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	Kylla Torrance is an Augment. Her mission? Establish a sanctuary where the genetically engineered can live in peace, beyond the reach of those who hunt them.
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	DEDICATION
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	Together we have stared into the face of creation and have seen the truth staring back at us, even if nobody wanted to hear about it.

	I know the truth is still out there, and we need to keep planting the seeds, so that others will someday enjoy the fruits of what we have seen.

	Thanks for keeping the dreams alive.
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	Before

	Journal Entry: Viktoria Rosnikov:

	“About a year ago, nobody knew how this would work out. We still don’t in reality, but it’s been tough. Impossibly tough.

	“It all started when Danielle Cavanaugh and Carter Anthony discovered that damned asteroid. Colton had been using Stormhaven’s money to fund their work after the government pulled out of Spaceguard, and now it doesn’t matter why he did it, he was right. Since we were the money behind their work, they managed to get us the information about the asteroid before the government buried it.

	“I don’t know if that was a good thing or not, but because we DID know about it, President Hutton turned us into Public Enemy Number One.

	“Within days of the discovery, the US had launched into a headlong rush to stop this asteroid, and they’d shanghaied the ISS to build some kind of warhead that could be used to deflect it away from the earth. The biggest problem they faced though wasn’t building the “Hammerthrow Missile” itself, it was that when they conscripted the space station, they managed to absolutely piss off the rest of the international partnership that owned it.

	“Colton was never much for believing in the authorities, or their ability to get things done, so he wasn’t about to just sit back and wait for them to save the planet. No, that wasn’t good enough for the mighty Colton Taylor. He had to make his own plans to save the day.

	“Because they expected to keep the whole situation under wraps, the idea that we wanted to build a private evacuation colony on the lunar surface didn’t sit well with the government. We nearly got our asses shot to hell while he fought that out with them. Fortunately, the threat of disclosure, and the very public launch of our first spacecraft, the Dancing Star, held them off for a bit. Although when General Marquez of the Air Force Space Command took over things, it got a lot more intense.

	“We did catch a lucky break when we made some allies inside the Japanese government. They already had an axe to grind with the United States over the ISS and they helped us dodge several more bullets (almost literally). Of course, the Chinese managed to keep the US Administration off balance too, with their Zhen-Long mitigation mission.

	“When DHS Secretary Anderson got killed, the US administration went into siege mode, and everything went the rest of the way over the edge of insanity. President Hutton declared a national state of emergency and seized control of the media, and pretty much everything else.

	“So, our threat of disclosing the truth about the asteroid lost its teeth.

	“We were about to have to give up, although I don’t think Colton would have ever done that. He’s probably more insane than the situation was.

	“I honestly didn’t think there was a hope in hell, but like I’ve said before, Colton Taylor is the luckiest SOB alive, especially when it comes to turning adversity into opportunity. When a Russian supply ship collided with the ISS, it left most of the crew stranded in space suits with nobody able to get up there to rescue them before they ran out of air.

	“We put together a mission to save them and ran the Air Force blockade with two of our ships. After that the US backed off.

	“The Japanese, and the other space agencies that had been part of the ISS, helped us form an Independent Space Alliance and as a result we got our licenses to fly our ships in spite of the Government’s resistance.

	“That brings me to the creation of this colony, and my being stranded here on the moon.”

	 

	Viki sat back in her dark apartment and read over the entry she had just dictated. She knew she should have been keeping a journal all along, but she wasn’t the kind who felt driven to take the time to keep up with it. She’d been here for months, and this was the first time she’d ever tried to record what she’d lived through.

	When she looked the file over, she realized why. So much had happened between then and now, that there was no hope she could do justice to the reality of the things that had gone on. Really, if anyone wanted to know more, the computers kept infinitely better records than she did.

	Through the lens of time, probably nobody would care about her opinions anyway.

	Shaking her head, she leaned forward, and hesitating only a second, hit the delete key.

	 

	Fortunately, Papa knew how to keep a secret, and how to lie about it.

	 


 

	Section One: The Best Laid Plans

	“Sometimes there are things that God Himself puts in our path to challenge us, to force us to face our own pettiness. It is only when we can triumph over ourselves, that we will have reached the full potential He has in His heart for us.”

	 

	Warren McDermott,

	NASA Astronaut, Commander of the Eagle, Flight Log Entry

	 


 

	Chapter One:

	Leather and Dust

	Control Room, Sentinel Colony, Luna:

	The view out the window never changed. Although it was a damn sight different than it had been when they started building eleven months ago, for the last couple months it looked the same every morning. Gargantuan robots hauling cargo, mostly inflatable shells, out of boxes dumped by the never-ending stream of ships from Earth. The boxes themselves were then pushed to the return pile, past the end of the loading docks.

	They’d achieved an incredible amount since the outpost had been established. Initially only the two study habitats and two supply modules, Sentinel Colony now covered a square mile with inflated domes and vaults. Much of the process of building had become automated, and they were growing at a steady rate of three domes a week. As they inflated a new building, it was covered with polymer concrete and buried under ten feet of dull gray lunar regolith.

	Viki Rosnikov stood staring out the control room window, surrounded by proof that Colton’s genius, or his dumb luck, had been up to the task, even if she was still unsure of the demons that had driven him down this path. She didn’t share his absolute faith in their reality, but she had to admit so far, his vision had bordered on prophetic.

	Viki’s ears popped from a slight change in the air as someone came through the pressure door, and she turned to see Dave climbing up the narrow stairway into the room.

	“They told me I’d find you here,” he said, tossing his comset down on the console beside him.

	Flinging herself into his arms, she kissed him, driving the breath out of both of them with her squeeze.

	“So, you missed me?” he asked, holding her with ease in the light gravity. His arms were still Earth strong since he spent most of his time downhill or in transit and under acceleration. She felt it, and missed her own strength, lost forever to the lunar environment.

