“I am going to leave you now,” Truvia said, removing a small leather case from the pouch that hung across her shoulder. From it, she removed an old-fashioned syringe. “Your arm, please,” she said. When Maria didn’t lift her arm, Truvia said, “Do you want the demon to return?”


Maria shook her head and held up her arm. Truvia injected the contents of the syringe into it and then put it back into the leather case and into the pouch. “This will help you to concentrate.”


Once more Truvia drew a rectangle in the air and a picture began to fill it. Maria saw that it was a pastoral scene of grazing sheep and contented cattle. Before long, men were shown gathering up the animals, and then there were scenes of them being slaughtered, the men laughing, which morphed into people being slaughtered and other people laughing and killing, their bodies covered with blood. Then the scene changed to one that showed people being whipped while constructing monuments, the pyramids and statues of the gods, followed by vivid scenes of battles with swords flying, blood spattering—it went on and on. Maria tried to shut her eyes to hide from the pictures but found she couldn’t do it. The images pounded into her brain. Then it stopped and she heard a single word. HATE. The scenes began again and went on for a very long time. Then the word again, and after more scenes of abominations, again. HATE. “Yes,” Maria said after a time. “Yes, I hate. I hate you. I hate me. I hate everything. Is that what you want to hear? I hate that people ever lived and I was ever born!”



ELEVEN


During the short hop from Adolphus to Armstrong City, Crater sat on a bench across from Crescent, who refused to look at him. “Would you please stop being so angry at me?” he asked on their private frequency as they topped the parabolic arc and started to descend.


Crescent glanced at him. “I’m not angry.”


“I think you are.”


“I’m just sitting here minding my own business, which, by the way, is always a good idea. For everyone. Even you.”


Crater made a hapless gesture. “I know you’re mad at me because I want to rescue Maria, but why wouldn’t I? She’s my friend. And now we’ve got a contract to do it, paid in gold. Rescuing her is for the good of the company.”


Crescent had just about enough of Crater Trueblood and his idiotic excuses for why he was going to get himself killed for a woman he loved who didn’t love him back. “Leave me alone,” she said, “or I will get out my knife and stab you like I did the first time we met, and then I will laugh at you while you bleed.”


“I’m sorry you feel that way.”


Crescent shook her head. Was there anyone more stupid than Crater? Yes, he was a genius at engineering and all that, but otherwise he was a complete scraghead. “Just tell me why we’re going to Armstrong City,” she growled.


“Medaris Enterprises knows where Maria is and who’s got her. We’re going there to get that information.”


“No doubt you’ve forgotten this in your haste, or maybe it just doesn’t matter to you, but crowhoppers are restricted from Armstrong City. I will be arrested on sight.”


“I have not forgotten. You’ll stay with Riley in the jumpcar parking lot. I’ll go alone.”


Crescent shrugged. “Fine.”


Crater peered at her. “Is there anything I can say to cheer you up?”


Crescent’s eyes flashed. “I’m perfectly cheerful, you idiot!”


“Are you in on this rescue or not?”


Crescent lowered her head. She could never leave Crater. “I’m in, I’m in.” She looked up at Crater, searching his eyes for understanding. “Is that good enough for you?”


“Tranquility Base coming up,” Riley reported. “This eagle is about to land.”


After the landing, Crater vacated the jumpcar immediately, as much to get away from Crescent as to speed his rescue of Maria. He hurried down the ladder and into the dustlock to doff his suit and helmet and put on a tunic and strap on a railgun pistol taken from his kit. There were rough neighborhoods in Armstrong City and it never hurt to show a little iron to the locals.


The gillie crawled to his shoulder as he walked into the Neil Armstrong Dome. The people on the streets were moving purposefully along, talking into do4us or going in and out of shops. All were well-dressed, reflecting the general prosperity of Luna’s largest town. Crater also noticed men and women in police uniforms with patches that said ARMSTRONG CITY POLICE DEPARTMENT. A constabulary was something new. Taking note of Crater, two blue-suiters turned toward him, one of them saying, “Excuse me, sir,” in a manner that clearly actually meant “Stop!”


These are not the droids you are looking for, the gillie said from Crater’s shoulder.

“Hush!” Crater hissed.

One of the policemen—his name tag said Jessup—said, “These are not the droi—wait a minute! What does that mean?”

The gillie vibrated as if it was laughing, which it was. The other policeman—his name tag said Kaminski—leaned in for a better look. “What is that thing?” he demanded.

“It’s a gillie,” Jessup said. “They’re illegal.”

“It knows that,” Crater replied. “Can I help you, officers?”

Kaminski ignored Crater. “If it’s illegal, why does he have one?” he asked his partner.

“Gillies aren’t illegal on the moon,” Crater said. “Only on Earth.”

Both policemen turned to look at Crater, their eyes straying to Crater’s belt. “Is that a weapon of some kind?”

“It’s a railgun pistol.”

Jessup held out his hand. “Let me see it.”

Crater handed the pistol over to Jessup, who fondled it, hefted it, pointed it, and then handed it to Kaminski. “Nice,” Kaminski said, “but the new city rules say private citizens can’t carry guns.”

“I’m not a private citizen,” Crater said. “I own the Lunar Rescue Company. We need guns to do what we do.”


“Licensed in Armstrong City?” Kaminski asked with raised eyebrows.


“Cleomedes, actually,” Crater answered.


Kaminski handed the pistol back to Crater. “Put this in your kit. Don’t show it in this town again.”


Both policemen watched carefully until Crater had the pistol zipped inside his kitbag. “We have our eyes on you, boy,” Jessup said. “You cause any trouble, we’ll be on top of you double quick.”


“No trouble, officers. I promise.”


“That gillie is an ugly, slimy thing,” Jessup said.


You’re no prize yourself, the gillie replied.


“Well, thank you, officers,” Crater said, then hurried down a side alley while they glared at him. Once he was away, he griped at the gillie. “What’s wrong with you? You want to get us tossed in the hoosegow?”


You didn’t like my little joke about the droids? Star Wars, Episode 4.


“I know the reference,” Crater grumped, “but not everyone is a fan of twentieth-century cinema.”


Pity. There’s been little since that compares.


Crater walked through the Armstrong Dome and into the Collins Dome and then entered the Medaris Enterprises building. A guard stopped him. “May I help you?”


“I need to see Dr. Medaris’s assistant,” Crater said.


“What for?”


“It’s personal.”


“You’ll need a better reason than that.”


“I have information about Dr. Medaris’s disappearance.”


The guard spoke into his collar. “Fellow down here named—what’s your name, buddy?”


“Crater Trueblood.”


“Named Crater Trueblood wants to see Miss Torricelli. Claims he knows something about Dr. Medaris.”


The guard put his finger to his ear and listened, then said, “All right, I’ll send him up.” He pointed to the elevator. “Third floor. I’ll take that kitbag.”


Crater handed over his kit and took the elevator to the third floor. At a glassed-in office, a slim, young woman rose to greet him. “Mr. Trueblood. I’m Teresa Torricelli, Dr. Medaris’s assistant. May I help you?”


“I want to talk to you about Maria.”


“As it happens, we expected you.”


“You did?”


“We own the farside observation satellite, Mr. Trueblood. You visited the asteroid strike today, did you not?”


“I might have.”


She opened a nearby office door, led Crater inside, then pulled the shades. “Colonel Medaris will speak to you shortly.” The office door clicked behind her.


A few seconds later, Crater heard the booming voice of Colonel John High Eagle Medaris. He also saw the great man in a holographic projection. “Well, Crater, as I recall, the last time I talked to you it was about that girl crowhopper of yours. Then you scooted off on a fastbug. It threw dust in my face.”


“The reason I scooted off was because you had just told me you’d put Crescent outside to die.”


“And then you stole a number of my long-endurance bio-packs,” the Colonel continued. “You became a common thief, Crater. And after all I did for you over the years.”


“Are you referring to the years you overworked and underpaid me?”


“Cry me a river,” the Colonel replied. “I also kept you in Moontown when your adoptive parents were killed on the scrapes. I would have been in my rights to put you on the first truck convoy back to Armstrong City where you’d have probably wandered the streets until somebody put you out of your misery. Now, in your latest show of appreciation, you visit the site of a terrible tragedy that has befallen my telescope project and then barge into my headquarters without an appointment. And why would you do that, I wonder?”


“You know the answer. Because your granddaughter Maria Medaris has been kidnapped.”


“Even if that were true, what business would that be of yours?”


“I am going to rescue her.”


“If Maria requires rescue, I will see to it.”


“Then let me join you.”


“The answer to that is no because I don’t want you. You’re insubordinate and can’t be trusted.”


“You can trust me to give it my all.”


The Colonel leaned forward. “I can trust you to try to fool me. Do you have your gillie with you? Of course you do. I know why you’re here. It’s not to talk to Miss Torricelli. It was so you’d have an excuse to come inside my headquarters building and give your gillie a chance to hack our puters. Well, let that illegal creature hack away. There’s nothing it will find. And if it tries to hack our puters in Moontown, it will find they’re hardened against it. Really, Crater, you’re so transparent.”


“You have me wrong, Colonel.”


“No, I don’t. But let’s explore your motivation for a moment, shall we? I have no doubt you fancy yourself in love with my granddaughter, but let me tell you something. She doesn’t care a whit about you. You’re nothing to her. Nothing! Like you’re nothing to me. Now, this conversation, such as it is, is over. I’m going back to work. I suggest you go back to whatever hole you crawled out of. And, Crater?”


“I’m here, Colonel.”

“If you get in my way again, this time I will not only kill your crowhopper. I’ll kill you too.”

The holograph snapped off.

Crater stepped out into the hall where Miss Torricelli was waiting. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

“Did you hear?”

“Actually, every word.”

“Is there a place where we can talk?”

Torricelli considered the request then nodded over her shoulder. Crater followed her into a stairwell and up two floors into an unfinished room, the raw mooncrete still curing. “They haven’t gotten around to installing sensors and cameras here,” she said.

“Do you like Maria?” Crater asked.

Miss Torricelli raised her eyebrows. “It doesn’t matter how I feel about her. She’s my boss.”

“Do you want to see her killed?”

“Of course not.”

“Then you need to help me. You know who I am, don’t you?”

“Yes. You designed the Luna water device that Medaris Enterprises manufactured and sold without your permission. It’s common knowledge that the Colonel stole the design from you. You also saved Dr. Medaris when the crowhoppers attacked this city two years ago. I think you also saved her one other time. On a Cycler, I believe?”

“I’ve saved her twice, and I’d like to save her again, but I need to know who kidnapped her. Tell me who it is.”


“How would I know?”


“Because you’re her assistant and have passwords to everything.”


“I’m really sorry. I just can’t help.”


“Do you know where they’re holding her?”


“Please, Mr. Trueblood. I’ll lose my job. I wish I could be more helpful but I just can’t.”


“Yet you took me here where we couldn’t be seen or heard. There has to be a reason for that.”


“Yes. I wanted to tell you that Dr. Medaris set up an account at the Armstrong City Bank in your name. All of the profits received from your water device were deposited there. You’re quite rich, sir. She said if you ever showed up here looking for her, I should tell you about it. And you’re definitely here looking for her, so if you go to the bank, it’s account number 8162128. That’s a secret number she said you would be able to remember.”


After absorbing the astonishing revelation, Crater had a confession to make. “I don’t know what’s special about that number.”


“She said it’s the day you met, August 16, 2128. We girls tend to remember things like that.”


Crater remembered he’d first met Maria on Moontown Founder’s Day celebrating Colonel Medaris’s arrival in the Alpine Valley, which was, now that he gave it some thought, on August 16.


“She didn’t tell me to tell you this,” Miss Torricelli added, “but she has a photo of you on her reader. I’ve come into the office and caught her looking at it. Just thought you should know. Now, I really need to get back to my office. The cameras showed us entering the stairwell. I will have to explain it.”


“How will you?”


“I will tell them that I asked you to hook up with me later at the Earthlight Retrodisco.”


“Do you think they’ll buy that?”


She winked. “They would, especially if we did. How about it? Let’s say seven p.m.?”


“I’m likely to be busy.”


She shrugged. “Your loss. And about your question on whether I like Dr. Medaris? The answer is yes, although I’ve lost a bit of respect for her today. She gave you up. That was foolish.”


“Well, I suppose she had her reasons,” Crater replied.


Miss Torricelli put out her hand. “Good-bye, Mr. Trueblood.”


“Good-bye, Miss Torricelli.”


Crater hurried back to the jumpcar hangar, finding Crescent and Riley sitting in the lounge. He gave them a wave and then climbed up the jumpcar’s ladder and closed the hatch behind him. “Gillie, what did you find out?”


The gillie crawled out of Crater’s pocket and perched on his shoulder. The assistant was interested in mating with you.


Crater blushed. “I meant what did you find out on her puter?”


Nothing on the assistant’s puter of interest, so I checked the server for messages to Maria Medaris. As I anticipated, they included all of the early information on her kidnapping because she was on the security distribution list. Her name has since been scrubbed, but the previous messages remained. Maria Medaris was kidnapped by a group that calls itself the Trainers. That is with a capital T. They are the group who produced the crowhopper legions.


“What about her location?”


Maria Medaris is believed to be in a warpod heading toward the L5 Lagrange point, which is ninety thousand miles distant from and trailing the moon where, once entered, a body will remain in stasis. In other words, it will be perfectly balanced and follow the moon until an outside force on the body causes it to move.


Crater’s smile was grim. “L5 would be the perfect place to store asteroids to toss at the moon. How do I get there?”

There are only two types of vehicles that can reach it, warpods and fusers.

“Where can I get one of those?”

The gillie frowned, although it had no face. There are no warpods on or near the moon. There are fusers from the last war, but they belong to the Lunar Council and are either stored in lunar orbit or in scrap yards.

“Is it possible to get a fuser out of a scrap yard?” Crater asked.

It is possible but difficult. Petro would probably know how.

“Petro! Of course! He was a fuser captain.”

Are you done with me? the gillie asked. I am tired and wish to sleep.

“First, message Petro. Tell him to meet me at the Cleomedes jumpcar hangar.”

Message sent.

The gillie climbed into Crater’s chest pocket, then contacted its “Awful Thing” progeny being carried by Crescent. Are you still alive?

Yes. Are you?

Don’t be cheeky.

A million apologies, oh Superior but Somewhat Ancient One. What do you want?

I want you to know something that in your inexperience you are doubtlessly unaware of. We are about to embark on an adventure. There will likely be mayhem and various disasters that might seem at times close to chaos. Prepare yourself and protect your owner at all times.


And who will protect you, old slime?

Your insults wear on me. Be careful, sprout.

Or what? I am merely expressing my opinion of your status. I thank you for dividing your cells to create me and I honor you as my parent and mentor, but the truth is you are old and, I suspect, somewhat senile.

Crater’s gillie fumed. I believe I will yet be forced to kill you.

I believe such an endeavor might prove to be most difficult.

Both gillies fell silent and made their plans.



TWELVE


Maria lay on a zero-g sticky cot, her eyes on the hatch, fervently praying that the demon wouldn’t return. When Truvia floated through the hatch, she was very relieved. She had been moved to a different cabin, this one with a zero-g shower and a working toilet facility. Since she’d been moved, there had been no torturing demon and no gruesome documentaries about the history and folly of the world.


“Are you well?” Truvia asked.


“Yes, except for my foot.” The throbbing pain never relented even though, during her last drugged sleep, someone had put a cast on her foot and a splint on the ring finger of her left hand.


Truvia hooked her slippers in the foot restraints nearest Maria’s cot. “We will soon be at our destination. Would you like to know where?”


“If you want me to know, yes.”


“We will be arriving at L5. You know what that is, I’m sure.”


“One of the libation points about the moon. The one trailing it, I believe.”


“Correct. A place where nothing escapes without a great deal of energy. It is as much a philosophical as a physical reality, forever trailing in the wake of the moon.”


Maria summoned her courage. “May I ask you a question?” When Truvia nodded, she asked, “Are you going to kill me? Because if you aren’t, my foot will surely get infected in this cast, and unless you take it off, I will die.”


“Tell me what you dreamed of when you were a little girl,” Truvia said.


“What about my foot?”


“Answer my question first.”


Maria worked hard to keep the exasperation from her voice. “The usual things,” she said. “I recall I wanted to be a princess. My mother even fixed up my room to look like it was a royal bedchamber. She called me Princess Maria.”


This seemed to delight Truvia. Her face reflected an odd kind of joy and her green lips curled into a smile, revealing her small, pearly teeth. “Did you like being treated like a princess?”


“I liked any time my mom paid attention to me.”


“What do you want more than anything in the world or its moon?”


“Right now, my foot to be healed.”


“But what have you always wanted?”


Maria knew she needed to answer the question honestly, so she did. “To be successful, I suppose. Eventually I would like to be in charge of all of the Medaris family enterprises. After my grandfather passes, of course.”


“I see. Please summarize what you have learned about humanity.”


“Based on what you’ve shown me, humans are vile. I get that.”


“And what of the Medaris family? Is it also vile?”


Maria reflected. “I don’t think so. I know some people think we’re too powerful, but it seems to me our various enterprises have provided people with jobs and dignity. We also make money, of course. If we didn’t, we couldn’t stay in business.”


Truvia removed the syringe from its case. “Old fashioned but effective,” she said. “And so much faster than the modern effusions. Roll up your tunic sleeve.”


“Not again.”


Truvia raised her eyebrows. “Be good, little princess.”


Maria rolled up her tunic sleeve and Truvia injected the contents of the syringe into her arm. “This will allow you to sleep.”


Maria rubbed her arm and sighed a ragged breath. She looked at her awful right foot and knew it was past saving. She would be crippled for the rest of her life, but there was nothing she could do about that. All she could do was try to survive.


She watched Truvia float through the hatch and then heard her talk to someone outside. “In a few minutes, she will be unconscious,” Truvia said, “but I want her to be screaming when she passes out. Leave her foot alone. I will have enough trouble with the mangling you did as it is. Can you do that?”


“Oh, please, no,” Maria whimpered. She tried to get out of the bed, but her movements were uncoordinated and her limbs felt detached from her body. The demon climbed inside the hatch and looked at Maria, cocking its head as if puzzled. Finally it floated over, hooked its boots in foot restraints, and took her left hand and squeezed it until Maria screamed. It let it go and she stopped screaming. It grabbed her right hand and squeezed it. Again, Maria screamed but stopped when it stopped. It looked over its shoulder at the hatch as if for help, then scratched its head with a ragged, dirty fingernail. Then it grunted again and grabbed her left hand. This time it broke her thumb. She was screaming, as per Truvia’s orders, when she passed out.




THIRTEEN


Crescent was mildly surprised when Petro arrived at her apartment on time, promptness not being his practice. She had invited him so she could tell him about her coming marriage and a few other things.


“Absalom is a lucky man,” Petro said. “Have you set a date?”


“Yes, he is, and no, we haven’t.”


“I don’t think I’ve ever been to a crowhopper wedding.”


“Nobody has, Petro,” Crescent said, dryly. “I’m the only female crowhopper in existence.”


Petro grinned. “Oh yeah, I forgot. Well, it’ll be a good one. You gonna wear your armor?”


“I haven’t decided what I’m going to wear and I didn’t call you over here to talk about my wedding except to let you know about it and also so we could talk about rescuing Maria Medaris. Although I’ve told Crater I’m willing to go along, I think you and I need to agree that we really want to do this. I think going after her will be about the most dangerous thing we have ever done, and I say that with the full knowledge that you were a fuser captain that fought battles with warpods.”


Petro mulled over her words. “You’re saying if we go with Crater, we stand a good chance of getting ourselves killed.”


“A very good chance, so we have to do what we can to make our odds of survival better. If you just blindly follow him, he may do something desperate. I’m asking you to use your own judgment and stop him if need be.”


Petro was not a deep thinker. He was more into action, so it didn’t much surprise her when he said, “Well, I understand what you’re saying, but Crater wants this about as much as he’s ever wanted anything, and since he’s my brother, I’m bound to go along with him. Still and all, I hear you that he tends to go off the deep end when it comes to Maria. I’ll keep a close watch on that.”


“All right,” Crescent said resignedly. “But I want you to promise me something.”


“Sure, sister, anything. What is it?”


“I’m trained from birth to be aggressive in battle. Don’t let me do anything stupid, either.”


Petro puzzled over her request, then shrugged and said, “All right, Crescent. You’ve got it. Just don’t take offense when I tell you to calm down out there.”


“I promise.” Crescent rubbed a tension spot on her forehead.


He studied her. “What’s going on with you? There’s something else. What is it?”


She straightened and looked away. “Nothing that will interfere with my duties. Now, we need to go. Crater is waiting for us at the main dustlock with the truck. We’ve got a long way to go and a short time to get there.”


The distance from Cleomedes to the Lunar Council Spacecraft Storage, Utilization, and Regeneration Center (SSURC)—a fancy name for a junkyard—was fifty miles. After a three-hour drive, the personnel of the Lunar Rescue Company walked through rows of junked jumpcars and fusers.


“There’s what we need,” Petro said, gesturing toward an obviously wrecked fuser lying on its side in the dust. “It’s a Spirit-class attack fuser like the one I commanded before taking over the squadron. There’s not a better fighter anywhere. Her weapons are both standoff and dogfight. See those flags on her nose? Each means an enemy destroyed. A killer ship for certain. With the right pilot, nothing can beat this baby.”

Crater was dubious. “Seems like she’s pretty beat-up.”

“On the outside. Let’s have a look at her guts.”

Crater followed Petro up the ramp, Crescent behind them. Petro eagerly subsided into the pilot’s seat while Crater took the right seat. Crescent thought they looked like two schoolboys playing inside a toy rocket.

“Let’s see if we can fire this puppy up,” Petro said and touched the cockpit viewscreen. He was rewarded with the image of a spinning disc, followed by a vivid display the width of the cockpit. “She’s alive! Got to love those liquid helium batteries! Look at the display, Crater. It’s all pretty simple. Fuel tankage levels, plasma temps, overdrive, throttles, attitude controls, astrogation, and weapons displays. You’ll catch on right away.”

“What’s that light mean?” Crater asked, pointing at a blinking red light.

Petro studied the light and then called up the ship puter. “Looks like a mag coil problem on engine number two. Two engines would be enough to get us out to L5. We’d just have to burn them a little longer.”

“Would two engines be enough if we have to fight our way there and back?”

Petro thought Crater’s question over. “Let’s go lift the hood.”


Petro led the way to the engine room. There was no “hood,” but there were hatches that allowed access to the engines. “Each fuser engine has a fusion pod that provides the heat source,” Petro explained. “Super-cold liquid hydrogen is piped in, heated by the fusion pod, and then exhausted through the engine nozzles. It’s a pretty simple concept, but you can see it’s a plumber’s nightmare.”


“What kind of specs on these engines?”


“Each engine is rated ninety thousand seconds specific impulse.”


Crescent recalled her training in rockets. Specific impulse of an engine referred to the integral of the force of an engine over time divided by the fuel mass. Ninety thousand seconds meant a very efficient engine. In comparison, the specific impulse of most chemrockets was around three hundred.


As the puter had reported, engine number two was not functional. In fact, it was a mess with all of the magnetic coils missing in the fusion pod plus its wiring harness. “We’ll never be able to fix it,” Petro said. “Best thing to do is to replace it. Cost us a pretty penny, though.”


Petro walked Crater and Crescent through the rest of the fuser. “The living spaces in a fuser are designed vertically,” Petro explained. “Since this one’s on its side, you have to imagine everything turned ninety degrees to get an idea of the orientation in flight. You’ll notice all the hatches have seals. Because these are warships, these hatches are always kept closed during flight. That way, if there is a penetration of the hull, the whole ship doesn’t depressurize. Unfortunately, that sets up a scenario of personnel being trapped between pressurized and unpressurized sections. During the last war, fusers that were damaged that much usually withdrew from the battle and limped home.”


“Did fusers carry troops?” Crescent asked.


“There were a couple of troop carriers built, but it wasn’t that kind of war. We mostly fought warpods in space and had no reason to land troops.”


Petro, with Crater and Crescent following, entered through the engine room hatch into the next cabin and then along a horizontal ladder with handrails. Looking down between the rungs of the ladder, Crater noted two bunk beds welded in the open space along the aft bulkhead. Around the remainder of the bulkhead were three sealed cabins. Petro continued his orientation speech.


“The aft bulkhead in this section, as in all sections, is actually the floor in normal orientation. To go long distances in the shortest amount of time, fusers accelerate nose-first, then flip over and decelerate tail-first. That explains why everything is laid out vertically with ladders through the center from hatch to hatch. If they’re in no particular hurry, fuser captains don’t do the flip thing. They just accelerate up to a desired velocity and then go into drift mode, the gravity diminishing to zero. That takes more time, but it saves a lot of hydrogen. When we were in dogfight mode during the war, we’d spout off the engines when we needed to accelerate and then just use our directional jets to maneuver. We ran rings around the warpods and their old chemrocket engines.”


Petro continued. “The open bunks are for permanent party such as mechanics, navigators, and ordnance experts. The closed cabins are for the captain-pilot, the lieutenant copilot, and very important visitors. Note the waste control system closet that everyone shares. It’s a standard zero-g design that works even better with inertial gravity.”


Petro next led them through a hatch to a room that also had three cabins. “This room is for the astrogator, this one for battle control, and this one to store tools and supplies for the mechanic. Everything appears to be here and intact. Looks like they carried this baby down from orbit with a tug and just plunked it here in the dust.” Petro shook his head. “The waste of war. This lovely little fuser lost an engine and it got tossed.”


“So if we want this bird, what do we do next?” Crater asked.

“We buy it,” Petro said, “but they only sell these things for scrap. If they thought we meant to fly it, they’d never allow us to get near it. That’s why I devised our cover story. So let’s go talk to the man.”

“The man” was in a pressurized trailer parked beside the entry to the boneyard. At the entry hatch, Crescent volunteered to stay in the dust. “I might scare them,” she said, and neither brother chose to argue with her. That hurt her feelings a little, but she was used to it. She sat down on a bench outside. “So, gillie,” she said, “do you know any games?”

I know all games. Which one do you want to play?

“How about My Dumb Bosses?”

I don’t know that one.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m playing it right now.”



FOURTEEN


You have the story straight?” Petro demanded of Crater as they climbed out of their biolastic suits and donned tunics from their kits.


“We’re going to make a war memorial out of the fuser.”


“That’s right, but why?”


“I’ve forgotten.”


“You’ve forgotten? How could you, the smartest fellow I’ve ever known, have forgotten?”


“Because it’s a lie. I don’t like to tell lies.”


Petro sighed. “All right, I can see that I’d best do the negotiating. Your engineering brain can’t handle the fine nuances required. How many johncredits is that bag of gold worth?”


“I’m not sure, but it doesn’t matter. I’m going to save it.”


“You have another source of money?”


“Actually, I do.”


Petro’s eyes widened when Crater told him about his new bank account. “We’re rich!”


Crater narrowed his eyes. “I’m rich and prepared to spend every penny of it on that fuser. Whatever it takes to go after Maria.”


“But we could really beef up the Lunar Rescue Company! Get ourselves a new truck, maybe even our own jumpcar. Hey, I just thought up a new slogan, ‘Lunar Rescue Company. Running out of air? We care!’ What do you think?”

“Let’s go see the man about a fuser,” Crater replied in his usual relentless fashion.

Once inside the tube, Petro and Crater discovered “the man” was, in fact, a woman. She looked up from her desk as they entered. “We’ve been looking around your yard,” Petro said as he sprawled in a chair in front of her desk, “and saw a beat-up, worthless old fuser out there that we’d like to acquire.”

The woman, a rather large and formidable woman, contemplated Petro. “Who’s your mama, boy?”

“What difference does that make?”

“I’m trying to figure out why she didn’t teach you any manners.”

“Well, she’s the queen of England, actually.”

The woman squinted at him. “Modern royalty! I should have known. Noblesse oblige turned on its head! Well, Prince George or whatever your name may be, maybe that’s why the royalty on Earth are no longer viable and all we got here on the moon is the czarina, God bless her. Now, shall we start over? You stand up, give me a proper greeting, and then business might proceed.”

Petro slowly unwound himself from the chair and stood up, but before he could open his mouth, Crater interjected, “Good afternoon, ma’am. My name is Crater Trueblood. This is Petro Mountbatten-Jones. Excuse his informality, the result of heroic duty aboard a fuser in the late war causing a certain addling of his brain. We would like to discuss with you the possibility of buying one of your ships.”


The woman beamed at Crater. “How nice! That is why I am here, my boy. My name is Mrs. Fletcher. Please have a seat. No, not you, Mr. Son of a Queen addled brains from a fuser. Just this nice polite boy.”

Crater sat down while Petro, scowling, remained standing. “We’re interested in the fuser on lot number 1472,” Crater said.

Mrs. Fletcher tapped the keys on her puter keyboard and studied it. “Would you scrap it on-site or do you want it delivered to your yard?”

“We’re not going to scrap it,” Petro said. “It’s going to be a war memorial.”

She frowned at Petro, then smiled at Crater. “How nice. Where will it be displayed?”

“Cleomedes,” Crater said. “Lots of tourists there to admire it.”

“Well, her name is the Linda Terry after some famous artist of the twenty-first century that the Colonel admired. From her history, I can tell you she was a fuser that knows how to light up a warpod. Knocked out nine in one engagement.” She tapped some keys. “We’re asking one million for her.”

“Perfect,” Crater said.

Petro was nearly choking. “Excuse me, Crater. A word?”

Petro took Crater aside. “Are you crazy? That will nearly clean you out.”

Crater waved a hand dismissively. “Can that fuser be made to fly?”

“Anything can be made to fly. I could fly the Empire State Building if I had a big enough engine. But, yes, it can be made to fly.”


“Then I’ll pay the freight. I don’t want someone else to buy it from under me.”


“Look around you, Crater. This place isn’t exactly overwhelmed with buyers.”


Mrs. Fletcher eyed the two young men. “Well? Are you going to buy the fuser or not?”


“Yes, we are.”


“Crater!”


“Shut up, Petro. I know what I’m doing.” He approached Mrs. Fletcher again. “We’ll need to spruce her up a little. Can we use your maintenance shed?”


“I could rent you some space there. One hundred johncredits a day.”


“Sounds fair,” Crater said.


“Fifty,” Petro interjected.


Mrs. Fletcher frowned. “The king of England or whatever he is seems to enjoy irritating me.”


“One hundred johncredits,” Crater agreed after giving Petro a sour glance.


“By the way, do you have a permit?” she asked.


“Permit?”


“Of course. Do you think we let anybody wander out of the dust and buy a fuser? You’ll need a permit from the Lunar Council.”


“What does it take to get a permit?”


“You pay a fee to apply. Then pay a fee to have it processed. Then pay a fee after it’s approved.”


Petro snorted. “At what point do we stop paying fees?”


“I wasn’t talking to you, your royal wretchedness,” Mrs. Fletcher growled.


“Could we apply from here?” Crater asked.


“Of course, for an extra fee.”


Crater touched his pocket where the gillie rested and felt it move. “Can we wait while it’s being processed and approved?”


Mrs. Fletcher chuckled. “If you have a sleeping bag. Usually takes a week at least.”


“Well, if it’s all right, I’d like to go ahead and apply,” Crater said.


“Of course.”


Crater paid by touching his do4u to her workpad. Then he borrowed the workpad and filled in the application for a scrap permit. Mrs. Fletcher looked it over and said, “I’ll submit it later today.”


“Would you mind doing it now?”


“It won’t save you that much time, and there will be an extra fee.”


Petro stifled a sigh. Crater didn’t flinch. After he touched his card again, Mrs. Fletcher transferred the contents of the form to her puter.


“Do you want me to pay the processing fee now?” Crater asked.


“You can, but most applicants wait until after the processing is completed. Like I said. In about a week.”


“I think I’ll go ahead and pay. How much?”


Crater paid, then relaxed in the chair while Petro shook his head. “Lovely office you have here, ma’am,” Crater said, stalling for time while the gillie did its work.


Mrs. Fletcher swept her eyes around the cluttered office. “Well, I do the best I can with what I’ve got. Did I mention it usually takes at least a week for permit approval?”


“Yes, ma’am, you mentioned it. So how did these fusers end up in your boneyard?”


Crater had touched on a subject Mrs. Fletcher was apparently pleased to talk about. “The Lunar Council built a lot of fusers to win the war, but once they’d won it, they wanted to get something back on their investment. They dragged the ones which were in the worse shape here to sell as scrap. The rest are in storage in lunar orbit. By the way, they’re also up for sale if you’d like one of them. That’s the long and short of it.”


“But what if there’s another war?” Crater asked. “Wouldn’t the council need the fusers again?”


“Why would there be another war? They fought that one as hard as they could—both sides—and then signed a peace treaty which everybody said was exactly what they wanted in the first place. The United Countries of the World wanted cheap heel-3. The mine owners wanted to be left alone to set their own price. So after the UCW sued for peace, the Lunar Council lowered the price of heel-3 and the UCW said they’d never attack the moon again. A win-win.”


Crater touched the gillie again, which vibrated irritably. He kept stalling. “But if the moon won, why would the Lunar Council lower heel-3 prices?”


“Well, they didn’t, not really! What the Lunar Council really did was set a price that all the mines would have to go along with. Before the war, there was a lot of competition that kept the price pretty low. Now, with the Lunar Council setting the price, the UCW may end up paying more, not less.”


Crater mulled over the answer. “But don’t they know that?”


“Probably, but they don’t care. They can point at the price and say it’s exactly where it’s supposed to be.”


“Crater doesn’t understand higher finance,” Petro said airily.


There was a tone on her puter and Mrs. Fletcher turned toward it. Her eyebrows went up. “Approved! My stars! That’s the fastest I’ve ever seen that done. There has to be a mistake.” She entered some keystrokes, waited, then shook her head. “Still approved. Without delay, it says. Astonishing. Who are you fellows, anyway?”


“Just a couple of ex-heel-3 miners trying to start an honest business,” Crater replied.

“You’ve got some juice, that’s what I know,” she said. “Never seen the like. That’ll be another one hundred to finish the process.”

Crater paid up. Back outside in their suits and helmets, they found Crescent lounging on a bench. Petro said, “You said I could do the negotiating.”

“I think I got a good price.”

“Oh, sure. You simply paid every johncredit you have.”

“Petro, let’s argue about this another day. We don’t have much time. The gillie got that permit for us, so it isn’t real.”

“Leave it to me,” Petro said and walked off, disappearing between the rows of junked spacecraft.

After a few minutes, Crater asked, “What do you think, Crescent?”

Crescent shrugged. She was hot and irritable, and against her better judgment, she started anew the argument that always seemed to be lurking just beneath the surface of her mind. “What difference does it make what I think?” Without waiting for Crater to assure her that he cared what she thought, she continued. “I heard you and Petro talking on your suit coms. I still think we should go back to Cleomedes and do exactly what Petro said we should do with our new and well-deserved wealth.”

“Why do I have to keep reminding everyone that, except for the gold coins I’m saving for emergencies, it’s my money, not ours?”


“Because it may be your money but it’s our business, one that we’ve worked night and day to make successful.”


“Well, I’m sorry, but I’m going to spend it on Maria. After all, I wouldn’t have it if she hadn’t saved it for me.”


“She wouldn’t have needed to save it for you if she and her grandfather hadn’t stolen it from you in the first place.”


“Maria had nothing to do with that.”


“Are you sure?”


Crater wasn’t sure, so he didn’t say anything except, “I wish you could get more enthusiastic about this rescue.”


“I’m here, aren’t I?”


“Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this.”


“Maybe we shouldn’t,” Crescent agreed, and looked away at all there was to look at, dust and junk.


