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      Any landing you can crawl away from is a good one.

      

      A data privateer crash lands on a barely habitable moon where he's rescued by a research scientist who refuses to show his face. Though suspicious and paranoid by necessity, Rhodi finds himself drawn to the soft-spoken man behind the mask.

      

      Professor Covington prefers being isolated with his research. He has good reason to limit human contact, but he can’t abandon anyone to the ravages of a fickle and dangerous environment. He knows Rhodi’s hiding things. It’s none of his business and his mysterious guest will leave once a nasty native virus has run its course. Strange how the thought makes him less happy by the hour.
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        To our cabin mates, Andi, Chris, Jonathan and Lori, who couldn't join us in this anthology but were in our thoughts as we wrote.

        That cabin, that week, is the impetus behind each and every one of these stories.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Any landing you can crawl away from is a good one.

      Damn SK9000 pods. Pieces of junk. Sure, they were cheaper than the old 8's, with cushier insides, but the guidance systems sucked. Another degree off on the landing angle and even crawling away wouldn't have been an option.

      Rhodi had no idea how long he had pulled himself along, maybe a few minutes, maybe a thousand years. His head threatened to split with the pounding, his injured leg dragged behind him like a sack of magnetic hammers. Research center… there's supposed to be a damn research center here somewhere…

      Guidance had told him that much. Direction was another thing entirely and his guess seemed to have been wrong, crawling against the moon's rotation so he moved toward the night. If he had picked the other way, he might have had the light a few minutes longer. The odd notion of being able to see the moon's curvature in the fading light dogged him. It had to be the head injury.

      He'd gotten too cocky. Just that last bit of intel, the one to satisfy his curiosity, to be certain he'd turned over all the slimy rocks, and now he was paying for it. Mansour, you're an idiot.

      His hands hit vegetation that sent searing, stinging pain from his fingertips to his shoulders. He jerked them back with a sharp cry. Wonderful. This was where his notorious career as a data swashbuckler ended. Curled up on his side in the swiftly cooling, thin-aired night, he felt consciousness slipping and wondered if the light in the distance was the one everyone said appeared when you died. He always thought that was a container full of crap, but either way, he was about to find out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Some Aleph storms moved faster than others. Dagan's moons all had odd atmospheric tendencies, but only Aleph had the added bonus of frequent ball lightning storms, an astro-meteorologist's dream.

      Or nightmare.

      Gel tapped at his monitors in frenetic succession, trying to keep ahead of the storm. This one barreled in from the west, one of the low, concentrated clusters that promised spectacular data before sunrise. Another pair of hands would have sped the process, but he had refused all of the university's offers of new assistants since Julie died. His colleagues suggested, in veiled and sometimes condescending ways, that he did so because he had loved her. Ridiculous. They would have realized it had they known him in anything but a superficial way, but she was a good kid, a better assistant, and that achingly rare commodity for him—a friend.

      All the cameras and collectors returned positive pings up and down his lightning bait lines, the long strips of iron running in weaves and loops outside his insulated work cabin. Happy green blips for all his machine friends, amber yellow for the approaching storm, blue for…

      Blue? What had he set up to show blue? It had been so long… oh, God, there's someone out there.

      Who could possibly be on his isolated, forgotten moon? He hadn't received any messages from the Judiciary outpost and it wasn't their routine patrol time. The university wasn't due to send anyone, not even the courier with his bimonthly supply shipment.

      The blue blip's safety margin shrunk every moment. It wasn't moving.

      Hell and damnation. I'm no hero. I'm the opposite of hero. I don't want anyone to see me. Ever again.

      But there was a person out there, a living, (he hoped) breathing, reasoning being. The rover had a polyceramic frame supported on fat rubber tires, reasonably lightning-proof. No chance he could outrun the storm, not the outriders, but given the lightning's unpredictable behavior, the probability of the person's survival was far higher if he at least made the effort at a rescue.

      He berated himself for cowardice and flung himself from his console chair to snatch up boots and respirators. Breathless, heart slamming against his breastbone, he raced to the vehicle shed attached to his cabin. Lights followed him through the hall and into the shed. He hit the rover's seat hard and the awkward thing whirred to life when the outline of his body registered. The bay door hummed open, thickly insulated plasticrete, as lightning-repellent as doors could be.