	“I might have,” she said, pushing back against his grip and wiggling in a playful struggle to get away. They were alone in the control room. Most of the crews were occupied elsewhere, and even if they weren’t, no one would care. “But maybe I do this for all the cute pilots,” she teased.

	Turning loose, he followed her back to the windows, watching for a few minutes in silence. “It looks like a smaller version of what we’ve got going on the other end,” he said. “Ants stocking up for the winter.”

	She nodded, saying nothing, thinking about how apt his assessment was. Storing up for winter. A hundred years of winter.

	“Tom told me I should take you out for a spin since I’m out of the command rotation for a few days,” he said, grinning at her sideways in a way that looked oddly like Cole’s famous crooked smile.

	“You mean they gave you a day off?” she asked, aware it had been almost a month since the last time she’d been able to see him for more than an hour or two during offloading. “I thought they’d be working you round the clock from here on.”

	“They decided my tan was getting a little too dark.” He nodded, rolling his jumpsuit sleeve up to show her where his skin had burnt to a deep brown. “The radiation of zooming through the belts is starting to take its toll, I guess.”

	“Oh my God,” she whispered, startled to recognize signs of what looked like old age in his face. His complexion had shifted from olive to the fine patina of dry leather. She’d been so busy taking care of things in the colony she’d not noticed the condition of his skin. “That can’t be good.” She touched his arm, feeling its strange coarseness for the first time.

	“Hey, we all gotta do what we gotta do.” He shrugged it off, but it would someday be cancer, and she could tell they both knew it.

	In the colony they were safe, beyond the concentrating force of the Earth’s magnetosphere and buried under feet of packed regolith to protect them from the occasional solar storm. But the pilots and crews who ran the transports back and forth, sometimes several times a day, were in trouble. She was surprised she hadn’t thought about it.

	“Come on, don’t go getting cerebral on me,” he said, grabbing her arm and tugging her toward the stairwell. “It’s not worth getting bent.”

	“I’ve got a mini logged out,” he said, “and we’ve got to get you out of here for a while.” He refused to let go of her arm as she tried to pull away. “Don’t give me any of that, ‘I’m indispensable’ crap either,” he growled in mock anger. “I get enough of that from Cole.”

	She snorted and then laughed, realizing he was right. The robots would still continue to unload, and the ships would still be flying, whether she was here or not. After all, PAPA was almost as smart as Mica now, and in a real emergency it could find her anywhere they might go. “Ok, I give up,” she said, not minding the idea of letting someone else make a decision for a change.

	***

	Stormhaven:

	Phoenix had, for some reason, stayed relatively calm since the President made her announcement that Antu was coming, though it had its spasms of violence in the first months afterward. Even though the Valley was the fourth largest city in the country, like many of the smaller towns, it was almost unaffected by the hysteria that flashed and sizzled everywhere else. For a while the world had gone insane, but now it was more like leprosy, spots of ugliness that spread like rotting flesh, and then died out leaving burned patches to lie around and stink.

	Tom had spent the last several days in Phoenix, negotiating with the airport management at Sky Harbor to increase the facilities dedicated to Stormhaven’s cargo handling. Stormhaven had been a huge multinational manufacturing operation before the crisis and had established cargo hubs at dozens of airports to support their growing lunar operation. The nationwide state of emergency had curtailed commercial air travel, so there was ample underutilized space at the airport.

	Tom had spent more time in the Citation in the last year than Cole had in the dozen years before, and when he landed at the field outside Stormhaven, he felt relief. Not relief at being home, but at being safe. The world had become something of a nightmare, and the demons that ran wild through it, hung vividly in his mind whenever he was outside.

	Douglas Shapiro met him at the airstrip. Although he had been permanently assigned as an observer of Stormhaven’s operations, he’d almost become a member of the community. He reported to William Worthington, but he lived in Stormhaven. This time when he met Tom, he was not there as the Secret Service Agent, he was just Doug.

	“I think you’ve got a problem coming at you. You’re going to need to get Colton to do something about it,” he said.

	“So why didn’t you talk to him yourself?” Tom asked. “He doesn’t bite.”

	“Not anymore I suppose,” Shapiro said. “I tried to get him to look at it but he’s not interested in dealing with these things.” Tom had noticed Cole had become withdrawn, but he’d been so busy he hadn’t had time to poke his nose into his friend’s problem. He also knew sometimes it was just the way Colton operated.

	“So, what are we looking at?” Tom asked, climbing into the mini and smiling. Shapiro had become rather proficient as a pilot since he’d been with them, and it was no surprise he’d checked out one of their rigs to come pick him up.

	Doug tossed him an epad as he took off for the rear doors of the Fabrication Center. He had to gain altitude to skim over the half-dozen carriers that sat clustered on the open field behind the shop. Tom watched the video in silence, backing it up and watching it again. Finally, as they settled up against a catwalk in the fabrication barn Tom said, “Shit, that was nearly a mess.”

	“Yeah, the FAA wants blood,” Doug said. “They’re calling your ships an attractive nuisance.”

	“Of course,” Tom said. “So, what are they wanting us to do?”

	“Post guards on them,” he said. “They want you to keep a high profile armed perimeter whenever they’re in a commercial facility. They’re afraid if one of these ‘episodes’ happens when you’ve got a ship on the ground, we might be facing a hijacking.”

	“Can’t happen,” Tom said. “Mica sits in the copilot’s seat and she never sleeps. Even if someone were to get aboard, she’d be able to pull the plug.”

	“You guys are famous for your deadman switches, but I don’t think they’re buying it,” Doug said. “The problem is, if you don’t put your own people on them as guards, they’re going to put our people in. Or they’re going to cut off your access to public facilities.”

	“Fine, I’ll talk to him, but he’s going to say no,” Tom said.

	“So make the call yourself,” he said. “Aren’t you the one that said it’s always easier to get forgiveness than permission?”

