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The Sphinx ends a long cycle of writing, and brings me back to where any author will start again, ready to start all over again with something new; and make that plunge into doing it all over again; until that is over, as well. Any acknowledgement I feel I need to make, must take into account those that have stood by me through all the time it took, and those who will stand with me for the next time.

Some times; as these things go, people part along the way.

To Dennis John Mullany, 1937 -2015; May the beer always be cool, in Drummond.
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How do you set a record straight? Where would you begin to unravel all the lies and deceits that creep into humanities record of itself? What would the take-away be once all of our new Demons are stripped from the vilification they have been saddled with, and exposed as simply Human? If that is the case, are our monsters, always, of our own making?

What does that say about Humanity itself, that each one of us has within ourselves the making of great good, or of great evil, simply because the shaping of that potential is more important than the expression of consequence?

This is why I compile these records, I believe. I would not suggest a lesson to be learned from reading them, I would not seek to influence your perception regarding the character of the people I appear to be defending.

If Humanity is to survive, - and the odds on that are still unclear -, we need to learn to manage corruption, not to simply deny it completely. Each time we have attempted to deny as base an instinct as corruption, or cruelty, we have failed more spectacularly than the last time we sought to utterly deny it. To repeat this cycle is to learn nothing from it.

To this end I have compiled all records of The Sphinx that I could salvage, and will broadcast this folio. But you will need context as well, hence the additional points-of-view. I urge you to do nothing more, but read, and think. At the end of each day it is our thoughts that guide our actions, and clear thought requires information. Corruption is never able to thrive under these conditions, that clear thought provides. Perhaps that, is really the lesson.


Titus, Arktica, Autumn 2703AD
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Chapter One - Joe, Autumn 2143, Earth
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“Just place it over there, Charley.” Joe frowned in concentration while his input net tickled his scalp, “I’ll clamp it soon.”

“Sure, Joe. I’ve got it.”

“Watch carefully, because this is exactly where your examination will be focused on.” Joe’s internal HUD displayed Charley’s deft handling and precise scrolling “You’re doing well, ready?”

“Yes.”

“Careful, now watch.”

“Okay.” Charley clicked ‘record’ on the Virtual Shelf “But I don’t understand when you made your decision to dock it, the text books give a different instruction, they would have waited another few clocks.”

“Ah, yes.” Joe smiled quickly with satisfaction of another job well done. “But your project will be promoted on quality and functionality, and not just method, for your finals. What I’ve noticed over and over again is that ‘education’ provides the basis of a successful, yet mediocre product. Artistry and Talent correctly combined with Skill is what makes the mediocre, something exceptional.”

“I see.” 

“Done.”

Charley watched while Joe tied up the virtual strings and melded them into the complete design. He ended the recording as Joe logged out and detached himself from the tool-net. “You really are a virtuoso at this Joe, thanks for spending the time to show me around your workshop. I’m afraid my deck looks like child’s play compared to yours.”

“Oh, think nothing of it.” Joe grinned “Because of all the modifications I have made, I thought it would give you a better idea of what the full Virtual Shelf would be like instead of the cyclopean view you have with the standard stuff.”

“I can already see nuances presented with your kit that have not been apparent to me with the schools equipment.”

“Exactly right. You want a fruit juice?”

“Joe, I’m twenty-five years old. I’ll have one of Vic’s beers, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, then. I’ll have the drone bring two up.” Joe grinned. “It’s good to see you again, I suppose what with us being so busy since... the wave...”

“Hey, Joe.” Charley grasped his hand “We’re fine. Auggie and Titus and I, are fine. You did everything you could and we appreciate that. It’s been three years and you can’t keep going over the script in your head. We’re just glad you didn’t get hurt as well.” Charley smiled quickly and thought to change the subject “How’s Vic?”

“He’s doing well, here’s our beer now.” Joe sipped out of the bottle and sighed happily, “Digby and he are in Selene City at the moment, on the moon. He’ll be back in a few days.”

Charley wiggled into a seat opposite Joe and sipped his beer “What is he doing there?” 

“Well, President Voster and EarthGov are convening on Premier Gerasimov’s edict on Venus. It appears there is a bit of a crisis with regards precedent.” 

“How do you mean ‘precedent’?” 

“It would appear that EarthGov is not the forum to make edicts off of Earth.” Joe shrugged “Which is why there is something of a crisis. President Voster is not convinced the other EarthGov Senators should, in fact, have any reach into the Near systems. All the while Gerasimov and the nationalist Russian companies consider themselves to have investment and precedent over the Planet Venus, since the middle of the Twentieth Century, and because ‘EarthGov’ is not ‘VenusGov’, by definition. Just because the wealthiest men in the Near systems are currently residing on, or near, Earth at the moment, doesn’t necessarily bind them to Earth Laws and Policies in their minds. Voster is adamant that the conditions under which EarthGov was formed was a crisis situation regarding the human species on Earth and should not be the template for Inter-systems governance.”

“That’s true, I suppose. He has been saying that for some years now, I suppose it’s all jolly messy up there, right now.”

“I’ll say. You’ve got the mineral miners all the way past Mars Colony, you have outposts through the asteroid belt and onto the Jovian system, and now you have Premier Gerasimov pushing to terraform Venus.”

“How are Digby and Vic involved in that, anyway?”

“They do represent an EarthGov faction you know, and a sizeable one at that... you know, the Commonwealth? Digby is the Marshall now that the Queen Mother has passed on and King Henry is dedicating the new Arc University at the Sorbonne. Richard is Regent while they’re all out. Someone has to go, and where Digby goes, so does Vic.”

“I keep forgetting.” Charley shrugged. “I didn’t really pay much attention to who is left running things in the world after the Plague Years, much besides EarthGov and The Monarchy.”

“There are still a few factions left, Charley, you have the Federated States, and The Maximillian’s in South America, the Sino-Asian Consortiums, the Pan African Unity, The Monarchy and the Euros are all present with a stake somewhere. Pretty much everything else is under sixty metres of water and doesn’t really count for representation, in either population or Industry.”

“But to terraform Venus?” Charley shrugged amazed, “That’s sort of a big step, from what I understand there are all sorts of problems there.”

“The way Gerasimov and his team have punted it, there are actually only three big things to do.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.” Joe swigged his beer and seeing Charley’s at two thirds down, dialled another round from the kitchen. “The first is to cool the atmosphere by thinning it, the second is to encourage plate tectonics, and the third is to increase rotation speed.”

“That sounds simple enough. There has to be a catch.”

“Not really. What Gerasimov has identified is that the atmosphere needs to be densely seeded with cyanobacteria, those new fusion drills to break the basaltic mantle lock and then throw an asteroid at the planet, to finally increase its’ rotation speed. All of this can be done relatively easily with what technology we have at present. It can also happen very quickly.”

