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Dedication

For Eleanor, without

whose encouragement 

many of the stories 

in this collection 

would not exist. 

Many thanks!

Preface

Most of the stories in this collection were previously published in Worms and Other Alien Encounters, Exploitation and Other Stories, and Have You Seen My Cat? and Other Stories. The last two collections contained stories from multiple genres, and I decided to reorganize them by those genres (science fiction, fantasy, and mystery / mainstream). Although some of my early work underwent significant revision, most of the changes were editorial in nature. The rest of the stories were written after I published those collections.

Note: If I write more science fiction stories / novelettes, I will add them to this “complete” collection after I have tried to get them published in magazines. However, my current focus is on novels, rather than on shorter fiction.
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PART ONE: Stories Set in the Snodgrass Universe
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The stories in this section are set in the same universe as my novels, Please Don’t Eat The Penguins and The Snodgrass Incident. In that universe, a cataclysmic environmental catastrophe causes the global temperature to rise enough to make much of the planet uninhabitable, and the survivors have taken refuge in the polar regions: northern Canada, Greenland, Siberia, and Antarctica. They have also begun to colonize space as a desperate attempt to preserve the species, and most of these stories / novels relate to those efforts. Here is a rough chronology for these stories:


●  “A Green Land” takes place during the initial phase of the environmental catastrophe, long before the colonization of the solar system begins.

●  “Thanatos” and “Code 13 B” take place during the early colonization of the inner solar system (moon, Mars, Ceres) and precede the events in Please Don’t Eat the Penguins. “Armageddon” is a sequel to that novel and a prequel to The Snodgrass Incident.

●  “Stranded” and “Fishing on Enceladus” are standalone excerpts from The Snodgrass Incident, which takes place during the expansion of the colonization efforts to the outer solar system.

●  “Exploitation” takes place about a century later, during the interstellar expansion of the colonization efforts.
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A Green Land
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1

Dr. Harold Shivers hunched over like Igor to study the satellite images showing the remnants of Greenland’s decaying ice sheet. A soft, barely discernible sigh eased through his lips as he straightened up: The ice was melting even more rapidly than anyone had expected, and within a few years (if that) it would be entirely gone. The remaining ice swung around from the heart of Greenland’s northern region, tapered significantly as it dipped south and hooked west, and ended as a dribbling of residual ice pockets stretching out for the growing city of Nuuk. It reminded him of a giant weeping comma.

He set the image aside to study the new ones of Antarctica. They were even more troublesome: Another major glacial breakaway was imminent. The massive chunk of ice would soon join the cluttered bergs bobbing around in the Ross Sea like too much ice in a tumbler of fine whiskey.

“Two, maybe three weeks at most,” he muttered to himself. “If that.”

He leaned forward to set the Antarctic images in the middle of the long, backlit table, and then reached across the Greenland image for the most recent arctic layout. He grimaced and sucked in a sharp breath as his lower back protested, and then a pained frown fell on his lips. He hovered for a long moment, trying to ease the strain, and noticed something odd about the Greenland image. From this angle, there was a faint shadow that he hadn’t noticed before.

He slowly eased back into the high-backed chair and picked up the Greenland image for another look. He tilted it, trying to replicate the angle that had shown him the shadow, and saw it again.

“What is that?” he muttered, rubbing his knobby forefinger over the gray smudge. When the shadow didn’t disappear, he reached for the magnifying lens.

How could I have missed this? he wondered as he set the image down to study the shadow. His brow scrunched up as he stared at the strange octagonal shadow that seemed to be hiding just below the surface of the ice.

“Impossible,” he muttered, tracing the shadowy pattern in the center of the comma’s tail. Yin and Yang, he thought. Not a comma. Only, it’s just yang—and twisted backward. Yes, the shadow was there, but why hadn’t he seen it before?

He rolled his chair along the edge of the long, backlit, glass table until he was within reach of the drawer at the end. He opened it and rummaged around for the yellow highlighter before pushing his chair back to the array of images. He took the cap off the marker and circled the shadow, then turned to the stack of older images. He selected the one from a week earlier and looked for the shadowy octagon. It was there, but it was so light that he never would have noticed it if he hadn’t been looking for it. He went through a few more, noting how the shadow seemed to seep deeper into the ice the further back he went, until it disappeared entirely.

“Impossible,” he declared, slapping the tabletop with his palm. “It can’t be!”

“Harry?” Jo Valentine asked, her voice rising slightly above her normal contralto.

“Come here, Jo,” Harold said. “Take a look at this,” he handed her the most recent satellite image of Greenland, the one he had highlighted. “Tell me what you see here.”

She frowned as she accepted both the image and the magnifying lens. “What am I looking for?”

“Just look,” he said, “and tell me what you see.”

She bent forward, her shoulder-length, straight black hair concealing her delicate, young profile from him—all but her pert little upturned nose peeking out through the tresses. “Well,” she said, “the melting is worse than we thought, but that shouldn’t surprise us. Our predictions have always been too conservative. It won’t be long before the center of Greenland is open water again.”

“Yes, yes,” Harold impatiently said. “But what else do you see?”

She glanced up for a moment before returning to the image. After a few seconds, she leaned back and asked, “What should I be seeing?”

He tapped the shadow. “That,” he said. “The shadow.”

“What about it?” Jo asked. “There are shadows all over these images.”

He sighed, leaned closer to her, and traced the shape of the shadow. “It’s an octagon,” he said.

She looked through the magnifying lens again, and there was concern in her gray-blue eyes when she looked back at him. “It’s just a shadow, Harry,” she said. “Like that face they saw on Mars. It was just shadow, too.”

Dr. Shivers shook his head. “This shadow isn’t on the surface, and it isn’t two inches high. It’s an outline of something very large hidden beneath the icepack.” He paused for a breath, exhaled, and then emphatically stated, “And it isn’t natural.”

Jo stared at him for a long moment before shaking her head. “Harry, your imagination is getting the best of you. This is just a shadow on the surface, or a blur caused by one of the satellite’s lenses.”

“In the shape of a perfect octagon? The sides and angles are precise.”

“How can you tell that with this image?” she countered. “Besides,” she went on, “even if it is an octagonal shape, that doesn’t make it unnatural. The hexagon on Saturn’s North Pole is bizarre, certainly, but it’s a completely natural phenomenon. They even replicated the effect in a laboratory a few years after it was discovered.”

“I know,” Dr. Shivers said, “but this is different. This isn’t in the atmosphere; it’s under the ice. And it isn’t a temporary phenomenon. Look at the other images that were taken over the past two months. The shadow is on all of them. It’s more difficult to see, but it is there. The images were taken at different times during the day, and if you look at the other shadows on those satellite images—the real shadows—you’ll see the effect the varied placement of the sun has had on them. If this octagonal shadow was on the surface, it would change in the same way that they do. It doesn’t. Instead, it is steadily darkening, as if the ice covering it is receding—which is what our research indicates is happening.”

