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Chapter 1 – The Boss

 

Juan Crewton had always been a law-abiding citizen, but that was about to change. Every man has his breaking point, and Juan had reached his. He double-checked the bomb, making sure all the connections were in tight.

He hadn't set out to become a rebel. He wanted nothing more than to go to work, do his job well, and help his fellow Hermians turn Mercury into an awesome second home for the human race. The planet definitely had the potential. All it needed was men and women willing to put in the work.

But one thing stood in the way of that, and that was politics.

Juan set the timer for ten minutes. That would be long enough to get clear, but also short enough to prevent anyone from finding the device in time to disarm it. He activated it, and the digital clock began to count down. He stood and turned to leave.

Strong hands grabbed him and threw him against the concrete wall.

“Hey!” He tried to resist, but his arms were held tight by a pair of men, one on each side. He yanked and tugged and attempted to kick at their legs.

A third man stepped forward and punched him in the belly.

Juan gasped, and his legs gave out. He sank a little, held up by the two men whose fingers around his arms were like iron collars. His body convulsed and heaved, trying to get some air but not quite remembering how to do it. After a few agonizing moments, he started breathing in a normal rhythm again.

The third man backed away, appraising the situation. He was short, well-built, and wore an expensive-looking business suit. He put his hands on his hips and looked curiously at the bomb.

Juan squinted and stared, trying to identify the man. He was positive he had never met him before, but there was something familiar about him just the same.

“What should we do with him, boss?” one of the men holding Juan asked.

The man in the suit turned his focus from the bomb to Juan. “I don't understand. What were you trying to accomplish here? You obviously intended to blow up the inner door of this airlock, but that alone wouldn't cause a breach. You'd need to blow up the outer door, too.”

Juan looked away and said nothing.

“Maybe there's another bomb, boss,” the second man said. “One we can't see through the window. Outside, maybe. Want me to check it out?”

The suited man looked thoughtful. “This airlock hasn't been opened recently. He'd have to have used it to go in or out, so he didn't carry a bomb out this way. He could have used a different airlock, but it would have to be one that was near enough to this one in order to plant both bombs quickly. After all, he wouldn't want to risk discovery. No, I think there's just the one bomb. Simpler that way. Fewer variables. I think he must have uploaded some sort of computer hack so he could open the outer door remotely.”

Juan flinched at that.

The suited man smiled. “Yes, that's it, isn't it? You open the outer door, blow the inner door, and then this whole sector loses its air. You would have preferred to open both doors at once, but the failsafes make that impossible. You don't like resorting to the use of a bomb. You're an intellectual. You like things that are clean and orderly and efficient, and bombs are none of that.”

Juan stared at him incredulously.

The man laughed. “Don't look so shocked. I know all about you, Juan Crewton.” He gestured to his men. “Let's examine that outer door, shall we?”

One of the men opened the inner door, and then he and his pal wrestled Juan into the airlock.

The suited man knelt next to the bomb, examined it for a moment, and then yanked out some wires. The digital counter disappeared. The man watched it for a moment, nodded, and then stood. He gave Juan a sympathetic look. “No boom, I'm afraid. Not anymore. But it's all right. You're about to experience something similarly exciting. Come on out of there, guys. Let Juan have the view all to himself.”

The two men threw Juan against the outer door and then hurried out of the airlock. The inner door began to slide shut.

Juan scrambled to his feet and dashed towards it. It closed before he could reach it. He pounded on it with his fists.

“Enjoy your exposure to Mercury's atmosphere,” the suited man said through the airlock's speaker. “Or lack of, rather.”

Juan stared at him through the window. “Please.” His stomach turned to acid, and his lip began to quiver. He glanced behind him at the outer door, and then looked back at the man. “Please don't do this. Put me in a cell. Put me to work in the mines, or in one of the factories. Anything. But not this.”

The man's expression became hard. “If you think I'd let you off the hook like that, then you don't know me well at all.”

Juan studied him again, trying to figure out why he looked familiar. “Who are you?”