“How quick is quick?”

“Decades, maybe a hundred years?”

“That is quick. How? Why would that be the time-frame?”

“I guess from some of the briefing notes Vic left lying around, is that the original problem lay with identifying what was ‘wrong’ with Venus in the first place.”

“You mean the super-greenhouse effect?”

“Well everyone knows that. No, it’s more of a question of what was not there and how that came to pass.”

“Oh, thanks.” Charley lifted the beer from the drone “Cheers.”

“So, there has been talk of the slow rotation and retrograde motion of the planet for some time. Most likely because of a giant impact from another planetesimal, fairly early on in its’ history.”

“You say ‘fairly early’ like, ‘substantially early’?”

“Well, Venus is a lot younger than the other inner systems planets, how much younger has always been a matter for some debate. Let’s just assume that it was a couple of inner-orbit planetoids mashing into each other long after everything else had cleared its own orbit for now, they were probably travelling in different directions to account for the retrograde motion of its orbit, and its’ slow rotation, yeah?”

“Okay, I’ll bite.”

“So while the earth’s crust and the moon can be estimated to be three or four billion years old, most of Venus’ crust is about six-hundred millions years old.”

“That’s a big difference.” Charley leaned forward, rapt in concentration.

“Also, if it had a moon, it doesn’t now, so that’s also something that could have affected it.”

“Had a moon?”

“Well they called it ‘Neith’ in the Seventeenth Century, so let’s just play along that it sort of slowly ‘fell’ or ‘pancaked’ into the planet around about then, this isn’t something that’s in your examination next month, is it?” Joe grinned at him.

“No, thank goodness.”

“What Gerasimov is saying is that all of these conditions have finished happening and that the planet is finally ready. The thick atmosphere is pressuring the mantle and the core and there is no magnetic field, like with Mars, to indicate that the core is indeed spinning. Even if it could, it probably won’t because the heat is so extreme. To create a dynamo effect, you need hot and cold differentials by a magnitude.”

“So he’d need to thin the atmosphere and cool it down to allow the heat differential between the core and the crust to activate the dynamo, and finally start to circulate and rotate?”

“Yes, exactly.” Joe grinned. “And because the atmosphere already has weather and polar vortices, as soon as it is thin enough, it should cool the crust and have the core spin up, creating the magnetic field and the plate tectonics the planet needs for a terraformed environment.”

“But he’ll need to fracture the crust in order to encourage it to move around.”

“Also, he’ll need water to lubricate the crustal rock, which in turn would squeeze more water out of the rock as it subducts into the mantle, and then create the hydrologic cycle he needs it to create. It’s all there already apparently, and always has been.”

“But the planet can’t do it by itself because of the pressure and the heat that is clamping it down and pressuring it into greenhouse stasis.”

“Exactly right. The last thing he needs to do is to increase the rotation, so that the atmosphere, once it begins to thin, will stay attached to the planet and not bleed off. The internal Magnetosphere will do that. Part of that little conundrum is why he needs to consider the magnetosphere first; both Mars and Venus have an induced magnetosphere, which is to say they only receive anything thanks to the suns’ solar wind, and do not have their own. While this does offer some protection to the planet, it also boils off the atmosphere fairly quickly at the current speed of rotation, as the wind streams past the planet and it takes stuff with it.”

“And so if you want to keep the atmosphere, you would want one that is internally Generated by the planets core spin. One that resonates with the sun’s solar wind and not against it. So that’s why you would need to consider the planets rotation as well. Probably why Mars is so thin, because the solar wind has stripped it over time.”

“As Gerasimov has been saying, it’s all already there. He’s got the bio-engineered strains of cyanobacteria already, they eat the sulphur-dioxide out of the air and fart oxyGen, and he has the fusion nanites to create nitrous oxide and fix the nitroGen cycle, and to create an ozone layer from the carbon-dioxide chains, and the engineered bio-mass plants and algae to form those foundation species. He also has selected a type of Moss-Pig, or tardigrade, which is an extremophile best suited to the environment he wishes to eventually create. By President Voster’s account with Digby, he has already seeded the atmosphere, so that horse has already bolted.”

“Well, they sound determined enough.” Charley grinned, “Russians!”

“More than that, they have already selected a carbonaceous chrondrite meteor from the Asteroid belt and are busy manoeuvring it into place for an impact in the next twenty years.”

“Wow. I’ve always imagined the Russians to typify determination, but this is... insane.” Charley shook his head in amazement “I knew... some Russian guys... while I was at Cambridge and I guess... that... I get them.”

Joe blinked twice, a whole tide of questions just rolled onwards and outwards, before his treatise on the solar system with regards his adopted nephews was concerned was finished, “So you will have massive amounts of methane being produced in the atmosphere, and all the sulphur you can eat, and photosynthesis breaking the carbon dioxide into oxygen and water. Currently, the two hundred and forty three something days of sunlight will turn the process into an orgy of bacteria. While the Nitrous Oxide balances the greenhouse effect and layers the top of the atmosphere as a sealant, but being much the same density you have a net gain on the process, as well as clear the atmosphere for sunlight to reach the surface, finally.” Joe grinned at the look on Charley’s face.

“Sounds unpleasant. Nitrous Oxide? Isn’t that called ‘laughing gas’?” Charley’s nose wrinkled in disgust

“Yes, it is. Although for a few decades at least, you would die laughing on Venus if you happened to breathe anything. Well anyway, when the atmosphere is thin enough, then the asteroid gets glanced off the crust to increase the spin and fracture the plates into moving. There should be enough water by then to do that. Currently the air is too thick for anything to hit the crust. Which is why they think Neith just fell down and went ‘squish’. Which is probably why the Planet is like it is, and recently so.” 

“And you say they’ve started this whole process already?”

“Yes, and planned the first colony on Maxwell Mount to be settled as soon as that layer is clear and the rotation is altered. Part of why President Voster is in conference is to provide a satellite orbiter to base operations from.”

“I don’t follow.”

“The mountain is one of the biggest in the entire solar system, it’s fifty three kilometres high. Gerasimov is colonizing Venus in layers, and is committed to putting humans in as soon as the upper atmosphere can safely support them. It may still take centuries to clear all the way to the deepest crevices or for water to pool in the faults and plate tectonics to finally adjust to the rotation and the sun tides to an equilibrium of sorts. He’s already committed to populating the first habitable layer as soon as it’s ready. What with all of the anti-geriatric formula’s that EarthGov is slinging around these days, he’d see this all happen in his lifetime, by any account.”

“I thought Voster was intent on colonizing Ceres first?”

“Well, that was his first plan, it is cheaper for a station at Ceres as far as effort is concerned to open up Mars and the Jovian systems, but I think this Venus thing has forced his hand, a bit. I do think he is interested in the Venus Orbital, though. Any station he can access above a gravity well is kind of his thing at the moment.”

