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CHAPTER ONE
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It slipped along the inside edge of the cloud ring, morphing Its physical shape to accommodate the path through the debris field. Encountering a brilliant specimen of crystalline ice, It enveloped the sample and wove an eye to study the fragment. The refracted sunlight and starlight blazed brilliantly, and with deep complexity. This is what the organism had migrated all this distance to see, and the journey had been well worthwhile. There were hardly any of Its own kind this far out in the planetary belt system, and that was just as well. It was here for field study, which was far better done in isolation. It wove a second eye from the ionized fluorine vapor that constituted It and peered even closer, incorporating the deeper music of the ice shard orbiting Saturn along with It.

“Brilliant, aren't they?” The voice came from around the edge of a large boulder, as the newcomer slid into view. So another was out here, flattened into a thin sheet to absorb as much sunlight as it could. There was little surprise in this given the quality of crystalline material in the region, and the fact that they were at a nearly perfect angle to the distant sun. This particular section of Saturn's rings were a minefield of refractive gems.

This species lived off of the solar radiation that managed to make it this far away from the solar center. They could only see a narrow portion of the spectrum as it was, and most of the matter out here was invisible to them. Even the prismatic ice fragments were visible to them only through a narrow band of the Sun's spectrum. “Have you been out here long?” asked the first one.

“Yes, for over twelve rotations now. I'm headed towards darkside to share with the others there what I've discovered, but I wanted to complete my own study first.” The conversation consisted of energetic radiant flashes emitted by the ionized matter they were composed of.

The two beings mingled fluorine briefly as one passed through the other's space, and they both reflexively reinforced their charge to hold their own particles together. The large satellite of the planet loomed beneath them, dark and mysterious. Although it was barely visible to either of these observers, the near planet sized moon of Saturn was not as dark as it had once been. Definite energy signatures had been observed lately near the equatorial belt. This had led some within the science teams to speculate that it might be a sign of intelligent alien life, although there was little real evidence of that. Most thought it was merely an unknown natural phenomenon, if an unusual one. The large, haze shrouded moon was typically as dead and cold as anything this far from the stellar center.

“What do you think that is down there?” The second one asked the first. “Do you believe the theories of sentient life outside the cloud?” It was referring to an energy signature moving at incredibly high speed in the upper atmosphere of the moon.

“It's an interesting idea. Perhaps, but there's no way to tell from here. Some who I spoke with quite far back told me of contact that they had made with unknown beings who could signal as we do, and were apparently mathematically literate. They had received meaningful transmissions, coded but interpretable, and responded to them. And they also told me that after such contact was made, several of their team had vanished-”

The other cut It off suddenly. “What is that?” It was referring to a small, intense energy source that moved along an independent path, obviously nothing natural and nothing that originated in the planetary belt system. The bright pinpoint of energy closed in on them quickly.

The glow of energy they saw was a high powered ion drive. The vehicle it drove was a small spherical unit only fifteen centimeters in diameter, although this part of the craft was invisible to both of them. Holding at a position less than two meters away from them, the spherical hull split along the middle and yawned open to reveal a hollow interior.  

The second being was about to suggest that they move away from craft when suddenly It was ripped out of space by an invisible force and compressed down to a fraction of It's volume. The compacted ball of fluorine was pulled inside the open sphere, which closed around It and sped off back towards the surface of Titan from which it had come.
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DANYL JAX AWOKE WITH a shudder as the schedule tone sounded in his room. He sat up with agitated quickness, and found himself immediately drifting upwards towards the ceiling. As he pushed away the surface with his hands, a second before hitting his head on the ceiling, he said to himself, “Damn low gravity environment! I will never get used to this nuisance!” In Titan's gravity, the seventeen year old weighed in at around ten kilograms. Every movement was exaggerated, given his body hadn’t been here long enough to unlearn a lifetime of conditioning to normal weight / mass conditions. He had left Earth only six months previously, and life here on Titan Colony was nearly unendurable for the simplest of reasons such as this. He drifted back onto his mattress and rubbed his eyes. The chrono read 6:71. Less than an hour to be on the school transport. He began to dwell on the field trip scheduled for second period that he had waited all semester for with jubilant anxiety. Today the planetary geology class would be held outside the Colony's secured atmosphere, on surface.

It had taken some work for the science faculty to sell the idea to the school board, and even more to sell it to the youth house coordinators, but the value of the trip eventually outweighed the obvious risks, and the event was approved. A handful of the students had been outside the Domes before. The Domes held an impressive network of resources in finely tuned interdependent balance, but not everything could be obtained by the underground mines or unmanned smart rovers. When a team needed to hunt for minerals or service a Dome's exterior systems, they occasionally took children along. It was actually relatively safe so long as protocols were followed, and it gave them a perspective on life here in the Colony that one would never get from the inside.

Most of the students lived in housing collectives of less than twenty residents, coordinated by a few Colony Service employees. They acted as extended families, and these enlarged households had proven quite effective at raising educated citizens well adapted to Colony society. Most children that were native to Titan left their natural parents by the age of four, and by adulthood considered them no more than extended relations.

Jax was here alone, however. As conditions on Earth degraded further with each passing year, his mother finally decided to send him here, allegedly for the sake of a better education. He had known the real reason however, although he never told her he did. She wasn't very confident there would be anything to come back to by graduation.