The man smiled. “I'm the boss. I just arrived today from Earth. You're my first small victory, but you won't be my last. Not by a long shot. In time, I intend to deal with every last rebel on this planet. And then I'll go after those Free Spacers on the other planets. In short, I'm the man who is going to remake the solar system into one holistic system of business and government. It's the natural order of things. And it all starts here on the gray planet.” He put his finger on the button for the outer door. “My name is Nat Leland, and Mercury is mine.”

Juan's eyes widened.

Nat pressed the button. The pumps whirred to life, sucking the air out of the airlock.

Juan's ears popped, and he held his breath. He began clawing at the inner door's seal, trying to pry it open with his fingernails. One of his nails bent and ripped away from his finger, leaving it bloody and raw. He ignored it and kept scrabbling away, leaving red smears on the door.

When as much of the air was reclaimed as possible, the pumps shut down. The sudden silence was eerie, and Juan began to tremble. He couldn't hold his breath anymore, and he exhaled with a wheeze. He tried to suck in another breath, but there was none to be had. He alternated between clawing at the door's seal and pounding on it with his fist.

The outer door opened, and the remaining air rushed out.

Juan spun around. There was just space now, a big nothing where a solid barrier had once been. The raw surface of Mercury lay beyond, a near-vacuum atmosphere pummeled ceaselessly by intense solar radiation. The lifeless landscape stretched to the horizon, offering naught but death. 

His body kept trying to breathe, heaving and gasping for air that was no longer there. He clawed at his throat, as if trying to free some obstruction or other. He sank to his knees and stared in horror at the open door. His consciousness began to fade, and he slumped over. His last thought was of how beautiful and bright the surface looked, like some sort of majestic gray desert glittering under a harsh white sun. Then the gray darkened to black, and he slipped away.


 

 

Chapter 2 – A New Government

 

Dale Kinmont never wanted to be a bureaucrat, and he certainly never expected to be one at such a young age. He always imagined such people as stuffy old men, and he was still basically a college kid. Nevertheless, there he was, going through reports and memos at his desk like a nameless cog in the machine, doing his part to help run Venus's flying city. It wasn't easy. Hesperus was teetering on the edge of insolvency, and getting loans and trade contracts was a never-ending struggle. The city would need some significant tourism, and soon, but the Earth sanctions proved a formidable barrier. None of the communities on Mars wanted to get involved in what they termed “an American dispute,” and Dale grudgingly admitted that he didn't blame them. The United States Government had been severely shaken as a result of Hesperan independence, but it had regrouped on Earth and was once again trying to bully the rest of the solar system.

On the one hand, Dale wished he had left Venus after the revolution. As long as he remained on Hesperus, he felt like a target. On the other hand, the city in the clouds was his home now. He couldn't just leave. He had helped overthrow the local government, so now he had a duty to help get the new one standing on its own feet. He just wished it didn't take so long.

He moved on to the next report—magnesium shipments from the Crater colony on Mercury. There was apparently some sort of delay in the mining and refining process, and they wouldn't be sending any more magnesium for a while. It wasn't that disastrous, what with the angels being retired. Hesperus no longer needed magnesium for jetsuits. But the metal had other uses, and it was a worrisome development nevertheless. At least Mars was still trading with them. Venus would still be importing metals from the red planet for the foreseeable future. Still, though, the shortfall would hurt.

Dale growled. The Mercury thing was completely political, and it had to be Nat Leland's doing; he was sure of it. The man had disappeared months ago. No one from Scenic Ridge had seen him since, nor had anyone from America's other walled cities. No one had officially seen him, that is—rumors abounded, and most placed him in Crater. Leland Agribusiness ran farms on Earth, but it also operated mines and factories on Mercury. If Nat wasn't in Scenic Ridge, then Crater was the next likeliest place.

Dale leaned back in his chair and allowed his eyes to drift away. What was Nat up to? Was it just petty stuff, like interfering in mineral shipments to Hesperus? Or was there some larger plan, some grand scheme? Hesperus was vulnerable to embargoes, perhaps the most vulnerable place in the solar system. The most obvious target was water. Without imported water, crop exports would decline. The solar system's agricultural market was something of a zero-sum game, and anything that hurt Venus's production could only help the Earth-centric Leland Agribusiness. But that didn't seem like enough. It didn't sound like the Nat Leland everyone loathed and feared. There must be something more, some Machiavellian tapestry of plots within plots. Nat was an uncompromising, vindictive man, and he certainly wouldn't just brush off the death of his son. He'd want revenge for Brice.