	“Damn, I keep forgetting you’ve got access to everything we’ve ever said in public,” Tom said. “Anybody ever tell you guys you’re scary sometimes?”

	“Like you’ve got room to talk,” Doug said, heading back to his office.

	***

	New Hope Colony, Plato:

	Sitting on a rock ledge in the shadow of the Monk, an odd shaped boulder perched above the floor of Plato, Susan Winslow frowned. Her reflection, visible on the inside of her helmet visor, glared back at her. An angry friend’s face, uncomfortable in the claustrophobic confines of her suit.

	“What are you glaring at?” she asked herself, thinking to check her com switch. “Good. No embarrassing questions today,” she said, again out loud, and again into the hollow vault of her helmet.

	Hiding in the shadow of the Monk gave her two advantages: first, she could see the vista of the colony spread out toward the near horizon in all its stark contrasts; and second, she couldn’t easily be seen by someone looking for her. It had become her secret hideaway in plain sight, camouflaged by contrast.

	It had taken her about ten minutes to ride the electroquad up here. If she’d just hiked it straight up, she’d have been able to walk the distance in about the same time, but she took the quad, because she could.

	“Being the Governor of the colony has its privileges, damn it,” she said defiantly, to the interior of her bubble.

	She leaned back against the smooth surface of the boulder and sighed, sorting her thoughts while she studied the activity below. Another inflatable was rising straight in front of her, the largest so far and supposed to be the first full-scale greenhouse. Right now though, it looked like a half-flattened children’s bounce castle, in a carnival of the absurd.

	If she wanted to eavesdrop on the construction crew setting it up, she could tune to their com frequency and listen like she was standing in the middle of them. The repeaters that gave them this flawless communication within the rim of the crater stood in the distance, a pair of impossibly high, thin antennas that reflected the light like rods of neon pointing toward the heavens. Around their base the rest of the communications shops were clustered, a collection of dishes and domes, looking like salad bowls tossed into a random pile by some careless giant.

	Her focus was even further into the distance, the real reason they were here. Placed far out on the floor of the crater, on a slight rise because of their need to cover the widest possible arc of the sky, were the Guns of Prometheus. Giant particle cannons that looked like props stolen right out of a science fiction movie. Polished silver tubes almost a hundred feet long, surrounded by concentric rings of gold and silver, they were mounted in cradles that could swivel them with minute precision. The back quarter of each of these monstrous weapons was an array of shielded cables, connecting to six lunar-crete domed reactors and their accompanying heat sinks and radiators.

	The Guns of Prometheus pointed skyward, aiming nuclear fury at an unseen enemy untold millions of miles away. Of course, they were still only an empty promise.

	She’d been told in this morning’s meeting with Dr. Anthony it was still at least four weeks before they could be test fired, four weeks of waiting to find out if there was a chance. Everyone had high hopes, but even through the uplink from Earth, she’d caught subtle signs of doubt in Danielson’s voice. Signs that made her stomach ache, sending her up to this perch in a foul mood.

	He’d called it theoretically possible. Theoretically. She’d have felt a lot better if they’d had more than a theory behind all this effort.

	***

	Stormhaven:

	“Cole, you’ve got to pay attention here,” Tom growled in frustration, slapping his hand on the table in front of him. “If we don’t do something we’re going to be in real trouble.”

	“Stormhaven’s not a fortress,” Cole said, his eyes focused on a distant place inside himself. It was an expression that seemed to be a constant companion to the eccentric inventor for the last few months.

	“I understand how you feel.” Tom sighed, trying to muster his best conciliatory tone. “None of us envisioned this type of eventuality, but now that it’s here we’ve got to do something about it.”

	A flash of expression rolled across Cole’s face. A moment when he seemed to be kick-starting his intellect, only to shut it down again. The lights flickered, but never came on. No one was home. Or maybe he was, but he just didn’t feel the need to answer the door.

	“Ok. So I don’t understand how you feel.” Tom played the spark for all it was worth, hoping to rekindle a little connection. “But someone’s got to look at the daily stuff.”

	“I know that,” Cole said, locking eyes with Tom for the first time, and sending a load of emotional intensity across the connection so powerful that he shivered and looked down. “So, what are you suggesting?”

	Progress, Tom thought, jumping at the opportunity. “A simple fence, here and here,” he said, pointing at a diagram Mica called up on the table display. The computer had become very sophisticated at anticipating and delivering appropriate support illustrations, a split second before they were requested. This ability had been developing so gradually almost no one noticed it anymore, but Tom grinned in spite of himself. The fence, although mostly a diversion to get Cole talking, was downplayed in the diagram, minimizing the effect it would have on Cole’s resistance.

	Mica’d heard the difficulty, and correctly understood how to sell it. Good job, he thought, knowing the computer would explain it away as merely logical.

	If only Viki were here, she’d be having a field day with that cyber-psych study she’d wanted to conduct. And she’d have been a valuable insight into what was tearing at Cole.

	Tom sat back and gave his friend a few minutes to look over the plan, watching emotions playing out in almost visible ripples of expression, disturbances deep down in his mind. Like boulders creating waves in the surface of a river, they were so deeply submerged as to be invisible to the casual observer.

	“Fine,” Cole said. “We’ve got about a hundred or so refugees that are too close to the launch platform anyway.” Cole pointed to the apron outside the Fabrication Barn. There were a couple groups camping next to the facility, and they’d had to move them away several times in the last month. “See if Doug can give us a hand in getting them back.”

	“Is that it?” Cole said, pushing away from the table to leave.

	“No,” Tom shook his head. “Shapiro says we’ve got the same problem developing at every airport where we’ve got ships operating. We need to get security on the ground in those places too.”

	“You’re talking about the FAA’s problem. We can’t provide security like that.” Cole frowned but stayed at the table.

	“We could deploy a small contingent with each crew,” Mica offered, sparing Tom the dirty work of suggesting it. “It would be a minimal drain of resources and should decrease the likelihood of a vehicle being overrun during loading.”