“Why don't you come, too, Mom?” Jax had appealed to her.

Kanli, his mother, had just looked away and said, “I can't get two visas soon enough. I have one I got through the education board, but its only good for you. I'll come out there at some point, but I want you to start school there while you have the chance.” He had grudgingly accepted these terms and then spent most of that afternoon listening to her tell him about how most of the higher level scientists and thinkers were part of Titan Colony, or would be soon. That was because most of them knew where Earth was headed, and so did the government.

He stood outside the apartment unit he lived in and took stock of the morning. The street he lived on was nearly flawless, hardly a crack to be seen in its greenish gray surface. It was made of Titan concrete, as the locals liked to call the material. It was a very durable cement like compound formulated entirely from locally mined minerals. It had been invented on Titan.  

The patchwork plots of civilian apartment structures were mostly short rounded off boxes with at most three levels. They were built along a curve to conserve space in the circular Dome field. The occasional ventilation scrubber or water reservoir broke up the monotony, but the residential sector of Dome Seven was nothing to look at.

The school trans arrived. It stopped impatiently as Jax delayed boarding to look for his tablet. Soon they were gliding in near silence towards the services sector of the city. The Dome was dark towards the top as it always was, but the city ground lights had reached full luminosity by now. Along the connecting street he could see pedestrians and quite a few bicycles heading to start another work day in the offices and stores of the commercial district. The school system was based here, along with a number of business administration offices and public transport garages.

Jax sat next to a girl his own age, who was absorbed completely in her pod. The small elliptical plate wouldn't show its files, and she couldn't watch the message her friend had just sent. He had one as well, and cherished it, but it disgusted him to see many of the local teens using the advanced media hardware for gossip. On his he had played an extensive flyover survey of the surface only recently, since then had watched a history lecture on the role of artificial intelligence in terraforming colonies exactly like this one. He wished he had two empty cans with a string connecting them to give to her, but he knew the humor would be lost even if he did.

The Education Sector of the zone was marked by tall narrow buildings, at least tall for this area. They had an excellent Technical Studies Core here, and that was one of the boy's only remaining sources of hope. Jax thought deeply this morning of what life would mean here in the long run. But he did this every morning, today was nothing special. This was a barren moon of Saturn, its largest, with an atmosphere of poisonous methane. It actually rained methane here. The hydrocarbon precipitate collected in large lakes that would probably explode if enough oxygen were present. Titan was full of vital resources to human expansion, and everyone agreed that this was a good thing. Sadly, humans could only look out upon the tiny wasteland through the windows of the Domes most of the time.

But today was the exception. Today the high school science class got to go on a field trip, and that made today the best day so far of Jax's short life. He'd heard so much from a few friends, and even if he was alone, he realized what a rare chance this was in the human experience. He and the next ten generations would have to terraform these moons, create technical industry once again, and perhaps one day invent drive systems to cover interstellar distances. Even Alpha Centauri was so far off. Till then, the Titan Colony was humanity's furthest outpost. As the trans arrived at the school complex, Jax looked back at the girl. She was still involved with her text gossip. There were better things to focus on today.

The first period gym was packed. One hundred and thirty five teenagers were going on the surface tour, and from what Jax could see, most were nearly as excited as he was. There could be heard odd challenges of competing performance, promises to bring back samples, and a few outright admissions of fear. Jax felt terror too, but he knew that was part of the experience, and wouldn’t have suppressed it if he could. They were processed and suited in a remarkably organized manner. Suits were fitted, last minute safety advisories were given for at least the fifth time, and they found themselves in a transport airlock after almost two hours. They atmosphere was vacuumed out and the door slid open.

And there it was. The surface was a twilight gray, with obvious storm systems developing. The terrain was a darker version of the sky, littered with small rocks and patches of sand. The mountain range sat off in the distance just beyond the Dome valley, but no one planned to climb them today. There was too much to do in the two hundred meter perimeter they had been given, and it was unlikely any of them would have taken the chance had they been given it. Too many colonists had died already climbing, although the sport remained popular. But that didn’t eliminate other sports. The tour guide, a retired environmental scientist, was the first to step out the door. His suit was a modified version, it was equipped with folding glide wings. With the combination of low gravity and dense atmosphere, flying conditions were ideal. One could fly as easily as walk with a few lessons. And Kirril Zeno was a veteran flier of the Colony, he had once taught advanced lessons in physical aeronautics when he wasn’t giving lectures. A valued and long standing member of Titan Colony, he had been here before the second Dome was even built. Professor Kirril was considered a founder, and although now over eighty, he had benefited from the low-G environment and the best resources, and remained vital.

“All right, students. I’m going to fly today to show you how it's done, but I want you to remember that you must take lessons before you try this. And don't spend all your time watching me, you all have a sample list, and I want you to get as many items off it as you can while we're on the surface. Remember, we only have about forty minutes before we hit safety level three, and I don’t want anyone to hit two before we're all back and desuited. Everyone got it?”

A general murmur of agreement rose from the crowd, and Zeno appeared satisfied. He spread the arms of his suit, pulled the hand trigger, and the sleeves expanded into glider wings. They didn’t reach more than two feet past his hands, but the surface area was immense, when you looked closely. And he seemed to be able to use his arms normally, even so.