Dale rubbed his eyes and yawned. There was no telling what Nat was up to, and he had more pressing concerns anyway. Like how to keep the city going. 

The magnesium was something he could work around. Retiring the angels had turned out to be a wiser move than anyone could have anticipated. If Hesperus had still needed them for hull maintenance, then the magnesium delay would have crippled the city. They would have gone to the bargaining table as beggars, and Hesperan independence would have been short-lived indeed. Instead, the city now had robots that did all the work. The blueprints had been made long ago, and had sat around as digital files, waiting for the day when the city was free and could make its own labor laws. As soon as the republic was born, Myrtle and Hoyser had started building the robots. Those machines now crawled around on the hull, keeping it maintained without risking human lives.

Dale's mouth twisted. The robots were wonderful and economically necessary, but he'd still miss the angels. 

He wasn't so sure about the jetsuit. It was probably for the best that those things were mothballed for good. He rubbed his left arm. It had healed nicely, and he had rehabilitated it, but the memory of getting lost in the clouds remained. He could easily have died that day. On the other hand, he had also used the jetsuit to kill Brice, and he felt Raynor's spirit was at peace now. Without the jetsuit, there wouldn't have been any justice for his brother. It was conflicting.

Thinking of Brice reminded him of Iris, and he frowned. He had meant to check on her earlier, but had forgotten. He glanced at the clock on his screen. He still had time. The work kept piling up, but he'd try to get to a stopping point within the next few minutes and then drop by to see her.

There was a knock on the door.

“Yeah,” Dale said.

It opened and his uncle entered the office. Zack Kinmont was a stoic man, and often unreadable, but there was a new gleam in his eye now. His son's death had been a terrible blow, but Hesperan independence had breathed new life into him. He lowered himself into the chair on the other side of the desk and clasped his hands over his stomach.

“What's up?” Dale asked.

“Just wanted to see how you're doing.” 

“I'm about ready to call it a day. It's been crazy. I haven't even been to the gym today.”

“There's still time. You look great, by the way. Like an athlete.”

“Thanks. Exercise is addictive. Once you start losing the flab, it makes you want to lose more.”

Zack glanced at the monitor. “Still trying to balance the budget?”

“I'm always trying to balance the budget.” Dale sighed. “Without American dollars, this place is a money pit. Converting the Forbidden City to farms is taking longer than we thought. And even if we pulled it off in the next five minutes, we'd still have the sanctions to deal with. We can't trade with Earth, and they're the biggest customer in the solar system. Until those things are resolved, we're going to struggle.”

“I'm sure you'll make it work.”

Dale raised an eyebrow. “There was a time when you wouldn't have been so sure.”

Zack shrugged. “You're not the same person you were on Earth. You've grown up, and you've learned to accept my instruction. I've basically given you a crash course in business administration, and you've learned admirably. The mayor and Myrtle are lucky to have you on the team.”

Dale's gaze narrowed. “There's something you're not telling me. You didn't just come here to check up on me. Something else is going on. What is it?”

Zack gave him his famous half-smile. “Perceptive. Good. Very good. Yes, there's a reason I'm here. I wanted to tell you that I'm going to Mercury to raise support for the Party.”

Dale's eyes widened. “You're what?”

“And I want you to come with me.”

“You're not serious.”

“Completely.”

Dale shook his head. “No. Uh-uh. No way. Are you out of your mind? Nat Leland's on Mercury. That's what everyone says, anyway, and I believe it. And even if he wasn't there, half the place is run by Leland Agribusiness, and he can give orders from anywhere. You'd be walking into the lion's den wearing top sirloin underwear.”

Zack's brow furrowed. “That's a colorful metaphor, though a bit distasteful.”

“I'm serious, Zack. Don't do it. Please change your mind.”