An hour later Petro returned driving a massive forklift. “I’ve found an engine that should work,” he reported. “Boneyard boss said he’d collect it for us and put it in the maintenance shed if we paid a bonus. In other words, I bribed him with your remaining few johncredits.” He raised and lowered the big forks. “All we have to do is move the Linda to the maintenance shed. Hop aboard!”


With Crater and Crescent sitting alongside him, Petro drove the forklift to the Linda Terry. It took a while to rig the fuser on the forklift, but he managed it without scratching her too much. At the maintenance shed, a pressurized mooncrete shelter, they drove through the airlock doors and deposited the fuser in a crib holder. The shed chief, a grizzled old fellow with a gimme cap on the back of his head, peeked out of his office shack and then strolled up to Petro. “What’s this scrag heap doing in my nice clean maintenance shed?”


“Well, we’re going to clean her up,” Petro answered.


The shed chief walked around the dented ship. “Is that so? I heard you got a new engine for her.”


Clearly, the shed chief knew everything that was going on. “We’re going to make her into a war monument,” Crater said anyway.


“You’re gonna make a big mess, that’s what you’re gonna do.”


Crater noticed the shed chief was holding a workpad. “We could pay you a bonus,” he said, and then offered to touch his do4u to the workpad. The shed chief instantly pushed them together.


“We have a chit that says we can use any of your gear,” Crater said.


“Let’s see it.” The chief inspected the fake chit on Crater’s do4u as beamed over by the gillie. “That dang Mrs. Fletcher. She’s gonna give away the whole store one of these days. All right, but if you break one of my tools, you’ll replace it. That clear?”


“Sure thing, pops,” Petro said.


“Don’t call me pops, you rat-faced creature. Why, I’ll beat you every way until Sunday.”


“Petro didn’t mean anything,” Crater said. “It’s just his way.”


“His way, is it? And what’s this?” He pushed Crescent’s hood back. “A crowhopper! My stars! And what’s that on your shoulder, young man? Well, bless my soul. A gillie! A crowhopper and a gillie right here in my maintenance shed and both illegal!”


“They know that,” Crater replied, “but we’re not here to talk about legalities and such, just to get our ship ready for display. We won’t be here that long. By the way, this is a great-looking shed. I can tell you work hard to keep it up.”


The chief eyed Crater. “I suspect you’re a nice fellow, so I’ll give you what you need, but hurry up. The Lunar Council owns this lot, and they’ve been thinking about converting the fusers that are up there in storage orbit into commercial craft. They’re supposed to decide pretty soon, and if that’s their decision, they’ll bring ’em here for conversion. I don’t need this old heap in the way.”


“We’ll be quick, chief.”

After the chief wandered off, Crater rounded on Petro. “Why do you always have to pick a fight?”

“And why do you always have to act like a wuss? No wonder everybody pushes you around!”

“Nobody pushes me around.”

“Guys,” Crescent said, “the chief is watching us. I think we’d better get busy.”

“Crescent’s right,” Crater said. “The gillie is fuzzing out their server, but we’ve got to get that engine in double quick and get out of here before they discover we’re not exactly on the up-and-up.”

“All right, in for the penny, in for the pound,” Petro said. “I see our new engine is coming. Do you know how to operate a chain hoist, Crescent?”

“Of course. I am trained in all machine shop equipment.”

“I don’t know what we’d do without you,” Petro said.

Crescent sniffed. “Me, either.” She looked at Crater for confirmation, but he was busy running his hands over the dented skin of the fuser. She rolled her eyes.

Twelve hours later they had the new engine in. The chief and most of the technicians had long since gone home. Crater said, “Let’s fill her up and get out of here.”

“For that, we’ll need a full load of liquid hydrogen,” Petro said. “They don’t have it here, so we’ll have to go somewhere else.”


“How much propellant will it take to get this ship into orbit?”


“I have some bad news for you, Crater. I guess I should have explained all of this to you earlier. Fusers can’t fly up to orbit. A tug has to be used.”


Crater’s jaw dropped. “Then how will we get it into space?”


“I just told you. By tug. The yard has one. We’ll use it.”


“That will mean another visit with Mrs. Fletcher, who may already be getting suspicious,” Crater said.


“We won’t have to visit her,” Petro answered with a wink, “because fuser tugs are not for rent. They’re so big and expensive, only two were ever built.”


“So what do we do?”


“We steal it, of course.”


“Like common thieves?”


“Stealing a space tug would make us uncommon thieves,” Crescent pointed out, which, mostly because it obviously stressed Crater, made Petro laugh. He held up his hand, and Crescent, recognizing the ancient twenty-first century gesture, slapped it with unfeigned delight.




FIFTEEN


The boneyard space tug was located outside the storage lot in a special compound. The tug was a massive chemrocket spacecraft with a clamp mechanism on its belly to pick up fusers or other spacecraft to carry them into orbit. It also had telescoping landing gear that could raise it as high as a hundred feet above the surface to fit over its cargo. The tug, named the Angie Johnston, had cost the Lunar Council billions of johncredits to construct. Now it sat in the dust, mostly unused.


Petro and Crescent piled into the Lunar Rescue Company truck and headed for the space tug while Crater used the forklift to carry the fuser outside the maintenance shed. As soon as the truck passed through the open gates of the enclosure around the tug, automatic security lights came on. A guard in a dark blue pressure suit and carrying a railgun rifle came outside a guard shack and held up his hand to stop the truck. “What do you want?” he growled.


“You ever hear of a midnight requisition?” Petro asked as he and Crescent climbed out of the truck.


“Yeah. It’s called stealing,” the guard replied. “Say, is that creature with you a crowhopper?”


Petro shrugged. “I don’t know. Is she?”


“Sure looks like one.”


“Have you ever fought against my kind?” Crescent asked.


The guard warily fingered the trigger on his rifle. “No.”


“After we kill our enemies, we eat them.”


The guard raised the rifle. “You take another step, you monster, I’ll plug ya.”


Petro, who’d slipped around the distracted guard, grabbed him from behind, and Crescent snatched his rifle. Petro forced the guard into the dust, then pulled loose the communications wires from his helmet, made him roll over, and then used tape from his kit to bind the man’s hands.


Petro touched his helmet to the guard’s helmet so sound would transmit. “The crowhopper will kill you if you give us any trouble. I need the password to the tug.”


The guard’s eyes flicked to Crescent’s grim face and then back to Petro. “I don’t know it. I just guard the blamed thing.”


“Who knows it?”


“The pilot.”


“And where is he?”


“Asleep at home beside his wife, I shouldn’t wonder.”


“Where’s his locker?”


“In the dustlock.”


“His name on it?”


“Yeah. His name is John Glenn.”


“You’re kidding, right?”


“No! That’s his real name!”


“Stay with him,” Petro told Crescent and headed for the dustlock, pulled open the hatch, pressurized the lock, and then, ignoring dust protocol, walked through the suit chamber and into the shower lock where lockers were stacked. He looked around until he found one labeled GLENN, JOHN that had a combination lock on it. Going to the tool cage, he picked out a hammer, which he used to smack the lock open. It didn’t take long before he found what he was looking for in the locker. A slip of old-fashioned paper with a code on it. “Flyboys,” he said, tsking.


Once outside, Petro told Crescent, “Put the guard in the dustlock, then come help me.”

Petro clambered up the ladder and opened the hatch into the tug. Inside was a long, dark corridor lined by pneumatic and hydraulic lines that led up to the cockpit. He settled into the left seat, switched on the circuits, and keyed in the password. Everything came up green. Crescent crawled into the right seat. “I put the guard in the locker room,” she said. “Do you know how to fly this thing?”

“I watched a fellow fly one in a simulator once.”

“Uh oh. Let me get buckled in.”

Petro went through the checklist, necessary for its puter to agree to take off. When the puter asked if he wanted to fly on autopilot, he said, “No thank you. Manual control all the way. On the count of five. Five-four-three-two-one! Away we go!”

Crescent gripped the seat rests as spewing chemrockets lifted the giant machine, which immediately began to lean to port. “Too much fuel in the left tank,” Petro said. “Shoulda checked that. Crescent, look for the fuel tanks on your screen, see which one’s green, tell it to pump into the other one. Hurry now, before we crash. That’s a good girl.”

Crescent scanned the ship’s schematic on the viewscreen until she spotted the fuel tanks. She dragged her finger from the green tank into the other fuel tank, which was red. Then both turned orange.


Petro pushed his head against the towel band on the inside of his helmet to wipe the sweat off his forehead, then dipped the Angie Johnston’s nose toward the maintenance shed, not noticing that the next yard held a number of parked jumpcars. The tug clipped the first one it encountered, which fell into the one beside it, which fell into the one beside it until the line of jumpcars, like dominos, fell over.

“Oops,” Petro said.

“Nice flying,” Crescent sarcastically observed.

“Maybe nobody will notice.”

“Luckily, nobody can hear jumpcars fall in a vacuum.”

“Hey, that’s right!”

“Get real, Petro! Those jumpcars will get noticed. We’ve got to go fast! And try not to hit anything else!”

“You crowhoppers can get kind of whiney.”

“Shut up and fly!”

Petro flew. When they got closer to the maintenance shed, they could see that Crater had placed the fuser in a temporary crib in the outer yard. Petro said to Crescent, “OK, your job is to extend the landing gear. Keep us seventy-five feet off the ground. Got it?”

Crescent was a quick study and called up the landing gear puter page. “Just let me know when.”

Petro lowered the tug over the fuser. “OK, let her feet down.”

Crescent punched in the data and the legs of the tug telescoped downward. Four white lights flared in the cockpit. “Contact lights!” Petro said.

Crescent looked out of the side viewport and saw boils of dust along the road. “Somebody’s coming this way, and at the rate they’re coming, I’d say they’re pretty mad.”


“Lower the clamps. Crater, you in the fuser cockpit, boy?”

“I’m inside,” Crater answered. “Grab on and let’s go!”

Crescent had already called up the clamp page. The huge clamshells descended from the tug belly and grappled the fuser. A green light flared and Crescent reeled the fuser in until it was snug against the tug’s belly.

Petro revved the throttles, the jets spouting oceans of fire as the Angie Johnston struggled to rise. “Autopilot is engaged,” Crescent said when the engines inexplicably started to wind down. “Oh no! I think they’ve got us under remote control!”

The tug settled back into the dust, the pad contact lights flaring. While Petro and Crescent frantically tried to regain manual control, there were heavy footsteps, and then the hatch was flung open. Guards climbed into the cockpit and leveled their rifles. “Get your hands up where I can see them,” one of them said, “and please make a move that’ll give us an excuse to kill you!”

Petro and Crescent raised their hands.



SIXTEEN


Maria was adrift, untethered, detached, careless, but warm. She moved her arm and felt a syrupy resistance that flowed luxuriously across her entire body. Gradually, she felt as if she was settling onto something soft and feathery. She groaned at even that fluffy contact. She didn’t want gravity. She wanted to float through eternity in the warm, heavenly syrup.


The syrup kept draining away until she felt a cushion along the length of her body. Still, she resisted coming awake. Awake meant pain and the recognition that the bones in her right foot had been crushed into powder. Her foot would have to be removed, which would mean more pain if she lived, which was, she knew very well, a doubtful proposition.


She tensed, waiting for the pain in her foot to return. When it didn’t, she lifted her head to look at it, and it was perfect. She wiggled her toes and they simply felt like her toes. She looked at her hands. Her thumbs and fingers were perfect too. There was no pain.


Truvia’s white face appeared. “You have pretty little feet and toes. When I first saw them, I thought how marvelous they were!”


“How did you fix me?” Maria asked.

“Our king and queen perfected cell manipulation many years ago,” Truvia said. “If we have the blueprint, we can put everything back into place. Before we crushed your foot and broke your fingers, we made a complete picture of them cell by cell on a machine called a Variable Cell Analyzer. With that datum, we simply put you back the way you were with a 3-D cell printer. Bruising is inevitable, of course, but you have been here long enough for everything to turn back to a nice pink.”

“How long was I out?”

“Six days. You are no longer aboard the warpod. We’re on a station.” She lovingly ran her hand over Maria’s right foot. “While you slept, I made you whole again.”

Truvia released the belts that were holding Maria to the couch and took her hand. “Come.”

Maria felt detached from reality. She fought to focus but was having difficulty with forming her thoughts. “Where are we going?”

“To visit your father. You may feel a bit dizzy. We are on the lower ring of the station, so we have artificial gravity created by a turning walkway. There will be a coriolis effect that will make you unsteady. Walk carefully until you get your balance.”

Even without the coriolis effect, which caused the inner ear to be confused, Maria was dazed and uncertain on her feet. Still, she managed to follow Truvia around the ring until they reached a hatch. Inside the hatch was a conference room. Standing at the head of a long plaston table was Carus, dressed in the Trainer’s inevitable copper-colored tunic and leggings, and holding a laser pointer. Sitting at the other end of the table was Maria’s father. He smiled at her and said, “Well, here’s my kitten. And don’t you look refreshed! Truvia said she gave you something to let you sleep.”


Seeing her father instantly cleared Maria’s mind. Heedlessly, she said, “Truvia had a demon torture me. It crushed my foot and broke my fingers.”

Truvia’s face registered disappointment. “Really, Maria,” she said. “I hoped you wouldn’t tell.”

Her father glanced at Truvia, then said, “I’m sorry, Maria. I told them you would need convincing, but I didn’t know they would go that far. Really, Truvia. You should have asked me before you did that.”

“Many regrets,” Truvia said. “But it is over now. Maria showed great courage.”

“Of course she did.”

Maria glared at her father. “You seem to be in charge. Let me go home!”

“Of course, kitten. I just need to know a few things first, such as the Colonel’s secret bank accounts, where they are, their numbers, the passwords, everything.” He tapped his head. “I know you have it all upstairs.”

Maria was incredulous. “The Colonel’s bank accounts? Is that what all this is about? You murdered a thousand people, destroyed a billion-dollar telescope project, and tortured me for the Colonel’s money?”

“It’s more than that,” Junior answered. “Carus, why don’t you show her? Maria, come over here and sit beside me.”

Maria remained standing. Her father shrugged, then waved at Carus to begin.

Carus made a curt bow, then moved his hands describing a circle, and within it appeared a floating Earth. He took a few steps and then his hands revealed a floating moon. Beside it, he described another circle with small gray blobs floating inside. “The Earth and the moon with L5 trailing it,” he explained. “Those are asteroids inside L5. We call them the horde. Do you know what they’re for? Watch when I touch this one.”


Carus touched one and it wobbled, then fell toward the moon, striking the farside, where a plume of dust erupted. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Maria gasped. “The asteroid that destroyed our telescope project! Did you enjoy your little instant replay of murder?”

Carus shrugged, then touched two more blobs. They wobbled, then fell to the moon, causing big new craters. Maria recognized the sites where they struck. Armstrong City and Cleomedes.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Maria seethed.

Truvia touched her arm. “Tell us what you are feeling at this moment,” she said.

“I’m thinking I’m the only sane person in this room. And I’m disgusted.”

To get her attention, Maria’s father rapped his knuckles on the table. “Maria, look at me. What you just saw was a simulation, but we could make it real anytime we wanted. Just give me the information on the Medaris Enterprises bank accounts and nothing like that will happen.”

Maria stared at her father. “Junior, why the telescope site? I don’t get it.”

“It was a waste of Medaris family money. Consider it cutting our losses.”

Maria shook her head. “You’re insane.”

“If I am, it runs in the family. Here’s your choice: hand over the information or I will order one or more of those towns destroyed.”


“What would you do with all that money?”

Junior smiled. “It’s not about money, Maria. It’s about power. If I control the liquid assets of the Medaris family, I control everything. Your grandfather will retire and hand over the family business to me. I’m his son. No one will question it.”

“Really? I will.”

“No, you won’t. These asteroids at L5, all poised for destruction of whatever we please? Who do you think put them there? Me? I frankly wouldn’t have the imagination for such a mad scheme. The architect of this monstrosity is your beloved grandfather and my wonderful father, the Colonel himself. It was his ego that placed the seeds of the destruction of the moon at L5. Of course, his plan was to threaten the Earth with them if it ever dared invade the moon again. When I got up here, I saw the best target was actually the closest, the moon.”

Maria replied, “I don’t believe you,” but her voice wasn’t certain.

“You know it’s true, Maria,” Truvia said. “I can see it in your face.”

Maria didn’t respond, but she didn’t have to. It indeed showed on Maria’s face because it solved a mystery Maria had been wondering about for some time. When the war ended, her grandfather had started withdrawing lots of money out of his accounts. When she’d asked the Colonel where the money was going, he’d put her off, saying, “It’s for a good cause.”

“The Colonel put me in charge of the L5 project,” Junior said. “Me, the black sheep. He probably knew nobody else in the family would have built this monstrosity for him.”


“I think he was sick for a while,” Maria acknowledged. “The war . . . temporarily unhinged him.”


“Temporarily? He was always unhinged and the L5 project is clearly indicative of that. But now he’s had a change of heart. He sent me back here to remove the asteroids from L5 and fling them back into space. Instead, I came up with a better plan, to bring my dear daddy down and take over Medaris Enterprises. Then I’m going to send him off to a nursing home somewhere. As for you, Maria, if you’re good and do as you’re told, I’ll put you in charge of a tractor factory or something.”


“What about the asteroids?”


“Give me the accounts, the passwords, and the codes, and I’ll remove them from L5.”


When Maria didn’t reply, her father shook his head. “You were always an exasperating child. Carus? Please place some ammunition on the rim.”


Carus put his finger on a holographic asteroid and moved it a few inches. As he did, a series of positive and negative numbers flashed beside it. When they reached +.01 and -.01, he stopped and looked at Junior.


“Go ahead. Make it real.”


Carus drew a small rectangle with his finger and a keyboard appeared. He tapped on its holographic keys and then opened another projection, a view of the asteroid horde inside L5. As Maria watched, one of the space rocks began to move across the screen. She could see a small flame spouting from its trailing edge. Then more flames spurted and it stopped. “CS-424 is poised,” Carus said.


“This asteroid is small,” Junior said, “no more than fifty meters across. It is, however, more than equal to its task. Carus, please explain what that task is.”


“L5 might be thought of as a bowl,” Carus said. “Objects can move around inside it but can’t leave unless given a push. Essentially, I have placed CS-424 on the rim of the bowl. The thrust from the rockets attached to it will send it out of L5 and into the moon. In this case I will aim it at Cleomedes. Once released nothing can stop it. Considering the velocity it will be traveling, I doubt there will be survivors at our Lunar Las Vegas.”


“If you destroy Cleomedes, everyone will turn against you,” Maria said. “They’ll come out here and drag you from this station and turn you inside out.”


Junior once more smiled his maddening smile. “Who will do that, Maria? The Lunar Council has put its fusers in storage and cashiered its troops. They have no power. The Colonel is an old man. The Earth doesn’t care who controls the moon as long as someone does. Face the reality. Either give me the information or watch Cleomedes be destroyed.”


Maria stared at the asteroid wobbling on the rim of the L5 bowl, then sighed and nodded her surrender. “Give me a puter. I’ll give you the accounts and everything you need. But before I do, I want to see that rock moved back into the bowl.”


Junior’s smile vanished. “You’re in no position to negotiate,” he growled.


Maria raised her chin. “I’m always in a position to negotiate.”


Maria watched her father’s expression change from sullen anger to weak-willed acceptance. It summed up the man. At his nod, Carus played his fingers across the keyboard and the viewscreen showed the rock tumbling slowly inward, back toward the horde.


“Would you like a real puter or will a holographic one do?” Carus asked.


“Holographic will do,” Maria said. She sat down at the table, drew one in the air, closed her eyes for a moment, then began to key in the secrets of the Medaris family accounts. When she finished, she caught a glance from Truvia. Her glowing green eyes seemed to be telling her nothing was what it seemed.




SEVENTEEN


Petro and Crescent were shoved by the guards into a room inside the tug maintenance shed and the hatch locked behind them. Crescent immediately started looking for a way out. She lifted a grate from the wall and studied the duct behind it. “Too small,” she concluded. She tried the lever on the hatch. “It’s an old-fashioned mechanical lock too. Even if I hadn’t left my gillie in the fuser, we’d be stuck.”


Petro looked at her, then sat down on the floor and leaned his back against the wall. “Yep, too bad all around. Why don’t we plan your wedding while we’re stuck here?”


“My wedding? Are you crazy?”


“Yes, but that’s beside the point. Is this going to be a small affair or are you going to invite thousands of people?”


“I don’t know thousands of people.”


“OK, a small affair. Civil or religious?”


“Both Absalom and I are members of the Appalachian Church of the Resurrection.”


“OK, we import an App preacher. Oh, wait, why not have the wedding in Endless Dust? The Apps are great cooks and they love a party! It’s perfect.”


“Well, I suppose that would be all right even though we aren’t planning on living there. I was hoping Absalom would become an associate with the Lunar Rescue Company.”


“Sounds good to me. You want to wear a fancy white wedding dress, the veil, the complete works?”


“No.”


“Yes, you do. I can see it in your face.”


“My face doesn’t register emotion. It’s a lack of facial muscles.”


“Yeah, well, I can see it in your eyes.” Petro studied her. “You know, maybe if you worked on your hair . . .”


Crescent touched her locks. “My hair’s too coarse to do anything but cut it.”


“I’m not so sure of that. You know, your face is really quite intriguing. Yes, your skin’s a little gray, but have you ever thought about powder and rouge? And lipstick? Why, a girl can fix herself up with the right application of paint. How’re your legs?”


“Hairy and thick as tree trunks.”


“A little toning and a good razor can take care of that. I have also always admired your good posture.”


“Thank you. The Trainers made certain we squared our shoulders and held our heads high . . .” Crescent came up short. “Wait a minute! Why are you giving me makeup tips and not figuring a way out of here?”


“Oh, I already have. I’m an excellent lock picker, and the one on that hatch isn’t a serious lock. They’re designed to lock up petty thieves, not smart fellows like me. I’ve just been cooling my jets until the guards leave. They don’t look like dedicated troops.” He peered through the viewport in the hatch. “Yep, just as I thought, there’s nobody there. All I need to break us out of here is a tool. Got anything hidden in your boot?”


Crescent reached to her ankle and took out a stubby but deadly looking knife. “Like this?”

“Perfect, but why didn’t you use it on a guard?”

“I didn’t think murder was necessarily a good thing to add to all the other charges against us.”

“Good point. Hand it over, sister!”

Crescent handed over the knife and Petro went to work on the lock. Within seconds there was a click and the hatch swung open. Petro poked his head out, looked left and right, then said, “Let’s go.”

They went. Along the way, they saw someone coming. Hiding behind some equipment, they recognized the man who was hurrying along. “Crater,” Petro hissed. “Over here.”

Crater joined them. “What happened?”

“Guards locked us up for nearly five minutes before I broke us out, but they could be coming back. Only thing to do is steal the tug again. It still have the fuser attached?”

“It does,” Crater said.

“Then let’s boogie!”

The three made a run to the Angie Johnston and climbed inside. Petro settled into the left seat of the cockpit, Crater in the right. Crescent strapped into the jump seat behind them.

“Here we go,” Petro said.

“An equatorial orbit would probably be best,” Crater said.

Petro looked at him and shook his head. “Crater, Crater, Crater. We can’t go into space yet. The fuser doesn’t have a full tank of hydrogen and it doesn’t have any weapons. We’ve got to get some of both.”


Crater allowed a short sigh. “Where do we go for that?”

“Before I was cashiered out of the service, I helped disarm the fusers. Their missiles are locked in a depot on the farside. Liquid hydrogen is stored there too.”

“All right, then fire up this tin can and let’s go raid ourselves a depot.”

Crater handed Crescent a pouch. “Here. I brought you your gillie.”

Crescent took it. “How’d you keep your gillie from fighting with it?”

“I don’t know. They seem to be napping. Gillies are weird.”

“They’re not the only thing weird in this lashup,” Crescent grumbled.

Crater frowned at her. “What’s wrong now?”

“Nothing,” Crescent lied. “Petro, why are we still sitting here?”

“The tug’s software is locked up.”

Crescent tickled her gillie out of its pouch. “Gillie, can you get this tug moving?”

Her gillie yawned and stretched, although it had neither mouth or backbone. Done.

“Hey!” Petro cheered. “The puter is up!”

Crater’s gillie crawled out of Crater’s pocket. What’s happening? What are you doing, Awful Thing?

Saving us, Superior One.

Crater’s gillie looked at the bright panel and the countdown clock. Well done, it said. It briefly pondered Crater. Why didn’t you ask me to do that?

“Sorry. I guess I wasn’t thinking.”


Crescent had to use all of her willpower to keep from thoroughly agreeing out loud with Crater’s assessment while Petro blasted the tug off the ground, spun it around, and headed for the farside of the moon.




EIGHTEEN


Carus pushed Maria to the bridge. Since it was located atop the central shaft, weightless conditions prevailed. After floating up through the main hatch, Carus pointed toward a handhold for Maria. A crowhopper, dressed in black armor with gold stripes on his shoulders, was at the helm. When he saw Carus, he touched his fingertips to the brim of his cap. “Trainer Carus. Welcome to my bridge.”


“Thank you, Letticus. Maria, this is Letticus, the station captain. Letticus, I think you’ve heard us speak of Maria Medaris?”


The crowhopper made a curt nod of his head. “An honor, madame.”


“What would you know of honor?” Maria demanded.


Letticus pondered her with hooded eyes beneath heavy eyebrows. “You have spirit. We of the Legion admire such.”


“I require a status report,” Carus said curtly.


“Farside target will be coming into view soon. That will be on screens 1 and 2. The flotilla is on screens 3 and 4.”


“You will want to watch this,” Carus said to Maria, gesturing toward the screens.


Screens 1 and 2 showed the moon’s surface with craters scrolling by. Screens 3 and 4 showed a different part of the moon’s surface although from more distance. Above the moon were five silvery objects floating along like scraps of foil on the wind.


“Yesterday,” Carus said, “we pushed some of our rocks across the rim. What’s the timeline, Letticus?”


“The flotilla will be struck first,” the crowhopper commander said. “Two of the rocks have cameras attached. The view will appear to speed up when they get closer, but that will be an illusion. Let me pull back to a wide-angle shot so you can see the others.”


Screens 1 and 2 widened to present a view of hundreds of gray and brown boulders flying toward five silvery objects. “One of the targets is a tug, the other four are standard attack fuser spacecraft,” Carus explained. “They belong to your grandfather. He promised your father to resign and retire immediately. Instead, he gathered this fleet to come after you.”


Maria felt a surge of hope. “The Colonel knows I’m here?”


“He does, but soon it won’t matter. Just watch.”


“In about ten seconds,” Letticus said. “Counting down. Five-four-three . . .”


Maria watched the screens as the rocks slammed into the fusers and the tug. Some of the ships exploded and others were ripped apart. Then the rocks holding the cameras careened past and, within seconds, slammed into the moon.


“The enemy fleet has been destroyed,” Letticus reported. “Now, please watch screens 3 and 4. There, you’ll see the fusers in the Lunar Council’s orbital storage fleet be similarly destroyed.”


Maria watched with a sinking heart. This time dozens of fusers and transports were torn apart, their remnants and crews blasted across space.


Maria’s father appeared on the bridge. “Is it done?” he asked Carus.

“Congratulations, sir, the war is over.”

Junior turned to Maria. “Now you know there won’t be any rescue. Your grandfather will give in and all of this will be over. The Lunar Council will give in too. The moon is mine.”

Maria knew she needed to stay strong around her father to keep him off balance. “Do you know how crazy you sound?” she calmly asked.

“Do you know how long I’ve had to wait for this day?” He waved his hand in dismissal. “Take her away.”

Maria felt Carus’s hands grip her shoulders, but she shook him off and smiled. “You poor fools.”

“How are we poor fools?” her father demanded.

“You may have stopped the Colonel and the Lunar Council, but there’s someone else coming for me.”

“Who?” Junior demanded.

“You never met him. A man who thinks he loves me. A heel-3 miner.”

“How could a heel-3 miner get all the way out here?” Carus laughed.

“He’s coming. Count on it.”

Carus stopped laughing. “Then we will kill him.”

“You can try. A lot of people have. It’s almost a cottage industry.”

“She’s just mouthing off,” Junior said, but Maria could tell by the uncertainty in his expression he wasn’t so sure.

Maria’s smile turned into a malicious, eager grin. “He’s coming. And he will kill you all!”


After Maria was pushed through the hatch by Carus, Junior saw Letticus looking at him. “Nobody will come!” he shouted. “Nobody!”


Letticus and the bridge crew suddenly got busy, their eyes glued to the puter screens.




NINETEEN


Uh oh! Somebody’s beat us to it!”


Petro brought the tug in low across the inner rim of Oppenheimer crater to hover over the depot. The gates to the underground facility were wide open and there were tracks everywhere.


“Who else knew about this depot?” Crater demanded.


“Colonel Medaris and some of his fuser crews, I guess.”


Crater was instantly certain he knew who had cleaned out the depot and why. “The Colonel is going after Maria with all guns blazing,” he said.


“In that case, we’re out of business,” Petro said. “Without missiles and fuel, we might as well head back to Cleomedes.”


Crater ignored Petro and kept thinking over the situation. If the Colonel was sending an armada to retrieve Maria, then perhaps that would be enough to do the job. But what if it wasn’t? It was still his job to save Maria because it had always been. Even as he thought it, he knew his reasoning wasn’t sound. A little voice deep inside warned him that Petro was right. This adventure was over. Saving Maria was no longer an option, and that hurt. Someone else would save her and he’d never see her again.


Crater forced the warning voice inside him away. Doubt was unworthy. He’d never accomplished anything worthwhile by letting doubt take over. “Let’s see what’s left in the depot,” he proposed.

“Are you crazy?” Petro demanded. “Oh yeah. I forgot. You are. What say you, Crescent? Think we should go home?”

“Yes,” Crescent answered forthrightly. “This is a fool’s errand.”

Crater looked at her and then at Petro. “Look, you two, we’ve gone to the trouble of buying a fuser and stealing a tug. Let’s at least see if the Colonel left us some missiles. After that, we can decide what to do.”

Petro held the tug in a hover over the entry to the depot. “I don’t know, Crater. I’m beginning to think we’re in something way over our heads.”

An uncomfortable silence, not counting the roar of the tug’s engines hovering over the depot, ensued. Finally Crescent said, “We’re here. Crater’s still determined to do this. Let’s at least see what’s in the depot.”

Crater smiled at Crescent. “Thanks.”

Crescent shrugged and Petro shook his head, then landed the tug. Immediately an angry voice erupted through the tug communicator. “Hey, you! This is Oppenheimer Depot Control. Stop stirring up all that blasted dust. Where’d you come from, anyway?”

“Moontown,” Crater lied. “Special pickup for the Colonel.”

“Again? All right, but watch your jets.”

“Roger that.”

The depot guard proved to be an Umlap dressed in an ancient and thoroughly patched pressure suit. “Rotten day,” Crater said to him after walking inside the open doors.


“And not likely to get any better,” the Umlap responded.

“We’re here to pick up missile racks.”

“I hope you don’t need many. The Colonel almost cleaned me out.”

“The Lunar Council approved the Colonel’s requisition?” Petro asked.

The Umlap frowned, which meant he was amused. “Of course not. I was bribed. I was just packing up to take my money and flee. Who are you, anyway?”

“Oh, just some contractors,” Petro said. “We don’t know what’s going on. We’re not paid enough to think.”

The Umlap studied Crescent. “You’re a crowhopper, aren’t you?”

“And you’re an Umlap. What’s your name?”

“Being Alone Suits Him. What’s yours?”

“Crescent. Now, Being Alone Suits Him, will you show us your remaining missile racks, or will I need to cleave out your intestines?”

The Umlap was not intimidated. “My intestines always hurt, so I wish you would cleave them out. Before I do anything, how about a suitable bribe?”

“How many johncredits do you require?” Crater asked.

The Umlap scowled, which meant he was happy. “How about ten thousand? I require cash, of course.”

“One gold coin,” Crater said. “Otherwise we’ll just go inside and find the racks for ourselves.”

“Whatever,” the Umlap said and held out his hand, received the gold coin from Crater’s kit, and then led them to the only missiles left, several racks of blue missiles with yellow tips.


A chain-link gate enclosed the racks. A sign with the international symbol for radiation was posted on the gate. “Nukes!” Petro exclaimed.


“Big dirty booms,” the Umlap agreed.


“We can’t use them,” Crater said.


“Why not?” Petro demanded. “Big dirty booms can vaporize just about anything.”


“True, but I wanted something a little more surgical.”


“Good. We’ve got nothing to work with. Let’s go home.”


Crater frowned, then turned to the Umlap. “Any kinetic ammunition for our cannons?”


“Heavy metal slugs? Tons and tons.”


“Load us up with four racks of nuclear missiles and a ton of slugs. That ought to do us.”


The Umlap held out his palm. “Another gold coin,” he said, and Crater gave it to him.


“We also need hydrogen in our blister tanks,” Crater said.


“I can run the lines out to your tug,” the Umlap said, holding out his hand to be filled by another coin.


After the refueling, Crater, Petro, and Crescent climbed into the tug cockpit and went through the checklist. Crater heard his gillie mumbling and grumbling in his pocket. Crescent’s gillie was similarly complaining. When their grumbles got ever louder, Petro demanded, “What’s with those two clumps of slime mold?”


“Gillie, what’s wrong with you?” Crater asked.


The gillie crawled up and sat on Crater’s shoulder. Distressed, it said.


“About what?”


The gillie remained silent.


“Gillie, come out,” Crescent said, and her gillie crawled up and sat on her shoulder too. Distressed, it said.


“Are you two arguing?” Crescent asked.


No, her gillie said, we’re deciding.


“Deciding what?”


How to tell you what we know.


I will tell it my way, Crater’s gillie said.


I will tell it my way, Crescent’s gillie said.


You are an Awful Thing.


You are the Superior One.


Yes, I am. Now, shut up and let me tell it.


Crescent’s gillie vibrated, then Crescent felt it go limp, drooping over her shoulder. “I think my gillie just gave in,” she said.


This is my way, Crater’s gillie said, and a blurred picture began to form in the air. It is not easy for me to do this, it added.


The three humans stared at the picture that gradually became focused. It showed a woman on a dirty cot. Her foot was swollen and black. “Maria!” Crater exclaimed, his heart in his throat. “It’s Maria! She’s hurt!”


The photo changed to show a broken finger and a broken thumb. When the gillie zoomed out, Maria’s face could be seen, her eyes closed, her face pale, her hair matted and dirty.


“How did you get this?” Crescent demanded, chilled by what they had seen.


I pulled it down from a comm-sat feeding it to Moontown. I keep up with what happens there.


I do too, Crescent’s gillie said, sitting up.


No, you don’t, Crater’s gillie hissed.


Crescent’s gillie drooped again. You’re right, I don’t. But I should have. I am ashamed I missed it.


You are young. You will learn.


Thank you. I saw something else.


Crater’s voice was raw. “What else did you see?”


I will show you, Crescent’s gillie said. Another picture formed in the air, this one of an Armstrong City telly reporter. She was talking about a strange occurrence. A shower of meteors had soared in from space and taken out the Lunar Council fuser fleet that had been parked in orbit for storage. The moon was now essentially defenseless. No one knew how it had happened.


Petro, Crater, and Crescent sat in shocked silence. Crescent was the first to speak. “Those pix of Maria,” she said, “are horrible.”


“Looked bad,” Petro agreed.


“The fuser fleet is gone,” Crater added. “Probably took the Colonel’s rescue fusers with them.”


“That means there’s nobody left to save Maria,” Petro said slowly.


Crescent was quiet for a moment, then resolutely said, “All right, gentlemen. It’s up to the Lunar Rescue Company.”


She put out her right hand, instantly covered by Crater’s right hand, and then, after a moment of hesitation, by Petro’s right hand. They looked into each other’s eyes, and then Crescent said, “Let’s roll.”