“All right,” Jo said, “it’s not a shadow. What do you think it is? A mountain?” She paused to smile and nudge him, “How about a pyramid?”

Dr. Shivers frowned and said, “I don’t know what it is, but I’m going to find out.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“What would you do if you wanted to find out what that thing is?”

Jo frowned. “Infrared imaging?” she offered.

He shook his head. “That would only confirm the presence of something beneath the surface ice that has a sufficient temperature difference for it to register. If there was a temperature difference of that sort between the thing under the ice and the icepack above it, the weather satellites would have captured it years ago, and someone would have noticed it by now. It’s too big for anyone to miss it.”

“Ground penetrating radar?” she suggested.

He nodded in agreement. “It will be one of the things we’ll do when we get there.”

“You’re going to Greenland?” Jo asked. Then, in alarm, “We are?”

Dr. Shivers smiled. “If you want to,” he said. “I know the scientist in charge of one of the glaciological teams gathering core samples before they disappear entirely. I’ve been getting regular updates from him. They are about ready to move to another location, and if he’s willing to take a detour to get samples from this area,” he jabbed his fingertip on the subsurface octagonal shadow, “we should be able to join them before they leave.”

“Won’t the core samples only tell you how old the ice is? The drill bits won’t dig through rock.”

Dr. Shivers nodded. “It will only provide us with a starting point,” he admitted. “But if we can determine an approximate age of the ice layers above it and gather a more precise accounting of its dimensions, it will be a good foundation for preparing a more thorough expedition. We might even be able to get samples from the object, if we’re lucky.”

“What if it’s just a low mountain?” she asked. “Won’t we be wasting resources chasing after a chimera?”

“Perhaps,” he acknowledged. “But a lot of scientific discoveries result from chasing chimeras and finding something else.”

“Why not just wait until the ice sheet finishes melting? It’s only going to last a few more years.”

Dr. Shivers shrugged. “We could wait,” he agreed, “but there are two important reasons for not doing so. First, we will need the ice core samples if we want to know how long it has been there. If we wait for the ice to melt, we will lose them. Second, once the ice melts, everyone will know it’s there, and I want to be the first to see it.” He turned away from her troubled eyes and added, a bit more defensively than he had intended, “Look, Jo, if you don’t want to go, that’s fine. But I would have thought you would want to jump at the opportunity to be a part of an exploratory project of this sort. It could be groundbreaking.” Literally and figuratively, he thought, softening somewhat at his private joke.

“It’s pretty sudden, isn’t it?” Jo asked. “Do you really think you can arrange for an expedition on such short notice?”

“It won’t be an expedition,” he clarified. “We’ll do a preliminary survey to find out what we need for a more thorough expedition. Besides, we won’t have to ship anything up there because the glaciological team already has everything we’ll need for this kind of survey. All I have to do is convince them of the importance of investigating this thing. And if we don’t go soon,” he added, “it won’t be safe to be on the ice at all. The researchers up there are already running into problems with the ice melting, even that far inland. So, are you coming with me or not?”

“Oh, I’ll go,” she said. “It will be a wonderful opportunity to pad my resume.”

Dr. Shivers chuckled. “As if you need it,” he said. “There’s a daily flight to Nuuk at 8:00 am, so we can leave tomorrow. Be prepared: Greenland’s weather is fickle this time of year, but if we wait any longer it will get a lot worse. Also, we’ll need to rendezvous with the glaciological team before they finish uprooting their drills for their next move, which is scheduled to take place in three days.”

“I’ll be ready,” she said, “if I get started packing right away.” She smiled as she hovered a bit too close to him for just a bit too long.

He smiled back and shook his head. “You can go when you have that data analysis in a comfortable stopping place.”

“I’ve almost finished setting up the basic analysis,” she replied, turning away from him. “I’ll have it e-mail me the results and can come back tonight to run any follow-up analyses if I need to do them.”

“All right,” he said. “I’ll go make the arrangements.”

2

Jo Valentine unlocked her apartment door and stepped inside, softly closing it behind her. Her fingers pinched the deadbolt and slid it into place, and she hurried through the foyer into the kitchen. She put her purse down on the table beside her breakfast dishes, opened the refrigerator (a small one with no freezer) and drank a few quick gulps of grape juice from the carton. She used her dishtowel to wipe her mouth and then threw it back on the ecru counter by the clean dishes she never put away. Then she hurried through the living room and bedroom to the small wall closet. She pushed her clothes all the way to the right, stepped inside, and reached behind her to pull the sliding door shut. A soft fluorescent glow erupted from a light strip circling the ceiling, and she waited a moment for her eyes to adjust to the soft glow. After they had, she reached up to where the wooden rod she hung her clothes on met with the left-hand wall and pressed against a thumb-sized depression hidden in the shadows behind it. It clicked.

She counted off four seconds and pressed the depression again. This time, it went inward half an inch, and a two-foot section of the side wall of her closet pivoted open, displaying a flat, gray-black screen. She reached out and ran her index finger down the right-hand edge of the screen, and it hummed to life. A cursor appeared in the upper left corner, and she said, “Jo Valentine, Protectorate.”

There was a brief pause before an Acolyte appeared on the screen. “Confirmed,” the young man said. “Report?”

“Dr. Harold Shivers has discovered The Complex. He and I are leaving tomorrow at 8:00 am to rendezvous with a team of glaciologists in the region. He intends to take samples.”

“Which glaciological team?”

“Unknown.”

“Additional?” the Acolyte asked.

“Beginning tomorrow at 8:00 am, I will have intermittent accessibility.”

The Acolyte frowned. “Is your portable malfunctioning?”

“No,” she said. “Minimal opportunity for solitude. I will be traveling by plane and will not be alone for an indefinite period. End report.”

The Acolyte nodded. “Report received and relayed.”

“Instructions?” she prompted.

The Acolyte frowned again. “Indeterminate,” he said. “The Council must be informed. If available, instructions will be relayed by 7:00 am tomorrow morning. If none are received, continue with standard Protectorate protocols: Observe, help or hinder where appropriate, report significant developments.”

Jo nodded and said, “Out.” A moment later, the Acolyte disappeared, and the cursor waited for her command. She considered for a moment, and then said, “Instructional Mode.”

“Would you like to continue your exploration of the sun’s coronal activity, Jo?” a friendly, synthesized voice began.

“No thank you,” she said. “Please give me a list of Dr. Harold Shiver’s publications in chronological order.”

“Certainly,” the voice said. “Review mode?”

“Negative,” she said. “Scan mode, optimal speed.” It would be best if she reread the material instead of reviewing her recollection of the key points; the details might provide information essential for re-evaluating Harry’s thought processes to see if she had made a mistake in her initial assessment. Was he really as bland as she thought? Or was there something hiding beneath that banal exterior? True, he was a gifted climatologist, but there were hundreds of others just like him, and they hadn’t noticed The Complex. What was it about him that made him different? Or was it just a lucky guess?

“Scan mode, optimal speed,” the voice said. “Select publication.”