“I'm afraid I can't.” He crossed one ankle over the opposite knee. “I'm a member of the Free Space Party, and the revolution here has bolstered my standing. The people look to me more than they did before, and I have a responsibility to them. That's especially true for the Party members among the Hermians on Mercury. A full third of the planet's population is composed of criminals, but most of the remainder, those born and raised there, are ordinary folks. Those Hermians want to do what the Hesperans did, but they don't have the same advantages, and they don't know how to do it. They need me, and the clout I bring, and the resources of Tanaka-Chandra. It's the logical decision.”

“And what about Nat Leland? You really think he'll just let you sneak in and cause trouble?”

“I have no interest in sneaking in.” Zack allowed himself a slight grin. “I intend to go there with full fanfare. Press releases and everything. I'm calling it a charity tour. I'll be making a few donations to help poor Hermians in need. And, of course, some of that money will find its way to the Party. I also intend to officially contact Nat—with the appropriate leaks, of course, so the details get out—to propose an alliance between our families.”

“An alliance?” Dale laughed. “He won't believe you're sincere. Not for a second. If I was in his place, I certainly wouldn't. He'll never go for it.”

“I don't intend for him to go for it. I just want to make him think. He won't risk harming me as long as he thinks there are other angles to be played. And, while he's thinking, I'll be meeting with the Hermian Party leaders. Myrtle has given me the name of a contact. The plan is for that person to act as a liaison between Hermian Free Spacers and Tanaka-Chandra's operations on Mars. Myrtle's built some sort of encrypted piggyback thing—I don't know how it works. But I trust her. Once we've got that set up, we can plan Crater's revolution from our own power base on Mars.” He raised an eyebrow. “Politics is a long game, Dale. And it never truly ends. Only the names of the chess pieces change.”

Dale thought it over a moment, but then shook his head. “Sorry, Zack. I'm still not convinced. It's Mercury. It's a prison planet. I was supposed to end up there, remember? I saw the kind of people I was going to have as cellmates when they put me in the August Vollmer. And later on the Orion's Belt, too.” He shivered. That one guy in particular—the one with the blank stare in the room full of hibernation pods—had really creeped him out. “If you're dead set on this, I guess I can't stop you. But I can't go with you. You've got to understand.”

Zack frowned. “I suppose I do. I'm disappointed, but I understand.” 

“And I really wish you'd reconsider about going yourself. There's got to be a better way.”

Zack shook his head. “I've already examined all the options. This is the best choice.” He stood. “I have preparations to make, so I'd best be going.” He offered Dale his hand. “Good luck.”

Dale didn't like it, but he shook his uncle's hand anyway. “Thanks. You, too. Let me know when you're leaving so I can see you off.”

“I will.” Zack turned and walked out, leaving Dale alone in an office that suddenly seemed too quiet.


 

 

Chapter 3 – Friends And Regrets

 

When Dale felt like he had made a dent in his work, he decided to call it a day. He left the office and headed for his motorcycle. He mounted it, started the electric motor, and rode down the avenue towards the hospital.

The sun hadn't quite “set” yet, and everything was bathed in an orange glow. It was simulated, of course; Hesperus's flight path kept it on the day side of the planet, so the sun could never truly set. The city's skylights were on timers, and they filtered the light to simulate night and day on Earth. But it was still pretty.

Dale pulled the bike into the hospital's parking lot and dismounted. On his way in, he passed an elderly couple. They smiled at him.

“Hello, Mr. Kinmont,” the woman said.

“Oh,” Dale said, stopping suddenly. “Uh, hello.”

The man, probably her husband, couldn't get the words out. He stammered something or other, grinning like a little boy. He grabbed Dale's hand and shook it vigorously.

“Come on, Ed,” the woman said. “I'm sure Mr. Kinmont is a busy man.” She shooed the man away and they continued down the hall, talking to one another in excited tones.

Dale felt his cheeks warm. They weren't the first strangers to greet him like that, but it still made him feel self-conscious. He had never even met most Hesperans, but they all knew about him. Dale Kinmont, the Hero of Hesperus, the man who saved the underworld from Mad Mayor Gantry, the avenger of Raynor Kinmont's murder... His life was turning into a comic book. It was a bit unsettling.