“I was reading that it is cheaper to travel to Mars via Ceres than it is from the Earth to the Moon.”

“That may well be, I’m not paying too much attention to Gravity Well economics currently, I’d much rather pay attention to my family.”

“Yes, well...”

“So how are you and Auggie faring up, have you managed to find anyone yet?” Joe nibbled at his lower lip, agonizing over his next question.

“Joe, you know how it is.” Charley sighed and clasped the beer between his knees. “There are a couple of girls we have our eye on, and some of them even like red-heads.”

“I sense a big ‘but’ coming, old son.” Joe sighed, “You’re not a virgin in any sense of the word anymore, are you Charley?”

“No... no ‘buts’ or ‘if’s’ implied, Joe... it’s just... well I’ve put in some bids to court, but Auggie is not ready at the moment, so... you know how it is.” Charley fidgeted with his beer bottle. “Joe I have to ask you a question... and I need you to answer truthfully.”

“I guess he’s still young, I mean, he’s only twenty-three... “ Joe sighed and sipped his beer, skittering away from the topic at hand. Joe sighed, but mentally Joe was scrolling: ‘please Charley, not here, not now, please just talk about Venus, please, please, please...’

“No, Joe, it’s more than that. Dad used to rant endlessly about the sex ratios to Mom, and I’m finally getting to figure out why. I mean there are twenty other guys out there all furiously courting each single girl, and most of the time she’s interested in something else, so romance is the last thing on her mind, let alone any type of matrimony.”

“I guess the Plague Years pretty much nailed anyone who was pregnant or who fell pregnant over those eighty years, who would have thought child-birth itself could have wiped out a population so unused to any concept of how dangerous reproduction could actually be?” Joe shrugged.

“Modern medicine, hell... any modern vocation still needs skilled people to practice it. How did the twenty-first century get it right to have so few of those, before the ancestral bacteria belched from the last permafrost?” Charley imitated Joe’s shrug, took a deep breath “I’ve taken it, Joe, and I’ve given it... I prefer to give it, but I also like to take it... does... does that make me... inappropriate for reproduction?”

“Jayzuz, Charley!” Joe nearly choked on his beer, “I’d prefer to talk about Venus.” 

“Please Joe, please speak to me about this,” Charley hung his head, ashamed “You and Vic are both... coping, I know you’re both just... coping. I’m not sure I can... cope like you can... Joe, I need something that I can’t get, Joe. We can speak about Venus if you like, Joe, but... I need to speak to someone, Joe, and I need you to listen to me, please... How did you find each other... what made you... how did you... settle with each other?”

“Ah, kid-boy. You get to love the one you’re with, is all.” Joe looked into Charley’s eyes, aluminium-grey, flecked with hazel. So much like Monica’s... Joe’s heart almost broke looking into that well of earnest pain. “I’ve never stopped loving Vic because he was the one, that one person who, thick or thin would be there for me. Charley, you put twenty blokes into the same room as a single skirt... and when she’s made her choice, nineteen blokes sort things out between each other. Do you get that, Charley?”

“I do.” Charley gulped, “I’ve had offers at Cambridge... for me, for stuff... and I’ve tried, Joe, I’ve tried...but... Joe, all that is important to me is my family. Titus, Auggie, you and Vic. Outside of that, I just can’t... care, Joe. We can speak about Venus, Joe... all you want, but if you wanted to know if I was alright after mom and dad were pounded to paste by a tidal wave the size of Europe, I guess this is my answer, Joe. I want a woman for my own, I want to forget about my troubles in someone at the end of every day, I want me and mine to be prosperous and happy every minute of every day. I want my children, fuck... any children... running around my feet, at the end of that day, making an unholy noise and needing me to slap their shit and send them to bed without supper. Am I going crazy? Is this truly what every adult male experiences every moment of every day. Why? Why am I like this?”

“I think that... Charley, I think that...” Joe trailed off “You’re not wrong in feeling what you’re feeling, you have to know that. You have to.”

“Joe... I don’t... No... I do, I do know this. Joe, you and Vic have shown me this. I do know better. I guess I’m just feeling sorry for mys...”

“Charley, shut up!” Joe snapped.

“Wha...” Charley looked up to catch the steely look Joe was wearing. He had never seen Joe anywhere like this, ever. He clamped his jaw shut, suddenly wary.

“Charley, when I was four, my folks snuffed it from cerebral malaria in Berwick! Fucking Berwick, wiped out in three weeks, there were only ten of us kids left in that city.” 

“I...”

“Shut the fuck up, Charley!” Joe snarled at him. “I’m going to tell you stuff, and if you don’t get it, I’m going to cut you with this bottle, y’understand?”

“Yes’r.” Charley gulped, unable to reconcile his placid relative to this frightening apparition.

“When they died and National Health let me out of the fucking hole they called a medical camp, I had to go into State orphanage. I was there for thirteen years before I fell in love for the first time. It was there I met Janine while we were doing our A levels... and we got close... three months later she was pregnant, and seven months later she was dead, taking my baby girl with her. Not only was my daughter a premature birth, but ‘foetal distress’ was something no-one had seen in a century and just weren’t prepared for. Death and Plague for decades, but not a ‘complications of birth’. Hah!...” Joe barked out a brittle sound, his eyes glittered like hard jewels with unshed tears “... and before the hour was up both Janine and my baby were dead. Charley, I was seventeen fucking years old, do you understand this? One never made it out into the world, and the other bled to death, because of some topical-fucking-haemorrhagic fucking- plague that no-one had heard of in ten thousand fucking years. Do you know what this feels like, Charley?” Joe leaned forward, spittle flying from his mouth. Charley flinched from this uncharacteristic display of emotion.

“No, sir.”

“It’s not a good feeling, Charley. Trust me on this.” Joe took several deep breaths and leaned back into his chair. Joe was silent for some long minutes, and just when Charley felt pressured to say something in the oppressive silence, Joe continued: “... and for years, nearly a decade after that, I felt fuck-all, Charley... nothing. I played it safe with myself, tricked myself into not feeling anything. How could I when the only person I would probably ever find for me in the entire world, had been killed with my own sperm? I knew what love was, Charley. I knew what pain was, and slowly I walked through this whole country looking for someone that I could love again. Even if it wasn’t ‘safe’ to love again, I’d try. I mean, ‘fuck safe’ anyway, look where it got me. I would walk over what was left of Europe ten times over, rather than fall into that trap of ‘ don’t go out, didn’t do anything, it’s not safe’, until I met Vic that day at your folk’s house. Cock or not, Vic was the only other person in my entire life who showed me the time of day, in all that time, and I love him for that, Charley. I always will.”