She looked over the list of publications. It began with a paper he had written as an undergraduate honors student then quickly progressed to his Master’s thesis and dissertation. He was first author of three articles before earning his PhD, and a score of others afterward. She skipped the review galleys of the book he was currently working on (she was as much the author of it as he was) and frowned at the last entry.

“Confirm authorship: The Ice Demons of Titan.”

“Sharod H. Silver is the anagrammatic pseudonym for Dr. Harold Shivers. Authorship identified via textual analysis, contractual records, and electronic draft submissions sent to the publisher.”

Harry wrote a science fiction novel? she marveled. When did he find the time? Why hadn’t he said anything about it?

“Playback,” she said. “The Ice Demons of Titan.” A moment later, the text began to scroll past at four thousand words per minute, her optimal scanning speed, and halfway through the fourth chapter, she said, “Pause.”

The playback paused, and she opened her closet door, stepped out, and hurried over to the small chair she kept beside her full-length mirror. She picked it up and carried it into the closet. She shut the door, sat down, and said, “Orient for seated position and restart playback. Reduce speed to annotation mode.” The monitor moved forward and lowered itself until it was at her eye level. After it settled into place, The Ice Demons of Titan scrolled forward from the beginning at half her normal speed. She read it very, very carefully.

3

The helicopter settled down on a large patch of glistening ice not far from the scurrying activity of the glaciological team’s campsite. They had already taken down some of the tents, and much of the gear was already loaded onto sleds.

The pilot half-turned toward them and said, “Duck below the rotor when you get out, and brace yourself for the chill.”

“Thanks,” Jo said as she drew her parka closer around her, as if the chill was somehow seeping through the helicopter’s door. Then Harry opened it, and she realized her imagination needed a tune-up.

Dr. Shivers hunched over as he stepped out and turned to help her down. As he steadied her, he leaned in and shouted over the helicopter’s rotor, “The ice is slick as snot. It’s been freezing, thawing, and refreezing again. Take small steps and make no sudden moves unless you have to. The cleats help, but there’s no sense pushing your luck.”

She nodded and turned away to reach into the helicopter for their luggage. His was first—a small, soft, auburn carryon bag—and then came hers. The first one was a dull navy blue satchel for her essentials, and the second was the heavy tote bag of clothes. If she had known they would only be staying for a few days, she might have packed less.

“Otto!” Dr. Shivers shouted from behind her, and she turned to see him waving at an approaching figure about her size, clad in a heavy dark-gray parka, shaded snow goggles, and thick, black ice boots.

The man waved but said nothing until he had joined them. As they huddled together under the roar of the rotor, the newcomer shouted, “Good timing, Harry! We just finished packing up the last sample. We’ll have the drill stored for transport in a few hours. It will give us a chance to have a late lunch before we head out.”

“Excellent!” Dr. Shivers shouted over the rotors. “Otto, this is Jo Valentine, my research assistant.”

The man nodded toward her and held out a mittened hand. “Let me help you with that,” he shouted.

“Thank you, doctor—?”

“This is Dr. Otto Koenig,” Dr. Shivers shouted. “He’s been up here collecting core samples for months.”

“I’ve read a few of your articles—” Jo began.

“Later!” Dr. Koenig shouted. “Do you need to get anything else out of the copter?” After they shook their heads, he added. “Good! Let’s get to camp so he can take off.”

“Right!” Harry called, scurrying out from beneath the helicopter blades.

Jo slowly followed, each hesitant step seeming to slide her forward before the cleats caught. As soon as they were far enough away, the helicopter lifted off, making it easier to talk.

“Will we find time to discuss your articles?” Jo began. “Your findings have some interesting implications.”

“Of course,” he said. “But inside, out of this wind.” He ushered them toward what looked like a giant, square igloo. There was a thin stream of gray-black smoke rising from a smokestack in its center, and the uppermost blocks of ice had been somewhat blackened by it. Once inside, the temperature rose dramatically.

“Better,” he said, setting the bags on a nearby table and removing his mittens. He lifted the polarized goggles from his eyes and let them settle over the black ski mask covering his forehead. “Marshall!” he shouted. A young man across the building looked up, and Dr. Koenig waved for him to come over before turning back to Jo. “He’ll take your bags to the truck. We’ll be tearing down this building in about two hours.”

“What is this place?” she asked, looking around at the mostly empty fold-up tables, the plywood inner walls, and the wood stove in the center. A small stack of firewood was near the stove, just far enough away to avoid the embers.

“The secondary workstation and meeting hall,” he said as Marshall joined them. “Marshall,” he added, gesturing at the suitcases. “Take those to a transport truck for her.”

“Oh?” Dr. Shivers playfully protested. “What about mine?” he asked, holding up his luggage. “Shouldn’t it be put on a truck, too?”

Dr. Koenig grinned and slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re an old hand up here,” he said. “You know your way around.”

“True enough,” he admitted. “And I’m not nearly as attractive, am I?”

Jo frowned at him as Dr. Koenig chuckled. “Why don’t you go with Marshall? He’ll show you where to stow your gear.”

Dr. Shivers rolled his eyes and then winked at Jo. “Careful, Jo,” he said. “He’s got a sordid reputation.”

“Ach!” Dr. Koenig protested. “No worse than your own.”

“Exactly!” Dr. Shivers grinned as he turned toward Marshall. “Lead the way, young man!”

Marshall picked up Jo’s larger bag and hesitated. “Would you like me to take that one?” he asked, gesturing at the small one with her essentials in it.

She shook her head. “I’ll keep this one with me for now. I may need what’s in it.”

“It would take a pry bar to get it from her,” Dr. Shivers added. “She carried it on her lap the whole way here. Plane, car, helicopter—it didn’t matter. You’d think she has diamonds in it the way she’s been acting.”

“Not diamonds,” Jo protested, blushing slightly. “Personal items I don’t want misplaced.” She paused for a moment and looked around. “It would be difficult to find replacements for them up here.”

“Pshaw,” Dr. Koenig said, waving his hand. “There are four women in my crew, and they aren’t worried about losing their personal items.” He chuckled for a moment, shrugged, and added, “Carry it if you wish, Jo, but there really is no need to worry about it being lost.”

Jo shook her head, and Marshall turned and said, “This way, Dr. Shivers.”

Dr. Shivers followed him out the door, and once they had been gone for a few seconds, Dr. Koenig said, “We will be having a light lunch in about an hour. I would offer you a tour, but I need to oversee the transport of the core samples and the storage of the drill. They’re a good crew, and they know what they’re doing, but it’s my name that’s on the line.”

“I understand,” she said. “I’ll wait in here.”

As he donned his mittens, he said, “It will take Marshall about five minutes to stow those cases, so you’ll have the building to yourself for that long in case you need to fill out a report about this complex situation.”

She looked at him sharply, and he nodded slightly before replacing his goggles and mittens. She stared after him as he turned and walked out the door—but only for a few moments. Then she set her bag on the table, opened it, and took out her portable. It was biometrically keyed to her DNA and activated promptly when she pressed her thumb against its sensor.