	“Are you suggesting armed guards in the ships?” Cole asked. “I don’t think we’d get away with it, and I’m sure we’re still safe inside the fences at the fields we’re using.”

	A video screen came on along the wall, and Tom pointed to it to get Cole’s attention. It was the image file he’d seen on Shapiro’s epad. “That’s from a security monitor at Burbank Airport,” he explained. “Watch.” The camera showed a picture of the airport perimeter. In the background several hundred people pressed up against a chain-link fence. On the ground, almost out of the field of view, sat one of their carriers. One cargo box was loaded and the other was being hoisted into position under its truss. Several more of the containers sat waiting to be hauled from a holding station nearby.

	“They’re full of inflatable mod pieces,” Tom explained. “What you need to watch is the crowd.” The video continued until the box was loaded and then, without warning, the fence collapsed, and people started rushing toward the ship like ants chasing after a bit of food, surging recklessly across the runway toward the ship.

	The ship leapt upward about thirty feet. “If Mica hadn’t been watching the situation, we’d have had a problem there,” Tom said. “The crew was still involved in securing the container and no one was on the bridge.”

	“If you watch,” Mica interjected, “you will see the shadow of a commercial airliner pass over the crowd.” The computer paused just as the shadow streaked right through the middle of the surging mass. “We were nearly responsible for a catastrophic loss of life. The FAA has fined Stormhaven $500,000 for leaving the tarmac without clearance, and they are discussing the idea that our operations are an attractive nuisance that jeopardizes normal operations of their facilities.”

	“It’s not about the fines, or the loss of access to commercial airfields,” Tom said. “It’s about the idea that we might have gotten a bunch of people killed. If that pilot had come in a little short...” He let the thought hang.

	“I don’t see how a few guards could keep that from happening,” Cole said.

	“Sophie’s designed a portable gravity laser that she thinks we could use for security.” Tom watched another image come up on the table display. “We know the hold in place capability of the beam scrambles a person’s nervous system, so it can be used as a non-lethal defense weapon.”

	Cole furrowed his brow in deep thought. “But won’t the FAA cut this one off at the knees? Homeland Security’s a bit touchy about having handguns in a secured airport.”

	“In fact, the FAA suggested it,” Tom said.

	“Why don’t we just put the beams on the ship and have it protect itself?” Cole asked. “It would reduce the exposure of personnel.”

	“And have armed ships flying through airspace all over the world?”

	“I guess we don’t have much choice then,” he said, getting up and walking out before Tom had a chance to say anything else.

	***

	Above the rim of Plato, Luna:

	Lying prone in a spacesuit was no easy task, even in the light lunar gravity. Lying still was even harder. Especially when the soil around you threatened to give way at any second. But that’s exactly what Lieutenant Teng had to do; lie motionless, holding the ultra-high-resolution sensor in front of his face, while the scanner gathered data.

	He was a special operations soldier, and a surveillance specialist. The only one in Chang Er who had the skills for the job. So even though he had little experience on the surface, and only a little more in a spacesuit, he’d volunteered for the mission.

	He’d landed his skimmer almost four kilometers beyond the ridge, in a dark bottomed crater. The sun was still low to the east, and he hoped the darkness of the tiny crater’s floor would hide its position from any casual observer. The route he’d taken to get to Plato had been planned by the General himself, and he knew this was going to be a tough mission no matter how he approached it.

	The hike through the steep ejecta wall had winded him more than he would have expected given the ease with which he had been able to bounce over the obstacles, but he’d learned the different muscles used in walking here had a strange way of showing up in fatigue.

	That has to be it, he reassured himself as he pushed the last few hundred meters over the summit of the rim.

	Yet lying on this narrow ledge, he struggled to steady his hands enough to get a good reading. He watched sand cascade down around him in a dustless stream of gray, while concentrating on his body. Oddly tight and painful, his heart pounded in his chest.

	He looked down at his oxygen readout, its luminous display obscured by a layer of dirt that had built up on it. He flicked at it with the tip of a gloved finger but couldn’t clear the dust. Rolling onto his side, he capped the sensor, setting it down on a rock.

	Sweat had begun to build up on his skin, and he knew something had to be wrong. A suit malfunction? he thought, shaking his head to clear the fog. His mind was drifting. The voices of the stars called to him, echoing in his mind with a thousand distinct voices.

	“No,” he shouted, clinging to the edges of his tenuous sanity. His voice roared back at him from the empty interior of his helmet.

	He thought about turning on his transmitter, to scream for help, but remembered the General’s orders; “Be seen, or heard, by no one.”

	His finger danced away from the mic switch, flitting back to the display of his suit life support controls. Dirt still obscured the readout. “What is happening?” he gasped, trying to think through the twisting maze of confusion.

	In his mind, he retraced the last few meters of his hike, scrambling down onto this narrow perch. Tumbling slowly toward the ledge, a scraping sound on the base of his helmet.

	Had it cracked? he wondered, but lucidity forced itself into his awareness. No, if I had broken a seal, the visor would have frosted up with condensation in the decompression.

	Struggling to his feet with his chest feeling like it was about to explode, he twisted his arm up to the connections on the back of his head. “The supply lines,” he choked out into the darkness, feeling only the sealed valves where hoses should have been.

	The ground spun crazily around him, and the regolith crumbled under his boot. He jerked back from the edge, slamming against the boulder that had formed the ledge. Ricocheting away, he dropped without a sound through the swirling debris, recovering enough balance to execute a nearly flawless swan dive into the abyss.

	Several long seconds later and already unconscious, the visor of his helmet did indeed frost up, along with the rest of his suddenly overexposed skin.