“Sorry, Joe...” Charley half-sobbed “I didn’t mean...”

“Meh!” Joe snapped again “What the fuck do you kids know? You think Vic and I are coping, well just let me tell you that those other fucking-nineteen-fucking-guys in that room with that one woman, are not just fucking coping, we’re not just making do, Charley. Our fucking lives are real to us... and every single one of us have felt exactly the same fucking way as you are feeling now! Every breath, Charley, when it could leave us at any minute, needs to count! Because Charley, that’s what men do!”

The moments stretched uncomfortably while Joe’s ragged breathing calmed and Charley stared down at his feet, feeling ashamed. In all the years he had known and loved his uncle, never in his life had he ever suspected there was such a reservoir of hurt behind any of his reserve.

“I...” Charley found he could not say anything. In retrospect his emotional distress was child-like and naïve. He stared at his feet, before trying to say something “Joe... I...”

“Who are you going to love? Charley?... Who are you going to love that will live long enough to love you back! I got that chance more than once, what if you never do?” Joe glared at the ginger-haired young man.

“Um...” Charley stared at his feet, not able to look Joe in the eye. “Ah...”

“I... love you, kid.” Joe mumbled, chagrined at his outburst. “I don’t want you being unhappy. I know what you are feeling, trust me. All of us who are left in this world know exactly what you are feeling, right now.”

“What do you think I should do?” Charlie finally sighed quietly.

“I don’t know, kid.” Joe sighed, equally quietly, “I really don’t. Are you... um?... Are you getting some?”

“Yes, a bit.” Charley blushed furiously “Not as much, or the sort that I’d like, but enough to keep the edge off. I was wondering if you and Vic would consider getting married again to someone nice, maybe then Auggie and I could join up. The four of us are a much more attractive proposition to a single woman than just me and him alone. I mean...” Charley hated himself for babbling, “...none of us are average at all, Auggie and you are the real lookers, while Vic and I have got all the muscle physique to spare. All in all, we should top the mate potential lists, as a prospective group for someone who will have us. Surely? Someone?”

“We’ve talked about it, actually.” Joe sighed, then stood and looked out of the window at the Dome, the waves lapping at the sixty meter mark, the blue water shifting and sparkling with light through the glass. “I put out a couple of feelers every few years as a matter of course, but no bites yet. I guess if you are going to live for two centuries, and have a veritable plethora of suitors, you can afford to take your time in deciding anything. Most women are doing exactly that, this is their Gender’s buyers’ market.”

“Considering the fortunes everyone is making out in the System, she would have to be a stay-at-home, I would hate to have to charge out into Space just to follow my spouses.”

“Heh, Charley, you keep doing this to yourself,” Joe shook his head slowly and pressed his forehead against the window, “You keep thinking you are going to have any range of choices, here. I don’t get why you are so riled up about this, anyway? Women are choosing their location carefully these days, far much more so, than the men.” Joe chuckled. “Men either follow that lead, or fall by the wayside. A fertile womb, and a vagina of any description these days, can get you into any city, on any planet, anywhere in the solar system with twenty guys prepared to wait on you hand and foot.”

“It’s not fair.” Charley grumbled.

“No, but that’s what it is. Even the porta-a-womb program that EarthGov is based on is having limited success, in practice. While the tholins provide sufficient amniotic fluids for their correct operation, that is all scattered through the Solar System. But the devices themselves are manufactured here, in the Arcologies on Earth. It is cheaper to run the clone Generations in Space, rather than ship the volatiles down to Earth. Once someone has been successfully tanked, the chances of them choosing to come down to Earth and being a brood mare for thousands of desperate males is virtually negligible, especially since they have the whole system to explore and the opportunity for enormous wealth and prestige in their own right. Finally some Gender equality of opportunity for the sexes on Earth, and only after centuries of struggle... but only because less than five percent of our current population is female.”

“It isn’t fair.” Charley muttered again.

“It never was, Charley, it never was.” Joe chuckled. “Some things will not change for a long while. Talking of change, what are you going to do when you get your PhD, have you given it some thought?”

“Some.” Charley sighed and joined Joe at the window “I could stay in Academics and run for tenure. They are transforming some of Voster’s Arcologies into Universities, or rather relocating some of the Universities into Arcologies. They are buffing them with internal smart- dust and hooking them into the ‘Net on a permanent basis, like what they did with the University of Cape Town and at Harvard. Those are gearing up to service the Solar System requirements, in fact they are Space ships themselves... but I don’t think that’s for me.”

“What about industry?” Joe sniffed at his empty bottle in disgust and dialled another round from the drone.

“Law and manufacturing seems to be going the same way, by all accounts. I know Tokyo and Hong Kong are nearly completely ‘arcologied’ now, is that a word ‘arcologied’?”

‘I don’t think so, but I know what you mean.”

“But Joe, I don’t like that idea. It’s too... claustrophobic and you don’t get to meet girls much like that. But if I go into private industry, then EarthGov might conscript me at any moment or clone-line and franchise me, and I... I really don’t want that, either.”

“What about politics or governance?” 

“Oh, Hell no!”

“You thought much on Space?”

“Not really, Joe. I mean... after all of this I wouldn’t mind living under the sky. I mean the real one... not under a dome, or cooped up in a sealed environment of any kind.”

“Your mom was claustrophobic, a bit.” 

“I think I got that from her.”

“Well then, just give that some thought. I think we should go and see how the force projectors are doing, they should be out of the press by now. That reminds me I probably need to have them serviced, the clamp-field magnetic baffler is acting up.”

“You’ve certainly been using them enough. How are you coming along with the Mobius- strip processor design for Titus?”

“I did that last week for him. I think that’s what’s causing the press to act up. The amount of force compression required to produce those is literally insane.”

“Still, to have those processor cores running CISC threads on a magnetic field that endlessly loops is bound to push Titus’ buttons.”

“He is very pleased, I must admit. The opportunity to take on something so small, yet mobile in all senses of the word, opens up all sorts of different possibilities for him to explore. He’s talking about an android housing with me in secret, a way to get out of the Titus-Net he is currently housed in. He might talk to you about a tissue sample soon.”

“Sure.” Charley shrugged, “Anything for my brother, just say when.”

They stood from their seat as the kitchen drone buzzed another round to them an moved together into the production room. Charley was still a bit awkward near Joe, the older man’s outburst had unsettled him. Good old normal, placid Joe had depths to him that Charley was only now beginning to understand. Auggie and he had often discussed what had kept Vic and Joe together as a couple over all these years, and Charley admitted to himself that he had only begun to scratch the surface of their complex relationship.

“I guess Mom passed on her claustrophobia to all her boys, for circumstance as well as spaces.” Charley chuckled as he reached into the bin to retrieve his printed model.

“Wait, Charley!” Joe cried in alarm, looking up from his console “Don’t touch that!”