“Okay, Alpha Group, you're on the Dome perimeter. Remember, surface scrapings of the structural exterior. Also remember, these are likely the most important samples we'll get today. Beta Group, you're on rock duty. Anything you see on the surface that looks interesting, particularly anything obviously crystallized. Half kilo or under, don’t forget. Gamma Group, all we want is frozen methane. You've got your sample tubes and scoops, so see what you can get. We're going to need that methane soon, so don’t think you're wasting your time. We're hoping to find fuel in Lake Ontario Lacus, and what you kids gather today will help us determine if its worth sending an expedition there.”

Jax reflected on this last statement. They weren’t just on a school field trip, they were actively doing work for the Colony. He'd heard of this a few weeks back, Ontario Lacus was a huge liquid deposit near the south pole thought to contain hydrocarbons similar to the underground oil that had provided energy and chemical products five centuries ago. Such compounds were here too, and would provide synthetics and energy for years to come if the predictions were true.

“Delta Group, all you're doing is taking sky shots. Get as many as you can of Saturn's rings, but remember to screen out the ultraviolet, it'll just mess up the shots.” Professor Kirril spread his lift prosthetic and grabbed the air. He was ten meters above them before they could observe it. As he settled into a wide spiral, he yelled out his speaker, “And don’t forget to have fun!” With that, Kirril Zeno was gone, departing to the upper surface of the Dome for his own purposes. The team leaders of the groups took over the management process. Jax was on Beta Team. Just rock samples. Try to find anything that looks like quartz.

A contingent of perhaps a dozen students skipped along the surface, more interested in covering distance than in looking at the ground beneath them. Who could blame them? Most had never been on Titan's surface before. Jax paired off with a female geology student who appeared his own age. She said, “Hey, my name is Mikli. I’ve seen you in lecture, who are you?”

“Jax. Danyl Jax.”

“Wonderful. Well, lets collect rocks, shall we, Jax?”

“Definitely. Ever been on surface before?”

“Once, according to my parents. They took me out here when I was three, just after they arrived. I don’t remember it, though. Really, this is my first time out here.”

“They took you out at three? That's incredible! It took months to get the permits for this expedition, and there's no one here below tenth year.”

“Yeah, things were different then. Or so they tell me.” Mikli scooped up a sample of the surface and peered closely at it. The soil was extremely wet, most likely the local atmosphere had rained methane and ethane in the last day or so. Ice crystals of what could only be these products stuck to the face plates of both their suits, and they were obliged to wipe them clean periodically. The surface was smooth and littered with small rocks. Strong winds had piled the surface dust into bands along the plain, and raindrop impacts could be seen in the low dunes. This was a poisonous vista, albeit a stunning one. Saturn loomed massively in the sky above, and reflected most of the light the surface got. Its rings were majestic, and Jax got lost once again staring into them.

“Hey Jax, you gathering, or what?” Mikli's voice came over his helmet's com.

“Oh, yeah, just staring at the rings. They're so beautiful.” He grabbed a stray fragment from the ground that glittered in the planet's light. “Here, what do you think?”

“Just what we're looking for. Good one.”

Mikli seemed to feel outdone at this point, and turned a full three sixty looking for more samples. “Oh, check out that dune over there, Jax, I think I see sparkles-”

She bounded away a bit too energetically, and jumped almost two meters into the air without intending to. As she came down, she slipped on a large rock concealed in a dust band. Mikli stumbled to her knee and keeled sideways, smacking her faceplate on the hard surface.

“You all right?” Jax yelled into his his com. Their close proximity had linked the two suit's com modules to each other, no other messages would come through without an emergency override until the suit's software linked to another team member within three meters. Right now, no one else was within twenty or so. Jax suddenly realized that if she were hurt, he was the only one who would know right away. Mikli picked herself up and took stock of the condition of her suit, brushing off some wet soil. “Oh I'm fine. Look at that crystal right by my foot, Jax. Isn't that beautiful-”

As she reached out to seize it, they both saw the small rip in her suit's sleeve just below the elbow. Not much more than a centimeter, but enough to compromise her breather. “I really didn't want to see that-” she said.” Jax grabbed at her sleeve, trying to pinch it shut, even though he knew that would be useless. The safety course training had covered suit ruptures extensively. Titan's atmosphere was one and a half times as dense as Earth's and almost all nitrogen. Some toxic leftovers such as diacetylene and propane were present, along with traces of cyanide, but it was the lack of oxygen that was the real problem in cases such as these. And the cold. She looked at him with obvious panic, and her eyes glazed over as she slumped into unconsciousness.

Jax panicked next. He gave the com the override voice command: “Emergency active, code green. Danyl Jax, number Thirty Seven, all teams. I have a suit breach right next to me, signaling with my flash now.” He opened the small cover plate on his belt and pushed the flash trigger. A set of lights on his helmet strobe flashed brightly, telling the rest of the expedition where he was. A jumble of voices ran staccato in his com, but the suit's software filtered it down to one, the nearest team leader. It was the astronomy senior leading Delta Group, who had just been setting up his camera tripod. He waved at Jax and yelled fervently: “I'm here, Thirty Seven. I’m calling the meds at the lock station. Wait, I'll be right there.” As he covered the distance in three long jumps, he continued to issue questions. “How long ago? Is it only a suit breach? Nothing else?”

