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To My Children, Scott and Kate,

Who Stood by Me

In A Time of Great Need

 


 



The woman sat, half-naked, shivering
in the cold, sterile air of the lunar habitat.

 


She sat, legs crossed, finger poised on the
trigger of her automatic pistol. Her gaze was fixed, her hand
steady. The barrel of the snub-nosed weapon was pressed firmly
against the taut flesh of her right temple, its metal rim carving
out a round indentation in her throbbing, tension-filled skin.

 


The woman had a wild look in her eyes.
Flaming red hair. Strong, muscular arms. Savage, feral eyes.
Bone-handled hunting knife sheathed at her waist. Tattoo of a
rising Phoenix splayed in full color across her neck, shoulder, and
upper arm.

 


This was not the first time the woman had
been here, in this desolate place, on the cusp of ending her life
with a bullet to the head.

 


But, would this be the day, the day when she
finally did it, the day when she finally pulled the trigger and
ended it all?

 


She found that it took a lot of nerve to end
one’s life, more than she cared to admit. Each time before, when
the gun had been in her hand pressed up against the side of her
head, doubts had crept in.

 


Was this really how she wanted to end it? Or
would she be leaving behind unfinished business?

 


No, not yet!
she suddenly thought, relaxing her trigger
finger. First, make them pay! First, make
the bloody bastards pay!

 


That’s when she decided
— Revenge first, suicide
after.

 


Once she had her revenge, then she could
dictate the terms of her own demise and finally put an end to her
wretched life.

 


But, revenge first
. . . .


CHAPTER ONE

 


Day One, 1400 hours

 


Chief Engineer Clay Flynn was in the married
quarters, a place he had no business being, not at this time of
day, not without a guest pass in his hand or a work order in his
pocket. Being in bed with this woman could only court trouble. — It
had once before.

 


Rules were important. They kept order. They
helped prevent accidents and they kept people safe.

 


Rules were meant to be obeyed, not flaunted.
Yet, every time the two of them slipped beneath the sheets and went
one on one behind closed doors, Chief Clay Flynn was breaking one
of the moonbase’s strictest rules of all, the rule against a male
officer fraternizing with another man’s wife.

 


Rules were written for a purpose. They were
written for a purpose by exacting people with orderly minds. Every
accident produced a new rule or procedure designed to prevent the
same accident from happening again. Every mishap. Every death.
Every dismemberment. Every near miss. Every work stoppage. Every
air leak. Every severe burn.

 


Living and working in space was dangerous.
Aside from the inherent risks attendant to close confinement, space
could kill a man in a thousand different ways. Radiation.
Micrometeorites. Loss of cabin pressure. Ruptured fuel tanks.
Oxygen deprivation. Carbon-dioxide poisoning. Dehydration.
Starvation. Extreme cold. Extreme heat. Micro-gravity. Loss of
power. Unseen hazards.

 


Confinement to a space hab, even one as large
as this one, brought with it a unique set of problems. More
problems meant more rules. Strict adherence to a twenty-four-hour
clock. Three eight-hour shifts. Mandatory exercise periods. Limits
on alcohol consumption. Regimented activities. Psychological
testing. Command structure, even for the civilian population.
Prohibitions against fraternizing. Single men were not to consort
with married women, nor single women with married men. The casual
mores of Earth had no place in this tightly controlled bubble.

 


Chief Engineer Clay Flynn
rolled over in the bedsheets and stared at the mottled
ceiling. What was it about this woman
anyway?

 


Ouida was attractive, of that there was
little doubt. Some might even say the woman was fetching.

 


But good looks were hardly
enough of a reason, not for him to risk so much, not for him to
break so many rules just to be with her. Ouida was married; he was
the hab’s chief engineer, a senior officer in the facility’s
command structure. What was it about this
woman anyway?

 


Availability. That was the short answer. In a
place as remote as this one, the moonbase, any woman who signaled
her availability by whatever means, regardless of age, social
status, or looks, was bound to attract takers. As always and
forever, men were dogs, women were kibble.

 


But with this woman the magnetic attraction
was more than simple availability. It had to be. He was a senior
officer. She was one of the more qualified medical officers
on-station. He had a lot to lose if they were found out. So did
she. There would be hell to pay, a censure at least.

 


Ouida Baldwin was one smart and beautiful
woman. Plus, the two of them had history. Back in the day, ten
years ago, seventy-two torrid hours that began in a zero-g room
aboard the space station. She was in the service, finishing medical
school on the military’s dime. He had just graduated from the
Academy near the top of his class. A tragic accident had brought
them together. But, for three glorious days, the length of her
leave, they had been unable to keep their hands off one another.
Then, a decade later, wonder of wonders, they met up again for a
second time, here at the hab. By then she was on her second
marriage trying to bring up a boy from her first.