He made his way to Iris's room. Her recovery from her gunshot wound had been slow, and she still had a ways to go, but things were looking up. She was in a normal room now, not intensive care. Dale knocked softly on the door.

“Come in,” said a feminine voice.

Dale opened the door and entered. 

Iris Leland lay in the bed, as usual. She had lost some weight as a result of her ordeal, but the color in her cheeks had returned. Annora was there, too, sitting on the edge of the mattress next to her. 

Dale gave each of them a nod and a smile.

“Hi, Dale,” Iris said weakly.

“Hey.” He sat down on the edge of the bed opposite from Annora, and then leaned over to give Iris a gentle hug. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine.” Iris leaned back and allowed her eyes to half-close. “I still get tired a lot, but I'm getting stronger every day. The doctor said I can start physical therapy soon.”

“That's great. So all the complications are ancient history?”

She gave him a weary smile. “That's what they say.”

“Well,” Annora said with a toss of her hair, “I always knew you'd pull through, kiddo.” She grinned and patted Iris's forearm.

Iris sighed. “Thank you. You've both been very kind. I'm lucky to have you as friends. Especially considering my—” She clamped her lips shut. “Never mind.”

“It's okay,” Dale said. She had been about to say “my father” or “my brother” or something else along those lines. He couldn't imagine how conflicted she must be. He looked her in the eye. “None of what happened was your fault. We don't blame you for anything.”

Annora chuckled. “Yeah, you can't get rid of us that easily.”

“Cole would say the same thing if he was here,” Dale added. Annora gave him a stern look, but he ignored her and focused on Iris. “He was really torn up about you getting shot. He did some bad things, but he never wanted you to get hurt. I think if he was here, he'd want to spend every waking moment in this room with you.”

Iris nodded, looking thoughtful. “I wish he had come to me for help. I wish he hadn't helped—” She choked up for a moment before continuing. “I wish he hadn't helped Brice.” She wiped her eyes and sniffed. “Sorry. I shouldn't get upset like that.” She gave him a sad look. “My brother deserved what happened to him. But he wasn't always bad, you know. He was a good kid once. But when the teen years hit, he just... grew up twisted, I guess. In spite of everything, I still miss him.”

“I didn't mean to upset you,” Dale said. “I shouldn't have brought up Cole. I just thought—oh, forget it. Let's talk about something else.” He looked at Annora. “How about you? Any news on your front?”

Annora shrugged. “I'm still in limbo. IFT hasn't restored my license yet, so I'm stuck here. I can fly the shuttle up to Phosphorus Station and back, but that's it.” She gritted her teeth. “And it's driving me crazy. I need to get back to my job. I need real space travel, not this quick-trip up-and-down stuff. I know everyone here thinks the revolution was the best thing since Chandrapoxy, but it's completely messed up my life.”

“Why do you think they're taking so long to reinstate you?” Dale asked.

“Because of you, you dummy,” Annora snapped. “You're an enemy of Earth, remember? And I'm the one who saved you from Mercury and sent you here. I'm a co-conspirator. I may never get my old job back, and it's your fault.”

Dale stared at his feet. “Sorry. That wasn't my intent.”

“I know.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I know you didn't mean for this all to affect me. I guess I'm just cranky.” She looked at Iris, who had fallen asleep. She turned back to Dale and jerked her head towards the door. “Come on,” she whispered. “Let's let her get some sleep.” She stood and walked out.

Dale followed her and carefully closed the door behind him. He turned to Annora to ask her if she wanted to get a bite to eat, but she was already halfway down the hall. He turned and walked the other way.

 

* * *

 

The following day, Zack was scheduled to leave for Mercury. 

“I'm begging you, Zack,” Dale said. “Don't go.”

“Don't grovel. It's unbecoming.” Zack looked over his gear one last time, and then gave a thumbs-up. 

The wrangler acknowledged it and began pushing the cart up the shuttle's gangway. 