“I think so. And just about thirty seconds ago. She fell on some sharp surface rocks. Lost consciousness just before I signaled.”

The astronomy senior landed with a dull thud right next to her prostrate figure. He could see the sleeve tear, and swore loudly. “This is Delta Twenty Five, I need a rover at my location ASAP! Member down with a suit breach.” The dispatcher's voice came through all three suit's coms. “We don’t have any rovers out there right now, Delta Twenty Five. You'll have to bring her back yourself. Do you copy?  There's no time to get one out there. I repeat, do you copy?”

“I copy, dispatch. Heading to Lock Seventeen. Keep the doors open.”

“Will do, Twenty Five. Hurry, she hasn’t got long. We have a couple meds at the lock door. You said seventeen, copy?”

Jax and the other student both pulled her up, but she was light enough under Titan's gravity that the other just hoisted her over his shoulder and bounded for the airlock. The astronomy student landed from a long, high leap, and stumbled to his knees just as she had. “Damn it! I'm going to rip my own suit! Look in her helmet, is she doing alright?”

Jax peered through the faceplate intently, and saw only horror. She was obviously bleeding out her nose, and her open eyes seemed to roll about loosely in unconscious delirium. He couldn't tell if she was breathing or not. “She looks bad. I'll try to get there first and signal them.” He took a powerful leap at forty five degrees straight for the Dome's open airlock. Covering nearly seven meters with each jump, he was there in less than a minute. The pair of field meds were standing in the inner bay with their emergency strobes blinking. “Where is the breach victim? Don't you have her?” asked one loudly.

“She's right behind me. Delta leader has her.” As he turned to motion backwards, he saw that they were indeed right behind him. The meds grabbed the girl from either side and ran with her through the open hatch.
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IT HAD BEEN FIVE DAYS since the incident on the surface, and the school still hadn't come back to normal. Disorder was part of educational life, but the students had outdone themselves in the wake of the girl's accident. The faculty in general were suffering, but the administration had taken most of the blame. Some suggested key replacements among the directors. A large portion of the students wanted more field trips outside the Dome, and thought that if it were a regular practice, safety would be improved. Most of them were tired of living in a giant fish tank. That was a fair consensus among the whole population of the Colony.

Jax sat in calculus session reflecting on the girl. He'd asked about her, but couldn’t get a straight story from those he knew. The instructor stood in the corner of the room working his vidcomp, a small rectangular flat screen plate attached to a flexible metal rod. The plate was a display and a terminal, and it could be twisted into any position desired. The students had identical ones mounted to their chairs, except that theirs were slaved to his. Only he could transmit images or get faculty menus.

“Class, turn to section nineteen. We're going to start the unit on multivariable functions.”

Jax opened the section from the menu, but had no intention of reading it. He was concealing his pod in his hand and tap-texting a message to another pod to which it was linked. It belonged to another student a few chairs over. He looked down at his own device to read the message.

[did it come through?]

The other replied:

[yep. but its in my storage cell.]

[how good is it? have you tried it yet?]

[no. but i heard it was better than the last.]

The teacher droned on. “These functions will prove extremely valuable in a wide range of engineering tasks involved in Colony development, so I urge you to learn them well. Mathematical expertise was one of the skills that saved the first group that landed here, before the infrastructure you and your parents live in now existed. Look into your Colony history if you don't believe me. Before the semester is done we're going to touch on statistical interpretation, so feel free to read ahead.” The dismissal tone sounded right then, and the class breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn't that this instructor was particularly disliked, but his class sessions somehow always seemed twice as long as any others. Jax darted ahead and caught his friend on the shoulder.

“He's going to see us texting one of these days and read the memory, I'm telling you. Is yours set for autoerase?”

“Of course.” Athlen Jor answered. “What do you take me for, a luddite? Jax, I've been doing this at school for a long time. I've had my pod grabbed before, too. I actually have custom security firmware installed for just that purpose.

Jax laughed quietly. “I believe it, Jor.”

“Do you have your hypospray?”  

“You bet. And my software lab is next period. That's the only reason I'm in a hurry.”

“Yeah, I bet. Well, come on. I think we both need to reboot.”

-
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THE CONFERENCE HALL of Dome Two was teeming with excitement. The space had been rented by the Expansion Party for a press release and public address, well in advance of the upcoming election. The large auditorium easily held the audience of over three thousand people, all of whom had come to see the Party Council make their opening address, hear the revised statement of the current position on Colony management strategy, and apparently, to witness a guest appearance by none other than the elder Kirril Zeno himself. The political energy in the air was enough to set off a geiger counter.

Years back in Titan's history of human habitation, there really had been no definable political system. There had always been a Security Division, but only Earth's government parties were recognized or laws enforced. Over time, however, the Terran management bodies had wielded less influence as Earth itself decayed, and eventually it seemed Titan had almost been forgotten about, other than as a home for refugees.

Kirril Zeno, old as he was, appeared towering and mildly intimidating standing at the address platform positioned above the crowd. The Expansion Party rally had drawn some of the best and most ambitious minds on Titan, and Zeno had been here longer than almost all of them.