	***

	 


 

	Chapter Two:

	Questionable Motives

	Very Low Lunar Orbit:

	The transparent monomolecular carbon window was one of the features that had been built into the new generation of mini for use in the colony. It was a flawless sheet of crystal clear carbon that had been formed as a single molecule. Inflexible and impervious, it would have become Daryl’s material of choice, except there was almost no way to work with it. They’d outfitted the Dancing Star with the non-transparent version of the mono-carbon sheeting, but still hadn’t figured out a practical way to work with it. Nothing would adhere to the perfectly smooth surface, and if not for the design of the mini itself, it would have been difficult to mount as a window. They were starting to retrofit the carriers with this mono-carbon, but it would be a while until they had any efficiency with installing it.

	For now, its only impact on Viki was it served to create the unsettling effect of being overexposed to space. She’d been outside the domes of Sentinel a few times in the last several months but had never raced over the surface for any appreciable distance. The comforting closeness of the dirt ridges of the colony had made her much less aware of how different the moon felt.

	Now, even though she’d been living here for most of the last year, she was aware of its pervasive and overwhelming alien feel. Spreading out in silver and gray five miles below them, she watched it roll by in a blistering scroll of abject sameness. Ridges giving way to ridges, craters swooping into craters, and boulders the size of apartment buildings, all scattered endlessly across its surface.

	Dave smiled at her, watching her stare at the surface. “It’s really amazing,” he whispered, reaching a hand out to touch her. They both wore the utility suits necessary for crossing short distances between buildings and vehicles in Sentinel Colony. Not quite a space suit, but more than a flight suit. Their helmets hung from the hooks on the back wall of the cabin, gloves stuffed into them.

	His skin felt alien to her too, she realized. Distant, unreal, and burnt to a crisp, like the blasted wasteland below her. She struggled to enjoy his presence, but even though she longed for his touch, it took an act of will to hold her hand still when his fingers slid against her skin. He was being sucked dry by the soulless presence of space. Stealing the life from her love. She shuddered at the thought and stared at the passing terrain.

	“What’s that crater?” she asked, knowing the AI could answer any factual question she had.

	“Goldschmidt,” it answered, its voice as empty as the space around her.

	“What’s got you so edgy?” Dave asked, his voice sounding lush against the dry backdrop.

	“Don’t you ever resent being asked to give up everything for this?” She looked down as she spoke.

	“Everything?” He sounded confused. Sliding his fingers across the console, he banked the mini to the left over a majestic ridge that had to be another crater rim. They weren’t really in orbit at this altitude, although they were traveling at a speed that would have qualified.

	“Anaxagoras,” the AI offered, identifying the object.

	“Yeah. I mean, I never even dreamed about really leaving everything behind and being out here in this...” emotion clogged her voice.

	“But we’ve got to do it,” he said, squeezing his leather flesh against her hand. “We’re living the greatest adventure—”

	“Bullshit. We’re hiding in the dark. A billion miles from fricking nowhere, like scared children. Praying the God of the Universe doesn’t pull some sick joke on us all.” She covered her face with her hands. “I want to go home,” she said through sobs, unraveling as she said it.

	He sat in silence, steering the ship upward in a graceful swoop that carried them over the terraced inner rim of the crater. “Geez, Vik, where the hell did that come from?” he asked. He sat and watched her.

	She shook, holding her shoulders in a hug of self-support. “But I can’t. I’ve been here too long to go back now.”

	“That’s not true,” he said, trying to comfort her. “There are cosmonauts who went more than a year in zero-G and still were ok back on Earth.”

	They banked to the south above the vast expanse of Mare Frigoris and toward Plato. Over the ridges and down the slope of the upland they flew in silence toward the US colony project. With an act of will she pulled herself together and shook her head.

	“No, I can’t go back to Earth. I have nothing there to go back to. Everything I had is gone now or will be before long. I just don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself for letting Cole send me here.” She drew in a deep breath and turned away to look at the landscape rolling by below her.

	“Wow,” he said. “I never knew you didn’t want to be here.” He slowed their flight and settled toward the ground once the terrain opened up into the vast mare. “Did you tell Cole you didn’t want it?”

	“Sure.” She shrugged. “But try to tell that bastard something he doesn’t want to hear and see what happens.” She shot him a sideways glance. “He doesn’t have the word no in his vocabulary. He doesn’t understand that someone can have a different opinion, a different goal of their own. It’s just so...” She stopped again, her voice tight and controlled. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here for the duration.”

	“Well, if it’s any consolation,” he offered, “I don’t think Cole wants to be where he is either.” He let the remark hang as they climbed again toward the north rim of Plato.

	“Here, I thought you’d want to see the guns,” he said, easing them over the edge of the crater. “They’re quite an amazing engineering effort, considering they’re still using old equipment to build them.”

	“They are?” she asked, confused. “We gave them the Aquila. Why the hell haven’t they put it into use? It could haul in a day what they’ll take a month to ship up here.”

	“That’s not entirely true,” he said. “They’ve got fourteen or fifteen launch facilities putting up resources.”

	He slowed almost to a stop and hovered just high enough above the crater floor to allow her to see the tops of the gun towers. They were well over the horizon and barely visible, but enormous even at this distance.

	“They’ve also got a shuttle transfer facility up in low orbit. A very clever assortment of balloons and air processing equipment that allows them to put up crews for transfer without having to match schedules.”

	“What have they done with the Aquila then?” she asked, her innate curiosity pushing through her personal frustration.

	“It’s probably been dissected and reassembled twice by now.” He shrugged, staring at the controls. “They moved her into a hangar at Canaveral and haven’t had it out since. Mica says they’ve been studying and testing it. Apparently, they’re planning to test-fly it for the first time in the next few weeks.”

	“Geez, Cole guessed that one right,” she said. “Somehow he knew they’d sit on it until it was too late to be useful.”

	“We offered them a crew and training to boot.”

	Apparently making a decision, he pushed forward on the throttles and they arced toward the center of the crater, gaining speed as they approached.

	A voice rang from the Com system, “Unauthorized craft, you have entered a US restricted traffic area. Please change your heading.”