“Jo Valentine, Protectorate,” she half-whispered.

The Acolyte appeared a moment later and said, “Confirmed. Report?”

“Arrival at Dr. Otto Koenig’s camp. Preparing for departure. Request confirmation: Dr. Koenig is one of us. Request instructional update.”

There was a brief pause, and then the Acolyte said, “Instructional packet transmitted to the cloud.”

“Confirmation?” she asked.

“Proceed with the instructions,” the Acolyte instructed. “Out.”

The screen went dark. She frowned and said, “Display instructional packet for Jo Valentine, Protectorate.” It appeared a moment later, and she rapidly skimmed through its contents before deactivating the portable and putting it back in her bag. The instructions boiled down to a simple directive: Dr. Shivers must disappear.

4

The small convoy trudged along on their snow tracks like a disjointed centipede crawling over the slick surface of the ice behind the lead vehicle. The lead vehicle was a modified snowmobile with sensors testing the depth of the ice and checking for pockets of air or subsurface lakes. The temperature was hovering between −10 and −12°C at midday and dropping ten or twenty degrees overnight—more when the wind blew. The ice was still solid, and there was very little cracking—unlike the edges of the icepack, which were calving almost daily now. It was, for the most part, a dirty white expanse all the way to the horizon. But it wasn’t entirely smooth. There were ridges and troughs. There were deceptive patches where the snow had recently filled in a depression but hadn’t hardened yet. There were whiteouts and drifts. There was surface melt and refreeze.

It was a desolate landscape that only a glaciologist could love, and Jo should have been enthralled. But she wasn’t. She was worried. It had already been two days, and nothing had happened to slow them down. They were on target, too (Dr. Shivers had made sure of that with his hourly GPS readings), and they would reach the site in less than two days. Harry had even resisted Dr. Koenig’s request to take samples along the way, even when Dr. Koenig had insisted that was what he was there to do. In the end, they had compromised, drilling core samples when they stopped to make their temporary camps. Even so, Dr. Koenig had managed to delay them only a few hours each day on the pretense that his crew should not be overburdened by the extra work. Dr. Shivers had protested, of course, but only until Dr. Koenig reminded him that he was a guest. So, they had plodded on, giving her more time to think about her mission.

Dr. Shivers must disappear.

On the fourth day, not long after they left, the convoy came to a halt and Dr. Koenig’s truck pulled up beside the one Dr. Shivers and Jo were in. Dr. Koenig rolled down his window and waited for their driver (who had said almost nothing in three days) to unroll his.

“Harry,” Dr. Koenig called. “Do you want to see a melt-water lake?”

“Lake?” Dr. Shivers repeated. “This far inland?”

Dr. Koenig nodded. “Yes,” he said. “It’s already started. There aren’t many, and this is a small one about a kilometer ahead of us and to the south. The convoy is giving it a wide berth, but we can take a few snowmobiles to get a good look at it. From what Blaylock said, it may be draining.”

“Draining?” Jo repeated, excited by the prospects of seeing such a rare phenomenon—despite her growing anxiety. “Are they recording it?”

“They took a few minutes of footage,” he answered. “But if we’re going to make it to Harry’s site in time to dig a few holes before moving on, the convoy has to keep going.”

“We won’t be left behind?” Harry asked.

Dr. Koenig shook his head. “No,” he said. “The snowmobiles can move a lot faster than the trucks. If we leave now, we will be able to observe it for about an hour before we have to rejoin them.”

“Yes,” Dr. Shivers said. “I’d love to see it.”

“Me, too,” Jo agreed. It was true—especially if Harry didn’t come back.

“Good,” Dr. Koenig said. “By the time you’re geared up, we’ll have the snowmobiles unloaded and gassed up.”

Dr. Shivers was already reaching down to attach the cleats to his boots before the truck window was closed.

5

Dr. Koenig slowed his snowmobile and brought it to a stop at the edge of the frozen wave cups where the water had been only a short time earlier. He turned off the snowmobile, removed his helmet, and lifted his goggles. By the time Dr. Shivers and Jo had followed suit, he already had his ice hammer out and was testing the nearest ridges of the wave cups.

“Listen to that,” he said as they joined him. “The water is still rushing out of the lake.”

“Yes,” Dr. Shivers said. “It’s like Niagara Falls.”

“Not quite,” Jo said. “I’ve been to Niagara Falls, and it’s a whole lot louder than this is.”

“The sound,” Dr. Shivers corrected, “not the volume.”

“Want to find out where it’s going?” Dr. Koenig asked. “It will be slick going, even with cleats and a crutch.” He waggled the ice hammer and added, “If we fall out here, it can get pretty bad, pretty quick. If either of you don’t think you can handle it, stay with the snowmobiles.”

Dr. Shivers smiled, turned, and stepped gingerly from one little wave peak to another, like an expert alpine climber. Jo hesitated, testing her footing as she went. Dr. Koenig eased up beside her and asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

She nodded without looking up, and he said, “All right. I’m going to catch up with him. It wouldn’t do to have him fall into that crevice.”

Jo looked up sharply, balancing precariously on a slick ice cup, and watched Dr. Koenig move forward. She paled a bit, wondering if this would be where it was going to happen. She hoped not: She liked Harry. Then she followed them, carefully stepping in the wave troughs when possible and straddling the wave crests when necessary. By the time she caught up with them, they were standing about two meters from the edge of a steep crevice, the wide crack stretching deep into the ice.

“There it is,” Dr. Shivers said in a soft, reverent tone. “The lake was about what? A few hundred meters long? Maybe a few dozen wide?”

Dr. Koenig nodded. “Sounds about right. It must have drained pretty fast.”

“Where do you think the water went?” Jo asked. “It isn’t like we’re near the coast. There aren’t any rivers under the ice flowing into the ocean.”

“There must be a pretty big ice cavern down there someplace,” Dr. Koenig said. “Maybe that’s what you saw on the map, Harry. Subsurface gaps can look a lot like shadows on the close-up sensor images we’ve gotten up here.”

Dr. Shivers shook his head and propped himself up with his ice hammer so he could kneel on one knee. Then he dropped down to crawl up to the edge and look over.

When Jo looked as if she were about to do the same thing, Dr. Koenig put his hand out and shook his head.

“Is the water still there?” Dr. Koenig asked.

“I can’t see it,” Dr. Shivers said a moment later. “There’s a little waterfall down below, but the bulk of the lake is gone. I can’t see the bottom of the crevice, either. It’s too—” he paused before finishing, “—deep.” A few seconds passed, and then he lifted himself to a crawling position and scampered back a few paces. He struggled clumsily to his feet and tried to trot on the ice, sliding madly about before falling to his knees. He gasped and used his ice axe to lever himself up again.

“Harry—” Jo called, gingerly stepping toward him—but Dr. Koenig’s hand on her shoulder brought her to a stop.

“What is it?” Dr. Koenig asked without moving to assist him.

“We have to get out of here!”

“No,” Dr. Koenig said, his voice kind, soft. “You do.”