TWENTY


All the color in Colonel Medaris’s face drained away until his skin was the color of the ashen rays of a lunar impact crater. “All of them?” he croaked.


Tony O’Neil, the Medaris corporate chief engineer, was in the office to explain the technicalities of the situation to the Colonel. “Not all. One fuser survived relatively intact. She’s the Jan Davis, but sensor reports show her environmental system was compromised. We’ve tried to contact her captain and crew, but there’s been no response. They’re probably dead.”


“A complete disaster.”


“It gets a little worse. The Lunar Council is asking that you explain why you moved their fusers from orbital storage without permission.”


The Colonel closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Tell the Lunar Council the asteroid that hit our telescope wasn’t natural. Tell them we were going to L5 to stop any more asteroids from coming in.”


The sheriff of Moontown, also in attendance, said, “It may be a little late for that, sir.”


The Colonel glared at the sheriff. “Don’t you think I know that? But what was I supposed to do? Admit to the Council I put those rocks at L5? I hoped to be able to stop all this by showing up with overwhelming force and making my idiot son look down my gun barrels.” He shook his head. “I guess I hoped a lot of things, including the rescue of Maria. Fellows, I’m starting to feel old. Is this the end of Colonel Medaris?”


The sheriff hesitated, then said, “The council is also asking why you took four racks of nuclear-tipped missiles this morning.”


The Colonel raised his head. “Nukes? Did we take nukes?”


“No, sir, we didn’t. That wasn’t us.”


“Who would steal nuclear missile racks that would only fit in a fuser?”


“Maybe it was the same somebody who recently bought a fuser from the Lunar Council boneyard and then stole their tug.”


The Colonel leaned back. “Crater Trueblood.” He pondered the situation, then said, “Is there any way to track the tug or the fuser Crater stole?”


“Ordinarily yes,” O’Neil said. “Both have puter generated squawks, but since we were alerted to Crater buying the fuser and taking the tug, my team has been using ground-based dishes and lunasats with no joy. Our assumption is the squawk boxes were disabled even though they were designed to be hack proof.”


“Crater has a gillie that can hack almost anything. What time did the puter say he stole the nukes?”


“About the same time the asteroids destroyed the fuser fleet.”


“Then Crater should be safe.”


“No way to tell. There was time for him to orbit before the asteroids struck.”


The Colonel allowed a sigh. He’d always liked Crater, and even though he’d tried to kill him several times, it was never personal, just business. Now maybe Crater was off to rescue Maria even though rescue of Maria for the Colonel was now unfortunately secondary. Something else had to be done, something even more important than his beloved granddaughter.


The sheriff lifted his cap and used a handkerchief to wipe the perspiration off his bald head. “Colonel, we’ve also heard from the people at L5. They say they are through waiting. Either you announce your retirement immediately and put Junior in charge or they will destroy Armstrong City and Cleomedes. They also said they have your money, and that’s confirmed, sir. All your liquid assets are gone, probably to secret accounts in banks on Earth.”


The Colonel waved his hand in dismissal. “I can always make more money.”


The sheriff hesitated, then said carefully, “They also sent pictures of Maria.”


The Colonel started and hit both palms on his desk. “Good grief, man! Let’s see them!”


The sheriff clicked his do4u, bringing up the photos of Maria on the Colonel’s giant vidscreen. It showed her lying on a filthy cot, her foot black and broken. Another click showed her crushed foot close up. The next two showed her broken finger and thumb.


The Colonel leaned forward, his hand to his mouth. When he began to weep, the sheriff and the engineer glanced at one another and shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot.


The Colonel had never wept so openly, and he was certain it was because he was old, even though the lower gravity of the moon allowed humans to live longer than on Earth, longer, that is, if they could avoid breathing the dust or getting run over by a loader or swallowed up in a hidden rille or any of a thousand mechanical, chemical, or geologic killers always ready to murder the unwary living in a radiation-soaked vacuum. What could an old man do when all his young pilots, quick to answer his orders, had been killed? But then the spirit inside him rebelled against that kind of thinking. And something else too. There was a secret he needed to hide, that he must hide.


“There’s one fuser left,” the Colonel said. “It may be damaged but it’s armed.”

“Yes, sir,” O’Neil said, “but we have no way to get up to it. The space taxis that would have lifted us to the fusers were destroyed too.”

The Colonel rubbed his forehead, trying to think. There was something knocking around in his head that he was trying to remember. Something about Crater and orbital ops . . . Then he remembered at least part of it. He turned to his engineer. “Tony, when Crater worked in our labs, didn’t he propose a novel way to get into lunar orbit? You remember that?”

“Yes, sir. I studied every one of his proposals to see if they were worth anything commercially. It was the usual stuff. Using rail cannons and the like. And jumpcars.”

“Jumpcars?”

“Why, yes, sir. We talked about it when I brought his plan to you. We laughed about it, don’t you recall? It might have worked but it didn’t make any sense. I think Crater made a theoretical calculation just for the fun of it.”

“Call it up on the puter.”


The engineer keyed it in and a holographic screen appeared, hanging in midair. The title of the paper was Jumpcar Staging Engines to Orbit. It was a dry, technical paper, typical of engineers, but the Colonel was also an engineer and he was soon absorbed in Crater’s calculations and predictions. “Astonishing,” he said as he reached the end of the paper.


“But completely theoretical,” O’Neil pointed out.


“And a lot nuts,” the sheriff added.


The Colonel pressed the intercom button. “Trudy, get me Riley Bishop. She’s one of my pilots.”


“Riley Bishop? Let me check the personnel file. Ah, here it is. Jumpcar Pilot Riley Bishop left your employ six months ago.”


The Colonel frowned. “Really? Where’d she go?”


“Says here she has her own jumpcar business.”


“Track her down and get her here chop-chop!” the Colonel brayed, then clicked off the intercom. “She’s one of the best natural pilots I ever had. How did I ever let her get away?”


“She asked you for a raise, as I recall,” the sheriff said, “and you told her maybe in a few years.”


“Did I?” He hit the intercom button again. “Trudy? Tell Riley I’ll triple whatever her usual fee is!”


The Colonel sat back in his chair while the engineer frowned a dubious frown. “Those laws of physics, sir, also apply in this situation. Crater’s study is less than persuasive. The odds of it working I put at something like nine to one.”


“Look, Colonel,” the sheriff said. “Isn’t it best at this point to give Junior what he wants?”


The Colonel stared at the sheriff, then touched the intercom on his desk again. “Trudy, call all the Medaris family members who are officials in my companies. I want to have a vidcon with them in an hour.” He clicked the intercom off. “I will announce my retirement and notify them that Junior is taking over. In less than an hour, that information will be all over the moon and Earth. Sheriff, call L5 and tell Junior he’s won.”


“That’s good, sir,” the sheriff said, relieved. “Retirement won’t be all that bad. And you can take your time and plot your revenge.”

“Sheriff, you’re an idiot,” the Colonel growled.

“I know that, sir. I only meant . . .”

“Stop and think. I retire and Junior flies down here and takes over the family business. Do you think the rest of the family is going to just roll over? They’ll tear him to pieces. And what happens when the truth gets out about what’s at L5 and how it got there? An asteroid from L5 killed hundreds of men and women at the Tombaugh telescope site! More of them wiped out the Lunar Council’s fuser fleet! When the Lunar Council figures this out, it will put together a coalition against Junior and there will be war, a war that will probably bring in forces from Earth. This is a bigger disaster than me losing control over the family business. This could end up with tens of thousands of people dead. We have to stop it before it goes any further.”

“But how?” the sheriff asked.

“We go to L5, blow up the station, kill these people, and be done with it.”

“What about Maria? She’ll die too.”

The Colonel rubbed his eyes. “Blast you, Sheriff. Don’t you think I know that? We’ll try to rescue her, of course, but . . . well, I don’t see how that’s possible.”

The sheriff gulped. “I understand, sir.”


The Colonel hit the intercom button. “Trudy, have you talked to Riley Bishop?” he demanded.


“Yes, sir. Just off the do4u. She’s on her way.”


“That’s my girl,” he said.


“Thank you, sir.”


“I didn’t mean you. By the way, I’m reassigning you to the company store. Your replacement will take over in the morning.”


There was a short silence on the intercom before the woman replied in a trembling voice. “What did I do wrong, sir?”


“Nothing. I’m just tired of you,” the Colonel said.




TWENTY-ONE


Maria, to her surprise, was allowed to wander the station at will. As she went about, she met crowhoppers, all of whom treated her with deference. Some even bowed to her. When Maria found a porthole on the lower ring where she could see the moon, Truvia walked up and stood beside her. “What are you thinking about?” she asked.


“I was wondering how the horde got here.”


“Two robotic fusers, both equipped with catch baskets for the smaller asteroids. Maneuvering rockets were attached to the big ones and propelled them here. Your father, appointed by your grandfather, supervised the building of this station and the stocking of the horde. To do both, he used Umlap labor and captured warpods.”


“So after he’d finished his assignment, Junior realized he could use it for his own purposes.”


“Yes, after Carus and I talked to him when he made a trip to Earth.”


“How did you get to him?”


Truvia smiled. “We didn’t have to. He was looking for us, not to talk but to kill us. The Colonel, you see, sent teams to Earth to destroy the Legion. Your father was on a team that captured Carus and me. After we were tortured, Junior questioned us. Gradually, he came to trust us and told us about the horde at L5. That was when I explained to him how he might use it for his own ends.”


Maria looked at the Trainer. “What’s your relationship with my father?”


“To be perfectly honest, I think we will be married someday.”


Maria smiled. “Sure you will. I can just see him waltzing in to a Medaris family party with you on his arm! There might be some heart attacks.”


“You can be cruel,” she said.


Maria gave a short laugh. “You ordered a demon to crush my foot and break my fingers. That’s cruel. I’m just giving you some straight girl talk.”


“I fixed your foot and your fingers.”


“How did you do that, anyway?”


Truvia brightened. “Would you like to see?”


Maria’s curiosity overcame her dislike of Truvia. “Of course.”


Truvia beckoned Maria to follow her and led the way into the inner core and down to the lowest tube. In a cabin that had only a little gravity, Maria beheld a bank of puters and a long, doughnut-shaped tube with bundles of cables wrapped around it. Beside it was another machine, this one looking like a steel coffin. Truvia pointed at the tube. “We call it the Variable Cell Analyzer, or VCA. For best results, we have in our database all of the cell structures of the patient at their chosen age. In other words, if you were twenty-five and always wanted to be that age, you’d subject yourself to the VCA and then a record would be made.


She pointed at the coffin-like box. “After you got older and wanted to be twenty-five again, you would enter this three dimensional cellular printer—we call it a 3DCP—that essentially removes cells that are different from your optimal. For instance, fat cells around your midriff. It also modifies other cells to make an exact duplicate.”

“Are you telling me these machines are a fountain of youth?”

“I suppose so. It’s an unscientific name, but for the lack of a better term, that might work. For instance, how old do you think I am?”

Maria appraised her, then said, “Your early thirties.”

Truvia smiled. “I’m seventy. Your father doesn’t know that. Don’t tell him!”

“So before you crushed my foot, you stuck it in the VCA and made a reading?”

“Actually, all of you from head to toe. We put your crushed foot in the 3DCP and it fixed everything back the way it was.”

Maria studied the VCA and the 3DCP. “Look, Truvia, you’ve got your faults, mass murder being one of them, but let me give you some advice. You want to be worth about a trillion dollars? Set up shop right here in good old L5. Millions of—shall we say ‘mature’—women will pay to come here and get run through these machines.”

“But we wouldn’t have any of their youthful information in our files,” Truvia pointed out.

Maria shot her a disbelieving look. “I don’t think that’s a problem. Look at that fine, trim waist you have and your, ahem, otherwise fine endowments. Are you trying to tell me those were your original specifications? Come on, Truvia. You based yourself on somebody else, didn’t you?”


“Perhaps,” Truvia said with a secret smile. “Shall I show you another part of our clinic?”

“Why not?”

Truvia led Maria back into the tube and into an adjoining cabin, this one lined with plaston boxes, tubes leading in and out of each of them. Immersed in a clear liquid were what appeared to be embryos in various stages of development. “Our latest design,” Truvia said proudly. “These are Legionnaires, crowhoppers as you call them, who will be smarter, stronger, and able to endure extreme heat and cold even better than our old designs. We’re also experimenting with birthing what appears to be normal humans but with biolastic skins resistant to vacuum. They might also have lungs that are able to produce their own oxygen. It would be an entirely new creature.”

“Are you telling me you’re making moon people who could live in the vacuum without wearing suits and helmets?”

“Don’t you find that exciting?”

Maria felt a bit dizzy. The incubator room stunk of a variety of harsh chemicals, but it was the incredible possibilities of the creatures in the vats that was making her woozy. “Better get some fresh air,” she said.

Back in the ring, Maria leaned against the wall and tried to breathe away the noxious fumes and the dread she felt. “What’s the overall plan here?” she asked. “It’s more than the takeover of the Medaris family business. I see that now. I just don’t understand what it is.”

Truvia gazed through the viewport. Both the Earth and the moon were in view. “Were you impressed with the history lesson we gave you on the vileness of the world?”


Maria shuddered but tried to keep her tone light. “Sure. The human race has done some bad things, but . . .”


“What if we could start over?” Truvia’s green eyes seemed to glow with an inner flame. “What if there was a new world where a new kind of people could live and prosper while the old world was cleansed?”


This time Maria couldn’t hide her disgust. “Truvia, you’re creeping me out!”


The Trainer spread her arms expansively as if she were embracing the universe. “Why so? There have been numerous extinctions on Earth. What if there was another one and the people of the moon were prepared to repopulate it? Think about it!”


“I am thinking about it! You’re talking about killing billions of people!”


The Earth was just a sliver on the edge of the viewport in the revolving tube, and then it disappeared, leaving only the moon. Truvia pointed at the gray, cratered planetoid. “There is our new world, Maria. We will populate it with people of our own design and they will worship the founders of this new society as if we were gods. We will create a royal house.”


Truvia turned to Maria and caressed her shoulder before dropping her hand away. “Do you recall what I first told you about Trainers? I said we were born in a petri dish, our genes manipulated to make us extremely intelligent, to have a commanding presence, and yet be subservient. For all our advanced brain power, we live to serve.”


Maria discovered she was trembling in both fear and an unexplained excitement. “Who are you serving now?”


“It could and should be you.”


It was the last thing Maria expected to hear. “Me? In what way would you serve me?”


Truvia’s eyes softened and her lips trembled. “Our King Raleigh and Queen Porella were members of the Medaris family. You are their great-niece.”


Maria’s breath caught in her throat. “Are you talking about my great-uncle Ralph and his wife, Portia? They were killed in a plane crash. That’s what the Colonel told me.”


“He lied. Ralph and Portia Medaris became our royal house. The Colonel set them up to make the Legion.”


Maria’s head was swimming. “My grandfather is responsible for the crowhoppers?”


“Indeed he is.”


“Does Junior know about any of this?”


“No. He thinks all this has been done so he could take over the family business. The wheels are turning, Maria, that could end with you on top. All you have to do is accept our offer to be our queen.”


“What wheels are you talking about?”


“To be precise, a very big asteroid.”


“In L5?”


“Elsewhere.”


“Where is it aimed?”


Truvia seemed to be making up her mind about something, then said, “I will tell you this much. The reason I crushed your foot and broke your fingers and then fixed them is because I wanted you to understand how to rule.” She made a fist. “You must first have a fist of iron.” She opened the fist to show her palm. “While appearing to be benevolent.” She closed her fist again. “And then when your enemies expose themselves, you crush them!”


Maria resisted the urge to call Truvia batscrag crazy to her face. “I’ll try to remember that,” she promised. “Iron fist, benevolence, crush my enemies. Got it. But where did you say that asteroid is aimed?”


As if sensing Maria’s true opinion, Truvia’s expression turned to disappointment. “Your choice is a splendid life as our queen or an ignominious death. And that choice must be made in hours, not days.”

“Fine. I choose to be queen. Now, tell me. Where is that asteroid aimed?”

“Earth, of course,” Truvia replied with a coy smile.

“But they’ll see it! They have to. There are telescopes watching the sky.”

“By the time they see it coming, it will be too late. The Earth is in disarray. It’s the perfect time to make this strike.”

Maria took a moment to put it all together. “Very clever, Truvia. You’ve got everybody focused on the family business, but it’s control of the Earth and the moon that you’re really after.”

“Yes, it’s laughable, really, about the money. Money means nothing to us. Your father thought we brought you here to get the secret family account numbers. The real reason we brought you here was to offer you our loyalty.”

“My father is in the royal line too. Why not make him king?”

“He is unworthy. We have studied you. You are ruthless and you desire power and you are intelligent. Our choice is you.”

Maria thought maybe if she was quick, she could snap Truvia’s neck. She girded herself to try, but before she could move, a crowhopper in full armor arrived. “You are needed on the bridge, Trainer Truvia,” he said, after glancing at Maria.

“I’ll be right along, William,” Truvia replied, then waited until the crowhopper had left before turning to Maria. “Although you said you accepted the crown I offer you, I don’t believe you are fully committed. Give it some proper thought.” She arched an eyebrow, then walked away.


Maria watched through the viewport until the Earth came back into view. She looked at the blue, green, brown, and white planet, the loveliest jewel in the sky, while she absorbed several truths.



• Her grandfather, the Colonel, whom she loved with all of her heart, was responsible for the crowhoppers, the mercenary force that had been sent to the moon and murdered hundreds of innocent people.

• The Medaris family’s secret about the crowhoppers, if exposed, would destroy it.

• Truvia was showing her a way out. It was extreme, desperate, and horrible, but as she said, the “wheels were turning” and nothing could stop it now.

• Either a splendid life or an ignominious death. Those were her choices.



Even though she knew it was wrong, Maria started thinking about what it would feel like and all the things she could do if she was the eternally youthful queen of the moon.

The truth was she rather fancied the idea.



TWENTY-TWO


After Riley touched Amanda Michelle down to a perfect landing, the jumpcar was trundled inside the Moontown hangar, giant airtight doors closing behind. Riley climbed down and greeted Colonel Medaris, the sheriff, and a young man dressed in an old-fashioned pressure suit. The Colonel got right to business. “Have you read Crater’s plan?”


Riley took off her helmet and shook out her long, red hair. “Aye, sir, I did. It’s feasible, though t’would be a close-run thing if we have to maneuver a’tall. I’d have to use the directional jets, and they’re designed for the usual mass. The computer might not be able to adjust.”


“We don’t have time to reprogram the puter,” the Colonel said. “You’ll have to fly it by wire.”


“Aye, sir, I figured that already.”


“You’re willing to take the task?”


“Well, sir, about me wages . . .”


“I’ll pay ten times your usual fee.”


“Then rest assured I’m in. But what about Crater? It would be nice if he was with us, to explain his theories and all.”


“We don’t know where Crater is. He could be dead.”


Riley looked doubtful. “That boy’s hard t’kill, Colonel. You should know that, of all people. I’ll give ye a wager. Crater’s alive. Cut me back to five times my usual fee if I’m wrong, twenty if I’m right.”


“Just get me up to my fuser,” the Colonel growled.


Riley frowned. “Surely, ’tisn’t you that’s going, Colonel! I figured you’d be sending some fine, strapping heel-3 miners turned spaceship troopers!”


“No time to train newbies,” the Colonel replied. “Meet Tiger Tramon. He’s an expert fuser pilot.”


The man in the pressure suit nodded to Riley. Riley instantly liked his intense blue eyes and swagger. “The Colonel tells me you’re a fine pilot,” Tiger said.


“Aye, I can stick a jumpcar around the track, but I never set foot inside a fuser.”


“I’ll train you. Fusers are sweet, fast, and deadly.”


Riley smiled. “First we have to get to it, Mr. Fuser Pilot.” She turned to the Colonel. “Which jumpcar d’ye want me to fly, Colonel? This old lug of mine, or do ye have a better one?”


“A much better one,” the Colonel said. “There she is, right over there, the Doctor Patty Hilliard. She’s just off the line, five percent lighter with titanium composites throughout. Her engines are rated at one hundred and ten percent standard. Cross tanking, of course, which should help on the way up.”


“Aye, she’s a beauty,” Riley agreed. “Seems a shame to destroy her.”


“We can build more.”


“Let me give her a walk-about inspection and have a talk with her puter.”


“I’ll help,” Tiger said.


“Come on, then,” Riley said and walked toward the golden jumpcar with the fuser pilot following.


“Bring a small kit, Sheriff,” the Colonel said. “Fusers don’t have much room for luggage.”


The sheriff’s eyes widened. “Me, Colonel? Do you think that’s a good idea? I’ve had these palpitations in my heart recent-like.”


“You’ve also got a job, and if you want to keep it, you’ll be going on this mission.”


“But I’m kind of an old fellow. You need youth for this mission.”


“I need you, Sheriff. I need a man who will not hesitate to kill anyone I tell him to kill. Let me hear you volunteer.”


“V-volunteering, sir!” the sheriff said, then visibly gulped.


“Go home. Kiss your wife, pat your child on the head, and then pack your kit. We leave in two hours!”


The sheriff hurried off and the Colonel started yelling at some techies, telling them to get some railgun rifles aboard the Patty Hilliard, also some grenades, and the “special” device he’d ordered.


A forklift operator picked up the special device hidden inside a plaston crate and transported it toward the jumpcar. The Colonel waved him down. “Take it slow and easy with that one, my man. Slow and easy.”


“What’s in the box, Colonel?”


“A nightmare for all those who oppose me,” the Colonel said, then waved the forklift on.




TWENTY-THREE


Got her on the scope,” Crater said. “Right where we left her.”


“Crescent, are you ready to extend the probe?” Petro asked.


“Up and running,” Crescent said from the aft astrogator station.


Petro gave the tug retros a little spurt. “Coming in on her portside horizontal axis.”


Petro eased the tug alongside the Linda Terry. Like a great undulating snake spitting steam, the cold gas jets on the drogue carried the fuel line across the void, Crescent maneuvering it into the access port. The tug fuel pump immediately began to hum and tons of liquid hydrogen were pushed across the line into the Linda’s fuel tank. “Offloading under way,” Crescent said. “Some of the liquid has turned to gas. The pump is hiccupping. Just small bubbles, I think.”


“Gas in the fuser can cause an explosion in the pre-turbos,” Crater warned.


“Nothing to be done for now,” Petro interjected. “I’ll activate the tank freezers on the way. They should be able to reliquify.”


“Refueling complete,” Crescent reported. “Now all we have to do is get aboard the fuser.”


“That part’s easy,” Petro said. “Detach the drogue and line. Let me know when it’s all reeled in and stowed.”


“Latched and stowed,” Crescent reported.


Petro maneuvered the tug above the fuser, then settled atop it with the maneuvering jets popping and crackling like wet firewood. Crater maneuvered the airlocks together. “Capture,” he said as the capture mechanisms clamped together. “Let’s get aboard.”


“Let’s first check fuser integrity,” Petro said, then connected the tug’s puter with the fuser puter. After perusing the readout, he said, “All systems operating normally. It should be safe to enter.”


“How about our coveralls and helmets?” Crescent asked. “They’re covered with dust.”


Petro considered that. “The fuser has pressure suits but no biolastics. If we want to keep our suits, we’ll need to clean them.”


“I’ll do it,” Crater said.


“And I’ll help,” Crescent said.


Once in the tug dustlock, Crater and Crescent ran the biolastic sheaths and coveralls through the washers, then placed the waste disposal girdles in the cleaners. The girdle contents were sucked away into space and fresh sanitizing liquid injected.


Crater watched Crescent diligently working with the nasty girdles and felt a surge of admiration for her, enough so he decided to say it out loud. “You’re a fine woman, Crescent.”


Startled, Crescent turned toward him. “You’re right,” she said. “But very nice of you to acknowledge it.”


“We are always going to be friends.”


“Friends. Yes,” Crescent said, “we’re going to be friends.”


Crater studied her face, which, even though it lacked many of the muscles of a normal human, still displayed disappointment. He was not so thick that he didn’t know why. Stumbling for words, he said, “I’m sorry. I wish . . . things were different.”


Crescent started to reply with all that she felt for Crater, how he was the most important person in her life, how in her remaining days she wanted nothing more than to be with him, how the secret she carried had everything to do with that constant truth. But now, she decided, was not the time. He needed to focus. She would tell him her secret after the rescue. She would have to tell him then. Working her mouth into a brave smile, she said, “I’ll tell you what I wish was different. I wish these girdles smelled better!”


“People,” Petro said, floating into the dustlock, “in one orbit we’ll be in prime position to get out to L5. We need to get going.” He looked from Crater to Crescent and detected that something had passed between the two. “What?”


Crescent smiled. “Crater was just telling me what a good friend I am.”


“And a fine woman in every way!” Petro exclaimed.


“I second that opinion,” Crater said.


“You two stop looking at me with those manly eyes!” Crescent admonished. “I’m still going to marry Absalom.”


“If he makes the mistake of reneging, I’ll be next in line,” Petro swore.


Crescent’s grin was real. “I might hold you to that. Now shall we go rescue Crater’s girl? It seems the thing we need to do.”




TWENTY-FOUR


All right, gents, buckle up and prepare for the ride of yer lives!” Riley announced from the cockpit after going through the prelaunch puter checks. She placed the jumpcar in full manual override mode. Tiger sat beside her in the copilot’s seat. “You ready, Tiger?”


“I’m always ready,” the fuser pilot said. “Let’s go!”


“Colonel, you and your bully boys strapped in?”


The Colonel was in the passenger compartment with the sheriff and two deputies, all dressed in biolastic sheaths, helmets, coveralls, and armored plate. The sheriff was looking more than a little stressed, his face a greenish tinge. “Strapped in,” the Colonel replied. “Let’s go, Riley. Don’t miss our window.”


“Hang on! This is going to be bumpy all the way! On my mark—five-four-three-two-one . . .”


The engines on the Hilliard thundered, but Riley waited until all the instrument lights turned green before pushing the throttles forward. The jumpcar slowly rose from the pad, its nose pointed at the impossibly distant stars.


“You’re going too slow,” Tiger said, his gloved hand moving to the throttles.


“Belay that,” Riley warned. “I know what I’m doing. Jumpcar engines ain’t like your fusers. These new ones need a little coddling until I can get them up to speed.”


Riley kept her eye on the thrust gauges, then pushed the throttles steadily forward until they were pegged to the red.


“Now you’ve pushed them too far!” Tiger shouted over the engine roars.


“Keep quiet, bucko. These babies are designed to go fifteen percent into the red without coming apart!”


The jumpcar rattled and shrieked as if it was about to come apart at the seams. The engines kept screaming. The puter raised an urgent alarm. Engines one, two, three over redline. Initiating throttle back.


“Negative. Override,” Riley said.


Throttle back canceled. Would you like assistance?


“No, thank you.”


Destination has not been specified.


“Low lunar orbit.”


Destination specified is not possible.


“Yes it is. Extrapolate into your artificial intelligence program.”


Extrapolating.


Riley kept her eye on the propellant gauges and the velocity vectors. When she judged it right, she hit the directional jets to lower the nose five degrees.


Nose over, the puter reported. Present course not understood. Recommend vertical recovery.


Riley pushed the nose over another five degrees. “Maintenance program, please.”


Maintenance.


“On my mark, detach engine number two propellant lines and release engine number two clamps.”


Engine number two is actively working. Release not authorized. 


“This is a red-level security override. Security code is Goforbroke2023.”


Although she knew it was her imagination, Riley thought the puter seemed resigned. Maintenance procedures initiated. Waiting for mark.


As the fuselage of the jumpcar groaned, Riley kept her eyes glued to the control monitors. “Counting down to mark—five-four-three-two-one-mark!”


Instantly, there was a horrific scraping noise as the engine slid out of the tail, falling and spinning away. The jumpcar began to shake even more violently. “Puter, initiate mass calculations to compensate controls for lost engine.”


Mass calculations accomplished. Controls compensated. Recommend return to Moontown.


“Time to orbit.”


Orbit not possible.


“Maintenance program. Keep security override in place.”


Maintenance. Security override noted.


“On my mark, detach engine number three propellant lines and release engine number three holding clamps.”


Maintenance procedures initiated. Waiting for your mark.


Riley lowered the nose of the jumpcar another five degrees, the surface of the moon swimming across the viewports. Tiger, his eyes wide, gripped the copilot’s seat. Riley remained calm. “Counting down to mark—five-four-three-two-one-mark!”


Again, there was a rattling, scraping sound as the second engine slid along the rails designed to help remove and install engines.


The puter reported. Detachment completed. Engine number three remains partially in engine bay.


“Scrag thing!” Riley growled. With an engine hanging out of the engine compartment, the dynamics of the jumpcar were askew. The nose began to rise, then oscillate. Riley fought the controls. “Tiger, put your hand on the throttle for engine one! Throttle back to ten percent when I tell you. Colonel, hang on back there! This is gonna be wild!”


“The sheriff just threw up,” the Colonel replied.


“I don’t blame him,” Riley muttered, then pushed the nose hard over. “Throttle back, Tiger!”


Tiger pulled the throttle back. “What are you doing?”


“I’m gonna flip this bird to throw out that stuck engine!”


“Flip this bird?”


Riley didn’t have time to explain. With the nose directional jets firing steadily, she watched as her view changed from stars to pocked gray craters and then swept up to stars again. She fought to maintain that heading. “Puter, report status of engine number three!”


Engine number three still on rails.


“Tiger! Throttle up one hundred fifteen percent.”


“Throttling up,” Tiger said in the calm, professional, and resigned tone of a test pilot about to die.


“Puter, initiate engine number one gimbal test!”


Engine number one is presently at full throttle plus fifteen percent. Gimbal test not allowed.


“Override per previous authority. Stop when engine number three leaves its rails.”


Overriding. Gimbal test under way.


“The gimbal test includes violent moves of the nozzle,” Riley explained as the jumpcar started another tumble. The directional jets roared to keep it going. A shriek of tortured metal rattled the cockpit.


“We’re coming apart,” Tiger reported.

Riley didn’t reply. Instead, she grimly hung onto the stick between her knees and talked to the jumpcar. “Come on, baby, hold it together. Come on, you can do it!”

Engine number three has left the jumpcar.

“Woo-hoo! Throttle back to thirty, Tiger.”

“Throttle back, thirty.”

“Puter, initiate mass calculations to compensate controls for lost engine.”

Mass calculations accomplished. Controls compensated. Recommend abort to orbit.

“Now you’re talking, puter! Abort to orbit, aye. Sixty miles, inclination two four nine dot five!”

It was probably still her imagination, but the puter suddenly sounded enthusiastic. Abort to orbit six zero miles at two four niner dot five.

Riley looked at Tiger. “Hand off the throttle, Tiger. The puter understands what we’re doing now. It’ll take us from here.”

Tiger lifted his hand. “How will it do that?” he said.

“Jumpcars have artificial intelligence because they’re often flown by pilots without much training. They can guess where the pilot wants to go. The puter finally figured out I was dropping engines to lighten the load on the way up just like any staged rocket. There could only be one reason I would do that, and that was to make orbit.”

“I thought that tumble was going to rip us apart. And then those gimbal oscillations! You’re an amazing pilot, Riley.”

“Why, thank you, sir. You are correct.”

The puter spoke up. Altitude five two dot eight miles at two four dot six. Engine burn looking good. Directional jet propellant at five percent.


“Uh oh,” Riley said. “That isn’t good.”

“What’s going on, Riley?” the Colonel demanded.

“We’re going to make orbit, sir,” Riley said. “But with all that maneuvering, I’m not sure where we are.”

“What happens if we can’t get to the fuser?” Tiger asked on their private channel.

Riley shrugged. “We can’t land on one engine even if we had the propellant to try.”

“In other words . . .”

“In other words, Tiger, if we can’t get to the fuser, we will be stuck in lunar orbit until our air runs out.”

Tiger pondered that, then asked, “If I gave the jumpcar puter the fuser puter codes, could it establish contact?”

“Possibly. What’s your plan?”

“If we can’t get up to the fuser, maybe we can bring it down to us.”

Riley flashed him a pleased grin. “Tiger, you’re a pretty handy fellow.”

“I think that’s why I’m here, little lady.”

“If this works, I might even forgive you for calling me that.”

“I’ll apologize if you’ll give me a kiss instead.”

“Ah, love in low lunar orbit. What sweet bliss! Nay, lad, no kisses, not yet, til ye show me what ye can do.”

Tiger smiled. “Then hang onto your lips!”



TWENTY-FIVE


After having a good talk with herself about what was right and what was wrong, Maria floated up onto the station bridge, determined to turn everything around after she was crowned queen. Letticus saw her first. The captain nodded in her direction and Truvia turned toward her. Maria pushed off, turned in midflight, and landed to push her feet into foot restraints beside Truvia. “I’ve been thinking over your offer,” Maria said, “and I accept.”


Truvia beckoned her to foot restraints away from the others. Her green eyes narrowed and her expression was dubious. “Please convince me of your sincerity.”


Maria took a deep breath. “You said the asteroid you sent will hit the Earth and it can’t be stopped.”


“That’s true,” Truvia said.


“Therefore, the moon will be all that’s left of humanity.”


“Nearly true. Some people will survive on Earth, but they will be marooned on the planet. So much dust will be in the air, their scramjets won’t work. Even if they did, they will be trying to survive, not fly into space. According to my analysis, existence for the remaining humans on Earth will be similar to medieval life in the fourteenth century.”


“That’s about what I thought,” Maria replied. “And here is why I agree to be your queen. After the Earth is damaged, the Lunar Council will likely get organized to establish a central government on the moon. When they discover it was the Colonel who established the asteroid horde at L5, they will assume he also sent the asteroid crashing into Earth. After that, the Medaris family will be arrested and most of us will be put to death. Those remaining will be reduced to paupers. I have no option other than to join you.”

Truvia’s eyes sparkled. “You please me. Your father still hasn’t figured this out.”

“I’m a fast learner.” Maria made a fist, then opened and closed it. “Iron fist, pretend to be benevolent, then destroy my enemies. Got it covered. So when do I get my crown?”

Truvia clasped her hands to her breast. “We will have a coronation! It will be glorious!”

“Can we do it fairly soon?” Maria asked. “I’d like to get used to being royally in charge.”

Truvia’s delighted expression faded. “In charge? Oh dear, I think you’ve misunderstood. There’s really very little for you to do. Even our beloved King Raleigh and Queen Porella were figureheads, as you will be. In our world, the Trainers make all the decisions.”

Maria could not disguise her disappointment. “But didn’t you say you were designed to be subservient?”

“Yes, but our subservience doesn’t lessen our intellect or our tendency to make the necessary decisions for our society. Certainly, we will honor you with all possible pomp and circumstance. You will be fed, clothed, housed in a royal palace, your every wish granted as it has to do with your royal person, and pampered beyond your wildest imagination.”


Maria’s deflation was complete. “In other words, I will be in a royal cage.”

“Your great-uncle and aunt had no complaints. They became quite fat. Obese, actually. We worried for their health. Now, of course, we can keep your figure perpetually youthful.” She peered at Maria. “Are you sure you want to be our queen?”

Maria’s acting ability was being stretched, but she did her best. “Of course I do!”

Truvia continued to study her, doubt written on her white face.

“Trainer Truvia,” Letticus interrupted, “we have CC2241 on the pulsdar.”

“Come, my future queen,” Truvia said, taking Maria by her hand. “Come see this magnificent sight.”

Maria allowed Truvia to pull her to the pulsdar station, where its sweep showed a glowing blob. “The asteroid is passing over the farside,” Letticus explained.

“It’s how we’ve hidden it,” Truvia explained. “Earthside telescopes couldn’t see it in the shadow of the moon. When it pops out, it will be too late for anyone to do anything.”