“Citizens of Titan, I'll introduce myself, although I know most of you know me from the media. I am Councilor Zeno, and my role in the Domes has been long. I am honored to have been invited to speak here tonight by the Party of Expansion. There is a very good reason why I was selected as first speaker. It's because I've been representing this cause since long before anyone thought it was an issue the needed political representation. When I was a new resident on Titan, it was just a basic matter of survival for the few of us who were here. The point I'm trying to make is that it still is.”
He paused to let the point sink in, then went on. “When I arrived nearly seventy years ago, our population was roughly five percent of what it is now. We were desperately working to build our second Dome, and the prospects of actually finishing it didn't look good. Many good workers died in the process, and those of you who live in Dome Two now may reflect on that at your leisure.”
“A real distinction strikes me between the Titan I lived on then, and the one I see now. We had unity. I don't mean the kind where everyone waves the same flag. I mean the kind where there are no flags, because it never occurred to anyone that these were issues. The Colony just wanted to survive till tomorrow and leave our children a bigger and better home than we had. And from the look of all of you, I can see that we won.” This last line was received with thunderous applause. Many stood and raised their hands to further show their support. After a full minute, it died down, and Zeno continued.

“Now our society finds itself at a crossroads. With a swelling population and an increasing need for raw materials, the Expansionist agenda is more pressing than ever. The policies are nothing new, the budgets and manpower sit waiting to be called into action, and yet at every decision point, we find ourselves impeded in the Senate. This interference comes from the other side of the political fence, the group known as the Party for Social Consolidation.” A clear murmur of disapproval ran through the crowd, but it was too subtle to interfere with the speaker's monologue. He continued.

“Please don't misinterpret me. I understand and support at least some of the SC Party's goals. We do need a stable intradome structure, and their educational proposals show at least some wisdom. But I feel, as I know many of you do, that continuously directing our resources backwards in inwards has led to where we've come, overcrowding, pollution, overtaxed networks, data corruption, and outright crime in the residences. There's one solution to all of these problems, and that's space. And it's right out there!”

After the next round of applause died off, he concluded, “With that, I welcome you to this election's first Expansion Party Convention. Let me introduce the next speaker...”

-
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THE GASEOUS LIFE FORM felt compressed, and could infer that it was being held inside a small container. It had volunteered for this mission, and the acting mission council group had prepared it in every way possible. Still, it was terrifying.

“Just hold a position near the ring section where the last two disappeared, and change shape frequently . We think another device should appear soon.” These had been the words of the assistant training It for what was, essentially, a volunteer kidnapping. For all any of them knew, it was a volunteer suicide. None of those who disappeared had ever returned. It, like every other member of Its species, was unable to directly see the matter of the container holding it. But It felt its compression and entrapment, and it knew this was real. It had acted according to plan, and a collector had come and grabbed it within a few days of its stationing. There was no going back now. The drive energy of the collector was more than sensible to it, visible in fact. By this, it could tell the device was decelerating in preparation for landing. It would have to act fast to avoid the same fate as its predecessors.

“As you wait for it, collect all the solar energy you can and store it. Once you're in their lab and under observation, or even just think the aliens are present, release it all in one hard gamma burst.” It had questioned this. “What if they or their equipment are insensitive to gamma radiation?”

“I can't promise it will work. But we've theorized a great deal about material life, and have good reason to think that gamma should be the most disruptive to them.” This had been the conversation at another part of the mission briefing. But that wasn’t Its plan, It wasn’t going to wait as long as that. Whatever these aliens were, they would probably have some kind of containment system ready. It peered with deeper vision at the energy signatures on the moon's surface below. It couldn't see the rocky plains of Titan, of course, but it could see glimmers of solar reflection off of them. It could see the heat of the fusion power cores and the lights illuminating the residences and offices. And it could see the finely meshed micro circuitry networks of the laboratory complex where the collector was headed. It was now or never.

It could clearly see the drive mechanism of the collector. The small spherical probe was driven by a disc shaped extrusion  that emitted high energy ions to propel the unit. The reaction was as bright as sunlight to a fluorine based life form. This one hammered it with a burst of gamma radiation that was so intense, the reacting chamber exploded right off the module base. The spherical probe plummeted. The collector was already within the Dome at this point. That was sheer luck, It had known nothing of the Dome, being unable to see it. Had it chosen to disable the collector before it had entered the upper service hatch, It most likely would have perished out on the surface of Titan, Its fluorine dissolved in the moon's atmosphere. But that is not what fate had in store.

The collector met a street surface in a back alley. The sphere split open from the impact and the ionized fluorine gas leaked out. It polarized its molecules to hold itself together in the Dome's atmosphere. It had never had the experience of being caught in an ocean of air as it was now, the rings of Saturn were a field of rocky debris in a vacuum. Its species was comprised of fluorine clouds that navigated that empty region. Suddenly it was faced with the novel threat of dissolving into an atmosphere of mostly nitrogen. But It caught Itself in time and strained to hold Its integrity.

The building bordering the alley was the Fifth Medical Facility of Dome Seven. It sensed power being consumed and saw heat escaping through a ventilator shaft. It could also see mild, extended heat signatures that looked very much like the life forms the science team had postulated. They weren’t generating enough heat to be any sort of useful equipment, and they had no other visible energy signature. If these were them, here was Its chance for first contact. It morphed its shape into a spiral to move through the ocean of air, and slipped into the shaft. The heat trail was easy enough to follow. In short order it was through the air treatment unit and in the middle of the respiratory treatment ward. One of the material life forms lie on a bed. It observed the life form from the ceiling.