“Oh, damn.” Charley saw rather than felt, the steel lid slam on his left hand, with a wet ‘smack’.

Joe leaned over and jabbed the disengage button, and ran over to Charley, who was nursing his blood-soaked, mauled hand against his chest. “I was too slow, Joe. It got me.” He smiled weakly, face pale from the shock of the impact. Two of his severed fingers lay in a pool of blood next to his printed project on the shelf in the press.

“Crap, Charley.” Joe leaned over backwards for a roll of terry-cloth on the next bench

“We’ll get you to an auto-doc real quick, it’ll be okay.”

“Joe, it’s okay...” Charley looked up “It’s...” 

Joe thought he detected a look of... shame... in Charley’s eyes rather than the pain he was expecting to see. Charley looked away and wouldn’t look back or meet Joe’s eyes. “I’ll just stop the bleeding, and then...” Joe pulled Charley’s hand away from his chest and looked to staunch the bleeding. Except, there wasn’t any bleeding anymore, and the ring and pinkie fingers of his left hand showed two tiny nubs after the first knuckle, where they were growing back. Joe looked helplessly at the hand he was holding, and then back to the press shelf where the severed fingers lay. “What the hell?” Charley stared at the floor, while Joe held his hand and refused to say anything to Joe.

***
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Joe paced the sleek floor of the pathology department of the Ancient building. It wasn’t a hospital, but it was the closest he could get to one in under ten minutes from his home. An agitation on his smart-sleeve announced Titus’s attendance. Charley had not said a word since he had been bustled into Joe’s replica Austin and rushed to the building.

“Titus, what have you got?” Joe snapped at his sleeve.

“Joe, I have run all of the Analysis and there is nothing wrong with Charley.”

“Titus, are you sure? Trust me I know what normal is, and this isn’t it.” Joe paced the floor, if he had been a smoking man, right now would be the time for a camel.

“I am sure, Joe and I appreciate your concern. I haven’t finished yet, and when I say Charley is normal, I mean Genetically, normal. I have noticed something significant.”

“Oh? What is that?”

“Charley has some unusual DNA markers far down in his allele strands that appear to be active. As you know, most activity in that area is usually dormant. His shows to be otherwise so, on his DNA ladder. They do appear to originate from Martin’s DNA.”

“How are they significant?”

“Well Martin showed no signs of them from an earlier test, but did show signs of them being active in his last test... about two years after Charles and August were born.”

“Which is?” Joe stifled a sick premonition.

“Joe, it appears that Charles and August have similar Genetic material to planaria active in their systems. It also means that they appear to exhibit certain planaria characteristics because of it.”

“Planaria?”

“Flatworms. Some flatworms can regenerate massive amounts of tissue loss extremely quickly. It is a simple DNA marker and one which is normally dormant and far down on the allele ladder in humans.”

“Yet Charley and Auggie have them? Jeez, Titus, I don’t know what to do now. I wish Vic were here with me, perhaps we could figure this out quicker.”

“Correct. I feel the same way Joe, but Vic will be home soon enough.”

“Wait! Martins’ symbiont!”

“Correct. I am sure this is the root cause. It would appear that he was able to transfer these Genes with a horizontal Gene transfer through endocytobiosis. The symbiont scar on his limb was an amino-acid splash from his tholin experiments between 2112 and 2114. The rock sample was not considered dangerous but when he had extracted the tholin sample from the Centaurid planetoid designated 4213Chi, it had unexpected reactions to ambient room temperature and ruptured its test container.”

“But all the health tests showed the scar to be inert and non-life threatening after the initial keratinous scar damage.” Joe frowned, trying to assemble the puzzle.

“Correct. No tests were done to check whether or not the infection was able to transfer primitive DNA alleles to Martins own DNA ladder, to match or thus replace his own markers in its limited range, with its own.”

“And you say these tholins have been around since th... since the last 4 billion years?” Joe shook his head.

“Irradiated by the sun, certainly, which is why they have some colour. Normally tholins are...”

“And these primitive or fossil alleles match human alleles.” Joe interrupted Titus.

“Human alleles contain much of the earlier or more primitive alleles found in various life forms all throughout the solar system, Joe. Humans share almost ninety one percent of their DNA with something alive from the solar system. Most human DNA sequence is, however, dormant early enough in the DNA strand.”

“Titus?” Joe looked at the bed where Charley was lying, staring off to one side, at the floor.

“Yes, Joe.”

“What does horizontal Gene transfer do? Exactly?” Joe sniffed quickly, his heart breaking at the misery evident in the young man.

“It changes species, Joe. While I have checked that Charles and August are in fact human and fertile within humanity, their classification as homo-sapiens-sapiens might need to be revised. Do you have any instructions for me on this?”

“Yes, Titus. I should be the only person to share this information with anyone else, am I being clear about this?” Joe focused back on his sleeve.

“Certainly, I shall place this in the same condition bin as the last request.”

“Who... who made the last request?” Joe felt the ground yanked out from under his feet. He already knew the answer before Titus could respond.

“Monica did.”

“Monica knew about this?”

“Yes, she replicated your request sequence with regards to August some years ago. She did not run any checks with Charles.”

“Monica knew?”

“Yes Joe, about August, I do believe so.”

“Titus, are you able to calculate the responses EarthGov will apply, were they to discover the status of Charles’ and Augusts’ condition?”

“No Joe, there are far too many variables, certainly there will be no acceptable outcome for the boys.”

“Titus, keep the original conditions that Monica made in this regard, and apply them to Charley as well. I’ll need to save both the boys from EarthGov, somehow.”

“I understand Joe. I wish to save them, too. I will keep them safe.” Titus signed off from the link.

Joe walked into the room as Titus logged out and yanked the bandages off of Charley’s hand. Both severed fingers had already regrown to the second knuckle. Charley moaned softly as Joe held the hand up and peered at them.

“You knew all along.” Joe said simply.

“Yes. Auggie, too.” Charley closed eyes leaked a guilty tear, he still couldn’t look at Joe “Mom said for him not to tell anyone, but he told me and I’ve always known we were the same. I never told him about me.”

“Charley... it’s okay.” Joe shrugged “A bit of a surprise, but it’s... no wonder you’re so riled up about a wife... It all makes sense now.”

“No-one will ever want me Joe, I’m a freak!” Charley gasped, “I’ll never have someone to...”

“Stop. Stop snivelling, Charley.” Joe sighed and started to re-wrap the bandage Gently, then placed Charley’s hand back on his chest, “You are no more a freak than anyone else, these days.” Joe grinned reassurance at the frightened young man “But you’re our freak, Charley. Titus and Vic and me and Auggie are going to get us all through this. We’re in this together. Our family is going to get through this, Charley. I promise you. In a few short moments Titus is going to erase any record of you being here, and I’m going to take you home.”