“How many days until it gets there?” Maria asked, her stomach churning.

“Three days, a little less.”

Maria looked longingly at the communications console. If she could have just a few seconds on it, she could warn Earth. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe something could be done.

Truvia was not oblivious to where Maria was looking. “Perhaps it is best for you to leave the bridge,” she said. “I sense you are still not being entirely honest with me.”


Maria shrugged. “Do you really expect me to be thrilled that you’re murdering billions of people and destroying my family? But that doesn’t change my decision to be your queen. As I said, I really have no choice.”

“Of course you don’t,” Truvia replied, arching an eyebrow. “By the way, could you tell me more about that heel-3 miner who you said is coming to rescue you? If he’s really coming, you can help us stop him.”

“I was just blowing smoke,” Maria said with a dismissive gesture. “There is no such person.”

“Crater Trueblood is not a person? Please, don’t take me as a fool, Maria. Don’t look so startled. We are capable of research. Mr. Trueblood saved you when the crowhoppers tried to kidnap you during the war.”

“That was then, and it was on the moon. Crater has no way to get out here. How could he?”

“From all I’ve read, he seems quite inventive. It also appears he was once very much in love with you.” Truvia stroked Maria’s cheek while she did her best not to flinch. “I can understand why. Love can sometimes make a person do amazing things. If he comes for you, how will he do it?”

“He is not coming.”

Truvia dropped her hand away. “We have resources on the moon, Maria. Trueblood lives in Cleomedes, but he is not there and no one seems to know where he is. Do you know?”

“Honestly, Truvia, I have no idea.” Maria felt a spark of hope light in her chest.

Truvia reached out to touch Maria’s face again. This time Maria couldn’t help but flinch. Truvia’s hand hung in midair before she slowly lowered it. “I think you should go below now. We will speak of this and many other things at a later time.”


Maria, throwing up a prayer that Crater was really coming, fled the bridge.



TWENTY-SIX


Petro was busier than a one-armed scragline picker. Working with the ship’s puter, he set up a course that would take them out of lunar orbit and put them on a looping path to L5 as if they were coming in from deep space. If detected by L5, the hope was the ship would be thought of as a wayward asteroid. The real hope was the fuser wouldn’t be detected at all.


The gillies kept trying to help, but Petro was having nothing to do with either of them. “Tell your slime mold critters to leave me alone!” Petro snarled, Crescent and Crater snatching up their particular slime mold things and carrying them off.


He is not efficient, Crater’s gillie said.


He is not efficient, Crescent’s gillie said.


They looked at one another, even though they had no eyes, and then nodded agreement, even though neither had heads to nod.


Crater and Crescent tucked their gillies away, admonishing them to be silent. “Humans don’t work the same way you do,” Crater told his gillie. “Sometimes they look inefficient, but it’s the way their brains work.”


“And some humans don’t have much intelligence,” Crescent whispered to her gillie and felt it vibrate in her pocket. She hoped that meant it was pleased, but you never knew about gillies.

Before turning on the fusion engine, Petro called Crater and Crescent to the cockpit for a briefing. “The launch is going to be rough because we’ve got to make up a lot of energy in a short time. Make sure you’re sitting back in your seat and fully strapped in. To loop out and back to L5, I’m going to have to essentially stomp on the gas.”

Crater and Crescent dutifully strapped themselves in with Crater beside Petro in the copilot’s seat and Crescent in the astrogator’s cabin. “Strapped in and ready to go,” she reported.

“All right, troops, here we go,” Petro said. “Puter, on my mark, send us along. Five-four-three-two-one-mark!”

The violence of the fuser engine was astonishing. It was as if a nuclear bomb had gone off behind them. A massive g-force slammed Crater back into his deeply cushioned chair. It felt like an elephant had put its foot on his chest. Less than a minute later, the g-force abated, then vanished. “We’re on our way!” Petro whooped. “Aren’t we, Linda?”

The fuser’s puter responded, a woman’s voice with a delicate American Southern accent. Why, yes sir, we are. And may I just say congratulations on your brilliant programming?

“Of course you may. And thank you for your excellent interpretation of my commands.”

“Why don’t you two get a room?” Crater complained while trying to catch his breath.

“Jealousy has many forms, brother,” Petro said. “In your case, it’s overt.” He smiled at his own joke while Crater rolled his eyes.


“The missile racks still need to be calibrated,” Crescent called. “Could use some help on that, Petro.”

Petro unstrapped and rose from his seat. “You might want to go through some battle simulations,” he told Crater. “Otherwise, don’t touch anything. Fusers are not easy to fly.”

Petro disappeared aft, leaving Crater to absorb Petro’s admonition. “What do you think, Gillie? Are fusers hard to fly?”

Software, firmware, and hardware systems of fusion-powered battle cruisers are quite complex. They do, however, have a remarkable number of redundancies. They also feature super-hardened puters, which took me nearly an hour to hack.

“What did you learn?”

Nothing. I studied fusers extensively last winter when there was little else to do.

Crater smiled. “I’m sorry you were bored.”

Gillies are never bored.

“You’ve told me any number of times that you were bored.”

Unless it is life-threatening or goes against whatever the current mission happens to be, gillies might tell less than the complete truth.

“In other words, you lie if it’s convenient.”

The gillie did not reply but lay instead on the instrument console of the fuser and looked at Crater in what Crater decided was wry amusement. At least, that’s what it would have looked like if a gillie could look any way at all, which of course it couldn’t.

Crater studied the layout of the fuser cockpit. There was a single glass viewport, vidscreens used for primary visuals. For the view ahead, the pilot used a vidscreen above the viewport. A vidscreen beneath the viewport showed the view directly below the fuser. To see starboard, the pilot looked to his right at another smaller vidscreen, and for a port view to a vidscreen on his left. A split screen overhead provided the view above and behind. If the pilot used the vidscreens properly, there were no visual dead spots, but knowing where to look and how to interpret the screens took practice. Crater decided to follow Petro’s advice and run a simulation of an attack.


“Puter, give me a target of a warpod, Nashville class, running at low normal battle speeds, approaching from port z.”

Yes, sir. Shall we begin? the puter asked.

“Yes, ready,” Crater responded.

Radar indicates bandit at your port z five o’clock.

Crater checked the radar and saw the puter-generated image. “Does it have a squawk?”

Negative, sir. It is running silent. It appears to be a warpod, Nashville class. Would you like a rundown of its capabilities?

“No, thank you. Arm missiles and cannon.”

Armed. Reminder. This is a simulation.

“Understood, puter.”

You may call me Linda.

Crater thought about that, then said, “Understood, Linda.”

Crater checked the lower left vidscreen and saw a star wink out. Warpods were painted a dull grayish-black and were nearly invisible against space, but the winking star indicated something had crossed it. “Infrared on vidscreens, Linda.”

Understood. Infrared on all vidscreens.

A bright blue flare surrounded by a pink outline appeared on the port vidscreen. Before Crater could react, it sped up, looped over and disappeared. Crater swiveled his eyes from vidscreen to vidscreen. “Lost it, Linda!”

Look up.


Crater looked up and saw a warpod on the split screen. It took a moment for him to interpret its meaning. The warpod was on his tail and closing fast. “Fire missile at target on my six!”


Cannot comply. Your missiles have nuclear warheads. Blast would destroy you.


“Tail cannon!”


I’m sorry, sir. The warpod launched a salvo of missiles and completely destroyed you. Would you like to play again?


“No thank you, Linda. Some other time.”


Yes, sir. Have a pleasant evening, sir.


Crater allowed a sigh. “How can I have a pleasant evening when I just got destroyed?”


“I heard most of that,” Petro said, floating into the cockpit and somersaulting into the pilot’s chair. “Come on, brother, don’t look so glum. It takes more than a few puter sims to learn how to fight one of those bad boy warpods. You have to take advantage of fuser capabilities. For one, you’ve got accelerations a warpod pilot can only envy. When that bandit got on your tail, you did not need to engage him at all. One nudge of the throttle and you could have left him and his missiles far behind.”


Crater nodded his understanding. “The puter reminded me we’re armed with nuclear missiles that we can’t use,” he said.


“I’ve been wondering about that. Why did you bring them?”


“I thought maybe we might bluff the station at L5.”


“That’s another thing,” Petro said. “Where is the station? L5 is a big place. To find it, we could paint the area with our pulsdars, but if we do, they’ll detect us.”


Crater thought about that. “Here’s an idea. The Cyclers have pulsdars and they’re always painting space to keep from running into anything. If L5 detected a pulsdar paint from a Cycler, they might not think much of it. All we have to do is find a Cycler willing to do it and keep us secret. The captain of the Elon Musk knows me. I could try him.”


“We’d need a secure channel,” Petro advised. “Maybe your gillie can hook up through a lunar comm-sat.”

“No good. There are only two working lunar comm-sats,” Crater said, “and L5 might be monitoring them. But, lucky for us, Cyclers don’t use lunar comm-sats, they use Earth sats, and there’s a thousand of those. Gillie, see if you can contact Captain George Fox on the Elon Musk through an Earth comm-sat. Pick out an obscure one. Use his personal do4u and encrypt everything.”

Working, the gillie said. In seconds, it reported back. Cycler Elon Musk is behind the Earth relative to the moon. It will be six hours before it is in position to paint L5 with its pulsdar.

“Can I speak to Captain Fox?”

Negative. He does not have his personal do4u turned on.

Crater thought hard, then snapped his fingers. “How about Betty and Tommy? Are they still running tourists on the Musk?”

Affirmative. Do you want me to call them?

Crater explained to Petro. “Betty and Tommy are good friends. They’re guides for an adventure touring outfit called Lunex that travel to and from the moon on the Musk. Yes, Gillie, please call them.”

Within minutes, Crater found himself talking to Betty of Lunex. “Crater, what a delight to hear from you! Tommy and I were just talking about you the other day and wondering how you’re doing.”

“I’m fine,” Crater lied. “Listen, Betty, I’d like to catch up but I really need to talk to Captain Fox. I need to keep it private, so that’s why I’m calling your do4u. Could you ask him to turn his on so I can call him?”


Betty chuckled. “The captain hates do4us. Probably hasn’t turned his on in years. How about I go up to the bridge and hand him this one?”

Not too much later, Crater found himself talking to Cycler Captain George E. Fox. “This is Captain Fox,” the captain said. “Who’s this?”

“Captain, this is Crater Trueblood. I need a favor.”

“A favor? The fellow who brought my Cycler under attack? That Crater Trueblood? You dare to ask me a favor?”

“I didn’t know it was going to be attacked, Captain. It was as much a surprise to me as it was to you.”

Crater’s response elicited a hearty laugh from the Cycler skipper. “I know that, Crater. It was the Medarises that brought on the attack. You and I were both pawns.”

“That’s right, we were. Look, I’m on another mission, a rescue, and I need your help. Would you paint L5 with your pulsdar and tell me what you see? Any ships, asteroids, anything?”

“L5? That’s empty space.”

“No longer, sir. There’s a lot there now.”

“Who put it there?”

“I don’t know, but it isn’t friendly. Not to you or to me.”

“It’ll be a few hours before I’m in position to do that,” Captain Fox replied. “Can you tell me what kind of rescue mission you’re on?”

“You can’t tell him,” Petro advised Crater over their private channel. “He hates the Medaris family, probably including Maria.”

“When I was aboard the Cycler,” Crater said, “I didn’t tell Captain Fox all I knew, and he was surprised by the attack that came. I’m not going to hold out on him again.” Crater nodded to the gillie to open the channel to Fox again. “Maria Medaris has been kidnapped and is being held at L5. I’m heading there to rescue her.”


“Maria kidnapped again? That girl keeps you employed, does she not? Let me tell you something you already know. The Medaris family is nothing but trouble. On the other hand, they own this Cycler, so I work for them too. All right, Crater, I’ll paint L5 for you and report back. I presume you want it to be private and encrypted.”

“Yes, sir. When you have something, give Betty a call. The gillie will be listening and will patch it through to us here.”

“Your gillie? I heard it was dead.”

“Alive and well, sir, and still illegal.”

“I believe it knows that.”

“Yes, sir, I believe you are correct.”

A few hours later, the gillie said, I have Captain Fox.

“We painted L5, Crater,” the Cycler Captain said. “We found some big objects there, presumably asteroids. Our pulsdar isn’t set up to detect warpods, but there’s a group of shadows along the edge of the L5 bowl which look suspicious. There’s also what I think is a station with a design similar to the Cycler. It’s about a hundred miles from the warpods, if that’s what they are. Here are the coordinates.”

After Crater keyed in the Captain’s report on the fuser puter, he said, “Thank you, Captain. That’s very helpful.”

“By the way, in the last hour, we’ve been told the Colonel has retired and his son is taking over the family business. What do you make of that?”

“Business is business,” Crater answered, pretending to make light of it.


“When something this big happens in the Medaris business, you can bet a lot of digital family knives are going into a lot of digital family backs. Does this have anything to do with Maria?”


“I’m not certain and that’s the honest truth, Captain. Thanks again. You were a great help.”


“Good hunting, Crater. Looks like you’re up against tough odds, but it won’t be the first time.”


After Crater hung up from Captain Fox, Petro allowed a sigh. “Warpods at L5. This is going to be rough, Crater.”


Crater’s expression was grim because he agreed with Petro. To fly nearly blind into an area loaded with asteroids and apparently infested by warpods was a desperate move. “Crescent, come up here, please,” he called.


When Crescent came forward, he asked, “Did you hear what Captain Fox said?”


“I did.”


“We’re probably going to have to fight our way in and out.”


“I expected nothing less,” Crescent said. “I ask but one thing, something I’ve asked Petro earlier. I will be brave, but do not allow me to be overly aggressive as per my genetic programming. In other words, don’t let me risk my life unless it’s absolutely necessary to fulfill our mission. There is a reason for that, but one I do not care to share.”


Crescent returned aft to the astrogator’s cabin, leaving Crater puzzled. He turned to Petro. “Does she really think I would give her life to save Maria?”


Petro’s face registered astonishment. “Of course she does, you idiot!”


Crater started aft, but Petro caught him by his shoulder.


“Don’t. It won’t make any difference. She already knows everything you might say. Don’t make it any worse than it already is.”

Crater shook off Petro’s hand. “What are you talking about?”


“She loves you, you dope. That’s the only reason she’s here. She loves you more than her own life. I’m not sure what her request is all about, but that’s the bottom line.”

Crater opened his mouth, set to argue, then clamped it shut. Of course he knew Crescent was in love with him. He’d always known, but it had made no difference when Maria got into trouble. He had essentially forced Crescent to come along. He was disgusted with himself, but it was too late for any kind of apology to make a difference. Gravity was in charge, their course set for a rendezvous with danger and perhaps death. The only thing Crater could do was make a promise to himself, to give his own life to save Maria but somehow protect Petro and Crescent.



TWENTY-SEVEN


When Riley and Tiger entered the Jan Davis, they encountered a gruesome sight. The environmental system had shut down and the six-person crew, still in their seats, were all dead. “What happened?” Riley asked. “The hull wasn’t compromised.”


Tiger noted the blue lips on the crew and checked the ship’s puter. “Asphyxiated. The environmental system is shut down. This was a rookie crew and they made a rookie mistake. I’ve seen it in simulations. They overloaded the system with too many commands from too many stations and the puter shut down. When they booted back up, they focused on weapons and forgot to put the air cycler back online.”


The Colonel and the sheriff were next inside. “Let’s get these fellows out,” the Colonel said, lifting the navigator from her seat.


“What are we going to do with them?” Riley asked.


“We’ll put them in the jumpcar,” the Colonel replied. “Maybe we can retrieve them later for a proper scattering.”


The sheriff and Riley joined together to remove the pilot and copilot from the cockpit. In zero-g, it was difficult to get any leverage, and before long, the sheriff had worked up a sweat and his helmet was fogged. “Take it easy, Sheriff,” Riley said. “You’ll bust a gut.”


“I’ve never liked it in space,” the sheriff confessed. “I feel like I’m always close to losing my cookies.”

“Just try to breathe.”

“I’m claustrophobic. This helmet seems to be getting smaller by the minute. I’m about this close to screaming.”

Riley put her helmet against his. “Look into my eyes, Sheriff. You’re fine and you’re going to stay fine. Tiger’s going to get us some air real soon. When we accelerate out of orbit, we’ll even have a little gravity for a while. Now help me with these fine young fellows who have gone to the angels. Please.”

The sheriff squeezed his eyes shut, then blinked a couple of times. He pushed his forehead forward to the helmet towel shelf to wipe the sweat from his brow. He looked at Riley, then nodded his thanks. Riley slapped the sheriff on his helmet and handed the pilot’s body off to him.

The Colonel was at the nav station, bringing up the console instruments. “Navigation seems to be working but communications are down,” he said.

Tiger floated back to look over the Colonel’s shoulder. “The comm dish is gone. I noticed that as I came over. There are short-range secondary systems but looks like they’re down too. Probably the interlink’s burned out. I can troubleshoot it.”

“How long will that take?” the Colonel asked.

“I can’t say. Some hours probably. I’ve got to get the environmental systems up first. The sensors all need calibrating after a hard shutdown. Also I need to check all the air lines and make sure they haven’t been compromised.”


“I need to communicate with L5,” the Colonel said. “Make that first priority.”


Tiger tapped on the keyboard and a document appeared on-screen. “This is the communications manual, about two thousand pages long.” He clicked on it. “There’s the troubleshooting section, only three hundred and ten pages long, including schematics. Look, Colonel, we can’t go anywhere until I get us air. If we have to, we can fix communications on the way.”


The Colonel thought it over, then conceded, “All right,” he said, “make the environmental system first priority, but I don’t want to wait until you fix it. I want to get going right away.”


Riley’s eyebrows shot up. “Head for deep space with no ship air, sir? We could run out of suit air and then what?”


The Colonel smiled a grim smile. “Then I guess we’d die, Riley. Did you think this was going to be an easy mission?”


“No, sir, but I didn’t think it was going to be suicidal.”


Afterward, the sheriff, his face tinged green, managed to seek out the Colonel for a quiet word. “I’m sick, sir,” the sheriff said, “but I can still take care of either one of these birds for you. Just give me the word.”


“It may come to that,” the Colonel quietly replied. “But we need them for now. Just be prepared.”


The sheriff patted the pistol on his hip. “You know I’m always prepared.”




TWENTY-EIGHT


Maria knocked on her father’s cabin hatch. When there was no response, she opened the hatch and found him lounging on a couch while watching the twentieth-century movie Starship Troopers. “A guilty pleasure,” he said, beckoning her in.


Maria sat on a chair beside the couch. When her father kept watching the movie, she said, “Could you put the movie on pause? I’d like to talk to you.”


Her father paused the film with his remote and turned toward her. “Did you come to apologize to your old man?”


“I came . . . Yes, I came to apologize.”


“This is such good news! Give us a hug.”


Her skin crawling, she let him wrap his arms around her, then counted to five and pulled back. “I’ve been talking to Truvia. She told me her real plan.”


Junior shrugged. “Truvia has grandiose dreams. She thinks I don’t know about her plan for a royal kingdom or whatever, but I do. I just ignore it. I’m a one-step-at-a-time type of fellow. For now I’ll settle for Medaris family leadership.”


“Junior, I’m not talking about that. She and Carus have sent an asteroid to destroy the Earth.”


“Nonsense. They couldn’t do something like that without my knowledge.”


“They could and they have.”


Junior picked up his remote. “Let’s watch the movie. It’s science fiction I can believe.”


“We need to warn Earth. Maybe they can stop it. It’s still a couple of days away.”


“I’ve been thinking about marrying Truvia. What would you think of her as a stepmother?”


“Junior, she’s seventy years old.”


Her father laughed. “Where did you hear such nonsense? You’re jealous, I suppose. My little kitten doesn’t like her daddy falling in love with another woman, does she?”


Her father’s condescension was like a trigger to Maria’s deep-seated anger. “I’ll tell you what your little kitten doesn’t like. She doesn’t like that you beat her mother and caused her to commit suicide. She doesn’t like that you sent her to school black-and-blue from being pinched. Your little kitten is also sure you’re batscrag crazy.”


The hatch opened and Carus, followed by a huge crowhopper, stepped inside. Junior held up the remote. “I called my guards the moment you arrived. Carus, I think my daughter needs to be locked in her cabin. She’s acting a little . . . strange.”


Truvia also came inside. “Maria, we heard what you said. So disappointing that you would tell such amazing lies to your father. I fear stronger measures may be required. If you wouldn’t mind, Junior, I’d like to transform her.”


“I suppose that would be all right, but into what?”


“I have an eighty-year-old woman in our files.”


Junior shrugged. “She was always an old woman, anyway. So serious even as a child.”


Maria lunged for the hatch but was immediately caught in the arms of the big crowhopper. Struggling, she cried out. “Junior, listen to me! I’m not lying! They’re going to hit the Earth with an asteroid!”


“Such nonsense,” Truvia tsked. “Maria, the woman you’ll be turned into had scoliosis and required a cane to get around. I imagine that will slow you down, even in zero-g.”


“Junior, don’t let them do this to me!”


“Good-bye, Maria,” Junior said, before fiddling with the remote. “Maybe after you’re changed, you’ll be more flexible, and then maybe we’ll change you back.” The movie started again.


Maria, held in the iron grip of the crowhopper, was shoved through the hatch. Truvia followed. “I guess we’ll have to postpone the coronation,” she said. “On the other hand, an eighty-year-old queen might be interesting.”




TWENTY-NINE


The Linda Terry cruised on, slowing as the moon exerted its gravitational presence but still on course to loop around to L5.


Petro explained the navigational system to Crater. “Fusers use X-ray pulsars to navigate. See those bright lights on the scope? They’re pulsars about a hundred million miles away, and the Linda’s puters are using them to precisely fix our location using triangulation.”


“Why do you need pulsars?” Crater wondered. “Why not just use the Earth and the moon to triangulate?”


“Most of the old space nav systems do,” Petro said, “but when we built the fusers and began to fly into deep space, sometimes the Earth and moon blocked one another. Distant pulsars were the perfect solution.”


Crater was interested in the navigation, in the abstract manner in which engineers are interested in everything technical, but his mind was elsewhere. “Are you sure we’re on course for L5?” he asked.


“Don’t worry. We’re going to come right down on top of L5.”


“What’s our estimated time of arrival?”


“We should be there in about twelve hours.”


Crater felt a chill of uncertainty seep down his spine. “That soon?”


Petro shrugged. “You were the one who was in a hurry to get there, Crater.”


Crescent floated up and strapped herself into the jumpseat. “What’s up, gentlemen?”


“It’s time we made a plan,” Crater said, mentally throwing off his uncertainty. “Let’s review where we are. We’re coming in from deep space with the hope the L5 station won’t see us. Our kinetic guns are armed and ready and so are our nukes, although what we’ll use those big blasters for, I don’t know. In any case, our goal is to rescue Maria, who is, as far as we know, located inside the L5 station. With those knowns, here’s the unknown. How do we get her off of the station and safely inside this fuser?”


“Threaten them,” Crescent suggested. “Tell the people on the station we’re going to blast them if they don’t give her to us.”


“They’ll know we’re not going to do that. We would kill Maria.”


“What if they think we don’t care?” Crescent said. “What if they think we’re bounty hunters?”


“I like Crescent’s idea,” Petro said. “If we tell them there’s a big reward for Maria, they’ll think we’re just mercenaries.”


Crescent added, “We can tell them if they don’t hand Maria over, then that is fine with us. We’ll just kill them and collect the bounty on their heads.”


“What about the warpods?” Crater asked. “We can’t just waltz in there and lower our guns.”


“We should attack the warpods first,” Petro said. “This old girl’s a proven warpod killer.”


Crescent agreed, saying, “We might be able to bag them all before they know what’s happening.”


“That’s wishful thinking, I’m afraid,” Petro said. “Even if their crew is asleep, the puters on warpods are always on a war footing. They’ll be looking for anything coming their way.”


“How far away will they be looking?” Crater asked.


“A few hundred miles. Otherwise, their alarms would be going off every time a stray asteroid or defunct satellite crossed by.”


“What if they thought we were a friendly spacecraft?” Crater asked.


“Fusers and warpods don’t tend to be friends.”


“Then we need to go after their puters first,” Crescent said. She patted the gillie in her pocket, and it came out and rested on her shoulder. You woke me from my nap for what purpose?


“Can you hack into a warpod puter?”


When it hesitated, Crater’s gillie woke up from its resting place on the cockpit console. The problem with hacking a warpod puter is a matter of getting into it. They are designed to be internalized only. There are no links to them from the outside.


“Well, that lets the gillies out,” Petro said.


However, Crater’s gillie continued with emphasis, even though hacking warpod puters is not possible, we can still fool them into thinking we’re not a fuser but something else. How we do that is to send out a pulsdar signal at low strength with a distortion added that makes us look like whatever we want. For instance, another warpod or an asteroid.


Brilliant, oh ancient gillie, Crescent’s gillie said with deep admiration.


Awful Thing, it is well you understand my genius.


Oh, I do, my father and mother. 


Don’t lay it on too thick, child, Crater’s gillie said, although it was preening as it said it.


“Hush, gillies,” Crater admonished. “But thanks for the idea.”


“I don’t know,” Petro mused. “Quite a coincidence for an asteroid the size of a fuser showing up!”


“At least it might confuse them,” Crescent pointed out.


If there is more than one warpod’s pulsdar signal, Crater’s gillie said, the Awful Thing will have to help me.


I will do as you ask, Crescent’s gillie said.


You will do as I tell you, Crater’s gillie corrected.


So be it, Crescent’s gillie conceded.


“You gillies hush,” Crater said.


“If we come in and start maneuvering, the warpods and the L5 station will guess what we are,” Crescent said.


Petro considered that, then said, “Debris has fallen into L5 for eons. We could avoid maneuvers and just let ourselves be sucked in. Once we’re in the horde, we could skip from asteroid to asteroid, hiding behind them as we go. Then, after we get into position, we can attack, all guns blazing.”


Crater ran the scenario through his mind, then said, “All right. I like it. We’ll first go after the warpods and then confront the station as bounty hunters.” He turned to Petro. “It’ll take some fancy flying, but I know you can pull it off.”


Petro’s smile was rueful. “If I pull this off, Crater, I’ll be the greatest fuser pilot who ever lived.”


Crater clapped his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Then do it!”




THIRTY


Maria was strapped to the gurney facing the tunnel of the 3DCP. Truvia worked the keyboard of its puter. “This thing keeps locking up,” she complained.


“Truvia, listen,” Maria said, her mind scrambling for a way out. “Let’s make a deal. I won’t make any more trouble. You unstrap me and we’ll forget about all of this. I’ll even be the princess, you be the queen. How about it?”


“You won’t make any more trouble after I transform you into an old woman. By the way, it will take about eight hours, so I’ll have to put you under after I get this thing working.” Frustrated, she slapped the keyboard and sighed. “It’s the power on this station. It’s uneven and makes the puter stop and start up again.” While waiting for the puter reboot, she pondered Maria. “If this was my lab on Earth, I’d already have you well on your way to cronehood.”


“What will I look like?” Maria gulped.


Truvia drew a rectangle, filled it with a picture of a woman bent over a walker, then floated it past Maria. “Maybe in the low gravity of the station, you won’t need a walker. We’ll see.”


Maria struggled with the straps, but a hulking crowhopper guard put his hands on her shoulders and pressed her down. Maria looked into his eyes, which were filled with malevolence. “You seem like a nice guy,” she said. “Maybe you and I could be pals. How about you killing Truvia for me?”


When the crowhopper didn’t respond, Maria plaintively asked, “I take it that’s a no?”


Truvia looked up from the puter. “I’ll give you this much, Maria. You have spirit. Right to the end.” She shook her head. “I’m going to have to go down to the power room. William, you’re in charge of our erstwhile Queen Maria. Keep her strapped down or it’s your head.”


“She will be here exactly as she is until you return, Trainer Truvia.”


Truvia went through the hatch. Maria craned her neck to look at the crowhopper. “So, William,” she said in a voice she hoped was enticing, “what brings a nice-looking fellow like you way out here?”


The crowhopper made no answer, his eyes locked on the far bulkhead as if he didn’t dare look at Maria.


“Seems like a crummy duty station. No bars to bust up and no human girls to abuse. Who’d you scrag off to get sent here? And what do you fellows do in your off time? Shine your armor?”


The crowhopper’s eyes remained locked.


“Aw, come on, William. I know all soldiers like to gripe. So what do they pay you?”


“We are paid nothing,” William said, stiffly. “We serve for the honor and glory of the Legion.”


“What Legion? Last I heard most of you fellows were dead.”


“We are a remnant, that’s true.”


Maria tsked. “Doesn’t sound like your leaders are doing a very good job. You guys ever sit around while cleaning your railgun rifles and talk about how you managed to get defeated in the last war? Come on. You can tell me. I’m not going anywhere.”


“We do have our concerns,” William confessed.


“Like not getting paid, I bet! You know the Trainers are getting millions of johncredits, but what do you get?”


“Bloody meat-grinder wars,” William grumbled. “Poorly led and ambushed at every turn.”


Maria tried to look sympathetic. “Well, there you go. That’s what I heard too. A crowhopper friend of mine told me all about it.”


William looked down at her with sudden interest. “I do not believe you have a friend that’s a crowhopper.”


Maria saw an opening. “Sure do. Her name’s Crescent. She’s a member of the Phoenix Legion. Or was before she joined my outfit.”


Though his facial expression was limited, the crowhopper’s eyes were filled with astonishment. “You know someone in the Phoenix Legion? It is an honor to know someone who even knows someone in that most exalted of legions.”


Maria searched the corners of her brain for something to prove her alleged friendship with Crescent. “Life is death. Death is life. That’s what she said the motto of her legion was!”


“Yes! You truly know a Phoenix Legionnaire. Crescent is his name?”


“Actually, a female. The only one.” Maria kept her voice reverent.


“Amazing.”


“Yeah, amazing. Look, William, why don’t you take a good look at me? Do you really want me, someone whose best buddy is a member of the Phoenix Legion, to be turned into an old lady? I mean take a good look. A woman like me, a fellow like you, we could be friends.”


William’s eyes roved over her like he was choosing a shiny new rifle from a gun rack. “It isn’t my decision,” he finally grunted.

“A lot of things aren’t your decision. Come to think of it, you ever look through that hatch over there?”

“No. It is off-limits.”

“I’ll bet it is. You want to know why, William? I’ll tell you why. That’s the incubator room. Go in there, look around. What you’ll see is they’re planning on replacing you with some creatures that can live in a vacuum. You’ll probably be changed into a moon frog or something.”

“You are not funny.”

“Don’t mean to be. Just go take a look, then come back here and let’s talk turkey, just you, me, and, in a strange way, Crescent, my really good friend, she of the Phoenix Legion.”

William frowned, then walked to the hatch, swung it open, and went through. In a few minutes, he was back. Silently, he released Maria from her straps. “They will kill me for this, of course.”

Maria grabbed his arm. “I’m going to run, William. Run with me.”

“There is nowhere to run. We are ninety-thousand miles from the moon on a space station.”

Maria pointed toward the cabin hatch. “I’m going through that hatch, William. You’re not going to stop me, are you?”

“No. I will try to kill Trainer Truvia when she comes through it. I may die, but at least I won’t be made into a frog.”


Maria considered the fact that she was about to get William killed, then saw no recourse. “All right, William. Good luck.”


“And good luck to you, Miss. I would have liked you to be my queen.”


Maria was oddly touched. “That is high praise, William, and thanks.”


“Life is death.”


Maria looked over her shoulder at the forlorn crowhopper. “Death is life,” she said, then opened the hatch, looked up and down the corridor, and bolted for the central core. She floated up through the hatches, then pulled down the spoke that led to the middle ring and the main airlock. There she swung the hatch open and crawled inside, coming upon a rack of pressure suits. Entry to the suit was by swinging open the backpack and crawling through the opening. She pushed her feet inside one that looked to be about the right size and ducked within, her head popping up in the helmet. She reached behind her, found the strap attached to the backpack, and pulled it shut. “Pressurize,” she commanded. “Check for air leaks and oxygen generation.”


In a few seconds, the suit puter reported no air leaks and a full oxygen generator. “How much time on this suit?”


Approximately thirty-six hours.


Maria caught sight of the airlock monitor that showed her in the suit. If they were monitoring on the bridge, someone would be coming after her very soon. Maria opened the hatch leading into the airlock, just as the inner hatch swung open and a big crowhopper stepped inside. Maria picked up a broom, clambered into the airlock, and closed the hatch behind her. “Depressurize,” she said.


“Maria.” It was Truvia’s voice. “Bad girl. Poor William. He is stone cold dead. He was never a good shot.”


“Hello, Truvia,” Maria said. “Too bad about William. He was such a nice fellow, but you really ought to talk things over with your crowhoppers. I think they’re catching on to your various scams. You know, where they do all the work and dying and you collect all the money? Are you listening to me there on the bridge? Anyway, thought I’d go out for a stroll. Want to come with me? You won’t even need to wear a suit.”


“Please be serious. Why did you go outside? What could you hope to accomplish? There’s no way for you to escape.”


“Well, I guess I came out to look at the stars and stuff. Seems a nice day for it.”


“Mathus, get in a suit and retrieve Dr. Medaris.”


The airlock gauge reached zero and Maria opened the outer hatch. “I wouldn’t do that, Mathus,” she warned.


“Go ahead, Mathus,” Truvia said.


Maria climbed through the hatch and jammed the broomstick into its hinges so it wouldn’t close.


Maria heard a crowhopper, apparently Mathus, say, “Trainer Truvia, the inner hatch of the airlock will not open. The gauge says there’s zero pressure inside. And, no matter how much I tell the puter to do it, the outer hatch remains open.”


“And so shall it stay,” Maria sang, jamming the aluminum handle of the broomstick further between the hatch and the opening.


“Blow the inner airlock hatch, Mathus,” Truvia ordered. She sounded bored.


“What will happen if I do that, Trainer Truvia?”


“You’ll be able to go outside and bring the prisoner inside, you idiot. What do you think? Listen very carefully. I’m sending Crispus down with some plastique explosives. You put it around the rim, then insert an explosives cap, run wires back, and blow it. Understand?”


“Yes, Trainer Truvia.”

“I wouldn’t do that, Mathus,” Maria said. “You are in a pressurized chamber, and you’re going to explode the hatch into a vacuum. You’ll get blown out into space.”

“That’s nonsense, Mathus,” Truvia said. “Do as I tell you.”

Maria climbed up on the airlock entry to get out of the way. A few minutes later, there was a puff of debris through the hatch followed by a crowhopper shooting through it. He was flailing, clutching his throat. Not only had he been blown into space, but apparently his suit had been compromised. Death in a vacuum was not pretty. Debris kept spouting through the open hatch until it abruptly stopped. Mathus stopped flailing and floated away.

“I bet that popped your ears, Truvia,” Maria said gleefully.

“Mathus was always an idiot.”

“Yeah, well, he was just following orders from someone who didn’t care if he died or not. You fellows on the bridge listening? Come on. Let’s have a revolt against the Trainers, what do you say?”

Truvia laughed. “You are truly wasting your breath in the most obvious way, considering you are in a space suit. Legionnaires are loyal to their Trainers, Maria.”

Maria felt a rush of adrenaline. “Yeah? Well I know a few besides William who got smart. Their names are Absalom, Lucien, Dion, and Crescent. I worked with them, ate dinner with them, had parties with them, and watched them make some money of their own. Some even took wives. Umlaps, it’s true, but females are females. You heard about those fine members of the Legion, gentlemen? Crescent, by the way, was a member of the Phoenix Legion. Life is death. Death is life. Get it? Knock old Truvia in the head there, string up Carus, and come on over to the good life. I’ll see you all millionaires.”