	“Or else what?” he said, without opening a channel. “They’ve got no defenses that we’ve seen from our flyovers during approach. We’ve been watching them, and so far, there are no signs of weapons.”

	“Neither do we,” she reminded him.

	“Good point,” he said, “but we’re not building the biggest gun humanity’s ever tried to play with.” Out the window they were screaming toward a slight ridge. The massive projectors towered above the surface, and Dave banked to the left to avoid their support girders.

	“Shit,” Viki hissed at his childish fighter jock maneuvers. “You’ve always gotta be screwing around.” She grinned at him even though she knew he was just showing off. “I can see that Cole’s been a bad influence on you.”

	“Unauthorized vehicle, you are being recorded for documentation purposes. Your presence here is a violation of United States Law and will be reported to the authorities.”

	“Right,” he said flatly. “So they’re gonna jerk my license.” Then in a more circumspect tone he replied into the com. “Sorry New Hope, we were offline with communications and meant no trespass.”

	“Dave is that you?” a woman’s voice said, replacing the flight controller. “Don’t make me come up there and spank you. Get out of here before I have to do you bodily harm. Clear?”

	“Yes ma’am,” he said, easing up on the controls to gain altitude.

	“Who’s that?” Viki asked, arching an eyebrow at his sudden submissive attitude.

	“My ex-wife,” he grunted. “Some damn fool in Washington put her in charge up here.”

	Struggling not to laugh, Viki slapped her hand over her mouth. But the giggles bubbled out in little snorts and gasps, until he pointed over to the left and down at the rim of the crater. The expression on his face cut her off cold, telling her the game was over and he was back to business.

	“Stormhaven Flight to US Operations Center,” he paused, circling the mini around for another look at what had caught his attention. “Susan are you still there?” he asked, slowing to a stop a few thousand feet inside the rugged crater edge.

	“Copy, Stormhaven Flight,” she said, annoyance clear in her tone. “I asked you politely to leave. Is there some problem with following that instruction? I don’t have time for games.”

	“Negative, Operations. I think you might have a crewman down out here.” He flipped on the landing lights and spun them down the side of the crater wall, centering the beam on the broken body of an astronaut. Without the lights, Viki hadn’t seen a thing.

	“Hang on Dave, let me call for a roster,” she said, clicking the channel closed. After several seconds she came back. “I don’t think so. Nobody’s reported missing, but we’ve got a couple out of radio range.”

	“We’re looking at a body out here on a heading of about 140 degrees from your com towers.” He glanced over his shoulder to check their position. “He’s about 800 feet above the floor of the crater wedged in a rocky crevasse. It’s gonna take you several hours of hard climbing to get here.”

	He nodded at Viki, glancing at his helmet to indicate he was thinking about suiting up. “Would you like us to render aid?” They floated down toward the suited figure, and she stared, not really wanting to look but knowing she was going to need to face it if Susan acquiesced.

	“Can you help him without risk to yourself?” Susan asked, almost managing to sound concerned for his safety.

	“No,” he said. “He’s well beyond help, but I can bring the body in for you. His suit’s been pretty badly torn, and he’s definitely been breathing vacuum too long to be alive.”

	“Roger that, Stormhaven Flight,” Susan said. “Do what you can, but don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

	“Copy Gov’nr,” he said. “I’ll be careful.”

	He slid out of his seat, handing control over to Viki while he put on his light suit. Not really designed for this type of operation, she knew he’d have to work quickly and depend on her piloting skills to keep him close enough to the wall of the crater to not be jerked around by the umbilical cord.

	A few minutes later he’d crawled out the back hatch and over to the edge of the mini’s flatbed. Through the comlink she could hear his breathing and knew from those times she’d crossed the open areas in one of these suits, it would feel stifling and hot. His breath would be rolling back in his face unmercifully, since there was no air conditioning system like in the full duty space suits. These transfer suits got hot fast. In just a few minutes, you could bake in your own body heat. She knew he had to be sweating before he got to the point where he could jump to the surface.

	She watched as he grabbed the man by the arm and tugged him over his shoulder in a fireman carry. The body looked stiff when he tossed it onto the bed of the vehicle without a second glance. He’s dead, it doesn’t matter to him anymore, she reminded herself.

	Viki stepped out of the way as soon as he’d unsealed his helmet, and asked, “So he’s dead?” Duh. Of course, he’s dead, she thought.

	Nodding, he took the controls and slipped clear of the rim. Turning to dive towards the landing pad at the New Hope Colony, he frowned. “New Hope Operations, this is Stormhaven Flight on approach to your pad. Do you have a crew suited and waiting?”

	“Copy, Stormhaven Flight.” the original voice answered. “You are clear for visual approach. We show no traffic in the pattern. Will you be needing medical attention for your passenger?”

	“Did you folks not hear me say he’s dead?” Dave said sarcastically.

	“Affirmative, Dave,” Susan came back on again. “But we have to make sure to do this by the book, if you understand.”

	“Copy,” Dave said. “By the book.”

	“What?” Viki asked, confused.

	“He’s not a US astronaut,” Dave said.

	“He’s not?” she asked.

	“Nope. He’s Chinese,” he said, “and I bet they figured that out when they finished their head count.”

	***

	Chang Er Prefecture, Tycho:

	Becki sat her shift in the communications building like anyone else, but because of her connection to the Prefect and her talent with English, she’d managed to find herself in charge of the US operations monitoring section. Two others worked with her, and she reported directly to Yao Lin-Tzu, and of course, her husband.

	Over the year she’d been at Chang Er, they had become more than co-workers, they were friends. They shared secrets, and sometimes this gave Lin-Tzu more than her share of access to privileged information. Not that she’d ever take advantage of it, but on this particular morning, it at least told her why Becki was edgy.