Kanal Mikli lie unconscious, still in shock from her exposure to Titan's atmosphere. Had she been awake, she might have seen a thin cloud of greenish haze settle around her entire body. She might also have smelled an acrid odor as fluorine invaded her already damaged respiratory system.

It had enveloped the life form's body and wove multiple eyes to do a deep scan. Actually, this entity emitted more than just heat. Tiny energetic firings were occurring inside it, and almost all were concentrated into an appendage at one end. It was fair to guess this was a cognitive network, or at least something that functioned as the electrical charge among its own fluorine molecules did. If it could infiltrate that net, it could at least learn from, and possibly operate this body. The life form was emitting heated air from a frontal port near the high concentration of nerve firings. It followed this just as it had the heat trail from the ventilator shaft.

Passing through the lungs was difficult, but it was accomplished. The bloodstream proved frightening, but it held its disparate molecules throughout. Within several minutes, every fluorine atom was lodged in a synapse or a glial cell. It had managed to lodge itself right in the core of the being's cognitive processes. It began a search of the network.

Mikli was dreaming. She hadn't regained consciousness since the accident, but that hadn't deprived her of REM sleep. Now, two days into her hospital visit, she had been dreaming of her grandmother, recalling touring the viewport halls in the outer Dome and seeing Titan's surface as a tour guide pointed out the natural features. The reddish gray sky, the rock formations, her grandmother's admonishments to keep up, and suddenly, a looming voice that didn't belong here.

It seemed to speak without words. “Please, don't be alarmed. I need to stay here with you for a bit.”

“Who are you?” Suddenly Mikli wasn't seven anymore, she was seventeen again and fully awake inside her dream. And this thing was here with her.

“I don't mean any harm. I need to do something, and it will take some time. If you'll just-” the voice faded.

She was terrified. This wasn't a dream. It was real. The voice came back. “I won't hurt you. I need you to-”

“Get out of here! I won't let you stay here!”

“YES, YOU WILL!” Blackness enveloped her, and the part that was still Mikli shut itself off voluntarily.

-
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER, the body awoke. Mikli's personality remained submerged, but It looked out through her eyes at the hospital room. It had never seen physical objects before. Their shape and arrangement in the visual field came as a complete novelty. The body was able to focus and interpret what it was seeing by reflex, but lacking that, it would have been helpless.

It looked down at the appendages of the body it inhabited. The hands were fascinating. They were obviously meant as manipulators. So this is how their species adapted to solid form. Lacking fluidity, they morphed in small, predetermined ways. This would take some getting used to. It closed the body's eyes once again and searched deep inside the being's memory. With Mikli submerged, It had free access to all of her experiences and knowledge. For a time, it was Mikli.

“My name is Kanal Mikli. I am seventeen years old, and I was born on Titan Colony in the fifty-third year of settlement, standard date 2523. My parents are named Gavril and Desi, and both immigrated as teenagers. I am currently a Section Twelve student in the Colony Educational System, and my elective studies are in geology. I was recently involved in an accident which exposed me to Titan's atmosphere, and am currently recovering in Dome Seven's medical ward. It continued to look more deeply, and spent several hours searching her memory and personality. By the end, it knew much of what it was to be a seventeen year old girl.  

No member of Its species had ever done this. Actually, none of them had ever made alien contact of any sort. Many had advanced theories of what other sentient life might look like, but it had generally been assumed it would be fluidic, as they were. Several times over academic history, some researchers had suggested the idea of solid based life forms, but the idea had never really been taken seriously until the disappearances. Yet here it was, and not only was it among them, it was absorbing the personality of one. This was a defining event in Its culture's history.
Multiple data screens lit up the wall beside the bed, and a central vid on a flex pole hung arced over the patient. It pushed it aside and stood up. The clothing she had come in with was hanging in a recess in the wall. Clothing was for something, it covered the body. It couldn't leave in this loose robe draped over the physical frame, it needed that other set of garments. This is what the girl's memory seemed to tell It. As It proceeded to dress Itself, It saw a blinking indicator. Some alarm must have been activated by Its activity. Departure would have to be fast if it was to be at all.
It tore through the doorway just as a medic was coming in. “Wait, Miss, you can't leave! Stop!”

It shoved past and raced down the hall, clothing partially hanging off. “Stop that girl!” came the medic's voice from the hallway. A few hospital personnel looked up from the tasks they were involved in, but none intervened.  It knew It had to escape this building, and ran with burning lungs. The injury was far from healed, and running put an extreme strain on the body. It couldn't afford to let the body die, not only would the mission fail, but it would most likely die along with it. Now that it was incorporated into the girl's nervous system, it realized, it actually had no idea how to dislodge itself. This arrangement might be permanent. As it tore along the hospital corridor, it reflected on this possibility with some amusement.