“What?!” Dr. Shivers shouted, turning sharply toward them. “You—Jo—”

A small craft floated out of the crevice behind him and hovered there.

“No,” Jo muttered. “Not this way,” she said, turning toward Dr. Koenig.

He ignored her and said, “Easy, Harry. We don’t want to hurt you. You just have to go away for a little while. Think of it as a sabbatical.”

The craft edged closer to the rim of the crevice and settled into place just a few inches above the ice. A side door opened, and an Acolyte called out. “Is he the passenger?”

Dr. Shivers took a few steps away from the craft and toward Dr. Koenig and Jo—then stopped. He looked from one to the other, as if he were stuck between two ice bergs about to crash into each other. He lifted his ice hammer, his eyes frantically darting back and forth.

“Yes,” Dr. Koenig told the Acolyte without taking his eyes from Dr. Shivers.

Harry made a threatening gesture with the ice hammer and warned, “Stay back, Otto.”

“Harry!” Dr. Koenig scolded. “You’re going to fall again if you don’t stand still.”

Dr. Shivers maneuvered himself into an awkward defensive position and demanded in a soft, dangerous tone, “What is going on?”

Dr. Koenig stayed where he was and shrugged. “You want to know what that octagonal object is, don’t you?”

Dr. Shivers stared for a long moment before nodding slightly.

“They are here to take you to it,” Dr. Koenig said, gesturing at the Acolytes.

“But—” Dr. Shivers began, then turned to Jo. “You know what it is, don’t you?”

Jo looked at Dr. Koenig and said, “Yes.”

“It’s a ship, isn’t it,” he half-shouted, his voice tenuous as he waved the ice hammer about before him. “You’re aliens, aren’t you?”

Jo smiled and shook her head. “No, Harry, we’re not. We’re as human as you are. We were born on earth, just like you were. But we’re different,” she added. “We’re more technologically advanced.”

Dr. Shivers’ eyes darted behind him again and he waved vaguely in the direction of the craft. “Like that thing?”

“Yes,” she said. “If you go with them—”

“Harry,” Dr. Koenig interrupted, “I promise you, on my life and our friendship, that you will not be harmed. But you will be going with them, one way or another. Once you get to The Complex, you’ll understand the necessity of it, and if I’m any judge of character, you’ll agree with that necessity.”

“He will,” Jo said with calm certainty, relieved that Harry wasn’t going to disappear entirely. “Once he’s convinced we aren’t aliens.”

“We need to leave in ten minutes,” the Acolyte called from the craft. “A satellite is approaching.”

Jo shook free of Dr. Koenig’s grip and stepped gracefully over the ice until she was tottering a few feet in front of Dr. Shivers. “Harry, please. Go with them. You won’t like the alternative.”

“Oh!” he scoffed. “There it is, isn’t it? The ‘Or else’?”

Jo sighed and shook her head. “No. It isn’t like that, Harry. We aren’t going to do anything to you if you don’t go. It—” she looked up and pointed at the sun “—is.”

Harry glanced at the sun and frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You’re a climatologist, Harry. You know the climate is changing dramatically, and it will continue to do so at a much more significant rate than anyone is expecting. The sun is expanding, Harry. The temperature will continue to increase over the next several years, and we estimate it will make 80 percent of the earth’s surface uninhabitable before it stabilizes. At least here, you’ll survive.”

“How can you know that?” he demanded.

She nodded at the hovercraft and said, “We didn’t experience the Dark Ages.”

He stared at her for a long moment, his ice hammer lowering until it dangled loosely in his grip. “The Illuminati—”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “They were a fringe group who wanted to destroy religion. When they went public, we disavowed them and kept them at arms’ length. Our history goes back to the ancients—”

“Two minutes,” the man in the hovercraft said. “Either get in now or we’re leaving. Your choice.”

“Go,” Dr. Koenig urged. “Both of you.”

“Both?” Jo repeated. “I—”

“You were scheduled to return in a few months, anyway, Jo,” Dr. Koenig said. “We’ll send someone to get your things.”

“One minute!”

“I’ll explain who we are on the way, Harry. Are you coming?” Jo asked before she turned and made her way carefully to the hovercraft and climbed in.

Dr. Shivers hesitated to follow, and Dr. Koenig said, “Trust us, Harry.” He paused a moment, and then softly added, “Trust me, my friend.”

Dr. Harold Shivers met his gaze for a few seconds, and then turned slowly and shambled toward the hovercraft, toward Jo’s waiting hand.

“We are the descendants of The Gnostics, Harry,” Jo began as the door closed. “Like them, we follow Jesus’s teachings—the real teachings, not the muddled nonsense in the Bible. We firmly believe that the truth will set us free, and that science is the best means for discovering that truth. The Romans saw our forebears as a threat, and they fled from them. Our Scientific Revolution began a century before Constantine became the emperor, and we have learned much since then....”
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Johan stared at the sensor dial and felt the chill touch of death creep down his spine and settle into the small of his back. The reading was worse than he had feared: Someone would have to go in. And that meant death. Plain, simple, no holds barred death.

"Johan to base," he said into the communications grid.

"Chrysoberyl Base, here. What's up, Johan?" Sherry McGwire chirruped through the static.

"Priority Red. Repeat: Priority Red." He'd never had to say it before, and it stuck in his throat like the sour taste of stale beer. "Alert Factor 1."

Sherry's cheerfulness disappeared as she said, "Factor One? Stand-by, Johan, patching you through to Earth Central."

As he waited for her to relay the message, he forced himself to breathe deeply to fight off the scent of impending doom. He focused on the vibrating hum of his environmental suit as it suctioned the warm vapor of his breath from the helmet. He tried to ignore the increasing demands being put on his suit’s coolant system by being so close to the laser nexus. It was bright, too bright. Even with the extra layers of polarized screens over his helmet, the glare from the sun’s rays careening off the metallic reflectors nearly blinded him. It was almost impossible to look at the nexus, the focal point where the laser-like beams coalesced into one and were redirected into the solar generator.

"Earth Central," came the cool, professional voice of a career military man. "Colonel Sandoval, here."

"Colonel," Johan began, mentally saluting his superior. "This is Lieutenant Johan Carstair. We have a situation in progress. Repeat: We have a situation in progress."

"Of course you do," Colonel Sandoval replied, "Otherwise you would not have contacted us. What kind of situation and how extreme?"

Johan swallowed before replying, "The solar generator is off-line, and production is at a stand-still. There is minimal energy output, and the batteries are being depleted rapidly. Estimate sixteen hours before they have been completely drained."

"Mmm-hmm. All right Lieutenant, have you determined the cause?"

Johan squinted at the gaping hole in the core of the solar generator. "Yes, sir. Meteoric impact. The damage is extensive, and repairs are unlikely to be effective. It looks like the generator is shot, but I can't tell for certain from my vantage point." He paused, then added, "I'll have to go in before I can give you a more accurate estimate, Sir."