	This morning she knew they had a covert operation going on somewhere near the US colony. She’d seen the satellite images of the colony, and most especially those huge gun emplacements. Just looking at them she understood why they’d be worried. They called them Prometheus. Becki had explained the significance of the name, a mortal who stole fire from the ancient Gods and brought it to mankind. A formidable achievement for humanity, to say the least.

	Lin-Tzu stood behind Becki’s seat listening in on the com channels she’d dialed up through her right ear. One was the main US frequency, and the other was a special frequency they used for intelligence operations. The US channel had normal traffic, except for one reference regarding an injured or dead crewman. The other channel was silent. During the operation that was to be expected, but the officer should have been checking in once he got back to his skimmer. According to what she’d been told, that was to have been about an hour ago.

	“Attention, Chang Er Base, this is Commander Susan Winslow of the New Hope Colony. Do you copy?” Lin-Tzu had been monitoring their normal com frequencies over her left ear and heard the transmission.

	“The Americans are trying to communicate with us,” she said in English, tapping Becki lightly on her shoulder to get her attention.

	“What are they saying?” she asked.

	“Nothing yet,” she said, shaking her head. It was policy for the Chinese com officers to not respond until the US had identified a purpose for their call.

	“Chang Er Base, do you copy?” the woman said again, adding, “We know you monitor this communications frequency. Please respond.”

	Becki had dialed in and was listening. “She sounds upset,” she said. Lin-Tzu nodded.

	“Ok, fine. If you want us to return the body of your missing astronaut, you know how to reach us.”

	***

	Baghdad International Airport, Baghdad, Iraq:

	US occupation of the once proud city had long since ended, but the Russian Ambassador still arrived under cover of darkness, his airliner protected by a squadron of Sukhoi PAK FAs. The Independent Iraqi Coalition had managed to secure unanimous support of the Pan-Arab Alliance and had become a provisional seat of power. The Western governments didn’t feel comfortable here, making it an ideal place for the PAA to use for negotiations it wanted to keep out of the headlines.

	This was certainly one of those negotiations.

	Roscosmos was broke. Everybody knew it, but the Russian Republic had never given up a fight, especially when survival was on the line. The PAA, on the other hand, had more money than it could spend, even considering most of the world had moved to the hydrogen and broadcast power economy. But plastics were still largely petrochemical, and very expensive at $383 a barrel.

	So, this was a marriage born of necessity. Two politically disparate people coming together in an alliance for survival, one with the resources and the other with the expertise. Determination had pushed them both forward and all that was left to decide was how many places would be granted for how much money.

	At €200 billion for 2,000 positions in the Lunagrad colony, they had become the most expensive tickets ever sold to anyone, yet the most important concession the PAA had pushed for was they were the first 2,000 seats. This was important, because if the Russians could achieve their best case projection, they were only going to have 3,500 residents in the colony.

	Sheikh Rashid al Akla stood on the tarmac, waiting as the Ambassador’s plane rolled to a stop near a hangar once used for US C-5 cargo planes. It was far enough from the terminal that any passengers who might be watching the runway would have no idea what was happening.

	Ambassador Alexei Andropov was scheduled to be on the ground only long enough to get the documents signed. There was no fanfare, no ceremony, only the activities of the ground crew as they rolled tankers out to refuel the jet for its return flight. To call this a low profile meeting would have been a gross overstatement, but it was what both parties wanted. Some decisions weren’t meant for public scrutiny.

	“Ambassador, if you will follow me, we have a table set up inside,” the Sheikh said. There were no handshakes, no kisses on the cheeks. These men didn’t like each other, and they were both past the point where they cared to pretend. This was simply a business meeting.

	The Russian carried a briefcase with him and had two guards escorting him, both of whom stopped at the door, turning to stare out into the darkness. They hadn’t been told what was happening, and knew it was essential it remained none of their business. Inside, Andropov set his case on the table and turning the lock, opened it and withdrew two identical documents.

	The Sheikh nodded, sitting down, and skimming through the pages. He stopped at the last page, and snapping his fingers repeatedly for a pen, he glared at the Russian.

	“Of course, your Excellency,” the Ambassador said, pulling a gold Schaeffer out of his coat and handing it to the Sheikh.

	With a simple strong stroke of the pen he signed, first one document, and then the other. Handing one of them to the Russian, he stood and walked across the hangar toward the back door. The meeting was over.

	Andropov slipped his copy back into his briefcase and headed back to his plane. Pausing outside the door he looked up into the sky. The moon was just setting, an orange ghost hanging in the dark sky, distant but no longer out of reach.

	***

	Mount Weather, Virginia:

	“You mean they’re spying on us on the lunar surface now?” Dick Rogers sat back, sighing. He idly thumbed the advance toggle for his epad back and forth. “I guess we should’ve figured as much.”

	“Sure. The problem is, when we offered to return the body, they didn’t even respond to the message,” Secretary Herman said, pouring coffee for himself and the President. “If they’d just owned up to it, we’d be much more comfortable.”

	“But they didn’t, and so we’ve got an unknown to evaluate,” she said, taking the cup and pacing around the small office. Since the first reaction to the announcement of the asteroid, things had been so bad the DHS had insisted she never set foot in the White House again. So now, instead of looking out the windows at the lawns and the park, she looked at walls. Stark, white walls. It made her uncomfortable. Claustrophobic.

	“A flier from Stormhaven happened to catch a glimpse of the body near the rim of the crater,” she said.

	“Someone from Stormhaven found it?” Dick chuckled at the irony. “I suppose there was a good reason why they were flying around New Hope?” he asked, knowing there was no answer.

	“Uhm, yeah,” she said, shrugging. “They were pointing out that we had no defenses around the Prometheus installation.”

	“You’re kidding. Stormhaven was trying to probe our defenses, and in the process did us a favor?” Dick snorted. “This just keeps getting better. I suppose while they were showing us a picture of ourselves with our pants around our ankles, they just happened to discover this dead guy out there on the lunar surface?”