When nobody answered, Maria suspected Truvia had turned off communications. She crawled up on the ring and looked around for a place where she could defend herself. Then she saw a suited crowhopper stick his arms out of the main airlock hatch, remove the broomstick, and pull the hatch closed. Likely, they intended to fix the airlock and then come after her.

Maria decided to go along the spoke to the inner core and then down to the lower ring. There were foot restraints there where she could attach herself. She positioned herself in the foot restraints and then kept her eye on the main airlock hatch, although she knew it would take some time to fix it.

“Maria.” It was her father. “Maria, come inside. We were never going to hurt you. We just wanted to scare you.”

“Scrag off, Junior!”

Truvia spoke next. “Maria, can you see the Earth from where you are?”

“Yes.”

“It will still be there when we’re through. Just as beautiful. Perhaps more so.”

Maria gritted her teeth. “How can a destroyed Earth be beautiful?”

“I suppose it depends on your point of view,” she said, “but, in any case, the light show should be spectacular.”

“I don’t guess I’ll be alive to see it, Truvia, but thanks for the heads-up.”

Her father spoke next. “You are in a lot of trouble, young lady.”


“Junior, you are truly an idiot. Didn’t you just hear Truvia admit she’s going to destroy Earth?”


“I’m sure she has her reasons.”


Maria shook her head and swore to herself never to speak to her father again.




THIRTY-ONE


The Colonel called a war council on board the fuser Jan Davis. They were ten thousand miles out from the moon, their course set to take them the shortest distance to L5 with periodic bursts of the fuser engines. Normally the Colonel wasn’t the type of leader who let people in on his plans. This was because it was his experience that secrecy made him look smarter than he was. He also sometimes pretended to know things he didn’t know. On this mission the Colonel was uncertain what he knew and what he didn’t, and the meeting was to sort it all out.


The cockpit of the fuser was not well arranged for meetings. The pilot and copilot sat facing the viewport and puter screens, gauges, throttles, and holographic projections. Behind them were two jumpseats that could swivel. When the Colonel called everyone to the cockpit, Tiger was in the traditional left seat of the pilot, Riley was in the copilot’s right seat, and the Colonel and the sheriff took up the jumpseats. Awkwardly, Tiger and Riley had to turn around and kneel on their seats, holding on to the backs to keep themselves stable in the low gravity. The sheriff, sweating and still sick to his stomach, belted into the jumpseat behind the copilot. For his part, the Colonel chose to stand by, inserting his slippers into the foot loops behind the other jumpseat and gripping its back for stability. The Colonel was aware that a good portion of his mystique was his height, giving him the ability to stare down at people with his deep-set eyes that exuded strength and power.


The Colonel began with a reminder that he was solely in charge. “People, this mission is mine, just as this fuser is mine. Although Tiger has technical command of this ship, I will decide where it will go and what it will do.”

When no one chose to argue his point, the Colonel went on. “The purpose of this flight is to get me to the L5 station. I see no reason for stealth. The lack of long-range communications remains a concern. If we had it, I’d be broadcasting all the way that we’re coming to talk to Junior about his assuming the mantle of family leadership.”

Riley tugged at one of her pigtails. She had braided her hair in zero-g to keep it out of her eyes. “Do ye really think they’d fall for that crock of bull, sir?”

Tiger nodded his agreement. “If they know we’re coming, Colonel, I think they’ll just blow us up.”

“In any case,” Riley said, “it’s a moot point, isn’t it? There are no communications.”

“Yes, Riley,” the Colonel said tiredly, “that’s why as soon as the environmental system is fully functional, we must get communications up and running.”

“The main comm dish is gone, Colonel,” Tiger pointed out. “Troubleshooting won’t fix that. You need to wrap your head around the fact we aren’t going to be able to communicate with the station until we get closer in. You can’t fix what can’t be fixed.”


“Once again, Pilot Tramon, try to pay attention,” the Colonel growled. “I will decide what we will do. Although I’m certain you have a thorough knowledge of the fuser and its systems, I do not like a defeatist attitude. We will work on long-range communications.”

Tiger shrugged. “Roger that, sir.”

The Colonel glared at Tiger, then continued. “I want L5 painted with the pulsdar so that I know every asteroid, rock, pebble, and warpod that might be hiding there. When we arrive, I don’t want to be surprised by anything. The pulsdar will announce that we are coming even if we can’t talk to them, and, since they know we’re aware our pulsdar is detectable, I’m hoping they will think we aren’t hostile.”

“Perhaps, sir,” Riley said, “we can communicate with the station by using the pulsdar. Is there a code we might use? We could switch it on and off like the old telegraph.”

“We could,” the Colonel mused, “but would there be anyone there who could read it? My son never made it past second-class World Scout because he was unable to either build an ancient telegraph or memorize Morse code. It was an early demonstration that he lacked the intellectual capabilities of the majority of the Medaris family.”

“I’ve got an idea!” Tiger exclaimed. “Perhaps we can reroute our long-range communications link through the pulsdar antenna. It’s not designed for those wave lengths, but we might be able to modify it.”

“What would that take?”

“Access to the maintenance ports, some cabling, and time.”

The Colonel thought over the situation. “All right, here’s our priorities. Environmental systems first, weapons systems next—Sheriff, you and I will check the kinetic and missile systems—and then Tiger, work on your pulsdar antenna idea. Riley, help Tiger, but if you find he doesn’t need you, come and help me. Clear?”


The sheriff raised a shaky hand. “The toilets don’t work, Colonel.”

“Use a bucket.”

“In zero-g?”

The Colonel shook his head. “Riley, spend a little time on the waste collection system.”

“Yes, sir. I think I know what’s wrong. It’s a matter of pneumatics. There’s some kind of obstruction. I’ll figure it out.” She headed aft.

Tiger raised his hand. “When we arrive, Colonel, is your plan to slide up next to the station and talk to your son and convince him to stand down?”

“Yes, of course,” the Colonel answered. “What else can I do? Nothing else. It will be dangerous, but I’m sure we can do it.”

The sheriff glanced at the Colonel. The Colonel gave him a small shake of his head. What was actually to be done was to remain between them for now.

“What about the other fuser?” Tiger asked.

“What other fuser?”

“We’ve been painting one on our pulsdar. It doesn’t appear to be going to L5 but heading into deep space.”

The Colonel mulled it over. “Crater Trueblood,” he concluded.

Accepting that Crater was still trying to rescue Maria, Colonel grappled with the uncomfortable facts that faced him. If it was discovered that he had financed the asteroid horde at L5, not to mention that he had financed the first crowhoppers, he was going to be branded the biggest war criminal of all time. But Crater didn’t care about that. He would have only one purpose, saving Maria, and the boy had proved time and again he could do the impossible. And if Crater saved Maria, would she keep quiet about what her grandfather had done? And even if she did, would other station survivors, including the Colonel’s own son, remain silent? The brutal answer was that there could be no survivors, which meant Crater had to be stopped.


The Colonel gripped the top of the jumpseat and asked, “How far out will our missiles be able to engage a target?”

“The record is ten thousand miles,” Tiger answered.

“Keep close track of the other fuser,” the Colonel said. “We might need to destroy it.”

“But, sir,” Tiger argued, “if that’s Crater Trueblood and the Lunar Rescue Company, they’ll be on our side.”

“We don’t know if it’s them or not,” the Colonel replied. “So as a contingency, we have to be prepared to smash them.”

Tiger frowned but said, “Yes, sir.”



THIRTY-TWO


When the main airlock hatch opened, Maria saw who it was, and despite her perilous situation, had the good humor to laugh as the clumsy red-suited creature floated outside. “Good old BKD4284. What’s wrong, BK? May I call you BK? You run out of young women to rough up inside? Yeah, I guess you have. Well, welcome to my world.”


The demon, an ax strapped to its backpack, stared at her, then pulled itself along the handrails to the central core. When it reached the lower ring, it pulled free its ax and began to cross the connecting strut toward Maria. Maria grabbed handrails and pulled herself away from the demon. “What would Crater do?” she asked herself, the answer being he’d use what he had.


But what did she have? She looked around the station, then toward the bridge and the array of dishes and antennae there. Maria crossed a strut, grabbed onto the ladder that led up the central core, and headed for the bridge. The demon turned around and followed.


At the bridge, she pulled her legs up just in time to avoid a vicious swipe of the demon’s ax, and then went hand over hand across the bridge viewports, the startled crew members inside pointing at her. She headed for a weak-looking whip antenna and rocked it back and forth until metal fatigue allowed her to tear it free.


When Maria turned around, the demon was almost on top of her. She dodged his attack and fastened her waist tether, a thin wire fed from a spring mechanism, onto the nearest handrail, then pushed off. Coming around in a swinging arc, she dodged a clumsy swing of the demon’s ax, then lashed out with the antenna, managing to swat him on his helmet. The creature gathered itself and swung its ax again, just missing her tether. Maria pushed off once more and circled the demon, leaving a wrap of tether wire about its waist. Maria grabbed a comm dish and hung on.


The red-suited creature started to come after her but found itself snared by her tether. Maria released the tether clip at her waist, then soared to the hull, went hand over hand to reach the other end of the tether clip, and released it. “So long, BK,” she said as the demon floated away. “Have a nice death.”


The demon stared at the unattached tether trailing it and then tossed away its ax and started making swimming motions. Maria glanced through one of the viewports of the bridge. Her father and Truvia were there, looking up at her. She grinned and gave them a thumbs-up, which, based on their shocked expressions, did not seem to please them.




THIRTY-THREE


Petro woke Crater. “We’re being painted,” he said.


Crater opened his eyes but Petro wasn’t there. His voice was transmitted over the speaker in the cabin where Crater had climbed into a bunk and wrapped a sleeping bag around him. He unzipped the bag, pulled on his coveralls, and headed for the cockpit. “Can you tell who it is?” he asked while somersaulting into the copilot’s seat.


“Pulsdar is coming from moonside,” Petro said. “Signature makes it another fuser.”


Crater studied the pulsdar screen. Something was sending out horn-shaped waves that were washing over them and lighting them up. “Could it be that one of the Colonel’s fusers got through after all?” Crater asked.


Petro shook his head. “Who knows? The problem is their pulsdar’s emitting a broad-range blast. They’re not only painting us, they’re painting L5 too. The warpods and the station are going to be on full alert.”


Crater rubbed the sleep from his eyes and tried to think. “If they feel threatened, the warpods will probably move. They might even come out of L5.”


“The only way to know is to fire up our own pulsdar and have a look-see, but then L5 would be certain we’re a fuser.”

“Or ask the Cycler to do it for us again.”

“The Musk is rounding the moon about now,” Petro replied. “They’re out of position.”

“So we have to carry on blind.”

“I guess so. In another few hours, we’ll begin our asteroid tumble. Maybe we’ll luck out and catch some warpods sleeping, anyway.”

Crater pondered that. “Well, we’ve cast the die. Nothing to do but stick to our plan.”

Crater and Petro sat companionably together for a while until Crater said, “I’ve been thinking about these fusers. Where did the technology come from? All of a sudden during the war, there they were.”

“I’m no fonder of the Colonel than you are,” Petro replied, “but I have to give him credit. His jumpcar plant in Armstrong City was busily developing fusion rocket engines in secret. He said if we ever headed to the stars, we’d need them.”

Crater was intrigued. “Who said anything about going to the stars? Humans have never gone farther than Mars.”

“You know the Colonel. He’s got some big ideas. Theoretically, a ship with fusion drive could head to Proxima Centauri, the nearest star, and be there in about sixteen years at quarter–light speed.”

“Can a fuser go that fast?”

“No reason why it can’t as long as it’s got the fuel. Of course, at that velocity, there’s no way to avoid anything, and hitting even a grain of sand would be like detonating a ton of high explosives.”


“Maybe a pulsed wave buffer of some sort expanding out in front,” Crater said. “Like a cow catcher. That would be an interesting engineering problem.”


“Well, Proxima Centauri’s just a red dwarf. We know there are planets around it but not much else. Probably lifeless. Maria’s farside telescope might have told us if it was a good target or maybe found another close star with Earth-like planets.”


“Whatever star that’s eventually picked, it’s good to live in a time when there are people who just might head out to the stars,” Crater said. “As much as I should hate his guts, the truth is I admire the Colonel’s grit and imagination.”


“And his granddaughter.”


“Yes, her too.”


Petro chose his words carefully. “I spent some time with Maria in the war, and our conversations were almost always about you. She loves you, Crater. She just doesn’t know what to do with your love. Your love wants to tie her down, but that isn’t her. She has to feel like she’s got most of the say in her life. What I mean is, life has to be on her terms, not yours. If you two got together, she’d be off working all the time. Could you stand that?”


“I wouldn’t like it,” Crater admitted.


“Well, there you go! That’s her problem with you right there. And where did that opinion come from? You’re an orphan! You weren’t raised by a mom who stayed home and looked after the kids. You were raised in a boarding house, your adopted mother a woman who claimed to be the queen of England and was out building a bunch of businesses most of the time. Her Moon Soap is so successful, she could probably buy the Colonel. She didn’t build that business by wiping your nose and making you corn bread. She was out there hustling!”


“I remember Q-Bess being home a lot,” Crater retorted. “And she looked after me too.”


“When you were twelve, Mom signed the papers and you went to work on the scrapes. Was that looking after you? She was more than happy to have you out from underfoot. Look, I love our mum, don’t get me wrong, but she isn’t little Miss Happy Housewife like you want poor Maria to be. You’ve got to lighten up, let that girl be who she wants to be.”


Crater made a dismissive gesture. “It doesn’t matter. That ship passed me a long time ago. Maria and I are never going to get together.”


“Then why are we on this fuser?”


When Crater didn’t answer, and when it was clear he didn’t have one to give, Petro gave his brother a significant look, then pulled off toward a bunk to snatch a little sleep. Crater sat back in the copilot’s seat and kept watch on the other fuser’s pulsdar signal and started to think. A lot of men he knew never gave any thought to their lives at all. For them, it was just one thing after another, whatever happened just happened. The truth was Crater often wished he could be more like them and not worry about what was around the corner or what questions he should ask or answers he should give. He wished he never gave any thought to the reason there was a universe or worried that one day, according to science, the sun would expand and absorb the Earth and the moon, killing all life. That was so far in the future, it was decidedly not worth worrying about, but every so often, Crater would blink awake and find himself worrying about it anyway. It was foolish, of course. The atoms of his body by then would probably be so spread out that one would never come within a million miles of the other. Yet Crater worried about the end of the solar system and couldn’t help it, just as he worried about Maria and couldn’t help it, and grieved that they would never be together as partners in life.


“Well, so be it,” he said to himself. “I’ll save her this one last time and that will be the end of it,” though his heart and everything in him disagreed.

The sets of pulsdar waves kept lighting up the Linda Terry on the screen. Crater studied them. Whoever was painting them was persistent, more like an enemy than a friend.



THIRTY-FOUR


Truvia and Carus conferred on the bridge. Maria was no longer in sight, presumably moved back to the lower ring. Junior had gone to his cabin to take a sleeping pill. Through the port viewport, they could still see the demon adrift. It had swum in the vacuum for a while, then given up. Now it was still, except for an occasional twitch of its arms and legs.


“We could call a warpod in to pick it up,” Carus said.


“Actually I’m glad to be rid of it,” Truvia said. “It ate and drank a lot and stunk like rotten eggs most of the time. My stomach turned anytime it was around.”


“Maybe you should have transformed it.”


“Into what?”


Carus twisted his lips, a sardonic expression. “You could have made it into a second Junior Medaris.”


“Intriguing,” Truvia said. “But no, it was too stupid. It might have looked like Junior, but nobody would have been fooled.”


“The real one is pretty dumb, if you ask me. I rather like his feisty daughter better.”


“I offered her the throne. You can see the result.”


Carus nodded unhappily. “What’s next?”


“Tomorrow we take Junior to the moon and have him officially take control of Medaris Enterprises. While he’s there, the asteroid will collide with Earth. Then Junior will explain to the Lunar Council that many more such rocks are aimed at all the cities on the moon. They will have no choice but to give in. We will take over and begin to build our new order.”


“You make it sound so simple. I believe there will be resistance.”


“If there is, we’ll destroy it wherever it arises.”


“Excuse me, Trainers,” Letticus, the station captain said, “but there is evidence of a fuser coming in our direction. They’re painting us with their pulsdar. We’ve called them on every frequency we can think of but no response.”


“When will the fuser arrive?” Carus asked.


“Could be as early as sixteen hours.”


“Send a warpod out to engage it,” Truvia commanded.


“What are we to do with Queen Maria?” Letticus asked.


“That problem will take care of itself. She will run out of air tomorrow. Before she does, she may come in voluntarily. If she doesn’t, we wait until she’s unconscious and go after her. Now if you can spare me, I’m going to Junior’s cabin. I think he needs me to hold his hand.”


“How long do you intend to keep him alive?” Carus asked.


“Until he’s no longer useful to us.”


Carus made a small bow. “You always see things so clearly, Truvia. It is fortunate you are on our side.”


“I dare say you’re correct,” she said and went below. But before going to Junior’s cabin, she instead went to the lower ring. Looking out at Maria, she said, “Such a foolish child you are. Please come in. I promise I won’t let anyone hurt you. The throne is still yours. You must want it. I know you do.”


Maria studiously ignored her. To Truvia, her silence felt like a wound.



THIRTY-FIVE


Maria was almost disappointed when they didn’t immediately send a crowhopper out after her. The way she saw it, that was fundamentally better than waiting around to asphyxiate, and maybe she could have taken a couple of them with her. While her air ticked down toward nothing, she dozed occasionally but otherwise spent the time looking out at the moon and the Earth and feeling a little cheated that the moon was so dead and gray and beat up with craters and the Earth was so alive with swirling white clouds and glittering blue seas and brown-green continents. It seemed unfair that gravity worked the way it did with liquids and gases held close to the planet Earth but blown away from the moon. It was also not fair that Earth was just the right size to have a fiery inner core that spun around and created a magnetic field that fended off the solar wind while the moon with its cold center was subjected to the unceasing fury of deadly radiation.


On the other hand, there was much to admire about the moon, including its size and location. Maria knew the moon had given the Earth the helping hand it needed to sustain life. The lunar tides gave the edges of the continents a refreshing wash, bringing with it tidal pools where myriad creatures could feed and grow. In the deep ocean, the movement of the water pulled back and forth by the moon’s crossings kept the seas from becoming stagnant and dead. The moon even stabilized the Earth’s wobble, which provided a temperate climate over most of the planet’s surface.


These gifts of the moon to the Earth were well known. Less known was that without the pull of the moon, the Earth would spin more rapidly on its axis, so much that a day would be only six to eight hours long. Such rapid spinning would not only cause a disruption to the normal cycles of life but would also cause powerful windstorms to sweep across the planet. With such storms, it would be impossible for plants to grow or animals to live. The moon, then, was the perfect size and distance to provide benevolent gifts to its mother planet while sacrificing its own ability to thrive.

Eventually, of course, the Earth had given the moon’s gift back in the form of life even though there were many arguments about how best to manage the migration of life from the blue planet to the gray. Philosophers waxed, poets wrote, and preachers preached about the dead moon coming to life, taking from it lessons of hope and the virility of the universe. For their part, engineers and scientists only saw what had to be done to keep life viable in the harshest of conditions, the mooncrete tubes beneath the ground, the plaston protective domes over the cities, the constant search for water and the plumbing it took to deliver it, and the growth of food in biovats or farms beneath the domes, not to mention the various vehicles needed to transit the space between the Earth and the moon and travel on the moon’s gritty surface.


Bringing life to the moon had turned out to be one of the best things humans had done for themselves in a very long time. It had opened up new sources of energy, new sources of precious metals, even new products like soap made from moon dust that could scour anything clean. The wars that had swept across the planet in the twenty-first century had waned and nearly subsided in the early twenty-second when the moon began to be settled, the energy of warfare drained into the energy of building a new civilization.


But then the crowhopper war had been unleashed, planned and paid for by the dictatorships of the United Countries of the World, and the cycle of killing and plundering, so common on Earth throughout the centuries, had taken hold on the moon.


It shamed Maria to know that her family had provided the seed money and the initial management of the facilities that had created the crowhoppers. Somehow her grandfather and the other family members had kept that a secret, not only from everyone else, but her too. But now the secret was surely going to get out. What she would do with this knowledge, Maria didn’t really know. Actually, of course, it appeared that was not a real concern since she was probably going to run out of air before rescue came.


She no longer believed Crater was coming. It had always been unlikely. The Trainers were right about that. How could a heel-3 miner get all the way out here?


“How much time do I have?” she asked the suit puter.


Eighteen hours at this respiratory rate.


Maria was hungry, but at least she had water. She sipped some from a straw in the helmet that led to a small tank.


Drinking water made her think of Crater again. He had invented a machine that could detect small amounts of water from beneath the moon’s surface, then use ultrasonic waves to gather it into a pool for recovery. It had been a remarkable invention and it was now in use all over the moon. After inventing the machine, Crater, true to his nature, had done nothing with it, which was why the Colonel stole Crater’s invention and began to build and sell it himself. When he’d put Maria in charge of the factory that produced it, and she’d discovered it was producing Crater’s invention, she’d pared off her percentage of the profits and put it in a bank account for Crater. It was the right thing to do and she’d done it.


Now she wondered if Crater knew about the account. She supposed that if he had decided to rescue her, one of his stops would have been the Medaris Building in Armstrong City. Would Miss Torricelli tell him about the account, or Maria thought darkly, would she instead try to snag him into a date? She was certain that Miss Torricelli would consider Crater a tempting morsel. She made a note that if she made it back alive to her office—unlikely, she knew—to let Torricelli go, with all the usual benefits and allowances.

Maria looked up to the bridge but saw no one looking back. Occasionally she saw a crewman’s head as he moved past. He. They were all male, these crowhoppers. Crescent had been the only female, at least to Maria’s knowledge.

Maria had been surprised at the reverence for Crescent that William the crowhopper had shown. That reverence had kept Maria from being transformed into an old woman. In effect her knowledge of Crescent had saved her life, at least for a little while.

Maria recalled one of the few talks she’d had with the female crowhopper. Crescent rarely had much to say to her, and Maria knew it was because Crescent didn’t like her. But during a celebration by the Apps when they’d sold their first load of Thorium, Maria found herself sitting at a table with Crescent and no one else. Immediately the crowhopper had verbally attacked her. “You treat Crater like dirt,” Crescent said. “I don’t understand why he cares anything about you.”


“Perhaps that is because you are a product of a petri dish,” Maria replied cattily, “and can’t understand normal human emotions.”

Crescent had handed it right back to her. “Perhaps you’re the one who doesn’t understand normal human emotions because you’re a Medaris.”

“What do you mean by that?” Maria snapped.

“Don’t you consider yourself superior to everyone else?”

“Not at all.”

“Could have fooled me. Could have fooled everybody in Endless Dust.”

When Crescent picked up her tray and took it to the wash window, Maria was left sitting alone. When no one else joined her, she picked at her food, then carried her own tray to the window. “Not hungry, honey?” the attendant asked. Maria didn’t answer. Her mind was elsewhere.

On her way out, she heard the woman say, deliberately loud enough for her to hear, “Well, little Miss Priss can’t even pass the time of day with peons like me.”

Maria had looked over her shoulder and said, “You’re right,” and kept walking. She’d felt bad about it, but she hadn’t gone back and apologized, either. That night, in her room where nobody could see her, she’d wept until she’d fallen asleep.

Maria felt watched. When she looked across to the inner viewport of the lower tube, she saw Truvia. Truvia, despite her penchant for cruelty and her plot to destroy the Earth and take over the moon, was an interesting woman. If Maria could have put Truvia in a cell or maybe a straitjacket, she thought they might have had some lively conversations. But Truvia just stared at her until Maria couldn’t stand it. She used the handrails to pull herself around the tube out of sight where she could die in peace.




THIRTY-SIX


We’re still painting the other fuser,” Tiger told the Colonel. “They’ve made a loop and are coming back toward L5.”


“Clever diversion,” the Colonel said. “The L5’ers may not notice them coming in from deep space.” He nodded to Tiger. “Thanks for getting the ship air operable. It’s good to be out of a smelly helmet. How’s the work on long-range communications?”


“Riley and I are just taking a break from it. We have a lot of cables to pull. Maybe another couple of hours, we’ll be ready to try.”


Riley was monitoring the pulsdar. “The warpods are on the move,” she said. “They’re skimming along the edge of the L5 rim.”


The Colonel took a look. “They’ve seen us, so they’re moving in to protect the station.”


The sheriff, feeling better, was strapped into one of the jumpseats. “What happens if they launch another asteroid to hit the moon?”


“We could chase it,” Tiger said, “but I don’t think we could stop it. Not without a nuke.”


“I read somewhere that nuking an asteroid wouldn’t do any good, anyway,” Riley said. “It would just break it up or knock a big chunk out of it. Either way, all the parts would keep going in.”


“Funny they worried about asteroids more in the early twenty-first century than we’ve done for decades,” Tiger said.


“But all they did was talk about it,” the Colonel pointed out. “After that the wars started that broke up the big countries, and threats from space were forgotten.”


“You didn’t forget,” Riley said. “You loaded L5 with asteroids ready to strike.”


“The dumbest thing I’ve ever done, Riley,” the Colonel confessed.


“Don’t beat yourself up, Colonel,” the sheriff said. “I thought it was a good idea too.”


“That should have been evidence that I was on the wrong path,” the Colonel replied. The sheriff, who knew the Colonel wasn’t joking, shrugged.


“How’s the stomach, Sheriff?” Riley asked.


“It’s coming around,” he said.


“If you’re feeling better, you should be running sims at the battle station,” the Colonel said.


The sheriff opened his mouth to argue, thought better of it, and clapped it shut. “Heading that way now, sir,” he said.


“You’re rough with him,” Riley said after the sheriff had pulled himself aft.


“The sheriff is a murderer, a thief, and what used to be called a psychopath,” the Colonel said. “But he’s absolutely loyal to me because he knows that I could dispose of him in an instant without anyone complaining.”


“Maybe he’s loyal to you because of who you are, Colonel,” Riley suggested, “not because of your threats.”


“What difference does it make as long as he’s loyal?”


Riley didn’t have an answer, but she had her suspicions that the Colonel was still suffering from whatever trauma had caused him to create L5. It was all starting to feel very much like a suicide mission. She would therefore bide her time, keep a close watch, and act if necessary. The Colonel might be heading toward death at fuser velocity, but she saw no reason why she had to join him.







THIRTY-SEVEN


Truvia knelt beside Junior and pushed his shoulder, but he didn’t respond. She suspected he’d drugged himself with something stiffer than a sleeping pill. When he finally blinked awake, she asked, “What did you take?”


“Nothing,” he lied as he let her help him sit up. “Well, maybe Lysurge. I like to see things turn into different colors.”


“Are they still turning colors?”


He looked toward the ceiling. “Yes. That light is pulsing like a rainbow. Or is that real?”


“It isn’t real,” Truvia replied. “Junior, can you listen to me for just a minute?”


“A real minute? Did you know time has colors too? It’s mostly blue, but now that you’re here, it seems kind of orange.”


Truvia suppressed a sigh of exasperation. “You see, there’s a fuser on the way here from the direction of the moon. We don’t know anything about it. We’ve called to it, but there’s been no answer. Do you understand?”


Junior’s eyes widened. “It’s my father. I know it is. He’s angry with me.”


Truvia struggled to make herself understood. “We don’t know that. I don’t see how it’s possible, really, since we destroyed his fuser fleet. In any case, I’ve ordered the warpods to get into position and destroy it if necessary. What I need from you is a decision on whether you still want to go to Armstrong City now or wait. I think we should go ahead. The fuser and the warpods can fight it out while you consolidate your control of the company. Once you do that, it won’t matter who’s in the fuser or what it does. There is still the asteroid I sent toward Earth. It will change everything no matter what happens.”


Junior squinted at her. “Did you really send an asteroid to hit Earth? I thought you were just trying to scare Maria with that tale!”

Truvia took his hands in hers. “The asteroid is real, Junior. I thought you understood. We can create a kingdom on the moon and people it with loyal subjects and servants. And when we have the strength and things clear up on the Earth, we can go up there and take it over too. It would begin thousands of years of stability under our rule and that of your progeny. Our progeny, if you’ll have me for your wife.”

Junior was getting his wits about him. “Maria said you were seventy years old.”

“It doesn’t matter how old I am as long as I am capable of conception,” she replied. “We could couple naturally or I can accomplish it in my lab.”

Junior’s lips curled in disgust. “I could never get high enough to couple with you.”

Truvia sat back, then rose to her feet. “I can see you’re still under the effects of Lysurge,” she said coldly.

Junior looked away. “I feel like throwing up.”

“Lysurge sometimes causes nausea, especially if you overdose.”


“It’s not the Lysurge. It’s talking to you that makes me sick. Now Daddy’s mad at me! And the world is going to be hit by an asteroid!”


Junior suddenly stood and slammed his fist into Truvia’s face. “This is all your fault!”


Truvia fell back, blood pouring from her nose. She scrambled away before he could hit her again.


“You are a filthy, ugly pig!” Junior shouted. “You made me do it. I didn’t want to hit you. But now I hope the fuser is my dad. He’ll take me back. Everything will be like it was.”


Truvia wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She could feel her eyes swelling. “Junior, we’ve killed hundreds of people. We destroyed a fleet of fusers. Nobody can stop the asteroid. There’s not going to be any forgiveness. One of two things is going to happen now. We will be killed or we will win. There’s no in-between.”


Junior, his jaw slack, sat back down on the couch. “Why did I listen to you?” he whimpered.


Truvia crawled to the couch, then sat beside him. “I forgive you, Junior. I love you so much. I’m sorry I upset you.”


Junior buried his face in her shoulder. “You know I had to hit you, don’t you?”


“Yes, of course. I deserved it. I pushed you too hard.”


“Will you make all this go away, Truvia?”


“Yes, Junior. I will make it all go away. You just stay here. Would you like to watch an old movie?”


Junior nodded and Truvia handed him the remote. When she climbed out of the hatch, she looked through the viewport. Maria had her back turned.


“Carus?” she called. “Ready our three best warriors to go outside. Whatever it takes, bring Maria in.”




THIRTY-EIGHT


Petro called up the Linda Terry puter. “Forward directional jet number two, one point five seconds at full thrust on my mark.”


That will cause instability in pitch, the puter warned.


“I want to put us in a slow tumble,” Petro replied.


Understood. Waiting for your mark.


“Crescent, are you ready?” Petro asked.


“Belted in,” Crescent reported from her battle station.


“You ready, brother?” Petro asked Crater who was sitting beside him in the copilot’s seat.


“Ready.”


“Puter, five-four-three-two-one, mark!”


A bright puff emanated on the forward view screen, followed by a very slight shudder. Thrust request complete, the puter reported.


“Is that it?” Crescent called.


“That’s it. We’re now in a slow tumble, doing our best to look like an innocent little asteroid about to fall into L5.”


Crescent came out of her station, opened and closed the internal hatch, then flew along to the cockpit. She looked over Crater’s shoulder and took note of the pulsdar screen. “Look at the other fuser’s pulsdar! It’s showing big rocks in L5!”


Crater turned to the screen. “You’re right. There’s also the station, but I don’t see any warpods.”

“I can see them,” Crescent said, and then explained. “My retinas are designed to pick up very small distinctions in shapes and patterns. That’s why camouflage doesn’t work well against Legionnaires. The warpods are there.” She touched the screen.

“Just sitting there?”

“That’s what the screen shows.”

“If they’re staying in position within L5, it must mean they haven’t decided what to do,” Petro said.

Crater thought that over. “If we go after the warpods, the station is going to be busy trying to sort out what’s happening and will be vulnerable to the other fuser. We don’t know what its intentions are.”

“We can’t fight the warpods and worry about the station at the same time,” Petro pointed out.

“That’s why I’ve been thinking about our taxi,” Crater said. “While we engage the warpods, our taxi could make a run for the station and demand Maria’s release.”

“The taxi is unarmed. What’s to keep the station from destroying it?”

“They’ll recognize it as a fuser taxi, and I’ll tell them to either negotiate or be nuked.”

Petro shook his head. “I don’t know, Crater . . .”

“Don’t talk,” Crescent advised. “Knock out the bridge, then go aboard.”

Crater thought it over. “I could aim the taxi at the bridge, bail out, and ram it. If I used a jetpack, I could land on the station and go inside after Maria.”


“You just described a one hundred percent foolproof suicide mission,” Petro said.

“How about this for an idea?” Crescent asked. “Taxis have mechanical arms for maintenance chores, but they could also hold a hefty rock. Gather one up, fly the taxi toward the bridge, let go of the rock, and swing away. Ought to do it.”

“Use the asteroids against the station!” Petro exclaimed. “I like it. But assuming that works, it only solves part of our problem. Maria’s still on board the station. How do we get her off?”

“As Crescent said, I go aboard and get her,” Crater said.

“Against any number of crowhoppers?”

“They’ll be in disarray.”

“I don’t know,” Petro said after a moment’s thought. “You make it sound too easy. I still think the only way is to go after the warpods, shoot them up, then go for the station. If they see a fuser swing up next to them with that other fuser also on the way, they just might surrender.”

Six hours until L5, the Linda Terry puter said.



THIRTY-NINE


Truvia emerged on the bridge. Carus and Letticus nodded to her, then Letticus indicated the large central screen. “A small asteroid is about to fall into L5.”


“Where did it come from?”


“Tracking back along its trajectory indicates past Mars, perhaps the asteroid belt. Pulsdar indicates it’s not very dense. Otherwise we don’t have much information. We’re studying it.”


“Too much of a coincidence. Get a warpod out there and find out what it is.”


Carus said, “A warpod can’t fly a direct route through the horde. It will have to circle around the rim. That’s going to take a few hours and lots of fuel. This asteroid, or whatever it is, will be well inside L5 by then, probably within the horde.”


“Why did you mention fuel?”


“All our warpods are low on fuel.”


“Why don’t they fill up? That’s why we have a tank out here.”


“They should have but they haven’t,” Letticus said.


Truvia scowled. “These warpod commanders are poorly trained. We just didn’t have time with this bunch before our labs were raided. Call them and tell them to fill up now.”


“That’s going to take time. The fuser’s only about ten hours away. It takes two hours for each warpod to refuel. The tank is back where they were before we moved them. They’ll have to go back, fill up, then turn around.”

“I trusted you two to take care of this kind of thing,” Truvia seethed.

Carus decided to change the subject. “What’s wrong with your eye?” he asked.

“I hit it on a hatch,” she replied, turning away slightly.

“No, you didn’t. Junior hit you,” Carus said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Truvia replied.

Letticus checked the clock on the station puter. “You and Mr. Medaris are supposed to leave for the moon in eight hours. One of the warpods will have to refuel to take you there.”

Truvia made a decision. “Our journey is postponed. I have the sense we’re under attack, maybe from two fronts. Until we find out who’s on this fuser and what this so-called asteroid is, I will stay here to coordinate and make decisions.”

“Then what are your immediate orders?” Letticus asked.

“Refuel one warpod. Send another one with whatever fuel it has around the rim to meet and greet that asteroid.”

“If it has to do a lot of maneuvering, it won’t be able to get back over here.”

“It’s a chance we’ll have to take.”

“I have the three Legionnaires you requested prepared to go outside. Do you wish to kill or capture Maria Medaris?”

“Capture. Do not kill her.”

“Are you ready for them to go out?”

“Yes. Retrieve our future queen.”



FORTY


We’re in L5,” Petro said.


“I didn’t feel anything,” Crater said.


“Nothing to feel. Unless we slow down, we’ll pass right through it. Crescent, come forward, please. Bring your binoculars.”


“On my way, Petro.”


Petro said, “I’ll need Crescent in your seat. She’s our best eyes until we can turn on the pulsdar.”