      The bone-deep chill of Aleph's night hit through the thermafilm of the driver's pod. Even if the storm didn't catch up to the poor soul marooned out there, the cold would kill him before two full turns of the chronometer. Gel had no idea why he assumed the blue blip would be male. Perhaps it was some wistful, tattered hope.

      The blip stayed obligingly still on his tracking as the rover trundled and padded over rock formations on its modified stilt struts. At least it wasn't the other season. Julie had named Aleph's two seasons Wildfire and Mildew. The wet season brought a special kind of misery, constant damp and chill, but the dry season was the more dangerous. Ball lightning and bone-dry vegetation did not a human-friendly combination make.

      There… The headlamps picked out lighter patches on the black Alephian ground, a crumpled life pod and a little farther on, a much smaller crumpled form. Gel's blip was not only human and in obvious difficulty, but also sprawled at the edge of a patch of trichome pseudovaricella. He heaved a long sigh. It was possible the man had some astounding instincts and hadn't touched the stinging plant, but he doubted it. His luck had never run that way.

      He checked the levels on his own respirator and on the spare before exiting the pod, his heart hammering a strange tarantella. Was he more terrified of finding the man dead or alive? Yes, to both. I could just call this in, have the troopers pick up the body.

      Shame flooded through him, his face hot despite the evening chill. He had strayed dangerously far from humanity if he could even entertain such thoughts. The man—yes, it was a man—breathed still, fingers twitching as if he tried to type some last, desperate message on the ground. Gel rolled him away from the plants and the man's beauty struck him hard enough to make his eyes sting. Perfect coffee-and-cream skin covered equally perfect features, the high cheekbones, the long, straight nose, and the strong, tapered jaw. Such breathtaking beauty should have been exempt from the ravages of Aleph, but the universe loved such terrible ironies.

      My poor foundling. I'm so damn sorry. He quickly clamped down on his growing horror, unwilling to think about what would happen in the next few days, and slipped the respirator over the man's face. He coughed and moaned, reviving enough to open dazed eyes as the extra oxygen hit his bloodstream.

      "Stay still," Gel murmured. "I need to see how badly you're hurt."

      He didn't mind the man looking at him now. Between the respirator and the jacket hood, his face remained obscured, and the man didn't appear properly conscious. Later, inside the cabin, he would have to hide his face. Even if the man didn't live, he couldn't stand the pity and horror.

      The man's left foot sat at an odd angle, ankle most likely broken, and he bled from a gash on his scalp. Otherwise, he seemed whole, another tragedy since it might not last long. How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable seem to me all the uses of this world…

      "Not the appropriate time for Hamlet," he chided himself as he slid the gel splint over his foundling's ankle and pulled the tab. One polymer shot into another to form a hard, immobilizing, temporary cast. "Easy now. I need to move you. This won't be comfortable."

      All the field rescue drills returned, muscle memory taking over where his brain might have faltered. He draped the man's compact frame over his shoulders, grateful his foundling wasn't overweight or absurdly tall. Hard to say accurately, but Gel estimated the man was a few centimeters off his own two meters and a few kilos short of his eighty-five.

      His heart sank when he eased the man onto the passenger seat. The red blotches had already appeared on his hands. He had touched the plants. The disease would spread with frightening speed.

      Jaw clenched, he directed the rover to head home at all possible speed, outracing the storm. This time, he wasn't sick and raving out of his head. This time, he wouldn't lose someone to the damn disease as he had Julie.
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      Rhodi woke to a sea of pain. His eyelids wouldn't open all the way, as if someone had punched his lights out. Both of them. He was… where? Not outside. His lungs struggled, but he pulled in warm, fully oxygenated air. He lay half-reclined on a bed, the head presumably raised to help him breathe. His clothes had vanished and he fought a moment's panic. All right, so he didn't have immediate control of the data chip but it

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/pilot2.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/pilot1.jpg





OEBPS/images/a-matter-of-faces.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo2.jpg