"I see," Colonel Sandoval said. "Hold off on that for the moment. Access the internal diagnostics remotely and relay the information to the technicians at Chrysoberyl and Earth Central. Include its data log. We will each conduct an independent analysis and compare notes. In the meantime, relay visuals of current situation. We will review and advise promptly. Earth Central, out."

"Johan,” Sherry said a moment later. “We'll be out there in two shakes. Granger's getting the gear for the video-link. Any ideas on what tools we should bring with us?"

"Everything," Johan said. And the kitchen sink, he added to himself.

"That bad?" Sherry asked, her voice trembling.

"Worse," Johan said, knowing she'd see it soon enough. "Bring all the oxygen you can; we're going to need it."

"Roger," Sherry crisply replied. "Chrysoberyl Base, out."

"Carstair, out," Johan said, pushing away from the communications unit. He glanced at Chrysoberyl Base, a kilometer away, and tried to picture the two thousand residents of Moon Base One buried half a kilometer beneath it. In less than a day, they could all be dead—unless someone sent them a new generator. He turned away from the base and started examining the damage in more detail.

* * * * *
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"Damn," Leopold Granger said, accompanied by Sherry McGwire's whistle. "That's an awful big hole."

"That's an understatement," Johan said. "It looks worse up close." He took a casual leap and landed softly inside the moon-buggy's cargo bed. "Let's get the video-link hooked up. The sooner we get them the video, the sooner we'll know what to do."

"That's a fact," Granger said, turning away from the solar generator. "That must have been one nasty meteor."

"If that's what it was," Sherry muttered, still staring at the generator.

Johan looked up sharply from hooking up the video lead. "What else could it be?" he asked, pushing off from the buggy, hoisting the camera to the top of his helmet, and clamping it into place.

"Look at the edges," Sherry said, finally turning toward the buggy to help unload the tools. "That looks like it was blown out, not in.”

“That’s not possible,” Johan said. “Meteors don’t fly up off the moon’s surface.”

“I know,” she said. “But something did.”

“Why don’t we wait and see what the technicians tell us about it,” Granger said. “The data logs will provide the answers.”

“Right,” Johan said. “Let’s finish setting up.”

* * * * *
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"I'm going in," Johan said, cautiously approaching the opening to avoid the channels of energy the reflectors funneled into the generator. As he moved closer, the pattern became more intricate, allowing fewer options for safe transit, and his pace slowed considerably. The heat increased dramatically, but his suit’s warning system was still silent—for the time being. Not for the first time, he thought the array design needed to be completely revamped. Whoever had thought up having a field of reflectors set up to amplify the solar energy and send it, via laser beam, to a single solar collection panel was nuts. Efficient, but nuts. It had to be an engineer, he decided as he attached the magnetic clamps to the exterior of the generator and crawled along its surface.

The coolant system of his suit was in the danger zone but still below critical as he pulled himself up to the gaping hole, carefully avoiding both the jagged edges and the laser beams. "Is there any way to cut the juice?" he asked, narrowly missing a beam being reflected back out of the hole. "This place looks like spaghetti on fire."

"Negative," Colonel Sandoval responded. "The emergency generators are still functioning and may suffice with rationing until eclipse. Any disruption with the flow that is getting through to them will significantly reduce that time frame."

Johan squinted in the glare as he turned his head, allowing the camera to take in a wide, panoramic view of the interior. Seven days, he thought, until eclipse, until death.

"Hold steady, there, Lieutenant," Colonel Sandoval said. "Back up and zoom in on the focal lens."

Sweating heavily even with his suit’s coolant system on maximum, Johan turned his head toward the focal lens and closed his eyes. He still felt the brilliance of a hundred lasers trained on a single point burning through his eyelids. "How's that?" he asked, zooming in on where the lens was supposed to be.

There was a long silence, and then Colonel Sandoval said, "Are you sure?"

"Sir?" Johan asked, wondering if he had missed something.

"Lieutenant," Colonel Sandoval said, "The diagnostics records indicate the meteor directly impacted the focal lens. It was dislodged from its housing unit. The last laser linkup was redirected as it spun and missed the receptor lens. It went through the generator, but the generator itself is relatively intact. The lens appears intact as well, but the housing unit is nonfunctional. It needs to be repaired, and the lens needs to be realigned with the reflector grid. Do you confirm, Chrysoberyl?"

“Yes, sir,” a new voice replied. “Our analysis is the same.”

Johan gulped and took a deep, strangled breath. It was as he feared: Someone was going to die: Him.

"Can the repair be accomplished by remote?" he asked, knowing the answer.

"Negative," Colonel Sandoval answered. “The alignment mechanism is non-responsive. The remote unit will also need to be replaced.” Then, after a brief pause, he added, "Two thousand people are depending on you, Lieutenant."

After a long moment, Johan said, "Aye, Sir.” His suit’s coolant system was already nearing critical, and he hadn’t even entered the heart of the furnace, yet. Once he was inside, it would get worse, and, if he were able to manage the repair, he would never get out again. The beams would see to that.

"Sir?" he prompted a few seconds later.

"Yes, Lieutenant?"

"How do I fix it, Sir?" Johan asked. "I've never been inside the innards of this thing."
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Code 13 B
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The Granger Bee tumbled through space like a dead leaf caught in the currents of a river. Its trajectory had been—and continued to be—a low earth orbit, unless it ran full tilt into the Pacific Ocean before it pulled up. According to The Scavenger II navigation computer, whatever it would do would happen in three days, four hours, and sixteen minutes.

“Jonah?” Captain Jasmine Gray said with a twisted sense of optimistic sadness.

“No response to queries, Ma’am,” Lieutenant Jonah Tway replied.

“Life signs?” Captain Gray continued. A part of her always hoped there would be, but when a ship did a ballet dance like that...

“Negative, Ma’am. It appears to be a derelict.”

Captain Gray sighed. “Very well,” she said, “Match her speed, trajectory, and rotational vectors.” The Scavenger II began to twist in a rhythmic fashion, and Captain Gray fought back an instinctive twinge of queasiness.

“There, Captain!” Ensign Lev Latovski said. “It looks like a meteorite strike.”

“Yes,” Captain Gray said, “It definitely collided with something.” There was a hole in the hull, a relatively small one, but even small holes could be disastrous in space, especially when it opened up the bridge like this one had.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Tway said, “We’ve received confirmation from Space Central. They lost contact with the Granger Bee two weeks ago. Shall I report that we found it?”

Captain Gray shook her head. “Not yet. Let’s find out if there are any survivors, first. You and Lev suit up and check it out.”

“Yes Ma’am,” they replied in unison.

After they had left the bridge and were replaced, Captain Gray nudged the intercom button and said, “Michelle?”

“Captain?”

“Prepare for departure on a salvage mission.”

“Yes, Ma’am, preparations are already underway.”

A few minutes later, Lieutenant Tway’s voice came through the ship intercom. “Captain?”

“Yes?”

“You can scratch the salvage plans.”

Captain Gray frowned, “Survivors?”