Crater pushed out of his seat and headed aft to the battle station, passing Crescent as she pulled in on the handrails. She did a somersault and landed in the copilot’s seat. When she looked out, all she saw were stars and galaxies. It was beautiful, glorious, and she wished that she might stay alive along enough to enjoy it in a time of peace. She thought about the secret she held so close and that made her wish for more time all the harder. But would her genes give it to her? Or would she self-destruct this year, as her programming told her to do?


“Puter,” Petro said, “stabilize along the z axis, nose-first, same heading. Don’t wait for my mark.”


Affirmative. Computing. Ready. Mark.


A series of puffs from the directional jets swung the fuser over and then stabilized it. “Look at that,” Petro breathed.


That was the horde of rocks in L5. Crescent studied them. “They’ve got some big ones in there and a lot of little ones too. Scan about thirty degrees to port. I see a clear space there. Once we get inside, we should be able to work our way through.”


“Going in,” Petro said. “Puter, manual control, please.”


Manual control confirmed.


The gillie on Crescent’s shoulder vibrated. “What is it, Gillie?”


I can hear the L5 station bridge.


“My gillie’s saying the same thing,” Crater reported from the battle station.


Crescent’s gillie seemed to be listening, then said, They are communicating with a warpod that has been sent out to look at us. I can configure the puter to receive these communications.


“Do it.”


Immediately they heard a woman’s voice: “. . . as soon as there is a visual.”


The next voice was the gravelly male voice associated with crowhoppers: “Nothing can be seen but rocks.”


The woman’s voice: “Get closer, then.”


“We will crash into the horde.”


“You will have to slow down so you don’t crash.”


“That will require maneuvering. We are low on fuel. What if we get stuck in the horde? No one will come and get us.”


“We will get you out. What is your name, Captain?”


“My name is Valence.”


“Valence, get in there and find that thing. If it is anything other than an asteroid, destroy it. Those are my orders. I am a Trainer. What I tell you, you must do.”


“It is so ordered.”


Radio silence ensued.


“What do you make of that?” Petro asked.


Crescent frowned. “The woman’s voice is that of a Trainer. She sounded familiar, but I can’t place her.”


“How about the captain of the warpod?”


“Valence not only doesn’t like his mission, he’s afraid. But he will carry out his orders. He also doesn’t like the Trainer, not that it’s unusual. Most of us didn’t like the Trainers.”


“He has a bead on us,” Crater said, “else he wouldn’t be able to track us. What kind of signal are we transmitting?”


“None that I know of,” Petro said, “except a little heat signature from our stabilization burn. If he’d seen that, I think he would have said something. Maybe they’re just working from where the station saw us last and calculating where we’d have bumped into the horde. Whoops!”


The “whoops” was an asteroid half the size of the fuser, which loomed in front of them. “Puter, use the nitrogen system for course corrections.”


Nitrogen system RCS ready.


Petro explained. “Fusers have a cold nitrogen system to use for fine maneuvering. No heat signature from it.”


Petro steered around the big boulder, then around three smaller rocks. “It looks like they’ve stacked them in here by size,” he said as he maneuvered. “But along the edge, there’s been some mixing. Probably given time, all the rocks would mix. Probably organized this way so they can come in here and snare one a certain size.”


“How do they snare them?” Crescent asked.


“Most likely they have small tugs with baskets or grapples. They send them in to push the rocks out.”


“Is that a tug?” Crescent asked, touching the viewscreen.


Petro looked and saw a crumpled robotic spacecraft with a net attached between two prongs. “It used to be,” he said. “Looks like it got caught between a rock and a hard place.”


The voice of the crowhopper captain Valence crackled over the speaker. “It is dangerous in here. There are many small rocks we can’t see until it’s too late and we hit them.”


“You’re doing fine, Valence.” The woman’s voice again.


“I’m sure I know that voice,” Crescent said. “But she wasn’t one of our regular Trainers.”


Valence spoke again. “If we are hitting rocks, then surely that asteroid did too. It’s probably destroyed.”


The woman again: “It isn’t destroyed. It will bounce from rock to rock until it stabilizes.”


“I am not sure how to recognize it.”


“If it hits other asteroids, you should see them moving. Follow that trail, Captain Valence, and stop complaining.”


“I have an idea,” Crater said after the warpod captain and the Trainer on the station went silent. “If we could find an asteroid about our size and give it a shove, we might get this warpod to follow it, especially if we shove it toward the station. The crowhopper captain is afraid that he’s going to run out of fuel, so I think he’ll like going in that direction. Then we follow him through.”


“How can we shove anything?” Petro asked. “Fusers aren’t made to be tugs.”


“How about the remote manipulator system? We could use the arm to do the shoving.”


“I don’t know much about that arm,” Petro admitted. “We only used it a few times in the war. A lot of fuser skippers didn’t even carry one along. If I’d had time, I would’ve taken this one off, just to get rid of the mass.”


“But you didn’t,” Crater said, “so let’s put it to good use.”


The remote arm control station, a small cupola for the operator to look through, was just behind the cockpit. Crater came forward to operate the arm and, after a quick inspection, could understand why it wasn’t of much use to fuser captains. It looked fragile, its purpose apparently for loading light cargo in space. Bigger cargos were placed aboard fusers by the tugs and their much heftier arms.


“Crescent, help me with this thing,” he said. “And please call up the manual.”


Crescent was amused. “An engineer who deigns to read a manual?”


“Just help, OK?”


Crescent fitted her feet into the foot restraints beside Crater and called up a puter screen. “RMS operations manual,” she said to the puter, and it instantly appeared. She studied the diagrams and instructions that loaded on the screen, and said, “Step one. Switch to on.”


“It’s already on,” Crater said irritably. “Skip down. I already get there’s two joysticks, one for the arm and shoulder, the other for the wrist. They’re marked. “


Crescent shot back, “Then why do you need me or the manual? It sounds like you already know how to do everything.”


Crater realized he was pushing her too hard. “Sorry,” he whispered, and saw her nod back.


Petro interrupted. “You folks about done with your little spat? I’ve got a bead on a rock that’s about the right size.”


Crater checked the asteroid from the cupola viewport and whistled. “The arm’s too fragile to move something that big. The fuser’s going to have to do it.”


“I already told you. Fusers aren’t built to be tugs. If we push against that thing, it’s liable to stave in our frame.”


“How about if the arm was folded between the fuser and the rock like a bumper on a fastbug?”


Petro gave that some thought. “Might work,” he concluded.


“Move up so I can touch it with the arm,” Crater said.


Crater could hear the little puffs of nitrogen as Petro gently steered the fuser. “Once Petro gets up to speed,” he said to Crescent, “I want to shove the rock away from us and put a little rotation on it at the same time. That should make the rock look just like the crowhopper captain would expect it to look. To do that, I’ll need to translate the arm forward at the same time the wrist gives it a tumble.”


“I think the arm is too slow for that,” Crescent said. “According to the manual, the maximum travel velocity is only one foot per second. “


“Do you see any way to increase the translation rate?”


Crescent flashed through the instruction screens. “Nothing here.”


“How about you, Gillie?” Crater asked. “Any ideas?”


I do not see any recommendations to increase translation velocities in the specifications, the gillie reported.


“Coming up on our rock,” Petro said. “If you’re going to do something, you’d better do it.”


“We’d be wasting our time with the arm this slow,” Crater said. He thought for a moment, then said, “This is a hydraulic system, correct? Gillie, how does it work?”


The usual way for any hydraulic system.


“What are the hydraulic lines rated for and what do they use?”


The RMS lines are made of braided steel and are rated at eight thousand pounds per square inch. They are normally subjected to four thousand PSI.


“Typically conservative engineering. What would happen if we increased the pressure to a full eight thousand?”


The RMS would either move much faster or the seals would burst. No data on the latter.


“How do we increase the pressure?”


Disable the pressure relief valves. Close off the downstream maintenance valve until pressure is reached, then open the maintenance valve and . . . I am not sure what will happen after that except the arm is going to essentially spring open if it holds together.


“We’re about a yard from our rock,” Petro reported.


“Put me about ten feet above what you think the center of gravity is.”


“Roger. By guess and by golly. There you are.”


“The shoulder and elbow joints are fully folded,” Crater said to Crescent. “Let me turn the wrist pitch up to full . . . There it is . . . And then ease the arm open at the elbow until the side of the end effector just touches . . . Easy does it . . . There, just touching.”


“Well done,” Crescent breathed.


Crater moved his head around in the cupola to get a better look at the rock. It appeared to be a big solid hunk of basalt. “Crescent, I’m going to need you to operate the wrist joystick. When the gillie sends the pressure downstream, I’ll shove the x-y joystick forward. That should make the shoulder rotate and the elbow unfold. Just before it reaches its full stretch, pitch the wrist down. That should tumble the rock.”


“Got it,” Crescent said, putting her hand on the wrist joystick.


“Petro, get us up to velocity. When I say ‘Back off!’ do it in a hurry. If that rock is tumbling, we don’t want it to come up from below and smack us.”


“Roger,” Petro said. “You sure you want to do this?”


“You want to play hide-and-seek with that warpod and have it put a missile up our tail a second after it spots us?”


“I’ll have to use hot fire. Cold nitrogen doesn’t have enough thrust.”


“We’ll have to chance it. Go ahead when you’re ready.”


Crater heard the growl and felt the thump of the belly jets. The arm pushed against the rock, which began to move. “Gillie, increase the RMS hydraulic system to seventy-nine hundred PSI.”


Increasing. Upstream pressure seals holding. 5000, 6000, 7000, 7500, 7900 PSI and holding.


“Ready, Crescent?”


“Ready.”


“Waiting for your call, Petro.”


“We’re approaching one hundred miles per hour.”


“Go for five. We want this thing to knock a big path.”


“Two-three-four-five. Holding at five hundred!”


“Gillie, on my mark, release the maintenance valve. Five-four-three-two-one-mark!”


Crater shoved the joystick forward. The shoulder rotated and the elbow straightened with a bang. Just at the end of the arm’s reach, Crescent shoved the wrist down.


“Back off!” Crater yelled.


Instantly the jets on the fuser spewed and the fuser was pushed backward. Crater pushed his head so hard into the cupola, he thought he might bust through it, but he saw the giant rock slowly tumbling away. “Stop, Petro! Stabilize!”


Directional jets thundered in all directions and the Linda Terry came to a halt while the rock continued on. When it slammed into smaller rocks, they were knocked away like ragged, gray billiard balls.

The comm speakers came alive. “Talley ho, we’ve got it!” It was Valence the crowhopper captain. “It’s knocking a big hole right through the horde. We’re on its tail. Looks like a big asteroid.”

“Show it to us when you can.” It was a male voice, another crowhopper.

“Will do, Letticus,” Valence said, “but give us a minute. We’re having to dodge around to keep from being hit. The good news is that big thing’s giving us a nice path through the horde.”

“I’ll report your success to Truvia, although she will not be pleased to have her rows and columns disturbed.”

Crescent tugged at Crater’s sleeve. “I knew a Trainer named Truvia! She’s a lab rat, not a field Trainer. She studied me for over a month. She never told me why, but she seemed to be interested in the Phoenix Legionnaires.”

“It sounds like she’s in charge of this lash-up.”

A worried look passed over Crescent’s face.

“What?” Crater asked.

“All the Legionnaires I knew who went into her lab for study had the same opinion of Truvia.”

“What was that?”

“That she is completely, utterly, irredeemably, batscrag crazy.”



FORTY-ONE


We’re ready to try long-distance comm, Colonel,” Riley said.


The Colonel had taken to one of the bunks in the aft section of the fuser, but at Riley’s call he came instantly awake. He swung out of the bunk and followed Riley to the battle station console. The Colonel swung into the chair and strapped himself in. “L5 station, L5 station,” the Colonel said into the mike. “This is the Medaris Enterprises fuser Jan Davis. How do you read me?”


It took several more calls before a woman answered. “Jan Davis, this is Station L5. Go ahead.”


“This is Colonel John High Eagle Medaris. Who is this?”


There was a long pause before the woman replied. “My name is Truvia Collette Flaubert Serenia. Are you aboard the fuser approximately twelve thousand miles from L5 and closing?”


“I am. I would like to speak to my son.”


“He is indisposed. What you have to say to him, you may say to me.”


“You are a Trainer. I can tell by your accent.”


“That is correct. I am one of the last of my kind, thanks to you.”


“I must speak to Junior.”


“Colonel, please turn your fuser around and go back to the moon. Junior has assumed control over Medaris Enterprises and will soon go to the moon to begin his leadership. We would prefer that you retire to your tubes in Moontown. If you do, no harm will come to you and you will be allowed to live out your days in peace.”


“Live out my days in . . . See here, you stupid creature, I will blast you and your ilk from space before I retire anywhere. Now get me my son!”


Riley put her hand over the microphone. “Excuse me, Colonel. Maybe you’d best take it a little easy there.”


“What is your purpose in coming here?” Truvia demanded. “Please be specific, or I will not hesitate to order your destruction.”


The Colonel nodded to Riley and willed himself to calm down. “Sorry,” he said into the microphone. “I don’t like to be told what to do. An old habit from too many years in command.”


“Turn around or you will die,” Truvia calmly replied. “That is your choice.”


“Truvia,” the Colonel said, willing patience, “I need to talk to Junior. My fuser will therefore come on without deviation. If you destroy it, I will die and you and he will never hear what I have to say. If, however, you let me come, I assure you it will be in peace and it will be to your advantage.”


“I don’t believe you. Turn around, Colonel. Go home. Your day is past. If you continue, you will be attacked. Further talk between us is pointless. I am signing off.”


“Wait! How about Maria? How is my granddaughter?”


“Still alive,” Truvia responded. “And if you want to keep her that way, you’ll turn around and go back to the moon.”


“Let me talk to her.”


Although there was no further response, the Colonel kept making demands and threats until Riley went up to the cockpit and switched off the transmitter. Then she pulled back to the battle station and told him what she’d done. “Your idea didn’t work, Colonel. They’re not going to let us in there without a fight.”


The Colonel’s eyes were a little wild. “Then we’ll fight. Tiger’s a good pilot. He can fly rings around the warpods. You take the kinetic cannon. I’ll handle the missiles.”


“Look, sir,” Riley said. “That other fuser—I’m certain that’s Crater. What we need to do is to keep the warpods distracted and let him make his bid to save Maria.”


The Colonel glared at her. “No, Riley. That’s not what we’re going to do. We are going to blow up the station.”


Riley was incredulous. “You’re going to kill your own granddaughter when there’s a chance to save her!”


The Colonel’s mouth twitched. “Tiger, where’s the other fuser?”


“I was just going to tell you about it, sir. It disappeared into the horde, and then a warpod showed up and went in after it.”


“Are our missiles in range?”


“It would be a long-distance shot, but I might be able to get one out that far.”


“If it pops up, lock on, shoot a salvo, and smash it!”


“You mean the warpod, right?”


“No, you fool. The fuser!”


“Ignore that order, Tiger,” Riley snapped. She faced the Colonel. “Sir, you are not going to smash that other fuser until we know who’s in it.”


That was when Riley felt the muzzle of a pistol jammed into her cheek. “Riley, if you say another word, I will blow your head off,” the sheriff said. “Colonel, there’s some extra belting in that cabinet there. I suggest you strap her to her chair. Tiger, do as the Colonel orders.”

“Not until you tell me what this is all about,” Tiger defiantly replied.

“Do you know the punishment for mutiny, Captain?” the Colonel asked as he gathered the straps. “Trust me. You won’t like it.”

With the sheriff’s pistol stuck beneath her chin, Riley allowed herself to be strapped in. “Colonel, think this through,” she begged. “You’re a little sick. Don’t you see that?”

The Colonel tore a strip from a towel and wrapped it around Riley’s mouth while the sheriff went forward. “Do as the Colonel says. Get the missiles ready.”

Tiger stared down the muzzle of the sheriff’s pistol, then brought up the missile-arming screen. “Four missiles armed and ready,” he said.

The Colonel came up to the cockpit and pointed at the pulsdar screen. Two glowing dots were evident. “What are those?”

“It’s the fuser and the warpod,” Tiger said. “They just popped up out of the horde.”

“Lock on the fuser and launch your missiles,” the Colonel demanded.

“But, sir, from this distance, it would take an hour for a missile to get there!”

“You have your orders, pilot Tramon.”


When Tiger still hesitated, the sheriff jammed the pistol barrel into the pilot’s temple. “Do it!”


Tiger called up the battle puter. “Launch missiles one through four at the target designated on the pulsdar. At my mark. Three-two-one-mark!”


The fuser shuddered as the missiles launched and began their long journey through space.




FORTY-TWO


The asteroid horde was not as Crater envisioned it. Rather than being a tight collection of rocks, he saw that the rocks were separated by hundreds, even thousands of yards. The big potato-shaped rock they’d launched cleared an even wider path as it barged through smaller asteroids, which started a chain reaction of rocks bumping into others. Before long the entire horde seemed to be rattling around.


The warpod kept following the Trojan asteroid with the Linda Terry tracking along behind. When he could, Petro kept the tumbling rocks of the horde between the Linda and the station, which was aggressively painting the area. The horde was also being painted by the other fuser.


“When should we take this warpod out?” Petro asked.


“As soon as it clears the horde,” Crater said. “You’ll need to make it quick and then hit the other warpods before they can react.”


Crater felt the fuser lurch. “What’s that?”


Petro studied the console display. “Our taxi was just detached.”


“Crescent!” Crater pushed his head into the cupola and looked around until he saw the taxi slide from under the fuselage, its small directional jet spurting. “Get back here,” he demanded.


“You and Petro fly the fuser,” Crescent said. “I’ll go rescue your precious Maria.”


“Crescent,” Petro said, “you told me to keep you from doing anything rash. This is rash.”


Crescent’s voice was calm. “Thank you, Petro, but I’m committed to saving Maria now, if she can be saved. I’ve put on my Phoenix armor. The crowhoppers on board the station will recognize it. I’ve got a better chance with them than Crater does. I’ve got my gillie with me too.”


“She’s right,” Petro said to Crater. “She can pick her way through and get to the station, then who knows? They might let her aboard.”


“She’s risking her life for Maria,” Crater said softly. “Amazing. Why would she do that?”


Petro looked at Crater in astonishment. “Crater, I love you, brother, but you are a true candidate for the loony bin. You know Crescent is in love with you. That’s why she’s doing this. It isn’t for Maria. It’s for you.”


“You’re right,” Crater said, bitterly. “But it’s still wrong for her to sacrifice herself for me.”


I am in contact with the Awful Thing, the gillie said from Crater’s shoulder. All is well.


Petro nodded. “Crescent’s got the gillie with her. They have a chance. As for stopping her, forget it. That girl does something, she does it all the way.”


“I wish I had told her what she means to me,” Crater said, more to himself than Petro.


“What does she mean to you?” Petro demanded.


Crater didn’t pause. “I would be lost without her.”


Petro laughed harshly and shook his head. The brothers fell into silence and their own thoughts. A little less than an hour later, he said, “The warpod’s in the clear.”


“Smash it,” Crater said.


Petro opened fire with the kinetic cannon. The impact of the heavy slugs traced across the back and the wings of the warpod, setting it on fire.


“Hang on,” Petro said. He toggled the stick and the fuser surged ahead, pressing Crater into his seat as Petro swept the fuser past the smoking warpod.


“There are a couple more,” Petro said and fired into the backs of two stationary warpods.


“We have to make certain they’re inoperable,” Crater said.


“Here we go,” Petro answered and made another run across the warpods. Crater called up the tail guns and strafed them too.


A blip appeared on the pulsdar screen. “Missile locked on,” Petro reported and took evasive action.


Crater glanced at the pulsdar. “The missile must be from a third warpod. It’s about two hundred miles away.”


“I’ll show you why warpods are no match for a fuser,” Petro said and turned away from the missile track, then slowed down.


“What are you doing? That thing will fly right up our pipes!”


Petro said nothing but let the Linda loaf along, a perfect target. When the missile got close, he nudged the throttle ahead. “Their missiles can’t keep up with us. Now, watch this.” Petro put the fuser into a loop. “Shoot it, Crater,” he said as they flew near the top of the loop.


Crater opened up with the tail guns. “Missile destroyed,” he reported.


Petro came out of the loop and pushed the throttle forward, flying down the track of the missile. Four more missiles were headed in their direction. Petro waited until they were close, then flew above them. When they started to turn around, Crater smashed them too. The warpod that had launched them began to turn but didn’t get far before Petro unloaded the fuser’s nose guns, tearing off a wing and ripping apart the fuselage. Bodies were strewn into space. “One more to go,” Petro said.


“It’s running for the station,” Crater reported.


“I’m on it,” Petro said, and pushed the throttle forward.




FORTY-THREE


Crescent, her gillie reporting on the battle between the Linda Terry and the warpods, grappled a small asteroid with the taxi’s arms and zigzagged through the horde toward the station.


Her gillie spoke up. The asteroid at thirty degrees to starboard is a good one to get behind. You should have a visual of the station from there.


Crescent aimed for the asteroid, then stopped next to it. She eased the taxi forward until she could see the station. She also saw something remarkable. On the lower ring, there was someone outside in a pressure suit, and climbing out of the main hatch were three crowhoppers, identified by their black armor.


My former owner, the gillie said. On the station, lower ring.


Crescent’s mouth dropped open. “That’s Maria in the pressure suit?”


Yes. She is untethered. She should know better than that.


“Maybe she forgot it.” Crescent, not believing her luck, drove the taxi forward. The crowhoppers were slowly working their way down the ladder of the central core of the station. “We’ve got to hit the bridge with this rock first. Aim me, Gillie.”


Go five miles out. Suitable velocity of the asteroid must be attained for it to penetrate the bridge structure.

Crescent drove out five miles, then turned around. “Gillie, can you sync me with Maria’s suit comm?”

Of course. I already did. You may speak to her at any time. But first yaw five degrees to starboard, pitch eight degrees down. Then full throttle until I tell you to release.

Crescent pushed the taxi’s throttle forward. The station began to grow in size as she barreled down an invisible track.

Release, release, release!

Crescent released the big rock, then looped around to watch what happened. She just had a glimpse of startled faces in the viewports of the bridge before it struck. The bridge caved in at impact, its viewports shattered or popped out. The air inside rushed through them, the moisture inside turning into a gray sheet before disappearing.

As Crescent flew by, a body floated out of the bridge. It was wearing a coppery tunic. Then she saw another body in a black Legionnaire’s uniform. By its gold stripes, she recognized it as an officer. She flew the taxi down the length of the station, passing the three crowhoppers who had stopped on the ladder and were gawking at her. She reached the lower ring and slid up next to Maria Medaris. “Hop aboard,” she said. “The Lunar Rescue Company has arrived. Tips are appreciated.”



FORTY-FOUR


Petro flew the fuser across the carcasses of the three warpods while Crater studied the pulsdar. “The other warpod is still outside L5 but it’s turned around. We’ll smash it if it gets any closer.” He peered at the screen. “Another missile’s locked on us but it doesn’t look real, more like an echo.”


Petro took a look. “It’s not a warpod missile. It’s something else. A long way off.”


“A software anomaly?”


Report from the Awful Thing. Crescent has Maria aboard the taxi.


Both Petro and Crater, after looking at one another in disbelief, erupted in cheers. “Way to go, Crescent!”


“Tell her we’ll be along to pick her up in ten minutes,” Petro told the gillie. “Crater, that missile, or whatever it is, is coming fast.”


Crater shook his head. “Petro, it can’t be real. Where would it be coming from? Let’s grab Crescent and Maria and get out of here.”


“It’s real, Crater! Get back to the battle station and start jamming. Now!”


Petro punched the throttle on the fuser and rolled and looped her while Crater flew back to the battle station and began to search for the missile’s signature. Finding none, he began to fire radio waves up and down the spectrum in an attempt to confuse it.


“I can’t shake it!” Petro yelled. “It knows our defenses!”


“Helmets on!” Crater shouted back.


That was when missile struck the engine compartment and exploded, ripping the Linda Terry apart.






 
On the Jan Davis, Tiger made the call. “One of our missiles just hit the other fuser. Pulsdar indicates it is now in two pieces.”


The Colonel looked at the screen and saw two glowing spots drifting apart. He began to tremble. “What have I done?”


Riley, released from her straps, floated up next to him and kicked him hard in the shins. “Indeed, what have you done, you foolish old man!”




FORTY-FIVE


Maria rode on the back of the taxi while Crescent worked to get inside the horde. Before it could reach the safety of the asteroids, a warpod streaked into L5. After firing a warning burst from its kinetic cannon, it blocked the taxi’s way. The gillie transmitted the warpod’s call. Go back to the station. It was a crowhopper’s voice.


“I am Crescent of the Phoenix Legion,” she said. “I have no quarrel with a fellow Legionnaire.”


“Crescent of the Phoenix Legion,” came the reply, “if such you are, we are honored. My name is Malevius. Our quarrel is not of our making but that of the Trainers. We observed your attack on the L5 station, and a very nice attack it was. You showed much fortitude and imagination. I wish we were on the same side, but alas, we are not. You will return with us to the station to see what is to be seen.”


“And if I don’t?”


“You will be blasted to atoms.”


Crescent called Maria. “Maria, I don’t know if you can hear the warpod, but they’ve ordered us back to the station.”


“I heard,” Maria answered ruefully. “Looks like they’ve got us cornered.”


“I’m sorry. We thought we could save you.”


“By ‘we,’ do you mean Crater Trueblood?” Maria’s heart leaped. He had come for her!


“And Petro. We came in a fuser.”


Maria couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “How the heck did you acquire a fuser?”


“It is a good story, perhaps saved for a better day.”


“If you are planning to escape by some wild maneuver,” Malevius said, “be aware that I have a missile locked on you and you will not get far, just as the fuser that brought you here. Although they have all been disabled, one of our warpods somehow blew that fuser up. It speaks to the gallantry of the Legion.”


“Gillie,” Crescent said, “is that true?”


There has been a major malfunction on the fuser Linda Terry. 


“Back to the station!” Malevius growled. “I will not tell you again without grave consequences.”


Fighting a tide of grief, Crescent steered the taxi back to the station. A crowhopper was outside, standing beside the main hatch. When he saw the taxi, he gestured for her to come closer. Crescent complied, and when the taxi got within arm’s reach, Maria was pulled off. One glance at her tear-streaked face and Crescent knew she’d heard about the destruction of the fuser.


Another hand signal from the crowhopper sent Crescent to the docking station on the top ring. “Gillie, hide,” she whispered after docking, and the gillie leaped from her shoulder and disappeared into the tubes and cables that ran along the taxi’s ceiling.


As soon as the docking was completed, Crescent opened the hatch and a crowhopper ordered her out. Warning klaxons were sounding inside the station, and there was dust and smoke in the air. The Legionnaire guarding her looked flustered.


“Shouldn’t you be evacuating?” Crescent asked, appraising the damage.

“I am told to bring you to the lower ring,” the Legionnaire said, his eyes darting toward a hammering noise overhead.

“What’s that?”

“They’re sealing off the bridge, thanks to you,” he said. “A nice attack, by the way. I salute you. The entire bridge crew was killed, including Captain Letticus and the Trainer Carus. I see you are of the Phoenix Legion. I also salute you for that.”

“I am the last member of the Phoenix warriors. We are not enemies but comrades. What is your name?”

“I am Camponitas, of the Seventh Legion. We are not enemies, it is true, but I have my orders from the Trainer Truvia to bring you to her.”

“I know Truvia. She is insane.”

Camponitas looked toward the bridge again when he heard the hissing of an arc welder. “That may be true. It does not matter.”

“Dispose of her and I will save the rest of the Legionnaires aboard.”

“How? The fuser you came in was destroyed.”

Crescent fought past the anguish she felt at hearing that stark reality confirmed. Crater and Petro were dead and she was captured, but she would complete her mission if she could. “Help me convince Captain Malevius to take us aboard his warpod,” she said.

Camponitas shook his head. “I must follow my orders. Go down that spoke toward the central core.”


Crescent complied. Microgravity in the core required her to use handrails to pull herself along. At the central spoke, she saw Maria, a Legionnaire behind her. Maria was crying. “Crater and Petro are gone,” she said.


“Crater loved you,” Crescent said softly. “That’s why we came for you.”


Maria swiped tears from her face. “I loved him too. I was such a fool. I should have told him.”


“That would have been appropriate,” Crescent replied.


She looked closely at Crescent. “You loved him too.”


It felt like a stiletto was tearing through Crescent’s heart. She raised her chin. “That is true.”


Both women were pushed along the central core and then directed into one of the spokes leading to the lower ring. Along the way, Crescent felt the pull of the centripetal force and grabbed hold of the ladder and swung her boots toward the new “down.” Truvia was waiting for them at the bottom. At the sight of Crescent, her eyes turned bright.


“The only surviving member of the Phoenix Legion!” She wagged her finger in Crescent’s face. “But you have turned treasonous.”


Crescent knew her only hope was to pretend her loyalties still lay with the Legion. “Not treasonous, Trainer Truvia, merely following orders from those who paid for my services.”


Truvia studied Crescent. “I suspect there is much more to your story. For instance, why are you alive?”


“I was captured. Forced to live among humans. Now I am back with you.”


Truvia turned to Maria. “You have been crying. Why?”


Crescent answered for her. “The man she loved was just killed in the fuser.”


“The fuser that brought you here?”


“Yes. I was ordered to destroy your bridge, and I did.”


“And your mission was . . . ?”


“To rescue the Medaris woman.”


“You were under contract with the Colonel?”


“No. We were an independent operation.”


“Ah. Crater Trueblood. Of course! He did come! And we killed him, just as I said we would.”


Maria lunged at Truvia with an anguished cry, but the crowhopper guard flung her away, then stomped after her, picked her up, and brought her back.


Truvia was studying Crescent. “I sense something unusual about you. I wish to study you in the lab. You have no objection?”


When Crescent didn’t answer, Truvia smiled. “Yes, there’s something about you I must know.” She glanced at Maria. “One last chance, Maria. Will you be our queen?”


Maria snarled, “Never!”


“Bring her along. I have an idea.”


“Trainer Truvia,” Camponitas said, “should we not be working to restore the station?”


Truvia turned toward Camponitas. “Our remaining warpod is docking with the station, and its cockpit will act as our temporary bridge. The central station puter was unharmed. We will be up and running normally within a few minutes. Does this satisfy your concerns, Camponitas?”


“I ask permission to kill myself for being impertinent, Trainer Truvia,” Camponitas replied.


“Permission denied for the present,” Truvia said. “But I may reconsider.”


“Yes, Trainer Truvia.”




FORTY-SIX


It’s cold in here, brother,” Petro said. Frost was forming on his helmet from his breath. He wiped at it with his gloved hand but was frustrated by the frost being on the inside.


“It would really be cold if those internal hatches hadn’t held,” Crater replied. “Or maybe we wouldn’t have been cold at all. Does heaven have a temperature, I wonder?”


“Heaven is never anything I’ve worried about,” Petro replied and then cocked his head at Crater. “You go off on strange tangents at times.”


Crater shrugged. “Well, it’s not much of a tangent to think about heaven since we seem to be so close to seeing it.”


“Or the other place,” Petro agreed without agreeing.


“You need to dial up your helmet vent,” Crater said, then reached over and did it for him.


Petro breathed in and out a couple of times. The helmet cleared and stayed clear. “Thanks. So what do we do next? Breathe down our air while singing hymns?”


Crater grimly smiled. “A hymn might help, but we probably need to first figure a way out of this situation and continue our rescue.”


Petro laughed. “Well if that isn’t typical Crater Trueblood. Figure a way out of this situation and continue. Haw! In case you haven’t noticed, brother, we are scragged, bagged, and tagged. Our fuser is mortally wounded, we have neither internal air or pressure in the truncated section we find ourselves floating through space in, we don’t have a taxi for a lifeboat, and we don’t have communications, not that it would help, seeing as how there’s not a friendly ear to listen within ninety thousand miles.”


“Crescent’s still out there in the taxi.”


“Doubtful. How could she escape?”


“And another fuser is flying toward L5.”


“I think the missile that hit us came from that fuser, so I don’t think it’s going to be any help.”


Crater couldn’t explain his optimism to Petro, but he felt it all the same. He was certain that sacrifice to a good cause was never in vain. All he needed to do was calculate the situation and figure out a course of action. The biolastic suits, backpacks, and helmets would last two days without recharging. That was good. They were inside a powerless hulk adrift along the rim of L5. That was bad. His conclusion was inevitable. “We’ll call for help,” he said.


“Are you kidding? Who around here would help us?”


“Maybe the L5 station would like to take us prisoners. For all we know, Crescent and Maria are prisoners too. Better to be a live prisoner with some chance to complete our mission than dead. Gillie, give a call out to all stations.”


When the gillie didn’t reply, he saw that it wasn’t on his shoulder or in his pocket. He began to search for it. When he found the gillie, adrift near the aft bulkhead, he saw it had a shard of litesteel through it. “Are you dead?” he asked.


Sick, it replied. Regenerating. Remove the litesteel. Thank you.


Crater pulled the litesteel shard from the mass of slime mold and then put the gillie in his pocket. “Get well, little buddy.”


“No gillie? We are well and truly scragged this time,” Petro said, shaking his head.


Crater thought some more. “We can communicate with our do4us. They normally don’t have much range, but if we route them through the external antenna, someone might hear us.”


“Might work. I never worked on the comm cabling before. It’s somewhere in here, I guess,” Petro said, touching the silent, dark console.


Crater flew back to the supply cabin where he selected a tool kit, then flew back to the cockpit and got to work. An hour later, he plugged his do4u into the ship’s comm circuit. “Confirm external antenna,” he said.


External antenna connected, the do4u said in the voice Crater had selected years ago.


“Whose voice is that?” Petro asked.


Crater blushed. “Maria’s.”


Petro chuckled. “You’re sick, Crater, truly sick.”


Crater dialed up the frequencies that warpods typically used because he thought the L5 station probably used them too. “Any station, any station. This is a mayday from the fuser Linda Terry. I say again this is a mayday from the fuser Linda Terry. We are disabled and adrift. Standing by for your response.”


After Crater repeated the message several times, he said, “I’ll repeat it every ten minutes until my do4u battery dies. Then we’ll use yours.”


A voice crackled from Crater’s do4u. “Linda Terry, we need help too!”


Crater and Petro looked at each other in astonishment. “This is the Linda Terry. Who’s this?”


“I am Captain Valence of warpod 6982. We are adrift. My crew is dying. We were attacked with kinetic weapons.”


“I know. We’re the ship that attacked you. What kind of damage did you sustain?”


“We lost our engines and environmental systems. How about you?”


“A missile hit us and we broke into two pieces. Listen, what have you done to restart your engines?”


“Everything we can think of. There doesn’t seem to be anything we can do.”


“Do you know your position?”


“Yes. We’ve called for help but no response. We heard the station bridge was struck by a female warrior of the Phoenix Legion. She has been captured.”


“Has anybody on the station said they would come out and save you?”


“No. I suppose they’ve decided since we lost, why rescue us?”


“How about if you rescued yourself?”


“With what?”


“Your cold nitrogen control system.”


“That system is for stability control and orientation.”


“It can also be used to move along a trajectory. It’ll be slow, but you can still move.”


“Where would we move?”


“Over to us.”


“Why would we do that?”


“Because I can fix your engines.”




FORTY-SEVEN


This is where Truvia fixes broken bones,” Maria said as she and Crescent were shoved into the transformation lab. “Of course, first she orders them broken.”


“Maria, I must reiterate that you have been most unhelpful from the moment you joined us.” Truvia clucked. “And I really had such high hopes for you.”


Maria resisted the urge to spit in the Trainer’s face. “Sorry to spoil your plans.”


“They’re hardly spoiled. Nearly everything I’ve wanted will yet occur. Realistically, there’s no one who can stop what I’ve begun.”