Zack watched for a moment, and then turned back to Dale. “Everything will be fine. You're the convict here, not me. There are no warrants out for me, and as long as that's the case, the feds wouldn't dare touch me. And if there's one person I know, it's Nat Leland. He's a man of subtleties, not overt action. Everything he does is behind the scenes, and this will be no different. Everyone in the solar system knows I'm going, and that means I'll be perfectly safe. My bet is that if he tries anything, it will be when I'm coming or going from Solar Terminal. Sabotage, probably. Something that allows him plausible deniability. But I've got connections on the station, and Carol will warn me in advance of anything like that. And I wish you would change your mind about coming. I could use the Hero of Hesperus at my side.”

“You know I can't. Because—”

“—of your sentence,” Zack said. “And the nightmares. Yes, I know. So there we are.” He held out his hand. “Goodbye. Hold the fort down, as they say.”

“I will.” Dale took his hand. They shook, and then Zack turned and strode up the gangway. Dale watched with a sense of finality, as if he might never see him again. When the hatch closed, he turned and walked towards the landing well's airlock. He didn't look back.


 

 

Chapter 4 – News

 

The next two months passed uneventfully. Iris continued to improve, though slowly, and it would be a while before she was back to normal. Annora continued to sulk, though she had started playing video games to add some excitement to her life, and they seemed to help. Dale continued to keep the city's finances afloat with razor-thin margins, though it had required floating another bond in the face of rising interest rates. He met with Hoyser and Myrtle constantly, and the three of them managed to hold everything together, but just barely.

His uncle's trip to Mercury received a good deal of news coverage. Some of it was actually sympathetic. Zack sent him a few messages at first, but then indicated he needed to go quiet for a while. No details were given, and Dale didn't pry. No one had a keener intuition than Zack. If he felt the need to stop sending messages, then it was undoubtedly the correct choice. Besides... Dale had his own duties to worry about.

“The new defense system works,” Hoyser said one day in Dale's office. “We tested it this morning. Robot-operated machine guns. They'll fire on any unauthorized people in the landing well. Enemy soldiers can still sneak aboard by hiding in a container, but they won't get far after debarking. The well's about as secure as it can be.”

Dale leaned back in his chair. “Good. Do you think we'll ever need it?”

“Beats me, kid. You know how Earthers are. But if they try to invade, they'll have a rough go of it.”

“Maybe we should let that little tidbit leak out. Might have some deterrent effect, you know?”

“Sounds good. I'll tell Myrtle.”

Myrtle entered the office just then. “Tell?”

“We're going to leak a few facts about the defense system,” Hoyser said. “Think you can handle that?”

“Yes.” She looked at Dale. “Deterrent. Good. Good start. Need offense, too.”

Dale ran his hands through his hair. “We can't afford offensive weapons. We're counting pennies here.”

“Must. Deterrent is good. Works best with symmetry. Project power. Need warships.”

Dale rolled his eyes. “Warships...”

“Any ideas?” Hoyser asked her. “We can't just build a navy here. Or on Phosphorus, either. Even if we could retrofit the station into a naval yard, we'd still need the labor and the raw materials, and the sanctions will make that very difficult.”

“Even if the logistics worked out,” Dale said, “we don't have the money.”

“Distraction,” Myrtle said. “Allies. Contracts.”

Dale looked at Hoyser, hoping the man could translate.

Hoyser stared at Myrtle. His brow furrowed for a moment, and then one side of his mouth crept up. “You've got a plan, don't you?”

Myrtle nodded. “Always.”

Hoyser laughed. “I should have known.”

“Well?” Dale glanced from one to the other. “What's the plan?”

Myrtle shook her head. “Can't tell. Secret. You'll see. Something else first. Important. About your uncle.”

“What about him?”

“Missing.”

Dale blinked a few times, trying to process the word in his mind. “Missing,” he finally said in a flat voice. He felt the blood drain from his face. “On Mercury. Zack is missing somewhere on Mercury. Is that what you're saying?”

Myrtle nodded.

Dale exhaled and closed his eyes.

“I'm sorry, kid,” Hoyser said. He looked at Myrtle. “How did this happen? And when?”

“Report this morning. From an ally. Just found out. Might not be news. Might be missing for days. Not sure. Leland keeping up appearances. Status quo. But word gets out.”