“No, Captain,” Lieutenant Tway said. “They’re all dead; the ship’s life support system was damaged in the collision.”

Captain Gray’s frown deepened. “Jonah, if there are no survivors, what is to stop us from claiming salvage rights?”

“Um,” Jonah hesitated. “Code 13 B.”

Captain Gray’s eyebrows twitched upward as she repeated, “Code 13 B?”

“Yes, Ma’am. This is a Commission matter. Of course, we’ll have to tow it in...”

At cost, Captain Gray finished for him. “Why?” she said, pressing her fingertips to her lips. “Mister Tway, there hasn’t been a violation of Code 13 B in over fifty years, not since the death penalty was attached to it. I don’t know of any spacefarers who are stupid enough to take a risk like that these days.”

“Nevertheless,” Lieutenant Tway said, “the destruction of the ship was not due to a meteorite. The ship struck a diaper, and it has identitags attached to it.”

A diaper? Captain Gray thought. Of all the stupid ways to die—

“All right, Lieutenant,” she asked. “Can you stabilize it?”

“I believe so, Ma’am. It will take a few minutes.”

“Very well. How many bodies?”

“Seven.”

Seven dead, she thought. That should never have happened.

“Bring their names, secure the bodies, and seal the ship when you finish. Cut its engines and we’ll tow it in with grapples. I’ll contact Space Central and alert Commission to the situation. Make it snappy. We don’t want to disturb the evidence any more than we already have.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Captain?” Ensign Liza Lauderman asked after Captain Gray finished her report.

“Yes, Liz?”

“What’s Code 13 B?”

Captain Gray turned toward the youngest member of her crew. “Don’t they teach it at the academies anymore?”

The ensign shook her head. “No, Ma’am.”

“Code 13 B,” Captain Gray said, “is the law prohibiting littering in space. Since the debris continues to move at the rate in which it is expelled from the ship, it becomes a space hazard with the potential to do what happened to the Granger Bee. Even soft debris is dangerous, since it freezes immediately. Now that the reclamation units are mandatory on all space faring vessels, whatever refuse is made is recycled. So, there’s no need to clutter up space with garbage. Hence, the punishment is severe for those who violate it.”

“Oh,” Ensign Lauderman said, turning to stare at the crippled derelict slowly tumbling over on the view screen.
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She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, letting the half-forgotten scents waft through her. Fresh cut grass, she thought, trying to separate them from each other. Dandelion, marigold, daisy, rock dust...

She frowned. Rock dust? She opened her eyes and looked at the tiny garden she kept on the ledge overlooking the vast fields of the Antarctic plateau. The wheat had just started to sprout, and the fresh green shoots stuck up through the rich black soil like a vast mottled carpet for as far as she could see. She was fortunate to have such a view: Most people only saw prefabricated walls and tenants from other residential complexes staring back at them—if they had windows at all. Fewer still had gardens.

She reached out to caress a dandelion, its array of tiny yellow daggers fanning outward in a hemispheric pattern like the sun’s corona dancing in a magnetic breeze. It was almost ready for tea. The marigolds—

A distant hum, barely audible, drew her attention to the plateau. There was something fluttering erratically over the surface near the distant horizon. An injured transport? she thought, instinctively reaching for the communications control panel. It’s going to crash!

But there was no control panel. All she had in her hand was a dried-out pompom: The dehydrated seed pod of a marigold, its flower petals a shriveled crisp crown. She frowned, rolling it between her fingers, letting the crumpled bits fall to the upturned earth of her future garden. Where they fell, the seeds grew shovel-like hands and dug into the dirt like a piston-driven badger nestling down for the winter to wait for the spring thaw.

Her mother had sewn that seed pod into the hem of her pantsuit and had kept it secreted through her months-long migration from the uninhabitable zone in the U.S. to the Canadian tropics. Her mother had been one of the lucky ones: she had survived. The seeds—

The buzz was growing louder, closer. Susurrus, she thought, half-smiling as she let the sibilants slide past her lips in a poetic scream. Sssussssurussss. She lifted her gaze to the snow-covered plateau and tilted her head. A honeybee hovered above the chill landscape, hopping from one frozen perch to another as it made its zigzagging approach toward the residential complex.

The honeybees are all dead, she thought, frowning. Most of the flowers had died with them. Her frown deepened, and she smiled. Not all of them. The marigold had been saved. The dandelion. The daisy. A small pocket of Eden sewn into her mother’s pantsuit, tiny treasures worth more than the cost of emigration.

It must be large, she thought, noting how she could see the honeybee clearly even though it was still several hundred meters distant. Her hand reached up to pull the collar of her robe more snugly around her throat. She looked down at the plush purple velvet and felt her forehead scrunch in upon itself. Where’s my uniform?

Her fingers toyed with the soft contours of the robe, reveling in the sensation brought by the tiny velvet fibers that righted themselves as her fingers released them.

It should be gray, she thought. Gray thermal pantsuit, Cartel emblem—

The buzzing had grown to a grisly sinister hum. It nagged at her, plagued her. It demanded her attention, and she reluctantly gave it—and gasped: The honeybee filled the whole window, and it still had not reached the near edge of the wheat fields.

It’s as large as a full-sized transit package to Mars, she thought, and the honeybee’s aimless wandering suddenly changed. Its multifaceted eyes focused on her as if they were noticing her for the first time. Its erratic movement straightened, and its pace quickened with a very clear purpose: Her.

“No!” she said, backing into a wall. It was a cold, hard, rock wall, slightly concave, and its hands reached out to grip her shoulders, hips, and ankles with a firm, tender grasp.

She shook herself back and forth, thrashing in the wall’s grip as the humongous honeybee, now many times the size of her tiny residential cubicle, rose sharply into the air, folded its wings in upon itself, and dove like a torpedo headed straight for her.

“No!” she yelled, covering her face as the glass shattered and—

And she tried to sit up, gasping for air and drenched in sweat. “No!” she yelled again, straining against the straps keeping her secured to the stone shelf that served as her cot. Without those straps, her tossing and turning would propel her upward and sideways in the low gravity of the moon, a dangerous prospect in the close confines of her quarters. Breathing heavily in the artificial atmosphere, she released the straps on her chest and tossed aside the thermal covers and sat up.

Albategnius Transit Station, she thought, blinking in the dimness of her night light. Moon Base. She took a few deep breaths, trying to calm her racing heart, and slowly released the straps around her hips and ankles. A nightmare. She stretched, twisted, and hung her feet over the edge of the cot. Just a nightmare.

The floor was cold, brutally cold, as it always was on Luna, and a soft vibration wormed its way through it, through her feet. “They’re sending a package to Mars,” she muttered, letting the familiar hum snake its way into her clenched heart. The honeybee—

She chuckled, rubbed her eyes, and took a deep, settling breath.

Transit— Her head snapped up, lifting her slightly off the cot. —package? But—

She gasped, and her eyes widened. 

“No,” she whispered, pressing her feet against the stone and taking an elongated, buoyant leap toward the entry of her quarters. As she neared it, she half-shouted “Open!” and barely paused long enough to let the airtight seal slide open before rushing into the hallway.