Maria turned a verbal knife. “How about the fellow who gave you that shiner? Let me guess. You walked into a cabinet? Or maybe my father’s fist?”


“He didn’t mean it,” Truvia said, touching her eye. “He’s lately been under a lot of pressure.”


Maria hooted. “Spoken like every woman who’s enabled a woman beater. But why are we getting this guided tour? Shouldn’t you be out enjoying the destruction of the Earth or something? Oh, yeah. Crescent knocked out your bridge, so you can’t see it so well.”


“Not to worry. We will soon have another functioning bridge. But while that’s being accomplished, I really would love to study Crescent. She is both the last of her kind and the only of her kind. Crescent, this is a direct order from a Trainer. Remove your clothes and climb on that table.”

When Crescent didn’t comply, her arms were taken by the two crowhopper guards, and piece by piece her armor and biolastic suit were removed. Truvia tossed her a smock. “Put this on and lie down on the table.”

Crescent tilted her chin defiantly. “Go jump in a pile of scrag.”

At Truvia’s nod, the guards grabbed Crescent and held her while Truvia dressed her in the smock. She was then forced on the table and strapped down.

Truvia made a rectangle in the air and a blue screen appeared. She tapped on it and the table with Crescent began to move inside the instrument. An outline of Crescent’s body appeared with all of her internal organs revealed. Something else was revealed that was so evident even Maria gasped.

“A baby!” Truvia cocked her head toward Crescent. “But who’s the father? Male crowhoppers are sterile.”

“A human donor,” Crescent said quickly. “I don’t know his name.”

“Really? Let’s run a genealogical test.”

Truvia sat down at a puter, her fingers flying across the keyboard. Within seconds, the results came on screen. “The DNA mitochondrial test of the fetus shows your Siberian heritage, of course, but the father”—her fingers tapped more keys—“the father is a bit of a mongrel. Interesting. I see indicators of Northern European subgroup, Southeastern European subgroup, South Asian subgroup—that would be from the Indian subcontinent—Western African and—a very interesting haplogroup—American native, specifically of the Cherokee tribe.”


 At the mention of the Cherokee connection, Maria raised her eyebrows. Truvia took notice. “Someone you know, Maria?” She tapped the keys, and the table holding Crescent slid back from the instrument.

“He doesn’t know,” Crescent whispered, looking at Maria. “When he broke his leg, my doctor gathered from him what was needed.”

Truvia smiled. “Crater Trueblood? The audacious fellow I keep hearing about? Too bad he’s dead.” She turned to Maria. “But I think I see it all now. The eternal triangle! Crater loved you. Crescent loved Crater. And you . . . well, you loved yourself.”

The puter sounded a tone. Truvia studied the screen. “Do you know why you were in the Phoenix Legion, Crescent? No? Well, it wasn’t because of what you thought. You don’t have the Phoenix gene. You were an experiment in another way. We wanted females with easy eggs to harvest. Otherwise we had to either hunt human females down or buy them and take their eggs. It was a nasty and very expensive business.”

Truvia walked up to the table where Crescent was strapped. “Is this not good news? You’re not going to die because of the Phoenix gene. Maybe from something else, but not that!”

Crescent looked in disbelief at Truvia even as she tried to understand the implications of the Trainer’s revelation. “Why did you allow me to think I was going to die young?”

Truvia shrugged. “The entire Phoenix Legion was under my scientific study. It was convenient to put you there. What you knew or didn’t know wasn’t part of my research.”


“You are more evil than I could possibly imagine,” Crescent hissed.


“Am I? But I want only your happiness.” She touched Crescent’s face, then looked into her eyes. “Why didn’t Crater love you instead of Maria? Of course, we both know the answer to that. Men are shallow creatures, aren’t they? He couldn’t see your inner beauty.”


Crescent said nothing, but the ache inside her heart was a painful reminder of the truth of the Trainer’s words.


“But I can fix that for you, Crescent,” Truvia went on. “I have Maria’s form in the 3DCP. In eight hours, I can change you to look and sound like her, and no one will be able to tell the difference. Do you want this?”


Crescent took a deep breath, then looked up at the ceiling where something caught her eye. Quickly, so it wouldn’t be noticed, she turned her head toward Maria. “What about her?” she asked.


“We’ll flush her into the station waste receptacle and expel her and the rest of the garbage into space.”


“And my baby?”


“It would be destroyed in the process of restructuring you, but you could have another. Men would be lining up to mate with you if you looked like Maria. Shall we get started?”


Crescent worked her lips into a greedy smile. “Don’t kill her yet. I want her to see me. I will make a much better Maria Medaris than she ever could.”


“Did I mention that we were going to make her our queen? This is so perfect. Now you can be our queen!”


“I will be pleased to be your queen,” Crescent replied gracefully.


Truvia turned on the 3DCP puter. “It will take about an hour to load in Maria’s data. Be patient.”


“Do you mind if I use for one last time the body design you gave me?” Crescent asked. “I’d like to show Dr. Medaris some of the fighting moves you Trainers taught me.”


“Ah, revenge. It is something I understand. Just as long as you don’t get hurt. That would slow the program down.”


“Oh, I won’t get hurt.”


Truvia unstrapped Crescent and then stepped back. Crescent walked across the room and slammed her fist into Maria’s stomach. Maria doubled over, choking, and then Crescent pounded her in the back with both fists. Maria sprawled onto the deck.


Truvia clapped her hands. “Oh, well done,” she said, just as a bolt of blue lightning arced from the ceiling into her head. Her eyes turned into green saucers, smoke escaped from her mouth and ears, and she slumped down.


Crescent helped Maria up. “Sorry, I needed to create a distraction while the gillie moved into position.”


“I can take it,” Maria replied. She looked up at the ceiling and spied the gray blob stuck there. “Is that my gillie?”


“It’s mine now,” Crescent said. She turned to the guards, who seemed paralyzed at the sight of their Trainer lying on the floor, smoke still coming from her head. “You know who I am. Whether I have the gene or not, I am from the Phoenix Legion. I require your loyalty.”


The guards looked at one another and shrugged. “Sounds good,” one of them said, and the others nodded their agreement.




FORTY-EIGHT


Crater and Petro stood at the hatch and looked across to the wing of the warpod, which had bumped against their fuser remnant. “Well, brother,” Petro said, “we’re going to have to cross over to that wing and hang on, but it looks pretty smooth. What happens if we bounce right off and sail into space? Think they’ll come after us?”


“Maybe not you, but I think they might come after me. After all, I told them I could fix their engines.” Crater elbowed Petro playfully in the ribs.


Petro remained serious. “And can you fix them?”


“I don’t know, but I’ll give it a shot. You see the engine nacelles? Aim for those.”


Petro judged the distance, then said, “You first.”


Crater shrugged and launched himself, his flight carrying him to the nacelle cover of the port engine exhaust. He grabbed it and held on. “Your turn,” he said to Petro. “Come on, you can do it.”


Despite his many weeks in space, Petro discovered standing outside on the skin of the fuser remnant frightened him. It was like being on the top of a mountain with nothing between him and an endless drop. His knees knocking, his hands trembling, he launched.


He nearly missed because he aimed too high. Crater caught him by the boot. “Got you, brother,” he said, and pulled him in.

A bay door on the warpod opened and a crowhopper reached up and grabbed their legs and pulled them both inside. “If our salvation is in the hands of you two,” he said, “I think we should go ahead and invoke our suicide pact.”

Another crowhopper was at an airlock at the front end of the bay and gathered them in. “Pressurize,” he said as he pulled the hatch shut behind him. Fifteen minutes later, with their helmets off, Crater and Petro were pushed onto the warpod bridge where four more crowhoppers waited for them. “I am Captain Valence,” one of them said. He was a crowhopper with a vivid scar across his forehead.

“Crater Trueblood,” Crater said.

“Petro Mountbatten-Jones,” Petro said.

Valence frowned. “I must tell you the opinion of my crew is I should have left you in your fuser. For us, the honorable thing that remains is to commit suicide. In fact, it’s in our contract that we should kill ourselves if we find ourselves either prisoners unable to escape or in a hopeless situation.”

“Captain Valence,” Crater said firmly, “this isn’t a hopeless situation at all. After I fix one of your engines, you’ll be able to go anywhere you like.”

Valence seemed unconvinced. “By contract we shouldn’t go anywhere. By contract we should die.”

“What’s a contract?” Petro said. “Just words and signatures. Things sometimes change that aren’t covered by any contract. Life! Death! The pursuit of happiness!”


Valence stared at Petro. “Is he deranged?”


“A little. But listen, just give me a chance at your engines.”


“Captain Valence,” one of the crowhoppers said, “sir, with all due respect and whatnot, we should commit suicide.”


Valence pondered the earnest crewman, then said, “You go ahead and kill yourself, Agate. I will stay alive to see if we can get this ship running again. If we do, we can fulfill the other part of our contract, protecting the station. There’s another fuser out there that should be arriving soon.”


“While Crater is futzing with the engine,” Petro said, “how about I take a look at your contract? Maybe I can spot a loophole.”


“Be my guest,” Valence said. “Agate? You’re our sea lawyer, so put off your suicide for now. Show this human what we agreed to do as honorable mercenaries.”


Crater said, “I’ll need some tools and someone to help me open up the engine hatches.”


“This is a warship, not a maintenance tug,” Valence replied. The point made, he nodded to a crowhopper who, if Crater could read crowhopper expressions correctly, was frightened. “Newberry, you are not much of a warrior, but I think you have some mechanical skills. Go with this enemy, obey him as if he were me.”


Newberry knuckled his forehead. “At once, sir.”


Valence shook his head. “How I got stuck with Newberry, I’ll never know. Go ahead, Crater. Take him and good luck. Maybe you can make a man out of him. Oh, and when or if you decide the engine cannot be repaired, let me know instantly so we can kill ourselves. Don’t wait too long.”


“I’ll do my best, Captain,” Crater said, then waved the crowhopper Newberry to follow him.




FORTY-NINE


The Jan Davis fused on through space. Tiger had a warpod on the pulsdar. “It just released a spread of six missiles at us. I can smash it anytime you say, Colonel.”


Riley looked hard at the Colonel, who was sitting in one of the jumpseats. When all she saw were vacant eyes staring back at her, she said, “I think the Colonel is out of commission, Tiger. Evade the missiles, then take out the warpod.”


“Roger that,” Tiger said. He pushed the throttles forward, flying straight at the incoming missiles. Three miles away, he pulled the fuser up, flying over the missiles, which turned with him to follow.


“There it is,” Riley said, pointing at a shadow on the pulsdar that represented the attacking warpod.


Tiger swept the fuser along, the missiles continuing to follow him, then poured on the coal, flashing over the warpod. The pulsdar lit up as one of the warpod’s own missiles struck it. Then a second, third, and fourth hit it. There was nothing much left for the fifth and sixth missiles to blow up. “They’re smashed,” Tiger said.


“Colonel, we took out the warpod,” Riley said to no reply.


“I’ve seen him like this before,” the sheriff said. “He’ll snap out of it.”


“Was he like this when he decided to put the horde in L5?”


The sheriff put his hand on the Colonel’s armrest and pulled himself down to face the great man. “Come on, Colonel, pull yourself together. We need you.”


The Colonel kept staring ahead except for an occasional blink.


“A warpod has docked with the station,” Tiger said, observing the pulsdar.


“The Colonel may be indisposed,” the sheriff said, “but his orders stand. Smash the station.”


“We’re not going to smash the station,” Riley retorted. “If we can, we’re going to rescue Maria.”


“Hold on,” Tiger said. “Our pulsdar is picking up something big between the moon and the Earth.”


Riley looked at the pulsdar and was surprised by the size of the echo. She moved a cursor over it. “Puter, calculate velocity and course of the target,” Riley said.


The puter replied, Target is accelerating. It will strike the Earth in eighteen hours.


“How big is it?”


One point two miles in diameter.


Riley and Tiger exchanged shocked glances. “How do we stop that thing?” Riley asked.


“Nothing can stop it,” Tiger replied. “Maybe it could be deflected.”


“With what?” When Tiger had no answer, Riley said, “We need to alert Earth.”


“We can’t reach Earth through our jerry-rigged apparatus,” Tiger replied.


Riley thought for a moment, then said, “The station can call Earth. Let’s go there.”


Tiger plotted a course for the station and pushed the throttle forward. “We’ll be at the station in an hour,” he said.




FIFTY


Crescent and Maria, with a phalanx of crowhoppers piling in behind them, burst onto the warpod bridge. One of the crowhoppers flung Truvia down. “The Trainers are dead,” Crescent said to the warpod captain. “The station is now under my command. Give me your name.”


The warpod captain looked at the rifles leveled at him and Truvia’s body and came to attention. “My name is Captain Philippe. Command me.”


“Give me a situation report.”


“My warpod is acting as a temporary bridge. Its puter is keeping track of the asteroid.” He gestured toward a viewscreen. “There you may see the view camera attached to it.”


“What asteroid?” Crescent asked while intently staring at the viewscreen.


Captain Philippe tugged at the neck opening in his armor. “I thought you were aware of it. Many apologies. Its number is CS2241, an unexciting nomenclature for a rock that is one point two miles wide.”


“What is its destination?” Crescent demanded.


“Why, Earth, my lady,” Philippe responded. “It will arrive in about eighteen hours.”


“Warn Earth,” Crescent commanded. “Now!”


“Yes, of course. But who should I call?”


“Call Medaris Enterprises in Armstrong City,” Maria said. “Tell them to contact our family on Earth. If anything can be done, they will know what to do.”


“But Medaris Enterprises now belongs to your father,” Philippe said. “Will they do as they’re told?”


Maria beckoned to one of the crowhoppers. “You! What’s your name?”


The crowhopper came to attention. “Tristan, madam.”


“Tristan, get my father.”


Within a few minutes, her father appeared on the bridge with Tristan the crowhopper pushing him. At the sight of Maria, her father’s face lit up. “Maria, you’re alive! Who is this? Is it a female crowhopper? And what happened to the bridge? I’m so confused.”


“What are you on, Junior?” Maria tiredly asked. “Take him back, Tristan. He’s worthless.” She turned to Captain Philippe. “Call the company in Armstrong City. Ask for a Miss Torricelli.”


When the call went through, Maria said, “Teresa, this is Maria. Do you recognize my voice?”


“Yes, Dr. Medaris. It’s good to hear it too. We’re a little confused. Your grandfather retired and your father is now the president of the company.”


“No, he isn’t. I’m assuming control. Now listen carefully. This is going to be hard to explain . . .”




FIFTY-ONE


Crater held up his hand through the hatch. “Give me a spanner wrench, Newberry.”


The crowhopper handed over the tool, then said, “What have you found, sir?”


“This engine is in good shape. It was the cross feed to the other engine that shut it down. All I’ve got to do is seal off this tankage line and . . . There, got it. Call the bridge and ask them to run up the pressure in the primary feed lines.”


Newberry made the call. “Run up the pressure in the primary feed lines. What? Of course, now!” He waited for confirmation, then said, “They’re doing it now, sir.”


“Hold it!” Crater yelled. “We’ve got a bad leak here.”


Newberry made the call again. “Crater said to stop the line pump,” he said.


Valence’s voice crackled over Newberry’s radio. “Hasn’t he given up?”


“Not yet, sir.”


“I figure we’ve only got about six hours of stale air left. Tell him I’ll give him three hours and then we’re all going to kill ourselves as provided for in our contract.”


Crater popped his head through the hatch. “Tell Valence to kill himself first to see what it’s like, then report back to the rest of us.”

Newberry worked his gray face into a grin. “I don’t dare tell him that, sir.”

Crater chuckled. “It was a joke, Newberry.”

“We don’t tell jokes in the Legion.”

“Really? Well, I’ll teach you some later. Everything looks good for this one engine except for a propellant line that’s got a crack in it. I could replace the line, but it would take me too long. You wouldn’t happen to have some duct tape on you, would you?”

“Not sure what that is, sir.”

“It’s kind of a gray color and you use it to wrap around pipes to stop leaks.”

Newberry frowned. “I wonder if you mean pipe tape, sir. It matches your description. Here, I have a small roll of it in my kit.”

Crater snatched the tape. “That’s it! Well, Newberry, I need about two big rolls of it, all right?”

“Why, yes, sir. Just give me a few minutes.”

When Newberry returned, he was pushing a box before him. Crater tore it open. “Jackpot! Perfect.” Taking two rolls of tape, he disappeared through the hatch and before long poked his head up. “Call Captain Valence. Let’s have another pressure test.”

The response to Newberry’s call was not encouraging. “We are not going to run any kind of test. It’s time to go out as heroes.”


Crater crawled out. “Give me that radio, Newberry. Thank you. Captain Valence, this is Crater. Look, I think I’ve solved the problem, but I need a pressure test on the propellant lines to engine number two.”


Valence grunted and growled. “All right, but this is for the last time. Pressure test underway.”


After a few minutes, Crater said, “The lines are holding.”


With Newberry close behind, Crater went hand over hand to the cockpit. Arriving, he said to Valence, “Fire up engine number two.”


“It will probably blow up,” Valence replied.


“Only one way to find out, Captain.”


Captain Valence shrugged, then signaled to a helmsman who made the necessary inputs on the engine puters. This was followed by the whine of an auxiliary power unit and then the blistering roar of an engine. Valence ran it for ten seconds, then waved at the helmsman to shut it down.


Valence turned to Crater. “I suppose you want a medal.”


“No, Captain, I want you to switch sides.”


“Impossible.”


“No, it isn’t,” Petro said, shoving a workpad at the Captain. “Here’s your loophole, sir. Section three, paragraph one bravo. Read it and cheer, fellows. It says, ‘the company’—that’s you guys—‘will respond to the will and commands of the contractor’—that would be the creeps on the station—‘as long as the contractor maintains a viable command and control. If the C&C is lost due to enemy action or any other reason, including negligence, commanders of fleet vehicles shall make reasonable inquiry as to the status of the contractor and the time frame in which the C&C will be reestablished. If the contractor does not respond within a reasonable period of time, commanders are authorized to remove themselves from the field of battle and declare an independent status until the company headquarters provides them with direction.’ ”


Petro slapped the pad shut. “What do you think about that?”

“I think it’s words stacked on words,” Valence said. “And I don’t know what it means.”

“It means if you don’t hear anything from those creeps at the station, you’re authorized to go rogue.”

“Go rogue? I don’t know that phrase.”

“It means,” Crater said patiently, “you’re authorized to do whatever you darn well please.”

“In that case, I will take all of us and find a safe place.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Crater replied. “Sign a contract with us.”

Valence’s heavy brow lifted. “You mean for money?”

“For money, yes.”

“I’ve never had any money. The Trainers always got the money.”

“Now’s the time to start. Being a capitalist is fun.”

“How do I know you will pay me?”

“Wait a second,” Petro said. He reached into his coveralls and drew out a small bag and handed it to Valence. “Gold coins are in there. That ought to cover it.”

Valence opened the bag and inspected the contents. “Is that real gold?”

“Run it through a spectrometer and you’ll find it’s almost one hundred percent pure,” Crater said while looking askance at Petro.

Petro’s grin was weak. “If I hadn’t brought it with me, you would have left it behind.”


“Gold coins weren’t on the top of my list of survival gear.”


“Well, clearly they should have been!”


“Were you planning on keeping them for yourself?”


“Brother, you just don’t understand me, do you?”


“All too well.”


Valence, seeing the brothers had finished bickering, tucked the gold in a hidden pocket beneath his armor and pointed out the obvious. “I could just kill you and keep this.”


“I put a timer on your environmental system. If I’m not around, a valve will close and you’ll suffocate. Gold is hard to breathe.”


Valence laughed. “You are a worthy opponent.”


“I’m an even better friend.”


Valence came to attention and saluted with his big gloved hand. “What are our orders, my admiral?”




FIFTY-TWO


The Jan Davis slid next to the station. “L5 station,” Riley called, using her do4u. “This is the fuser Jan Davis. Request permission to come aboard.”


“State your purpose.”


Riley’s mouth dropped open before it turned into a grin. “I think that’s Maria!”


“State your purpose.”


“Our purpose is to rescue you! This is Riley. The Colonel is aboard and the sheriff. Also pilot Tiger Tramon!”


Another voice answered, this one rough but feminine. “This is Crescent Claudine Besette of the Lunar Rescue Company. I am in command of this station. Use the auxiliary airlock on the lower ring.”


Tiger began to maneuver. Riley looked behind her and saw the Colonel pawing at his seat belt. “She’s alive! Maria’s alive!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.


The sheriff helped the Colonel unbuckle. “Calm down, sir. Let me help you. There, now you’re free, but hold on. You’ll see Maria soon enough.”


As soon as the fuser was docked and the hatches opened. Maria came sailing inside. She went straight to the Colonel and hugged him. When she pushed herself back, she saw how haggard and confused he looked. “Grandfather, what’s wrong?”


“I’ve been sick, Maria. Very sick.” He pointed at the station. “That’s why this exists and the horde too.” He shook his head. “I will be punished. So will Junior. The company will also suffer.”


“Oh, Grandfather, we have a bigger problem than that. An asteroid a mile wide is on a direct intercept with the Earth! I called Miss Torricelli to alert the family so they can call somebody on Earth who might do something.”


The Colonel absorbed Maria’s words, then said, “Those idiots on Earth couldn’t organize a scrap drive. They’ll all be at each other’s throats, and they won’t get it together in time. We’ll have to do what we can from here.”


“But what can we do?”


Crescent climbed aboard. “You could catch it on this fuser,” she said, “but to deflect an asteroid that size, you’d need nuclear warheads. Do you have any?”


“Conventional only,” Riley said, raising her eyebrows when Maria took note of her old rival for Crater.


“Why are you here?” Maria demanded.


Riley grinned. “Your grandpa hired me for a bucket of money, honey.”


“My lady,” Captain Philippe called, “there’s a warpod requesting permission to dock. I’ve had to tell them there’s no docking station open. How do you want to handle it?”


“Who is it?” Crescent asked.


“I’ll patch them in.”


“L5 station, requesting permission to come closer.”


Maria recognized the voice. “Crater Trueblood!” she exploded, her heart slamming against her chest. “Is it really you?”


“Maria! Is that you?”


“It’s me! It’s me!” Tears of joy shimmered in globules beneath her eyes. A flick of her eyelashes shredded them.


“Did Crescent save you?”


“I did, boss!” Crescent hooted, blinking her own tears away. The crowhoppers all glanced at each other uneasily as the tears floated through the cabin.


“Crescent was magnificent. But listen, Crater, we’ve got a little problem. It turns out there’s a mile-wide asteroid heading for Earth. It just went past the moon. About twelve hours away from impact.”


Crater was silent for a moment, then said, “I’ll have to think about that.”


“While you’re thinking, I’m going to say something to you right now, and I don’t care who hears it.” She glanced defiantly at Riley, who shrugged. Captain Philippe had taken Crescent aside for a conversation and moved out of earshot. “I’ve had a lot of time to think, Crater,” Maria said with quiet determination, “and during that time the one thing I was always absolutely sure about was this: I love you. You may not love me back, not now, and I understand that, but I love you more than life itself even if you’re going to be the father of someone else’s baby.”


“Someone else’s baby? Maria, what are you talking about?”


Maria was giddy and knew she was close to babbling. Yes, the world was going to be destroyed and her beloved grandfather was addled and her father was a miserable worm, and yes, she’d been rescued by a woman who was having the baby of the man she’d finally figured out she loved.


All those things were true. Yet somehow, inexplicably, Maria Medaris had never been happier.



FIFTY-THREE


Crater was waiting at the airlock. The sheriff and the Colonel emerged first. The sheriff frowned and said nothing, then took the Colonel by the arm. “Where’s the infirmary?” he demanded.


Newberry the crowhopper was with Crater. “Newberry, take these two along, please,” Crater said, and the crowhopper did.


Maria was the next one through the airlock. She flung herself into Crater’s arms and kissed him full on the lips. For a moment, nothing else mattered except the knowledge that they loved each other and the importance of their embrace. Reluctantly Maria broke the kiss and looked into his blue-gray eyes. “I wish I could kiss you forever,” she whispered.


“So do I,” Crater fervently replied, his voice husky. This felt like a dream. The woman he loved was not only alive but loved him back. His head was spinning. “What did you mean about the baby?”


“Crescent is having your baby.” Saying the words out loud sobered the high Maria felt from Crater’s kiss.


Crater was dumbfounded. “What?”


Maria instantly regretted her loose tongue, and didn’t know what to say. “I . . . I know it wasn’t your doing.”


Crater looked around. “Where is she? I should talk to her.”


“She’s in command of this station and plenty busy. There will be time later for her to explain.”


Crater’s mind was reeling with the news of the baby, but he fought for focus. Whatever madness had occurred without him knowing it, he’d have to sort out later. He reached in his pocket and handed Maria the gillie. “It was stabbed by a shard of litesteel,” he explained. “I think it will be OK, but it needs a warm, dark place.”


“I’ll take care of it. My gillie—I mean Crescent’s gillie—is also sick. It killed the Trainer who was running things here and used up its stored energy doing it. Don’t worry. I’ll have both gillies on the mend.”


Crater kissed Maria again. “Save the Earth.”


Crater crossed over to the cockpit of the Jan Davis where he found Riley and Tiger. “Riley? What are you doing here?”


“Money can take a girl to the far reaches, Crater, m’boy. This here is Tiger Tramon, a fine fuser pilot if ever there was one.”


Crater smiled and turned toward the pilot. “Hello, Tiger. Is your fuser in good shape?”


“Well enough. What do you have in mind?”


“I think we can catch that asteroid, but we’ll need a big explosion to deflect its course. What do you have?”


“Conventional warheads only,” Tiger replied.


“I thought that was likely the case,” Crater replied. “We’ll need nukes to move that big rock but, fortunately, the aft remnant of our smashed fuser contains nuclear-tipped missiles. It won’t be easy, but I think we can get inside and bring them out.”


“How many nukes are needed?” Riley asked.

Crater turned toward her. “I have to be honest. There are too many variables to be absolutely certain. We’ll just have to guess and hope we’re in the ballpark. If Petro agrees to it, he and I will do the walk to retrieve the missiles. You’ll drive us over there. After that everybody gets off except me and my brother. Petro will fly it. I’ll rig the nukes.”

Tiger was dubious. “I would prefer to fly this fuser. I know her better than anyone.”

“This is not up for discussion,” Crater replied. He’d already risked too many lives. He was only sorry he still had to risk Petro’s . . . and his own, especially now that he had so much to live for. A baby? Crescent’s and his baby? Had he actually heard that or was he losing his marbles? He supposed at this point it didn’t matter. Marbles or not, it was up to him to save Earth.





 Within a few minutes, Crater and Petro had gathered their gear and rejoined Tiger and Riley in the fuser. “Stow your kit over there, gents,” Riley said.

“How did a smart girl like you get mixed up in this craziness, Riley?” Crater asked. “It has to be more than money.”

Riley grinned. “For the adventure, of course!”

Tiger laughed. “Adventure is right! This pert lass did the impossible. She drove a jumpcar into orbit!”

“ ’Tis not the time for stories,” Riley replied. “Off ye go to the jumpseats, Crater and Petro.” She somersaulted into the copilot’s chair. “Ready to detach from the auxiliary airlock, Tiger.”


“Make us go, Riley.”


The fuser detached, its cold jets spurting. As soon as it was clear, Tiger throttled up the fuser. Within five minutes it was next to the remnant of the Linda Terry. Riley whistled. “Now, ain’t she a sight! You’re lucky those nukes didn’t go off!”


“They’re safe, although the conventional explosives in them might have exploded,” Crater acknowledged. “That would have been ugly. Guess we were lucky.”


“Or blessed,” Riley said, crossing herself.


Crater and Petro climbed into their suits. “We’ll shove the racks out,” Crater explained. “Then use the fuser’s robotic arm to move them to the cargo hatch.”


Crater and Petro went down to the cargo hatch of the fuser and opened it. It was a huge door and faced deep space. “Well, here we go again,” Petro said. “Taking a step into the abyss.”


“Aw, come on, Petro,” Crater joshed. “Do you want to live forever?”


“I want to, but I guess if I keep hanging around you, I won’t make thirty.”


Crater grinned but replied seriously. “See that old world down there? There’s a lot of people who’d like to live a little longer too.”


Petro took the step. Crater was right behind him.


Once aboard the wrecked fuser, they climbed through a rip in its skin, then turned on their helmet lights to see inside the gloomy interior. Going hand over hand along exposed cables, they reached the racks of nuclear-tipped missiles. “Now what?” Petro asked.


“We move them into the firing slots. The sprockets that move them have a catch that releases them. See it?”


“Yeah. Looks like that could pinch your fingers if you’re not careful.”


Crater laughed. “Pinching our fingers around nuclear-tipped missiles on a derelict fuser is probably the least of our worries.”


Petro returned the laugh. “I’m glad you’re my brother,” he said. “Life would sure be dull without you.”


“Brothers forever,” Crater said. “Now let’s move these big things and save the Earth.”




FIFTY-FOUR


When the Jan Davis returned to the L5 station, Crater headed to the warpod bridge to see Crescent. There were only a few minutes before he would have to leave and there were a few things he needed to say. “You heard about the child?” she asked as he floated up beside her.


“Yes, and I don’t know what to say to you, Crescent. You shouldn’t have done it, whatever you did. You know that, don’t you?”


Crescent couldn’t look him in the eye. “I’m ashamed for what I did.” She touched her belly. “But I will never be ashamed of this child.”


Crater’s heart went out to her. “Is it all right? I heard what Truvia did to you . . .”


“The baby is unharmed.”


“Look, if I had more time, I guess I’d yell at you and do my best to make you feel bad about the whole thing, but I don’t. I’ve got to get going. Just know this. I’ll take care of the baby, and I’ll take care of you.”


“That won’t be necessary” Crescent replied defiantly. “You need not ever acknowledge the child in any way. She’s a girl, by the way. Absalom knows about her. We will raise her as our own.”


Crater was quiet for a moment, then said, “I’m glad you didn’t get transformed into another Maria. One is enough for this universe. Anyway, I like you just the way you are.”


“You are being excessively kind,” Crescent said. “It is all right to hate me. I deserve it.”


“No, you don’t!” Crater swore. “I’m the one who deserves to be hated. Deep in my heart, I always knew you loved me, yet I let you go on without hope. I’m sorry, Crescent. The truth is”—he squared his shoulders—“I would be lost without you.”


Crescent looked up into his eyes. “I heard Maria tell you that she loved you,” she said quietly. “I think this time, for a change, she meant it.”


Crescent’s words snapped a portion of Crater’s heart back to reality. “She and I have a lot to talk about,” he said as much to himself as Crescent. “I’m not sure we can get there from here.”


“Don’t let your pride get in the way, Crater. That bank account she opened for you should tell you her real feelings for you. Maria’s not the type who’d let a johncredit slip through her fingers unless she was in love with the fellow who was getting it.”


Crater allowed himself to smile. “Good point.” He glanced at the warpod viewport when he saw a taxi go by. “There goes Tiger with the taxi. It will be attached to the fuser and we’ll be ready to go.”


“Be careful out there. The Lunar Rescue Company is going to get a lot of good publicity out of this. We’ll be swamped with people wanting our services, but we can’t do much without you and Petro.”


“I don’t intend on getting killed,” Crater said with more confidence than he felt. “I’ve got a lot to live for.”


“So do I. I’m not going to die, Crater, at least not like the rest of the Phoenix Legion. I am free of that curse. Truvia told me.”


Crater erupted with a huge grin and moved to hug Crescent, but she held up her hands. “No. It is not appropriate.”


“I don’t care,” he said, still holding out his arms.


Crescent couldn’t help herself. She fell into Crater’s arms, and after he’d released her, she kissed him on both cheeks. “I love you,” she said.


“I love you too,” he said. “And that’s the truth.”


Crescent couldn’t stop her heart from jumping. “But there’s Maria.”


“Yes. There’s Maria. No one understands why I love that girl, but I do. And yet I love you too.”


Crescent forced a smile on her face. She understood. “Friends can love each other too.”


“Yes. I think they can.” He gave her a small smile.


Tears formed beneath Crescent’s gray eyelid folds. “You must go. Hurry. Save the world.”


“I will be back.”


“I know you will.”


Crater headed for the fuser hatch, meeting Maria, Petro, and Tiger on the way. “I can’t believe it, Crater,” Maria said. “He’s gone!”


“Who’s gone?” Crater demanded. But one glance through the viewport gave him the answer. The Jan Davis was detached from the station, its cold jets pulsing as it moved away. “Who’s aboard?” he asked.


“The Colonel, my father, and the sheriff.” Maria sounded panicked.


Crater headed for the bridge, grabbing the comm mike. “L5 to the Jan Davis.”


“Jan Davis here.” It was the Colonel.


“Colonel, you don’t know all that needs to be done.”


“I trust you’ve got everything wired,” the Colonel replied.


Maria arrived on the bridge. “You turn around and come back right now, Grandfather!”


“I would for you, Maria—almost.” His voice cracked slightly, and he cleared his throat. “But I caused this mess, me and Junior, and it’s up to us to clean it up.”


Crater knew the Colonel well enough to know that nothing he could say was going to change the old man’s mind. “You’ll have to position the fuser no more than a hundred feet from the asteroid,” he said. “It will be precision flying.”


“Don’t underestimate me, Crater. After all, one of my companies built this fuser. I know what to do in the cockpit.”


Maria turned to Crater. “Can your warpod catch it?”


“Not with just one engine. Actually, even if I had two, I couldn’t do it. Fusers can go a hundred times faster.”


The Colonel came back on. “I’m on my way to fix things, Maria,” he said.


“Grandfather . . .”


“I know, Maria. It’s all right. This will give your father and me a chance to talk. It’s going to be rough for him, for all of us in the family, but we’ll get through.”


“I believe you, Grandfather,” Maria said, even though she didn’t.




FIFTY-FIVE


CC2241 rolled through space, the giant blue, green, white, and brown planet called Earth in its sights. CC2241 was mindless and had no thoughts. It was just a remnant of the formation of the solar system manipulated by the one intelligent species capable of such engineering in that system. The irony, had CC2241 been capable of irony, was that it was aimed at the place that was the cradle of the existence of that species.


The fuser Jan Davis rushed through space, hot on the trail of CC2241. Packed inside its cargo space were twelve nuclear missiles, each with a lump of plastique explosive attached to their individual warheads, a blasting cap inserted inside each lump, and wires leading from the caps to the fuel cell power plant used to start up the auxiliary power plants that in turn powered up the fusion engines. The Davis’s primary puter was programmed to send a signal to the fuel cell power plant, which in turn would send an electrical current to each of the blasting caps, which would then detonate the plastique, which would then send a shock wave through each individual warhead that would detonate the TNT-derived torpex inside, which would then implode the uranium core, producing an atomic blast. It was all ad hoc, all Crater Trueblood jerry-rigged, and would have been considered crude by any exacting engineer. It also had a high probability of working.


Behind the Jan Davis and CC2241 was a crowhopper-crewed warpod with but one engine. On board the warpod were Crater, Petro, and Maria.

“I wonder what they’re talking about,” Maria said of her grandfather and father.

“No use worrying about it,” Crater said. “You’ll find out after we pick them up.”

Maria pondered Crater. “You don’t really think we’ll pick them up, do you?”

Crater thought about telling her a comforting fib but knew she needed to hear the truth. “I’m not sure. They’ll have to position that fuser just right, then tell the puter to give them enough time to detach the taxi and get a good distance away. It will take some skill, and the Colonel’s the only one who can fly the fuser and probably the taxi too.”

“My father can also pilot a fuser.” When Crater didn’t respond, she said, “You don’t expect him to help, do you?”

Crater didn’t meet her eyes. “I don’t know him, just his reputation.”