	“Basically,” she said, smiling at his dark humor. “We’re going to be putting up defenses, but according to what Marquez told me this morning, it’s going to be four to six weeks before we can get anything into the launch rotation.”

	“So until then, we’ve got nothing to do but hope they don’t come in and take a whack at us?” He sat back again, looking at the screen in his lap.

	“Well,” John said, sounding like he was apologizing, “we figured that since we’ve all got the same goals, it’d be idiocy to try to take shots at each other up there, and being a quarter million miles away is like having a fricking huge moat to protect you from the serfs.”

	“I guess so, but do we have any way of knowing what this guy was doing?” Dick asked.

	“Not really,” she said. “The manpower in the colony is stretched tight, and it might be a week before we can send anybody out to look around.”

	“All we can say for sure is that we’ve got no clue about the Chinese agenda,” the Secretary of State said, “and somehow Stormhaven pulled our collective asses out of the fire.”

	“Again,” Dick added.

	“That pretty well says it,” she said.

	“If only they were interested in giving us a hand with the political situations closer to home,” Dick sighed, reading the next item on his copy of the e-genda.

	***

	 


 

	Chapter Three:

	Neighborhood Nuclear Superiority

	Tsiolkovskiy Crater, Luna:

	Battered and scorched. The rim of the crater had sagged outward in the last test, like the swirly on the top of an ice cream cone in the summer sun. The 640-gigaton detonation had altered the crater’s topography, smoothing it, changing its dull grey to a flat black. Toward the edges of the scorched surface, boulders the size of apartment buildings had been tossed outward, leaving gouges and scrapes as they dug smaller craters of their own. It had taken more than a month for the dust to settle, and the usually undetectable lunar atmosphere had thickened almost to the point of becoming visible, with half a billion tons of regolith vaporized in the blast. It would take years for the gasses to escape the weak lunar gravity and for the moon to restore itself to its normal airlessness. This explosion had, like the first test, occurred at 10,000 meters above the surface.

	The final test was going to be at low altitude: less than 2,000 meters above the crater floor. They’d decided that since every test had been detected, there was no point in trying to hide the test, at least after the fact. Dr. Chun had argued that their mission planning would be better served if they reduced the altitude so they could determine the most effective detonation placement for the warhead they would use against Antu. For all the lunar surface showed the scarring from the first tests, thus far the real impact to the regolith had been minimal. If they gave the moon a serious thump, then they’d get some useful data.

	A small booster rocket sat cradled on what was left of the up-thrust ridge. It had been positioned by a six man team several days ago, waiting for its moment while Chinese crews set up sensors, relays and cameras in concentric circles around the site. The nearest ones sat on the slag heap of the crater rim, the farthest nearly four hundred miles away. The distant ones were set to launch themselves upward before the test so they could reach sufficient altitude to see over the horizon to the crater itself at the moment when the warhead went off.

	No human eyes were on the backside of the moon, at least as far as the Chinese could tell. After the loss of Lunarcom II they’d learned to time their tests when there wasn’t something orbiting overhead. Lunar orbits could be very low and fast, but they were easily predicted.

	The nearest humans to Tsiolkovskiy were at Amundsen, from there they watched everything. They tracked Lunarcom I until it dropped over the horizon, then started the test. Twenty-two sensor rockets launched simultaneously, and the countdown for the warhead started several seconds later.

	Screens all over Amundsen and Chang Er carried the view from the outer ring of sensors. The second ring of rockets launched, streaking toward their appointed positions. The third ring inward, the last of the sensors that were beyond the horizon launched on schedule. The inner rings were visible on the high-resolution cameras as tiny sparks in a rising disk. Finally, the booster for the warhead ignited, brighter by far than the smaller sensor rockets. It carried itself upward, an altitude display showing its ascent.

	1,800 meters... 1,900 meters... and then a star erupted, hundreds of times more intense than the sun, and then the cameras died. All of them.

	***

	Amundsen Radio Observatory, Amundsen Crater:

	Once they’d picked themselves up off the floor, the cheering began in earnest. And then stopped as ejecta started raining down. First there came a loud hissing, like rain on a tin roof, then it progressed to a pounding like giant hailstones.

	Dr. Chun realized what was happening first, grabbing his assistant, and shoving him toward the stairwell to the lower deck. Several of the other technicians looked around in confusion, watching him pushing people from the room. They’d survived the quake, and they were below the dish of the radio telescope.

	Another loud crash reverberated through the control room, this time a small boulder bounced across their roof. “Get below!” Chun shouted; his voice drowned out in the roaring noise. Another shaking thump made his point obvious as everyone ran for the stairs. Chun looked around one last time, making sure nobody was left behind before he dashed for safety.

	A shattering crash, louder than any before, threw him painfully against one of the computer consoles. He howled in agony, a red fog of searing pain clouding his vision. His ears rang, then popped. A shrieking whistle rose above the hissing of the sandstorm. His ears popped again, and he saw the emergency door slide shut at the bottom of the stairs.

	The whistling became a roar. Debris from around the room began flying into his face, cutting him, then battering him to the ground. He looked up at the ceiling, blinking his eyes to clear the haze away. Above him he saw stars. Then blackness.

	***

	Sentinel Colony:

	Viki rolled out of bed, her feet hitting the floor even before she knew she was awake. Something in the distance rumbled, sounding familiar, but alien. Dave sat up almost as fast as she had, bouncing high off the mattress as the first shockwave slammed through the Colony. It felt like an explosion, in the next room.

	“What the fuck was that?” he said, as the floor danced sideways under Viki’s feet, and she grabbed her desk to keep from falling.

	“I don’t know, but it can’t be good,” she said. The monitor on her desk slid back and forth, and Dave caught it as it fell slowly toward the floor. “It’s a quake.” She grabbed a coverall and ran toward the door, the floor of her apartment swaying. She careened off the jamb and out into the hallway, still struggling to get dressed as she stumbled out.

	Dave stopped to get into his
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