“But...”

“Charley, we love you.” Joe awkwardly pulled the young man into an embrace, and while Charley sobbed into his shoulder, Joe stroked his hair, like he used to when Charley was a boy. “Whatever is going on with you, we’re still your family and we are never going to give up on you. Not ever, no matter where it leads us.”
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Chapter Two - Titus, Autumn 2148, Earth
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Titus looked down the steep slopes of the cirque, hanging thick with heather and mosses, ferns and lichens. The Gentle buzzing sounds of bees, beetles, wasps and any number of small flying things flitting around the vegetation distracted him a bit, but Titus was enjoying the sensation of sound and didn’t mind it altogether. It certainly wasn’t unpleasant. Titus tugged his ocular mask from his forehead and looked down the slope to the seat of the cirque, where the estate domes glistened with dew. Vic was splashing around on the rocky beach, playing touch rugby with Auggie.

Titus grinned to himself, Vic had forgot his shorts again and was as nude as a blue jay. As the townsfolk stumbled outdoors some of them would see their Sherriff swinging his bits in the balmy water. Even if most of them lived two kilometres down the inlet and could only see Vic with binoculars, from a boat, at least two hundred meters from the shore, and if they were looking only in a specific direction. The ‘townies’ were like that.

Titus thought he had better head back down the peak, anyway. It should be time for breakfast when he arrived, and he didn’t want to miss that. If Joe’s luck held, Vic would have tired of his game and suited up before anyone else stuck their nose outdoors. The townsfolk’s curiosity was not a welcome trait with Titus. Since the Falklands had started to submerge, and the South Sandwich chain had started erupting, some of those islanders had been relocated here and had stayed on, petitioning the Crown for a portion of Vic’s pensioned land grant. Rather than kick up a fuss, Vic and Joe had decided to support the petition, and The Crown had extended the borders by a Generous amount, in gratitude.

So Vic was Governor of Arctica, Sherriff of Drummond Town and landlord to two hundred civilians who were insatiably curious as to what he was up to, in the way that inhabitants of small isolated settlements were, about each other, and constantly.

Titus unslung his backpack and clicked out the gliders frame from its forty-centimetre pack. Less than a minute later, he was gliding from lip of the peak towards the town, buoyed aloft by the warm air rising from the waters of the inlet. Titus pushed the ocular mask back on his forehead as he swooped in at the front garden of the sprawling collection of Bucky ball domes that marked Vic and Joe’s home.

Vic and August jogged up from the beach and grinned at him “Morning Titus, we thought that’s where you had gone.” August grinned at him, panting and resting his hands on his knees “Next time old man, I’ll beat you.”

“Suuure, Auggie.” Vic rolled his eyes at Titus, who suppressed a grin “Whatever you say.”

“No, really.” August puffed, his strawberry-blonde hair dark with sweat “I will.”

“Right.” Vic slapped August on a buttock, “Why are you still talking? Go and wash up for breakfast. Scoot!”

“Next time!” August grinned and strolled towards the front door. Just before he opened the door, he spun round, drawing an imaginary pistol from an imaginary holster and hollered “Pewpew! Next time...”

Vic grabbed at an imaginary bullet-hole in his belly and flopped onto the lawn next to his pile of clothes, spread-eagled in imaginary defeat. “You enjoy your flight?” Vic squinted up from the ground at Titus, as soon as the front door clicked shut, while he pulled on his shoes and stepped into his cargo shorts. ‘I think I got grass in my crack.” He grumbled.

“Very much so.” Titus nodded, “I think I’m enjoying it more because the concept of flying terrifies me somewhat.”

“Well, don’t break anything, is all I ask. Joe would tear me a new one if he knew I was okay with you doing it. I’m supposed to scold you every time you drop in from the peaks.”

“Well, noted then.” Titus grinned “Thank you for reminding me how dangerous gliding is. I shall complain to Joe about you busting my balls, when I next see him.”

“Ah? You’ll do that for me, thanks Titus.” Vic hopped onto the balls of his feet and stood up in one smooth motion.

“For a eighty year-old man, you are really in very good shape.” Titus clicked the glider back into its pack.

“I like to think of myself as ‘middle-aged’, thank you very much.” Vic stretched his massive laterals, bobbing from side to side “How’s your meat-suit doing, kid?”

“Also good.” Titus whipped the backpack over his shoulder. “It’s hungry now, and I can smell Joe’s bacon bits cooking inside. You think Auggie will leave any for us?”

“Ah, Hell. Probably not. Let’s hustle before we have to put on another batch.” Vic scrambled for the door, Titus followed, laughing.

“So Joe, when are you heading back?” Titus scooped fresh yoghurt onto his fruit salad, and squeezed some honey over it. He balanced the bowl and the plate of scrambled eggs and bacon back to the table.

“Probably Saturday,” Joe looked up from his news foil “I’ll probably take a hopper from Mawson, this time. They’re still evacuating the Kerguelen Island scientists and dropping them off in town, so there’s bound to be a transport from there. I don’t want to stress the Crown’s resources any more than I have to before the Budget presentation, so perhaps I’ll just punk out and use our own plane. If that’s the case, I’ll ask Auggie to co-pilot with me.”

“That should give me time to finish the back pens for the livestock with Charley and Auggie before the rains start, and you need to leave.” Vic waved his yolk-smeared fork at Joe while he chewed.

“You might want to check on the orchards too, love. There may be some frost this year if some of these forecasts can be believed.”

“I’ll make sure the beds are mulched before the weekend is over.”

“Where’s Charley and Gillian this morning?” Titus pushed his empty plate forward and started on his fruit.

“Oh, they took a walk to the Town store for some rye flour.” Auggie shrugged. “They wanted to know if any of us wanted to go with, but Titus was already out and Vic was flashing on the beach already. He just didn’t want her walking around in her condition, but she insisted it was good for the babies.”

“Well, as long as he doesn’t get too possessive, or anything.” Vic sighed “Remember, she married all of us.”

“Vic, I wouldn’t worry about that. Charley is just over the moon we are going to have babies in the house. He’s waited so long for something like this to come along, he’s almost fit to burst.” Auggie chuckled, then sobered “I know we’re not supposed to make too much of a big thing about it, but do we know what... umm, to expect, y’know?”

“They’re fraternal twins,” Titus poured some coffee “The girl is almost certainly one of ours, and the boy is Vic’s. I still don’t like the idea that Gillian doesn’t know that I’m... who I am.”

Joe walked past Titus, ruffled his hair and planted a kiss on his crown “You know why, it was ‘for better or for worse’ and it shouldn’t matter to her. Also... you give her too little credit, Titus. She probably does know and it just doesn’t matter to her. I’m in the workshop until lunch, if anyone is looking for me.” Joe stopped mid-step, “Titus, be careful when you hang glide, and Vic, try to wear some clothes on the beach.” then continued on down the corridor.