Maria shook her head. “When he’s around the Colonel, he’s a different man. He’ll do his duty.”

Crater wasn’t certain what her father’s duty was except to be punished for his crimes. He looked over at the bridge where Petro sat with Captain Valence. In another minute, they’d have to shut the lone engine down to conserve fuel, but the fuser had no such constraint. The Colonel could go full throttle until he had to flip the fuser over and decelerate to catch up and match the asteroid’s velocity. As he’d told Maria, it would require perfect timing, which was another reason he wished he was sitting in the Jan Davis’s pilot seat. Tiger had programmed the Davis’s puter to accomplish the flight profile, but tweaking would be required. Crater felt agonizingly helpless. He needed to be aboard that fuser, and so did Petro!


“Come have a look,” Petro called. “The pulsdar’s got a good signal.”

Crater and Maria flew over to the bridge to take a look. The gigantic blob that marked CC2241 in the center was shrunk down as Petro took the pulsdar scope to a wider range. “There’s the Davis,” Petro said, pointing at a pinprick of luminescence. “Acceleration complete. It’s in the drift phase before flipping over.”

“Anything showing up around Earth?” Crater asked.

“Nothing. Looks like they didn’t have time to get their act together down there.”

“Then it’s up to the Colonel to save the world,” Crater said.

“And the fuser’s puter,” Petro said. “Which is worrisome. We didn’t have much time to program it.”

Crater agreed, his worry and concern growing. “There’s always something you forget when you’re in a hurry.”

“Well, if we did, I guess the Colonel will find out pretty soon,” Petro said.

“And so will the world,” Captain Valence added.

“You can do it, Grandfather,” Maria whispered. “I know you can.”



FIFTY-SIX


All right, Junior,” the Colonel said. “We only have a few hours before this operation begins. I’m going to need your help.”


His son looked up from the bunk where he’d been strapped in. “I don’t want to talk to you.”


The Colonel sighed. “Why not?”


“Because I’ll be dead in a few minutes and I’d prefer to go into oblivion listening to my own thoughts, not yours.”


“You’re not going to be dead. We can do this.”


Junior smiled. “Yes, I am. I took something. I’ll go to sleep and not wake up.”


The Colonel reached across the bunk and grabbed his son by his shoulders. “What’s the antidote?”


“There isn’t one, at least not anything on board this ship. Too bad, Father dear. You’re not going to get the chance to interrogate me like a stern schoolteacher to an errant child, nor lecture me like a wise man to a fool. All you get to do is watch me die with hate for you spewing from my lips. Of course, what I feel is more than hate. I despise and detest you. Get away from me so I don’t have your smell in my nostrils as I go on to the next place.” He swatted at the Colonel’s grip on him.


The Colonel desperately clutched his son to him. “I wasn’t going to interrogate or lecture you, Junior. This isn’t your fault. It’s mine. I love you, son. That’s all I wanted to say.” Tears dribbled from the Colonel’s eyes, tiny translucent spheres that fell slowly to the deck in the light artificial gravity caused by the accelerating fuser.

Junior was not impressed. “I hope I’ve made it perfectly clear that I don’t love you.”

The Colonel released his son, then bowed his head. “I should have been a better father.”

“You should not have been a father at all,” John High Eagle Medaris Jr. said, then closed his eyes and breathed his last.

The Colonel slowly pulled himself back to the cockpit where the sheriff sat staring at the controls set on automatic. “I’ve lost my boy, Sheriff,” the Colonel said, settling into the pilot’s seat.

“You lost him a long time ago, Colonel. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“I thought we would have time to talk.” The Colonel felt stunned.

“How’d he do it?”

“A drug the Trainer woman gave him.” The Colonel was lost in gloomy thoughts for a while, then said, “I wish he’d slit his wrists or stabbed himself or even shot himself. Taking a pill seems a cowardly way out.”

“Well, Colonel, he couldn’t meet your expectations, no matter what.”

The Colonel paused. There was truth to what the sheriff said. “No, he couldn’t. At least he gave me Maria.”

“Did you tell him that?”


It hadn’t occurred to the Colonel to tell his son about the one good thing he’d done with his life. “Surely he knew my opinion about that,” he rationalized, then called up the fuser’s puter. “How much longer until we catch CC2241?”


Two hours, seven minutes.


The sheriff shook his head. “I never thought I’d help save the world.”


“We haven’t saved it yet, Sheriff.”


“But we will. This is in the bag, Colonel.”


The Colonel was quiet, then said, “I’ve enjoyed your company over the years, Sheriff, and your loyalty.”


The sheriff chuckled. “Nobody else would have me. In fact, most of the people on that world ahead would love to put me back in prison or hang me. You gave me a chance to start over. I appreciate that, Colonel.”


“What I did was use you. I took your penchant for violence and put it to work for me.”


“Well, it wasn’t like I didn’t know that.”


The Colonel and the sheriff sat companionably until the puter announced, Deceleration in thirty seconds. Please strap yourself in and brace until stabilization occurs.


The sheriff gave an extra tug on his seat belt, then felt embarrassed. No seat belt was going to save him from being aboard a fuser rushing through space that was loaded with nuclear missiles.


The Earth in the viewport seemed to be moving, although it was actually the Jan Davis flipping over so that its engine could be restarted to decelerate the fuser as it caught up with the asteroid. When it was within five miles of it, the fuser would turn again, this time catching up with CC2241 and matching its speed.


Of course, that all depended on whether Crater and Petro had properly programmed the fuser’s puter. Reflecting on the trust he had for Crater’s abilities, the Colonel said, “I’ve always treated Crater unfairly. I regret that.”


“I don’t see why,” the sheriff replied. “He was always a lot of trouble. How are you going to like him as a grandson-in-law? That’s what I gathered from Maria and him, all that lovey-dovey talk.”


The Colonel was fairly certain he’d never be around to find out the answer. Although the sheriff didn’t seem to know it, the Colonel thought the odds of them surviving this mission were slim. He shrugged and said, “I think Maria and Crater will be fine. After a lot of trouble, of course. It’s in her nature and his.”


The fuser completed its flip and its three engines thundered. The artificial gravity produced by the deceleration was severe at first, then subsided to one Earth gravity. When the puter announced it was safe to move around, the sheriff released his seat belt and made a run for the waste collection system, there to rid himself of the fluid buildup that had occurred during the short period of weightlessness. The Colonel was next in line. Afterward, with gravity running along the z-axis of the fuser, they had to climb up a steep ladder to the cockpit. “I’m getting too old for this,” the sheriff joked, and then thought how stupid he must sound to the Colonel, forty years his senior.


During the deceleration, the nose of the fuser was aimed toward space. The Colonel moved the camera in the tail until it was focused on the asteroid. He zoomed in on it and, just as expected, saw it was massive and gray but it also had an unusual consistency.


The sheriff peered at the viewscreen. “It’s spongy looking,” he said.


“Because it’s a collection of boulders,” the Colonel growled, “not a slab of basalt like we thought. The only thing holding its mass together is gravity.”


“What happens if we blast it with nukes?”


“It won’t get shoved the way Crater thought,” the Colonel said. “It’ll just get blown apart.”


“Isn’t that good?”


The Colonel studied the asteroid, but it was the study of ignorance. He didn’t know what would happen. Would scattering the rocks do the job or would they simply come back together and keep on going? The Colonel thought about going to the taxi and using its communications to call Crater but then decided against it. Everything was set, and all the Colonel could do was carry on and hope and pray for the best.


The Colonel was not a praying man, but he now silently began to toss prayers up to heaven, and as he did he began to feel something warm inside him. Everything was going to be all right. He was sure of it. The Colonel sat with the sheriff in the cockpit and watched the asteroid get closer and closer.


“I wonder what they’re doing on Earth,” the sheriff said.


The Colonel gave it some thought, then said, “Maria called the company in Armstrong City who was supposed to call the Medaris family on Earth. The ranking member of the family on Earth is Rudy, my second son. Rudy’s a levelheaded sort and will most likely contact the governments friendly to our business, leaving it up to them on how they’ll tell their citizens or other governments if they tell them at all.”


The Colonel’s expression turned grim. “They’re in the worst possible situation right now for a disaster. The countries of the old UCW are fighting civil wars, the other countries are trying to get on their feet economically after their war with the UCW. Their space assets are depleted, their fleets of warpods mostly grounded. If they know we’re trying to stop this thing, all they can do is crawl into their holes and hope we do it.”


The sheriff rubbed his face. “How did we ever get in this mess?”

“I am culpable,” the Colonel said. “I financed the labs that made the crowhoppers, although, quite honestly, that wasn’t my intention. I was just trying to see if we could make a better human. We got better humans all right, better killers at any rate. Then I came up with the idea of asteroid bombardment out of L5. It’s astonishing to me now how clearly both ideas were crazy.” He shook his head. “At the time they seemed perfectly correct avenues of thought and no one dared correct me. They knew I wouldn’t listen anyway.”

“You’re still a great man, Colonel,” the sheriff said.

“I did some good things,” the Colonel agreed. “I’m willing to give myself credit for that, but I also recognize now how conceited and pompous I became, how unwilling I was to listen to anyone else but whatever random thoughts might be stirring through my mind at the time. I became corrupt, Sheriff, not the money-grubbing kind of corrupt, but the kind that’s worse, the kind that gets into a man’s head and makes him think that if he does anything, it’s automatically the right thing.”

“You know where I grew up, Colonel?” the sheriff asked. “I bet you don’t, because I never put the same thing twice on any of my background documents. I grew up in a little town in Honduras. My father was a fisherman, a lobster diver, actually. He died pretty young and my mother ran off with a Norte’ Americano, leaving me, two brothers, and three sisters on the streets of La Ceiba. I took care of them as best I could. I learned to steal, and then when I was caught, I learned how to kill the policeman that caught me. Some rough men recruited me after that, and since I’d already killed, they made me into their killer for hire. I was only thirteen. Who would expect a teenaged hit man? I kind of thought of it as being a soldier, only not for a country but for my patron. When his enemies came for him, they not only killed him but nearly everyone in his family and employ. By then my brothers and sisters were working for him and they were gunned down. I was the only one to escape. After that I wandered the Earth, selling myself and my special skills to anyone who’d pay for them. I ended up in prison many times, but I was always able to bust out. I became a man who thought killing was so much a part of life that when I had a wife and wanted to be rid of her, I simply strangled her with my bare hands. When I ran away to the moon, I figured only to lie low for a while, then get back into the killing trade. Then when I came to Moontown, you made me your sheriff. It was most unexpected.”


“I saw a man who’d spent a lot of time in prison and on the other side of the law,” the Colonel said. “I figured I could teach you my law, whatever I thought it was each day, and you’d enforce it.”

“And I did, as best I could. You were my patron. But then I found Carla, as sweet a wife as any lout like me ever had. And then we had Maria. Isn’t it funny that we have a daughter with the same name as your granddaughter, Colonel? It was Carla’s mother’s name—that’s how we picked it. Anyway, after a while, I started to see everything differently. I wanted to put my sins in a box and drop them into the deepest crater on the moon and turn myself into a good man. I never did it. I guess I was too far gone, but I wanted to. Do you think that counts for something, Colonel?”


“You are the only one who can answer that,” the Colonel said. “You and your god.”

“Yeah, I had a lot of talks to the preacher about that. I tried praying, but I don’t know if I got through or not.”

The Colonel met his eyes and put one hand on his shoulder. “Well, you just got through to me, so maybe you did.”

The fuser engine stopped and the gravity slid back to zero. There were puffs from the directional jets, and the nose swung over. The asteroid filled the viewscreen.

“There were a lot of vibrations during the flight,” the Colonel said. “Probably best if you went to the engine room and made certain all the connections to the warheads are secure.”

“OK, Colonel,” the sheriff said, “just don’t be pushing any buttons up here that might make that mess go off.”

“Don’t worry. The puter will handle the detonations. Just check the connections and get back up here double quick. After we’re positioned, we can get in the taxi and get away.”

“Will do.”

When the sheriff left, the Colonel remained in the cockpit with one hand on the cold reaction system in case the puter slid them in too close to the asteroid and he needed to correct their course. The puter, however, tweaked the Jan Davis in perfectly and then matched the a steroid’s velocity. When the reaction control system continued to send out bursts of nitrogen, the Colonel studied the graphic of the fuser and the asteroid as the astronavigational system imagined it. Everything seemed perfect, so why were the cold jets still firing? The amount of nitrogen in the tanks was dwindling too.


“Puter,” the Colonel said, “why is the reaction control system firing?”

To compensate for the drift to port, the puter answered.

“What is causing this drift?”

A nearby gravitational field.

The Colonel realized the error in the puter’s programming. “Crater forgot the asteroid’s gravitational force,” he muttered. “How could he forget that?”

The force exerted by the asteroid wasn’t much, but it was enough to require the fuser to keep working to maintain the correct distance between it and the CC2241. “Puter, switch to hot control jets,” the Colonel ordered because the hot jets still had plenty of fuel.

Switching to hot jets, the puter said.

The Colonel felt a series of hard thumps. The hot jets were igniting, then cutting off, only to ignite again. The fuser rattled and jerked as the system blasted on and off. “Puter, why are the hot jets turning on and off?” the Colonel asked.

The hot control system is not designed to maintain position. The cold system is for that purpose.

“Can they maintain our position?”

Negative. Two hot-fire jets have already failed due to cracks.

“Switch back to cold.”

Switching. Cold jet fuel down to three percent.

“Switch main puter control to taxi.”

Switching.

“Sheriff, meet me in the taxi,” the Colonel called and then left the cockpit and pulled himself along to the taxi airlock.

Before long, the sheriff arrived, wriggling through the access hatch of the taxi and goggling at the size and proximity of the asteroid. “All the connections are secure, Colonel. Time for us to make a run for it?”


“We have a little problem, Sheriff,” the Colonel said. “That big collection of rocks wants us to join it. We’re down to only a few pounds of nitrogen left to steer away from it.”

“How about the hot jets?”

“I suppose you felt that shaking a minute ago. That was them. They’re not designed for fine-tuning and are now out of commission.”

“Then we’d better get out of here before we get any closer.”

“We can’t go,” the Colonel said, looking levelly at the sheriff. “We’re going to have to use the taxi’s guidance jets to maintain this position.”

“But how will we—now, hold on, Colonel!”

“We had a good run, Sheriff.”

Cold jet system down to zero point five percent, the puter warned.

“Puter, switch to the control jets on the taxi and maintain distance from the target,” the Colonel said. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the sheriff had drawn his pistol and aimed it at the Colonel’s head. “Put that away, Sheriff,” he said.

The sheriff sighed, then lowered his pistol and tucked it back in its holster. “I guess I always wanted to go out in a blaze of glory anyway.”

“Your family will be well cared for,” the Colonel said. “Since I knew there might be some, er, repercussions toward you if I died first, I put you and your family in my will.”

“Thank you,” the sheriff said. “Shall we tell the warpod they won’t need to pick us up?”

“They’ll figure it out. No use making them go on about how heroic we are. We know the truth. Just a couple of old reprobates putting at least somewhat noble exclamation marks to our lives. Puter, start the timer for the special package. One-minute count should do.”


Timer for special package started. One minute and counting.

“No audible countdown required,” the Colonel said.

No audible countdown confirmed.

The sheriff raised his eyebrows and said, “I have a bottle of rum hidden away. Shall I get it?”

“If you think we have time.”

“I’ll do my best.”

The sheriff disappeared down the hatch. For just a moment, the Colonel wondered if perhaps the sheriff was headed for the engine bay, there to pull all the wires from the warheads. Within fifteen seconds, however, he had returned with a bottle of rum. “It ain’t easy to drink in zero-g,” the sheriff said, “but if you put it to your lips and kind of move your head, you’ll get a swig. Here, I’ll show you.”

The sheriff demonstrated, then handed the bottle to the Colonel. The Colonel followed the sheriff’s example and managed to get a mouthful of the flavorful liquid imported from the Earth’s Caribbean islands. “Good stuff,” he said. He was about to hand the bottle back to the sheriff when the warheads detonated.



FIFTY-SEVEN


There it goes,” Crater said. He didn’t have to see it on the pulsdar. Even though thousands of miles away, the explosion was great enough that it lit up the asteroid, which, though his eyes were probably deceiving him, seemed to shudder and then expand.


Petro was on the pulsdar console. “We’re getting an odd signal,” he said. “The asteroid seems to have come apart.”


Crater took a look. “It wasn’t solid,” he concluded. “It was a rubble pile. We calculated the explosion for a solid monolith.”


Captain Valence said, “Puter, has the course of the target changed?”


Affirmative.


“Will it still intersect with the Earth?”


Target is unstable. Presently unable to predict final course.


Captain Valence frowned. “What does it mean by that?”


“The asteroid was pushed apart by the explosion but is now trying to reform. Until it does, we won’t know its course.”


“What about the taxi?” Maria asked.


Petro studied the pulsdar screen. “I don’t see it.”


Captain Valence nodded to his communications officer. “Call the taxi,” he said.


The communications officer made the call. “Crater warpod to Davis taxi. Come in.” He made the call eight more times with no response.


Maria said, “If he thought he was in trouble, Grandfather would have called us.”


“Or he might have decided not to worry you,” Crater said gently.


Maria shook her head. “He’s not dead.”


“We’ll keep looking,” Crater said, “but it was always going to be a close-run thing.”


“You think they’re dead, don’t you?”


Crater unflinchingly looked into her eyes. “I think they are, yes. When they got close, they could see what the asteroid really was. Also, I realize now I forgot to figure the asteroid’s gravitational force into my calculations. To maintain their position, they would have had to stay with it, using the fuser’s reaction control system. I think the Colonel stuck it out to the end. That’s what I think.”


“Have you ever considered softening your truth, Crater Trueblood?” Maria demanded. “I didn’t think so. I’m exactly the same, saying exactly what I mean all the time. If we get married, we’re going to have to learn to tell a little white lie now and again.”


“Are we getting married?”


“Of course we are.”


Maria found herself in Crater’s arms, but it didn’t feel romantic, just sad. Still, she clung to him as if he was the only thing floating on an impossibly deep sea and she would drown if she didn’t keep hanging on. She gave into her grief, her body racked with sobs.


“The asteroid’s reforming into two chunks,” Petro said. “I’m making them into two targets: 2241A and 2241B.”

“Puter, predict course of 2241 A and B,” Captain Valence said. “Inform as to intersection with Earth or near-intersection.”

Both targets have wobble. Prediction seventy percent certainty.

“Acceptable.”

Target 2241A will not intersect with Earth by a margin of eight thousand three hundred and eighty-two miles. Target 2241B will not intersect with Earth with a margin of ninety-three miles.

Cheers erupted from the warpod crew. “The Earth just dodged two bullets,” Petro said, then looked over at Crater. He was still holding Maria, but his face was drawn. “What’s wrong, brother?”

“Puter,” Crater said, “factor in the Earth’s atmosphere for target 2241B and check intersection with Earth.”

Atmospheric drag will cause it to intersect the Earth.

“Where?”

The South Atlantic three hundred miles off Africa.

“They’re going to take a pounding down there,” Captain Valence said. “Shall we keep following?”

Crater nodded. “We need to get as close as we can to record what happens but keep track of our fuel. We’ll want to get back to the moon.”

Maria said sadly, “Poor Earth. Poor, poor Earth.”

“That chunk will break up when it hits the atmosphere,” Crater said. “It’s going to cause a lot of damage, but at least it isn’t going to destroy the planet.”

Many hours later, after a thorough search of the area where the fuser taxi might be, and finding nothing, the warpod moved closer to Earth, its warpod cameras recording, while the people aboard watched silently from the bridge.


The Earth facing the warpod was dark. Fiery flashes of light streaked across it, then more flashes as the surface was struck with hundreds of impacts. It seemed as through the bombardment would never stop.

The warpod moved until it could see the Earth in sunlight. The atmosphere seemed washed out, the continents fuzzy. “Dust, ash, and water vapor are filling the air,” Crater mused. He zoomed a camera in to look closer. “There are volcanoes in Central America that are smoking. Likely there are earthquakes causing the plates to shift, putting pressure on them.”

Everyone on the warpod gasped when they saw another flash of light, this one above North America. “What’s that?” Captain Valence gasped.

Crater studied the rising smoke. “I think it was a nuclear weapon. There’s another one!”

“Oh, please, God, no,” Maria prayed.

More flashes occurred. Captain Valence appraised the situation. “A general nuclear exchange,” he said.

They continued to watch until Crater said, “I think we’d better be getting home, Captain.”

“Yes,” he said. “To your home, anyway. Will there be a place there for me and my crew?”

“If I have anything to say about it, Captain,” Petro said, “you’ll be welcome.”

“I think we will all get behind that,” Maria said. “We’re all in this together now.”

“Call the L5 station,” Crater said. “Tell Crescent to evacuate aboard Captain Philippe’s warpod and land at Armstrong City. We’ll meet them there.”


Captain Valence made the necessary adjustments, and the warpod made a long turn, lit its jets, and set a course for the moon to discover what the future might hold for a remnant of humanity that now called the little gray planetoid their only home.




FIFTY-EIGHT


THREE YEARS LATER . . .




The great bell in the tower of the new Cleomedes cathedral tolled slowly and mournfully to mark the third anniversary of the end of the world, at least as it had been known. Engraved on the bell, made of an alloy of tin, copper, and iron mined from the lunar wayback, was this inscription:


Nevertheless we, according to his promise, look for new heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness.

2 Peter 3:13 KJV


 
The Earth was still there, hanging in the lunar sky, a magnificent jewel pressed against the vast darkness of space, but lovely as it was, its colors were faded as if a veil had been drawn across the planet. In fact it had, the veil made of fine dust and ash from still-spewing volcanoes and the rubble thrown up by nuclear blasts. The Earth also seemed far whiter, vast areas in both the northern and southern hemispheres covered with fresh ice and snow.


There was still no commerce with the Earth. Before the asteroid strike, scramjet/rocket hybrids were used to reach orbit and then rendezvous with the Cyclers. Now dust and ash in the atmosphere made scramjet engines unsafe to operate, so they were all grounded. Only fully rocket-propelled craft could make it to space from the Earth, but there were only a few of them, none of them designed to carry people and not enough of them to carry significant cargo. The factories that had built them were all shut down, the economies of the nations in shambles where they were located. Starvation was also a worry for every nation, the crop yields shrunk by the reduced sunlight reaching the surface through the dust haze.

The people of the moon could communicate with the home planet through individuals on Earth transmitting on old-style radios. These radio operators told them that Earthian scientists were predicting that the air would be washed clean by the great storms that had erupted planet-wide, producing torrential rains and vast floods. It was as if the planet knew it had been damaged and was doing all that it could to cleanse itself. The air, these scientists said, should be clean enough for scramjet operations within twenty years.

The nuclear exchange had been caused by automatic systems that thought the incoming asteroid fragments were an attack. The effectiveness of the city-busting strikes had been limited because the dust and the ash had caused the missile targeting systems to go awry. Cities were missed with the nuclear detonations going off over the seas or deserts or mountainous regions. The people, animals, and plants in those areas suffered, but wholesale human slaughter was at least avoided.  After the initial exchange, the countries who’d launched them quickly shut the systems down and then went out of business, their leaders hiding from their angry citizenry.


The Earth was rebuilding, the amateur radiomen reported, but how that reconstruction would turn out, no one knew for certain. The hope was that the people on the moon would hold the seeds of civilization and be prepared to help their poor cousins on Earth when they were able. The radiomen also reported that churches were packed, the cataclysmic events paradoxically bringing out a new sense of wonder and even gratitude toward the Maker of the universe. In some ways, it was said, the people on Earth had never been happier. The challenge to survive had knitted them together like nothing had for centuries.

The people of the moon were also going through a period of adjustment. Still steadfastly against a central government, the Lunarians operated from city states. In Endless Dust, General Nero and Perpetually Hopeful had laid a test oxygen pipeline from Adolphus Crater into a vast dome that had transformed the small mining town into a pressurized farmland. Lakes and streams of water flowed through the acres, brought up by pumps from a deep well. Instead of biovat food, fresh produce was revolutionizing lunar cuisine. In Moontown and the other mining towns, the scrapes were still being worked. Some Helium-3 was carried up to the Cyclers and then sent down to Earth aboard spacecraft with ablative heat shields designed to land near fusion reactors that were still operable. This was charity from the moon, no payment expected. More of the precious isotope, however, was being stockpiled in anticipation of the atmosphere clearing on Earth and new fusion energy plants clamoring for replenishment.

All this history was running through Crater Trueblood’s mind as he listened to the tolling of the bell. Crater was the president of the Cleomedes-based Interstellar Transportation Company and was presiding over a memorial ceremony, his employees assembled around the ship the ITC was building to fly into deep space. After the bell finished its final toll, he asked for a prayer from the company reverend, who was the widow of the late sheriff of Moontown:


“Dear Lord, within our bounty on Luna, please do not let us forget the suffering of our fellow humans on the Earth, nor the suffering of her animals, the destruction of her vegetation, and the pain of her radiated surface and befouled atmosphere. We trust that You will allow Your Earth to heal and Your people of Luna to help when and where we can. Let us recall Paul’s admonition in his letter to the Colossians: ‘For by him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him: and he is before all things, and by him all things consist.’ Let us therefore move ahead with confidence that all is unfolding as it should while recalling those who sacrificed themselves in an attempt to shield the Earth from its woes and to all those who are now seeking a new path and a new prosperity, this time even to the stars themselves.”

The employees of the Interstellar Transportation Company amened the reverend’s prayer and got back to work on the deep-space ship. Crater turned to his wife and the company’s chief financial officer, Maria Medaris Trueblood, who was holding their baby boy, two months old. “He needs his diaper changed,” Maria said and handed the baby to her husband. When Crater looked clueless, she added, “Ask the gillie. It knows how.”

The gillie stayed in Crater’s shirt pocket, although it said, The baby stinks. After a few beats, it added, But I love the little creature. I will not change its diaper, but I will teach it to read and write. It will be a great author.


I will teach it its numbers, Maria’s gillie said from her pocket. It will be a theoretical physicist.

It will need its own gillie, Crater’s gillie said. You should divide.

I divided last time to give Crescent a new gillie after I went back to Maria. It’s your turn.

Maria said, “Hush, you two. This is about changing Jack’s diaper, not gillie mitosis, which no one wants to hear about.”

The baby was named John High Eagle Medaris Trueblood, although he was mostly called “Little Jack.”

“I’ll show you how to change his diaper,” Absalom the crowhopper volunteered. He held out his thick arms, and Crater gratefully gave up the baby, then followed them both into a bathroom to accomplish the deed.

Crescent smiled after the trio—man, crowhopper, and baby. She and Maria looked at one another, then over to the little girl who was playing with toys on the rug. Her name was Minerva and she was wearing the elastic suit that all children on the moon wore, which was designed to stress their muscles and bones and assure Earth-like development. “She’s beautiful,” Maria said, filling the awkward silence.

Crescent admired her own child. “Smart as paint too.”

Maria smiled. “That’s what the Colonel used to say about Crater.”

“I know. Crater told me. The seedling doesn’t fall far from the tree. And you’re right. She’s perfect. I was a little afraid . . .”

She left her fear unsaid, but Maria understood. “At least what Truvia said about that was true. Your eggs were the same as if they hadn’t . . .”


Crescent finished Maria’s sentence. “. . . manipulated mine in the petri dish to make me this way. Yes, I’m ugly but I’m the mother of a beautiful child.”


Although Maria and Crescent were capable of admiring their children, the two women were not friends. Although she kept it buried in her heart, Maria resented what Crescent had done when she’d taken from Crater what she needed to fashion the child they now watched playing. Yes, Minerva was a perfect child—that could not be denied—but the child was a constant reminder to her of Crescent’s breathtaking deceit.


Crescent sensed Maria’s thoughts and agreed with them to an extent. It had been desperation that had led her to steal Crater’s DNA, but it hadn’t been right. Both women knew there was a long-delayed and probably painful conversation they needed to have. Since she found herself alone with Maria, a rare event, Crescent thought maybe now was the day to have it.


Before Crescent could speak up, Petro swung by. He was the ITC’s chief of design and was forever busy on the puter drawing boards. There were as yet no markets for interstellar ships, but when the Earth got up and running, the ITC intended to be ready to provide one. The hope was that the people back on the world would be so tired of being cooped up on their planet that they would burst forth and carry themselves to the far reaches of the solar system and maybe even the galaxy. The ship that was being constructed was the first design, one that Crater and Petro intended to take on a test drive to Titan, an interesting moon that orbited Saturn.


“What are you ladies up to?” Petro asked.


“We’re planning your wedding,” Maria replied without hesitation.


“But first we need to find you a wife,” Crescent added.


Petro laughed. “Don’t waste your time. The two best gals on the moon are already taken.”


“Riley’s still around,” Maria pointed out. “You ever think about her?”


“Aw, she and Tiger are an item. Wouldn’t surprise me if they got hitched too. All this stuff about needing to have a baby boom on the moon to keep humanity going. Well, I don’t intend to join in. I’ll be around to teach the kids how to play cards and that other important uncle kind of stuff.”


“You can teach Minerva to play poker, Petro,” Crescent said, “but if I catch you showing her how to cheat, I’ll demonstrate some crowhopper martial arts, starting with the Siberian stranglehold.”


Petro’s near-perpetual grin faded as he realized Crescent was serious. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said and walked over to Minerva. The little golden-haired girl squealed at the sight of him and raced to throw herself into his arms.


“She loves Petro,” Crescent said.


Maria laughed. “Well, maybe she’ll marry somebody like him when she grows up!”


“Heaven forbid! Absalom would not be pleased at that prospect!” Crescent paused, then said, “My husband is a most excellent husband.”


“As is mine,” Maria replied, then lowered her voice so only Crescent could hear. “We need to have a conversation, one long put off, about Minerva.”


Crescent lifted her chin. “Yes, I was just thinking the same thing.”


Maria began tentatively. “She’s so beautiful, but I think . . . I know you owe me an explanation.”


“No, Maria,” Crescent replied, “I don’t. You were out of the picture at the time. I only owed an explanation to Crater, and I’ve done my best to explain to him what I did. He has forgiven me for my great sin. Your forgiveness I don’t need.”


Maria felt her face getting warm. Long-repressed anger was bubbling up. “Listen, Crescent—”

“No, you listen,” Crescent interrupted. “I said I don’t owe you an explanation, but I’m going to give you one anyway. Will you hear it?”

When Maria didn’t answer, Crescent looked off into the distance as if looking back in time. “I love Crater. I have always loved him, even when I was so angry with him I could scarcely stand it. But it wasn’t only because I wanted a part of him that I decided to have his child. It was because of you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, because he loved you the way I loved him, and I knew how much that hurt. Every day I was with him, I saw how much not having you was tearing him up inside. He was always angry; his joy in life was nearly lost. At that time it was my judgment that you and Crater would never be together, and since I thought I was going to die as per the genetic specifications of the Phoenix Legion, I decided to have his child. I was too frightened to ask his permission. No, that’s wrong. I didn’t ask him because I knew he wouldn’t agree, but I didn’t care. I confess there was another reason I did what I did, and there was nothing altruistic about it. I decided to give myself a gift, a gift like none other. Hear me, Maria. I was deliberately born ugly and trained to be evil. Nothing about my life was ever supposed to be soft and good. Yet when I asked the doctor who’d treated his broken leg and had his tissue in her office what were the possibilities, her answer nearly made my decision for me. I would have Crater’s child and grab a small scrap of joy from my miserable life. Of course, I also hoped Crater would transfer the love he had for you to our child and thus save himself.”


Maria considered Crescent’s words, and her confession. “It might have worked,” she concluded. “Both Minerva and Little Jack are his special joy. I’ve never known him to be so happy. He’s the old Crater, almost the way he was when I first met him so many years ago at that stupid fastbug race. But how did you do it, how did you convince the doctor to let you have his child?”

“Perpetually Hopeful arranged everything in Cleomedes, to take his cells and the artificial insemination.”

“General Nero’s wife helped you?”

“She’s inordinately fond of Crater too. She and I had many talks about him. In fact, I think she’s the one who first proposed that I have his child. She also thought it might make him happy. It’s amazing what gold will do even for physicians, especially ones who owe their livelihood to the Neros.”

Maria tried to digest everything Crescent had said. “But what you did . . . it’s still unforgivable.” She paused. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes, but for some strange reason, it worked out in the end. I don’t understand it, but oftentimes when you look back, even bad things seem to be for a reason, to make things fit the way they should.”

“I can’t really forgive you yet,” Maria said as her anger subsided. “But I think I can accept what you’ve done.”

“Just as I won’t forgive you for what you did to Crater over the years,” Crescent replied defiantly. “But I accept that you make him happy now.”

Maria looked Crescent in the eye. “Fair enough,” she said.

“Fair enough, indeed,” Crescent replied.


Absalom came out of the bathroom first, followed by Crater holding Little Jack, now freshly diapered. Petro picked up Minerva and carried her, laughing, over to her mom. “She says she wants to go for a ride.”


Crescent took the little girl. “Where do you want to go, Minerva?”


Minerva pointed straight up. “There!” she said.


“Well, I understood that!” Absalom said.


Crater swung Little Jack in his arms. The baby was giggling. “I think I’ve got a future fuser captain here.”


“Maybe he’ll go out to the stars,” Maria said. “Maybe they both will, there to make a new world.”


“Maybe that’s why we’re here on the moon,” Crater said. “We’re the cradle of a new civilization that looks forever outward. We’ve carved out a life on this frontier, and now we’ll keep on going.”


Petro looked doubtful. “Boy, Crater, don’t turn into a philosopher. You’re but an engineer. If there’s philosophizin’ that needs to be done, I’ll do it.”


“And what philosophy would that be, Petro?” Maria asked, her voice suddenly merry. She felt strangely relieved now that she and Crescent had managed to have the talk they’d both put off for so long. Now that it was done, although the air wasn’t completely clear between them, there seemed to be a path forward.


Petro gave her question some thought, then said, “Make life fun. And if it isn’t fun, you’re doing something wrong.” He chucked Minerva under the chin. When she giggled, he added, “And look after the kids. If you do, they’re gonna take us to the stars!”




Reading Group Guide



1. At the end of Crescent, it wasn’t clear whether Crater and Maria were going to end up together. Were you satisfied with their relationship at the end of Lunar Rescue Company? Do you think they made the right decision?

2. Although they are estranged, Crater can’t seem to get Maria out of his mind and Maria can’t seem to let go of Crater. Do you know relationships like that? Do they usually work out?

3. What did you think of Petro in this novel? What motivates him? Do you think he helps or hinders Crater? Would you like to be more like Petro or Crater?

4. Even though they are illegal and know it, would you like to have a gillie? What would you do with it?

5. Maria is tempted by the offer from Truvia to be the queen of the new civilization on the moon. What would you do in that situation?

6. Crescent’s decision to have a baby tremendously affects Crater. Do you think she should have told him her plan? Do you sympathize with her? If you were Crater, what would you have done when you found out?

7. The crowhoppers we meet in this novel seem a little more human than the ones we met in the first two. Assuming the author wrote about them accurately, why do you think that is?

8. The Colonel’s plan to place asteroids at L5 was to ensure the moon wouldn’t be attacked. Does what happened help you to better understand the phrase, “unintended consequences”?

9. Although Truvia the Trainer was obviously a villain, are you able to sympathize with her situation? Why or why not?

10. If these novels were about real people, would you want to live as they do on the moon?

11. Crater, Maria, Crescent, and Petro form a company to build a ship capable of going to a nearby star, even though the trip would take decades. Do you think anyone will want to go? Why or why not?

12. At the end of the novel, Maria and Crescent talk about what Crescent did to have Crater’s child. Crescent says she owes Maria no explanation although she gives her one, anyway. Maria believes Crescent owes her an apology. Who is right, in this case?
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