 


Flynn pushed aside the bedsheets now and
caressed her hair. “I have to go,” he said quietly, admiring her
tattoo.

 


“Just like the old days, Flynn. Cum and go.
Do the deed and leave.”

 


“Crudely put.”

 


“But true.”

 


He shook his head. “You want we should be
found out by Doyle?”

 


“Oh, I think Doyle already knows.”

 


Flynn sat bolt upright in bed. “Don’t play
games with me, Ouida. You want I should lose my job?”

 


“Even Hanrahan isn’t stupid enough to fire
his senior engineer over some mislaid sperm and an unauthorized
lay.”

 


“Don’t be so sure. Our Mr. Winston Hanrahan
prides himself on establishing a reputation as a hard case. He
would like nothing better than to make an example of me, of us. We
could help him make his bones as the new commandant.”

 


“The man is going to cashier his best surgeon
and most senior moon engineer just to make his bones? I seriously
doubt that,” Ouida said, pulling the sheets up over her breasts.
“Six months here on this rock will smooth out the man’s rough
edges.”

 


“Your husband can make trouble for us.”

 


“You should have thought of that before you
unzipped your trousers. Besides, Doyle is too busy stümping Nora
Goldman to be jealous of my afternoon workout.”

 


Flynn was just about to
answer her, when there was a loud — Bang! — from somewhere down the
corridor or perhaps the next module over. Sound traveled a great
distance in the culvert-like corridors.

 


Suddenly, the direction of airflow in the
room changed. Chief Flynn felt it in the whiskers of his unshaven
face. The slight fluctuation in cabin pressure presented as an
outward force against his inner ear.

 


He swallowed hard, tried to neutralize the
pressure imbalance in his eustachian tubes. Then he heard it, the
faint whistling of rushing air as it was sucked out of the room and
into the network of corridors beyond.

 


“Shit. I know that sound,” he said, his face
darkening. The pressure inside his eardrums became more
pronounced.

 


Then came a resounding bang as the first in a
series of heavy compression doors clamped shut, one after the other
in rapid succession.

 


“The pressure doors are closing,” Flynn said
in an urgent panic. He launched himself from the bed in the general
direction of his clothes.

 


“What does that mean?” Ouida asked, wide-eyed
with fear.

 


“What that means is that there has been an
accident somewhere in the hab.”

 


“Oh, my God. My son Adam is at the learning
center with the rest of the young people. School lessons, then
calisthenics, then some sort of vid.”

 


“The explosion didn’t come from that
direction.”

 


“Explosion?”

 


“Too loud to have been much of anything
else,” Flynn said. “Besides, it came from the opposite direction.
Near the waste treatment plant, perhaps. Or down in the area of
Lava Tube One somewhere. I need to get over to that side of the hab
right away. You need to round up Doc Runyon and the rest of the
medicos and get up to the infirmary. If there’s been an accident,
there are bound to be casualties. You folks need to be prepared for
incoming.”

 


Flynn slipped on his pants. His beeper
chirped urgently. “They are already paging me. I have to go, Ouida.
I have to investigate.”

 


“I’m not going to the infirmary with Doc
Runyon or anybody else until I’ve first had a chance to check on my
son,” she said, hastily pulling on her scrubs. “Once I know that
Adam’s okay, then I’ll go to the med.”

 


“Forget about Adam. The boy is okay. Do as I
say. Track down Runyon. Get to the med right away.”

 


Flynn’s rushed movements were awkward in
one-sixth-g. He dressed and was in the corridor. Red emergency
lights were flashing in both directions. Audible alarms were
ringing. Ouida was now sobbing in the background.

 


“Since when do I take orders from you?” she
cried. “Adam first. Then the infirmary.”

 


“Pull it together, woman!” he shouted from
beyond the doorway. Handholds in the corridor helped him move
swiftly along.

 


Flynn turned right and strode rapidly down
the passageway in the general direction of the recycling and waste
treatment facility. He shouted back to her as he ran.

 


“If you have to go to the activity center,
then be quick about it. Go there; pick up your boy; then straight
to the medical center.”

 


Then Flynn was gone, a serious man facing a
serious situation.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Day One, 1410 hours

 


“The pressure doors close automatically,” Lou
Santini said. “That is just a fact of life.”