“I didn’t say anything.” Auggie looked up, alarmed.

“Eyes in the back of his head, that one.” Titus smiled ruefully.

“Never misses a trick. I’m going to the back forty to dig those post-holes.” Vic grabbed an apple on the way out of the room.

“I’m going to the Reef-works to go and see the Coral planting again. The work-group is almost done and they’re off within the week. I can’t believe how quick they can do things, we didn’t even know they were here. If I hadn’t stumbled on their airstrip with my microlite during my land survey last week, I would have missed them. Now they’re almost ready to leave. Charley doesn’t want to join me this time, because it’s his scheduled day with Gillian. Bro, you wanna come with me, they have mers?” Auggie scooped the dirty dishes and bundled them into the washer.

“No, I think I’m going to...” Titus sighed.

“I’m taking the microlite again.” Auggie flicked the dishtowel over his shoulder. 

“When do we leave?”

“When did all this begin?” Titus mumbled into his com as Auggie did a slow circle on his approach to land. Between his feet thick groves of aspen forest stretched up from the fjord, delicate yellow leaves rippled in the warm breezes. In the bright emerald water below, long mounds of coral-seeded proto-reefs were being constructed, by slowly moving dark shapes underwater. As Titus watched a large yellow excavator ramped up a beach, collected boulders from a moraine pile and drove back into the water.

“About nine days ago. They’re a mobile plant, running up the old Queen Maude coast. Quite something, hey Bro?” Auggie chuckled “I bet you thought you were going to sit in coms with that head of yours plugged into the ‘Net, but not today, because Auggie is here.” He whooped as he cut the power to the little craft, buzzing the neat and obviously well-equipped work camp. Touching down smoothly, Auggie taxied up and cut the engine and climbed out of the frame, offering Titus his hand. A powerfully built, dark-haired man waved over at them, grinning a surprisingly white smile, and sauntered towards them.

“Yo, Auggie!” His deep voice rumbled “I see you can’t stay away for long. Good to have you back.”

“‘Sup, Jeff.” Auggie waved over at Titus, “This is my brother, Titus.”

“Howdy, Titus.” Jeff extended a large, square-fingered hand which Titus shook in the way Vic had taught him ‘Always look someone directly in the eye and grasp firmly, never turn a first meeting into a contest, it’s always about gauging them first.’

“Firm grip you got there, Titus.” Jeff chuckled “I can see the family resemblance, ginger rugby forwards, all of you boys.”

“Mom was a Scott” Titus smiled easily, for some or other reason, Jeff immediately inspired confidence, despite his size and massive chest and shoulders, which could otherwise, be very intimidating.

“I’m amazed at this, Auggie doesn’t much tell us about what he does when he’s exploring and Charley hasn’t said anything about anything, because he’s being very attentive with our wife.”

“Oh, the one who’s expecting? Congratulations, then. I guess I’ll have to say that to all the spouses when I see them, I’m not really clued up on some of these modern customs yet.”

“I’m going to see if I can help out at the seed stall.” Auggie fidgeted “Jeff, you think you could give Titus the five-cent tour?”

“Sure, Auggie, I’ll meet you down there with Titus, when we’re done. Perhaps we can go for a swim around noon and go and check up on the mers, if you like.”

“Great, fantastic idea.” Auggie beamed and trotted off a wood-slat path to the inlet.

“Kids.” Jeff shook his head and chuckled “Don’t know where they get the energy from. So, Titus, from what the boys have said already, you’re the oldest, right?”

“Yes, about a year and a half between Charley and me, Auggie’s the youngest.” Titus nodded as he followed Jeff’s easy pace through the buildings around the landing strip.

“What’s that?” Titus took a step back and peered at an odd shape that peeked on the horizon. “Oh, that’s the old sea-mount Torus.” Jeff shrugged “It was the Pan African base around First Melt, about a hundred years ago. After the magnetic reversal in ‘06 and the establishment of the EarthGov body, it was abandoned by the Unity. They just didn’t have funds to keep it running. They shifted most of their attention on the sea. That is running down as well, no matter how much money is set aside for a project, it never seems enough.” Jeff grumbled “My Boss wants me to finish the trans-continental seas as quickly as they can be done before the funds run down for that too, or some Senator decides that something else is more important. Luckily the mers are committed and will work for free. I have one of their leaders partnering with me, making sure of that.”

“I know something about History,” Titus blushed, “but I don’t recall this ever being News or anything.

“Nah, kid it wouldn’t.” Jeff shrugged, “It wasn’t redacted or anything, it just wasn’t particularly important to anyone.”

“Is this an EarthGov project, then?” Titus shrugged and joined Jeff along the path to the beach.

“Well, not really.” Jeff squinted up into the sun “More like a private project, sorta. You see things are kind of awkward in the world at the moment, you’ve got all these Regional Parliaments and bodies, but they’re all flat broke and struggling with all sorts of their own shit, and then you’ve got the EarthGov body, which is kinda running things, but doesn’t have any of the recognition or political swing to be considered the ‘Ruling Body’. Perhaps in another fifty years it will be in truth, but right now all it is concerned about is threats to the human race and stabilizing the climate to some extent.”

“That doesn’t sound like a bad ideal, Jeff.” Titus sighed “My mom and dad were killed when the Baffin soliton smashed into where they were on vacation, and I couldn’t do anything about that.”

“Ah, kid I’m sorry.” Jeff reached out a burly arm and squeezed Titus’s shoulder quickly, reassuringly “There’s a lot of that going around. I guess if there are still human beings on the Planet in five hundred years’ time, then perhaps EarthGov will have been successful.”

“Well, maybe.” Titus blinked sweat from his eyes “But how is ‘just surviving’ a win situation? If we get pounded all the way back into another Stone Age, and the Earth moves into another Eocene-type climate, humanity and all its stuff will just... wink out. Over a million years... well nothing lasts long enough to show that we were even here.”

“I guess.” Jeff tilted his peaked cap and shrugged, “What about you guys? How did you get down here?”

“When my uncle’s Boss died, he took a pension and moved out here with his spouse, and brought us along. When the Falklands population was evacuated, some were resettled here in a refugee camp. It was the quickest route to any safe waters. Charley met Gillian from the refugees, and well... they’re still here. The refugee camp was outfitted into a permanent settlement, rather than stay as squatters, against our own land-grants, and Vic helped portion the tenant farmer’s applications, Auggie was helping with the Survey. Joe still works in London, but my brothers and I don’t much like the Dome there. When the settlers started to build up the town and applied for permanent resident status, we just let them do it. I think the population is about two hundred, now. It should stabilize at around one hundred and ten when the vaccines settle in.”