Alex Sandusky, Director of the Albategnius Transit Station, glanced out of his open entryway from across the narrow corridor and said, “Morning Meg—“

“No, no, no, no, no,” she muttered under her breath as she half-floated, half-ran past him, rapidly gaining speed as she careened off the tunnel walls to propel herself forward, toward the twist in the corridor a few dozen meters ahead.

“What—“ Alex began, launching himself out of his quarters and hurrying after her near-naked form.

Three corridors later, her side aching, her lungs straining for more oxygen, her body shivering as the thin, cold air sapped the warmth from her, Meg Arnold, Chief Transit Officer, braced herself for the jarring impact with the wall beside the Transit Control Room access portal. She struck the smooth rock surface with more force than she had expected and winced, barely catching the handrail before she was propelled backward. Pain shot through her shoulder as she pulled herself to a sudden stop, but by the time her feet had settled to the floor, she was already entering her entry code—one of only three that would open the control room’s access portal during a transit run.

Alex came up behind her, using the walls to slow his descent, and settled in beside her. “Meg,” Alex asked softly, putting his hand on her shoulder. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Not now,” she gasped, barely glancing at him as the access port slid open.

“ABORT! ABORT! ABORT!” She yelled through it as she wriggled free from Alex’s grip and pushed herself inside.

“What?” Theodore, the other transit technician asked. “Why?”

Meg came to a stop by bumping into Theodore, her momentum nudging him out of the control seat. Before she settled into the seat, she smashed her fist through the protective plastic shield encasing the emergency override switch that would shut down the transit relays. She gasped as the shards of plastic bit into skin and waited for confirmation.

A moment later, the computer said, “Cannot comply. Transit sequence beyond safety parameters for shutdown.”

“Override safety protocols,” Meg told the computer. “Override code nine three nine omega alpha. Abort! Abort! Abort! Override code—”

“Cannot comply. Transit sequence complete. Package beyond intercept point.”

“No!” she said. “Stop that package!”

“Cannot comply. Transit sequence complete. Package beyond intercept point.”

“Damn it, computer. Abort—“

“Meg,” Alex said, settling in beside her and placing his hand on her shoulder again. “It’s too late to stop the package.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head violently, “It can’t be.” She turned her panic-stricken eyes toward him and half-squealed, “We have to stop it!”

“We can’t,” Alex said softly.

“But, Earth,” she gulped.

“Earth?” he repeated crisply. “What do you mean?”

“The Transit. It’s supposed to happen tomorrow.”

“What?” Theodore asked. “But the schedule has it set to go today. March first.”

“Oh my god,” Alex whispered, his grip tightening on Meg’s shoulder until she winced and tried to drop out of his reach. “Sorry,” he said, moving rapidly to the communications station. “Trajectories?”

“Tracking,” Meg said, trying to ignore the biting pain in her injured shoulder. She moved the package tracking sensors onto the main screen and sat back. “Initial estimate indicates impact in the northern hemisphere, western Atlantic Ocean, near—” she gulped “—Greenland.”

“Greenland?” Alex repeated sharply. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “Southeastern section, fifty kilometers inland.” She paused, then added more softly, “Residential district.”

Alex blinked several times as he studied the trajectory projections, then turned his attention to the communications panel and entered the command sequence he hoped never to have to enter. It activated klaxons throughout the station and alerted Earth Central that something was very seriously wrong. He confirmed the command and had to enter his identicode before the computer complied.

“Will someone please tell me what the hell you are talking about?” Theodore demanded.

Alex, his voice numb in his ears, said, “Leap year. Today’s February twenty-ninth.”

“But,” Theodore said. “That means—”

“Yes,” Alex said, muting the klaxons and speaking quietly into the microphone to broadcast throughout the base. “All personnel report to stations immediately. All personnel report to stations immediately. All shifts. No exceptions.”

“What have I done?” Theodore said, slumping to the stone floor and putting his head in his hands. “What have I done?”

Alex activated a second relay and continued, his voice crisp, clipped. “Albategnius Transit Station to Earth Central. Albategnius Transit Station to Earth Central. We are declaring an Emergency Protocol 1 situation. I repeat: We are declaring an Emergency Protocol 1 situation. We,” he gulped, glanced at the viewscreen, and took a deep breath before continuing. “We have transit package misfire. The package is on target for Earth, Greenland, Southeastern District. I repeat: We have transit package misfire. Impact estimated in—”

“Two hours,” Meg offered.

Alex gulped again, and finished, “Two hours.” He shook his head; it was a high-speed transit, just over 150,000 kph.

“Calculating vector potentials for orienting thrusters to redirect package to a less populated area,” Meg said. “Initiating gross thruster adjustments toward Canada.”

“Earth Central here, Alba—” the response stopped suddenly, and someone in the background shouted, “What the hell? Get everybody on the horn, now!” After a few more seconds, the original speaker, his voice crumbling, said, “Earth Central here, Albategnius. Please confirm transit failure and destination.”

“Will it make it to Canada?” Alex asked Meg. “We can’t have it hit the ocean; the tsunamis would devastate an even larger area.”

“I don’t know,” Meg said, reviewing the computer readouts. “Projections are inconclusive. I think so, but I can’t be certain. Once it gets further out, we’ll know how far it can be redirected. If it won’t clear the ocean, we should at least be able to make landfall in the less populated agricultural district of southwest Greenland.”

“Oh God,” Theodore sobbed. “More famine....”

Alex nodded and spoke into the microphone. “Earth Central, transit package misfire confirmed. We are redirecting package away from residential area. Attempting to redirect it to Canada, but it may not be possible. Alternative impact zone in the agricultural complex of southwestern Greenland. Recommend immediate evacuation of both regions. Current projected coordinates and trajectories to follow. Request trajectory confirmation and advice on impact destination.”

“What if,” Theodore began, sniffling. “What if we send another package? A smaller one at a higher speed? Wouldn’t it break the package into smaller parts?”

Meg shook her head. “That would only lead to several, smaller impacts over a much larger area. The destruction would be more widespread and devastating.”

“Earth Central to Albategnius Transit Station,” the communicator interrupted. “Orbital relays being redirected to confirm trajectory and impact zone. Will advise shortly. Evacuation procedures initiated, but...”

He didn’t have to say it. It would be impossible to move twenty million people in under two hours. There simply weren’t enough transports available. They might save a few hundred thousand from the fringes, maybe a million or two at most.

“Unless—” Meg began, activating her communicator. “Eliana?”

“Here,” she replied without delay.

“We still have two packages for Ceres, don’t we?”

“Yes.”

“Do they contain explosives?”

Eliana paused for several seconds, then said. “Yes, for the initial tunneling complex. Most have already been sent to Mars, though. The last package is almost entirely food, water, and oxygen.”

“How long would it take to break out the explosives, set them for contact ignition, and put them in a package?”

This time, the pause was longer. “Several hours. The explosives are in the core to
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