'RECEPTION', a hanging sign indicated. It turned to follow the arrow. An alarm was sounding somewhere, presumably for this young patient. The street entrance lie ten meters ahead, and It made a mad dash. A middle aged doctor and a young security guard stepped into It's path. The young girl ran full force into the doctor. “Stop, Miss, you're sick, you cant leave!” came his voice. The guard grabbed her shoulders. It searched Mikli's memory in a fraction of a second to determine what to do in this situation. A reasonable solution was found. It turned the body and kicked the security guard full force in the groin. It turned again and stuck a finger in the doctor's eye. Less than a second later, an open door was all that was left of the teenage patient.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Have you been calibrating them to fight each other, Rudy? From what I can tell, two of them ripped each other apart, guessing from that assortment of parts you have there.” These were the first words of the work shift from Jordan Lis, the on call data tech in Lab Seventeen. She had come on assignment today to calibrate the install of the newest release of Integrated Data System's guidance software into a Surface Rover, commonly referred to as a Spider. She was a freelance contractor currently on account for the manufacturer of these machines, Frontier Robotics. The man to whom she was speaking was a newly graduated mechatronics engineer named Danlin Rudy, a regular employee of the same firm. He had requested this project in particular because of the mechanical challenges it presented.

Spiders had long been staple equipment in the Colony, and were used for everything from mining to emergency search and rescue. The standard design was an elongated central frame fitted with service tools, driven by six robotic walker legs. This unit was smaller than most, with a mere two meter chassis, but it was equipped with unusually long legs. Traditional Spiders had a habit of getting stuck in unpredictable terrain, and Titan had plenty of that. It wasn't just a matter of mechanics, either. New programming was needed to drive these units. Navigating complex rocky plains while delivering supplies to construction teams was a task that standard spiders could never seem to perform for a whole day without needing servicing at least once. Hopefully the new class of technology teams emerging from the Institute would solve these problems.

“Yeah, Lis, I guess it might look that way. Does this new software package of yours have a gladiator routine? That sounds like a fun experiment.” He looked down at the mass of wires, structural sections, and computer hardware on the floor in front of him and laughed. “These are actually the remains of several false starts. But the unit over there is ready to go. I even gave it two dry runs with old software just to make sure. So if anything doesn't work, we can blame it on the new guidance protocols.”

Lis looked the unit over, then turned her attention to the other half of the room. It contained a small playground of raised platforms, steps, and tetris blocks. The walls, in turn, were adorned with a series of patchwork patterns, comprised of grids, overlapping circles, and distortion lines. The physical objects were there to provide dexterity testing, the spider would have to climb on or arrange what it found according to recorded directions. The wall patterns were there to purposely confuse its visual systems, to establish if its video processing could distinguish items of interest. This lab setting was designed to challenge the exact skills the device would need on the surface. The tasks it failed on became reports that made their way back to the software development team, and the design cycle began again.

Rudy walked over to the test area and picked up one of the tetris blocks. It was an odd shape comprised of five small cubes connected at various faces, forming a small “L” shape with one extra protrusion.

“You know, Lis, I found out why they're called 'tetris blocks'.

“Oh really, why?”

“Apparently, only about forty years into the information revolution, there were these incredibly simple sixteen-bit electronic games that consumers played. There were hundreds of them. The interface was so simple that its hard to believe that anyone actually found them entertaining, but they were widely popular. One of them was called 'Tetris'. I actually got the archive record to demonstrate it for me. It amounts to a cascade of irregular shapes, basically 2-D versions of these, and the player has to guide and rotate them into compatible fittings. You win if you fill all the spaces perfectly.”

Lis dwelled on this for a few seconds. “That's incredible. So the structure that we use for testing the operating system was once a game? Was it a children's game? I just find it hard to imagine that as recreational.”

Rudy nodded his assent. “After a few minutes it seemed more annoying than anything. Honestly, I was laughing so hard that I really didn't give the game a chance.”

“Oh well, I guess you had to be there.” Lis sized up the unit, then opened a screen on the vidcomp terminal connected to the unit's system hardware. “This will take a few minutes. The new OS doesn't reboot automatically yet.”

“Take your time. I'm trying to make a toy for it to play with out of these parts.”

Lis worked for some time on the vidcomp terminal initializing the operating system. Finally, she switched off the interface and the rover powered up. “The unit's hot and the routines are active. Let's see what it can do.” The spider flexed a mounted visual sensor quickly around the side of the room containing the test objects. It rolled on its treads to the stairway shaped platform and extended its walker legs. In a few seconds it was on the platform, and it seemed more to dance than to walk.

“That was good. It looks like it could get itself out of crater ruts pretty well.” Rudy looked hopeful. Lis said, “Now for the blocks. This is the hard part for the software, spatial reasoning. These routines alone cause about forty percent of system crashes in the field.”

The spider was down on the floor again in front of the pile of tetris blocks. It craned its visual sensor and held each block up to it in turn, using its two front legs as manipulators. Each was equipped with a three way pincer hand that could extend from the lower shaft of the leg. Rudy had designed the appendage himself, and was glad to see it working on the new software. After the scan, it began arranging the blocks on the floor. At first the arrangement looked random, but the spaces between the blocks already placed were quickly filled by compatibly shaped ones. In a few minutes, the pile was transformed into into a solid cube exactly a meter on each side.

“Excellent.” said Lis. “It got a perfect score on that one. Now for the dramatic part.” She walked up to it and adjusted the unit's visual stalk directly at her face. She issued a voice command to the rover- “Code 6. Execute.” Finally, she left a black marking stylus on the floor in front of it. The device remained still for several seconds before seizing the pen in its manipulator and dragging it across the floor with the writing end down. “What's it doing?” asked Rudy.