“So you guys live at that little place ten minutes down the drag, named after the Prime Minister... ummm, Drummond? You guys live in Drummond?”

“Well, yes.” Titus shrugged, “Not in the town itself, but about two clicks up the fjord. Our total spread is about fifty clicks along the coast and about four clicks inland, but we’ve kept a four-by-four spread untenanted for ourselves.”

“That’s... Hodges’ spread. Wait a minute... ‘Vic and Joe’...” Jeff blinked, flabbergasted “You’re General Victor Hodges boys?”

“Well, technically he was our guardian... and also technically, a co-husband, I guess. But yes, we’re Vic’s adopted nephews.”

“Fuuuu... I’ll never get over how small the world is.” Jeff grinned. “That means Doctor Drummond is... living there?”

“Yes, you know them?” Titus wobbled on the slatted path, quicker than a blink Jeff had reached out a hand and steadied him.

“Yeah, I worked with Vic quite a bit over the years, and also did some separate stuff with Joe Drummond, mostly his ion-engine stuff, not anything he’s doing now, before he became Prime Minister. I should have twigged. We’ve had some great times.”

“Oh, where, if I may ask? Vic doesn’t bring work home, never has.”

“Mostly on the Moon these last years, in Selene City. Well, until he retired, that is. I remember him agonizing over that particular decision over many Bushmills together at the Grand Pub in the Selene City Hilton, they’d offered him the Marshall post when The Steel Duke took a turn, but he wanted to do right by his boys, first. It took quite some persuading of your King Henry not to just conscript him, by all accounts. He was buying, that time. I still owe him a pub crawl for that, my treat.”

Titus felt a warm glow in his heart, Vic had never said anything to them. He had turned down the post he had spent his life chasing... to give his boys some space, to put them first. “No... no, he never said anything about that.”

“Knowing Vic as I do, I’m not surprised.” Jeff chuckled “Here we are, the Coral bank.”

“Oh my saints!” Titus gasped as he turned a corner and collided with a huge shape. The arms stopped him from spilling onto the pebbled beach and huge webbed hands held his shoulders, until his footing was sound. Wide-eyed, Titus looked up past the sternum that was level with his chin, into yellow eyes staring down at him.

“I’m sorry, are you alright?” a deep voice rumbled.

“I’m... f-f-fine.” Titus stammered “Thank you for catching me.”

“Probably my fault, anyway.” The mer grinned at him “I was checking on the polyps and wasn’t watching where I was going. We don’t have too many visitors.”

“Declan, this is Vic’s boy, Titus.” Jeff reached down and retrieved the small container of liquid that was wedged between some stones on the ground. “He’s Auggie’s’ brother, they’ve just popped in.”

“Hmmm... may I?” Declan reached up a webbed hand and placed it over Titus’ forehead before he could say anything. A few seconds later, he dropped his hand and blinked, the nictitating eyelids peeled away and Titus could see the mer watching him closely, studying him.

“That’s just the way mers greet strangers, Titus.” Jeff offered smoothly, “I’m sure you’ll have a chance to talk later, after Declan has seeded this sample.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Declan caught the container in a quick flick as Jeff tossed it over. He hadn’t moved, watching Titus all the while. “I must go now.” Declan turned abruptly and met Jeff’s eyes before walking quickly along the beach, and into the water.

Titus realized suddenly that Declan knew. He looked at Jeff, and noticed the man riding on the balls of his feet, his eyes suddenly colder, even though his face hadn’t changed. He also knew. “Don’t, I will destroy you.” He growled softly at Jeff.

“I don’t think so, you’re unsteady back there on the walkway, your balance is off, I can take you.” Jeff hadn’t moved yet, maintained a steady stance. “The thing is, Vic never mentioned you much, although he talked about Charles and August a lot. The Titus he mentioned wasn’t... a human.”

“If you try to harm Auggie, I will destroy you.” Titus watched Jeff carefully; he didn’t seem to be making any offensive motion at all. Vic’s words whispered in his memory ‘never turn a first meeting into a contest’.

“Harm him?” Jeff blinked in surprise, quickly, though, without dropping his guard “Why on Earth would I do that? I think he’s a great kid, and he’s Vic’s kid.”

“I am Titus, Jeff.” Titus willed himself to relax a degree, to see if Jeff would follow “This really is an innocent visit.” Titus noticed subtle signs that Jeff was following suit. “If you’re not an EarthGov retrieval team, we’re good for now.”

“I work for Voster directly, Titus.” Jeff exhaled slowly and dropped off the balls of his feet. “I don’t give a crap about EarthGov. This is a private project of his... if you still want a tour.”

“We’re both got things on the go, it seems.” Titus slowly relaxed “I promise not to pry into your shit, if you extend the same courtesy for me.”

“Deal, you need a code word?” Jeff shrugged.

“No, I’m smart, I can figure it out myself.” Titus chuckled, expelling some tension.

“You know that Voster isn’t EarthGov, right?” Jeff grinned slowly “Even if he might be President of EarthGov, he isn’t like them.”

“I am beginning to understand something of that.” Titus cricked his neck slowly to ease some of the tension that had suddenly built up. “So you really do know Vic?”

“Yeah, every time the Steel Duke and Voster would have to meet up, we’d be kicking our heels in the waiting room until they were done. He’s a good man, and a friend, really.” 

“I might invite you to dinner as soon as I retrieve Auggie.” Titus located his brother on the beach, immersed in conversation with a mer.

“I’d like that.” Jeff glanced over his shoulder to see what Titus was looking at “Although it may take longer than you think, he seems to have a fascination for them. Truce? You’re both safe here, I promise.”

“Truce!” Titus nodded “Let’s pretend we continue the tour, and that you’ll come through tonight. Can we set boundaries? May I ask what you’re doing with the reefs?”

“You may.”

“May I ask why a mer seems to be your boss?”

“You may not.” Jeff grinned “May I ask how you are walking around with my buddy’s kids?”

“You may not.” Titus chuckled, “You know, I can see how you and Vic would be friends, after all.”

***
[image: ]


Titus sat staring at the reef topography, his processing strips buzzing. Charley and Vic were sitting in the Common Room above, cracking a beer after finishing the pens, chuckling and joking about the day and Gillian was resting in the main sleeping room, as awkward in her last term as only gravid females could be awkward. The family had decided on ‘Bran’ and ‘Moira’ for the names, and were just awaiting the arrival of their new additions, and Gillian looked like she would make it through the labour, healthy and intact. Everything was peaceful in the household.

Joe and August had departed for London two weeks ago in the small amphibious Plane and had arrived safely, and Jeff and the mers had finished this portion of the seeding program and had moved on further along the Riiser-Larsen Sea coast, where another range of Reefs would supposedly protect the south-flowing current
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