She and Hoyser continued to talk, but Dale didn't hear. He was lost in his own mind. All he could think about was Zack and what he must be going through. If he was missing, then he was likely in Nat's hands. He looked at Myrtle. “Spread some rumors. Make it known that Nat has kidnapped my uncle. That might help get the public on our side. If they start calling for boycotts of Leland Agribusiness, then Nat will take notice. If the kidnapping charge turns out to be not true, then Nat will try to produce Zack to prove it's not true. He'll parade him around in a way to make it seem like they're just old friends hanging out. But I seriously doubt that will happen, because Zack's disappearance can't be a coincidence. I'd bet anything Nat has him locked up somewhere in those caverns. Which means we need someone to get him out of there.” 

“'Someone'?” Hoyser asked. “Who? The Hermians have their own problems. They're not going to stick their necks out for Zack.”

“Then the Martians, maybe. I don't know.”

“Mars is divided. Each city has its own concerns, and I doubt anyone on that planet would ever willingly go to Mercury anyway.” Hoyser cocked his head. “You could go.”

“Me?” Dale laughed. “I'm not some sort of Delta Force commando. I don't have the skill set to rescue anybody.”

“You're the Hero of Hesperus. That might open some doors. It might help you find him in situations where another person would fail.”

Dale gestured to the monitor. “I've got work to do. I can't just pick up and leave. I'm sure there's somebody better qualified than me to—”

“There's not.” Hoyser's sharp gaze zeroed in on him. “Look, kid. You're a folk hero now. That gives you an edge no one else would have. Besides... he's your uncle. Are you really just going to leave him there to rot? Are you really going to not do everything you can to save him?”

Dale winced. It was a solid point, however uncomfortable. If he didn't go, then who would? And would that person have the support of the Hermians? He ran his hands over his face and then looked at Myrtle. “I guess that answers one question, at least. I'm going to Crater to rescue Zack.”


 

 

Chapter 5 – Change Of Plan

 

Dale was talking over the goggles with Berko, the new Chief Foreman, when Annora burst into his office.

“I hear you're going to be leaving soon,” she declared, planting her fists on her hips. “To Mercury, of all places. Were you going to tell me, or were you just going to sneak out in the middle of the night?”

“I'll call you back,” Dale said to Berko. He severed the connection and looked at Annora. “I just found out Zack is missing. I'm leaving as soon as I can, and there's not enough time to say 'bye' to everyone in Hesperus.”

“I'm not 'everyone in Hesperus.' I'm one of your old friends from back home.”

“So now you're my friend? When did that happen?”

“I've always been—”

“You tolerated me for Cole's sake. That was all.”

Annora's face reddened. “Whatever. The past is past. I'm your friend now, and I'll prove it. You'll need someone to watch your back. So I'm coming with you.”

“No way.” He shook his head. “I'm safe here, but the U.S. Government doesn't like me very much, and they still have jurisdiction on Mercury. I plan on sneaking in, as much as anyone can sneak onto a planet, and I'll be in danger the whole time. You're not wanted by the law. You don't have that sword hanging over your head like I do. There's no need for you to get involved.”

“I don't think you understand.” She put her hands on the edge of desk and leaned forward. “I've got cabin fever something awful. I need to fly. Not just up and down, either. I need real space, with simulated gravity and Birkeland engines and everything else. I even miss the sticky boots. And I hate the sticky boots. So like I said: I'm coming with you. And if you try to leave without me, I'll shoot you.”

Dale gave her a dubious look. “You don't even have a gun.”

“I'll get one.”

“Even so, you wouldn't do it. You just said I was your friend. You wouldn't shoot a friend.”

“You sure about that?”

“Um...”

She sat in the chair facing him and leaned forward, rocking back and forth. “I've got to get out of here, Dale,” she said in a softer voice. “Please take me with you.”

It was the “please” that really dug under his skin. Annora had always been brash, and for her, begging was completely out of character. It was painful to hear. She sounded not just desperate, but defeated. Dale gave her a pleading look of his own. “This is not a good idea, Annora. I understand you want to leave Venus, but not this way. You understand the danger, right? Crater is a prison colony. A third of the residents are the worst sort of people—animals who aren't fit for living on Earth anymore. And those criminals are managed by Perihelion Fabrication and Leland Agribusiness. That's 'Leland' as in Nathaniel
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