“Visual encoding and reproduction. Its giving us a glimpse of how it sees a human face.”

“You mean- it's drawing you?”

“Exactly. The AI team thought it was a cute way showing off how far their imaging software has come. They swear it works, but I'm not expecting a Vermeer.”

“A stick man would be impressive enough. Look, Lis, it's already got your eyes drawn.” The manipulator seemed to be jerking randomly along the XY axis above the floor, but the pattern it left in ink told otherwise. In about ninety seconds, a remarkably good cartoon-like version of Lis was complete on the floor of the lab. “That's amazing. Looks like IDS's development teams have been busy.” Rudy walked up to the unit as it was retracting its legs and powering down. Beneath the portrait of Lis was written, “Routine Terminated”

Lis wondered aloud, “I don't understand why they're making such incredible progress suddenly. That department has been stagnating for several years now, and in the last six months we've had a literal revolution in programming. I've talked with a few of the managers in the Department, and they seem quite covert about what they're doing. Whatever it is, they're getting results, but there's something fishy going on, I just know it.”

“Well, they get an 'A' as far as I'm concerned. Hey, is that thing actually shut down? Like the camera, too?” Lis twisted the diaphragm shut on the visual stalk's front, and said, “Now it is. Why?”

“Because I don't like the idea of being watched by a machine.” He slipped his arms around her and started kissing her neck. She giggled and returned the gesture.

-
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IN THE DEPTHS OF DOME Two's underground network, the AI Institute held a number of important research facilities. These were satellite locations, allegedly held here to spare the researchers the confusion and enhanced security of the main development center. In truth, the directors used the arrangement to keep the various subgroups of technologists out of contact with each other. Some projects legitimately demanded such extreme security that no technician could be allowed to have access to the whole project, these were partitioned to separate teams with no knowledge of each other. There was another case where these facilities were used, however. The odd project came down the pipe that would raise eyebrows, or perhaps other things, were it known that it was an object of research. A few such ideas had seen their way through development here. Today's work was one of them.

In a small analysis lab sat two workers in clean suits. Before them on the workbench was a series of transfer tubes, compression canisters, and radiant scanning devices. The equipment assembly looked quite makeshift, but nothing could be further from the truth. The apparatus had been specifically designed for the activity that occurred in this lab, and the directors took great pains to explain away its presence to any uninvolved personnel that happened to stumble upon it.

Visto Russik, Data Theorist Second Class, opened a window on his vidcomp. The top icon was an image  of a small sealed cylinder composed of a transparent synthetic compound.  

“Is it stable?” asked Ilg Vic, his assistant.

“Apparently so. You can never really tell from the initial scans, we won't know for sure till we try to upload it. If the load is corrupt, that'll most likely be why. But I have a good feeling about this one. Besides, it's been in containment for awhile. In my experience, they're usually reliably stable after the first few weeks.”

Vic seemed to dwell on this one for a bit. “Why do you think that is? I don't see why they would gain stability with age.”

“Well, think about it. They are sentient, and part of that is interactivity with the environment. Under containment they don't have that anymore. Imagine yourself locked in a pitch black room for a few weeks, and in a straitjacket at that. You'd probably become senescent, too. The point is, when they're in that state, its much easier for the scanner to read their code, and in turn, to write it to the mainframe. It's mostly sharp spikes during the read that cause failures in the first place.

Vic nodded his assent. “So why not make it standard procedure?”

“Its more complicated than that. They collect their metabolic energy from sunlight, and store it as electrostatic potential. They only feed every so often, and they'll run themselves surprisingly low between sessions. Sometimes they die in containment because they didn't have enough charge when they came in. That's not uncommon, actually. Also, sometimes the Department is in a hurry for results, and they need new starter code in a hurry. For both these reasons, we have to accept some loss as overhead.”

Vic suddenly felt enlightened by this explanation. He hadn't even been aware of this branch of research before he had seen this room, and in seven weeks, they had let him in on some incredibly high clearance procedures. Killing sentient alien life for the sake of developing software code definitely counted as high clearance. He was clearly in good standing with the department. Russik interrupted his reverie. “Well, let's get this underway. Prep the scanning chamber, if you would, Vic.”

“Already done.” Vic returned. The scanning chamber was a long cylinder containing thin conduits and channels through which the gaseous fluorine would be pumped. In the process, the scanning hardware would read every single fluorine atom and record its charge. By the end of the journey, the creature's entire neural network, if it could be called that, would be mapped. As if by magic, years of source code development was overstepped in ten minutes. And the waste fluorine was recycled, of course.

Russik opened the valve and the pressurized fluorine began its journey. Filling the microtubes, the ionized gas was irradiated with intense ultraviolet spectrum. A scanner beneath the tube matrix took thousands of photo impressions every second of the process. These were translated into raw data and fed into a recorder. If the life form had been conscious, this is the part where it would have screamed. As it was, its self awareness had reached suspension after less than six days of containment. It would never wake up.
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MIKLI'S BODY TERMINATED its sleep cycle and the eyes fluttered open. It looked out through them, taking stock of Its surroundings in the light for the first time. It was lying prone in the corner of an abandoned warehouse near the edge of the industrial sector. This building had no windows, but several skylights were placed on the roof to allow the Dome light to enter during daycycle. It had been built years back, when energy
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