 


Lou Santini was Chief Flynn’s top tech.
Santini was an older man, older than Flynn anyway, highly
intelligent and with hundreds of hours on the job. Lou Santini
possessed a litany of skills and was considered by most to be well
briefed on virtually every hab subsystem — production and storage
of electrical power, comm, solid and liquid waste treatment and
recycling, heating and cooling systems, crater ice processing, farm
irrigation, pumps and filtration.

 


Santini continued in his instructive way. “It
is a longstanding safety measure. The pressure doors close
automatically. That protects the integrity of the rest of the
facility against catastrophic blow-in. If the sensors measure more
than a one-eighth-pound change in air pressure, the doors shut
tight. They will not reopen automatically. It has to be done
manually, either from a panel beside the door or else remotely from
the Command Center.”

 


“So, what are we looking at here, Lou?” Chief
Flynn asked, as they both squeezed into the tiny control booth on
the third level. Office space was at a premium inside the hab. “A
major breach in Tunnel One?”

 


“Take a look at the schematics on the upper
screen,” Santini said, pointing.

 


Flynn drew closer and squinted at the screen.
“Make this bigger, will you? Picture’s too small for old eyes.”

 


Santini nodded and enlarged the image as he
explained. “Tunnel One runs underground from the rim of the GAPS
Crater, past a series of pressure doors and into Node A. Node A is
arguably the most important of the five lunar nodes. It connects
tunnels leading to waste processing, the married quarters, comm,
water processing and . . . ”

 


“Yeah, I get it, Lou. We lose Node A, we lose
everything, the entire hab.”

 


“Yep. That is about the size of it, Chief.
The breach is in the terminus section of Tunnel One. That’s the
section closest to the surface exit at the rim of the Gravity
Assist Power Station Crater.”

 


“Lou, I think what you’re trying to tell me
is that forcing our way into the tunnel from the rim side of the
Crater is particularly dangerous. The terminus is the oldest
section of tunnel, isn’t it? I mean besides the lava tube.”

 


Lou Santini looked up and nodded quietly. He
had but four months remaining on his current contract. As soon as
he clocked out on his last day, Santini’s plan was to go see the
Paymaster, collect his bonus, then raise anchor for home. He had
been setting aside money for a while now and had banked more than
enough to afford a six-month leave of absence, time he could use to
try and patch things up with his daughter. Money bought freedom.
After all, nobody in his right mind signed on to work at the
moonbase unless it was for the money. Certainly not for the
beautiful scenery or a chance to go hiking or sport fishing. Those
were earthly pursuits. Prestige, yes. Line on a resume, yes. Great
fun, no.

 


“Do we think anyone was in that section of
tunnel at the time of the rupture?” Flynn asked.

 


Santini nodded again. A sad look filled his
eyes.

 


“Do I want to know?”

 


“No, Chief. You do not want to know.”

 


“Tell me anyway.” Flynn leaned back against
the poly-cement wall of the control room. The concrete walls were
cold to the touch, as they always were. Such was life inside a
metal can surrounded by porous rock and lined with ceramic
concrete. Cold walls. Flash-frozen sterility. Bone-crushing
darkness. Mind-numbing boredom. — Except, of course, for today.

 


“It is possible that there are — were — two
children trapped in that last section of tunnel,” Santini said. In
his estimation, the Moon was no place for children, and never would
be. Too damn dangerous. He had argued against it at every turn. But
the answer from the higherups had always been the same. Skilled
scientists often came with baggage — children and wives — baggage
that could not be left behind for long stretches of time, certainly
not for months or years. In the eyes of the company, children were
a necessary evil.

 


“Christ! Children? That is the worst possible
news.”

 


“Indeed. Doyle and Ouida Baldwin’s boy —
Adam. Also, Nora Goldman’s daughter. The girl’s name escapes
me.”

 


“Kyra,” Flynn exclaimed. “The Goldman girl’s
name is Kyra.”

 


“The two missing children were at the
activity center along with the other youngsters. Fourteen children
in all. Various ages. The counselors took the lot of them on a
field trip to the waste treatment center.”

 


“Field trip? What the hell?”

 


“You approved it,” Lou Santini said
defensively.

 


“I did?”

 


“Yes, I have your signature right here on the
form. Tour of Waste Treatment Plant on a date to be determined.
Approved by you. The missing children must have wandered off the
tour without the counselors noticing.”

 


“Bloody hell. I did approve that tour. I just
didn’t make the connection. The counselors assured me there would
be adequate adult supervision. Sarena something or other.”

 


“Lopez. Sarena Lopez. That is the name on the
form,” Santini said, pointing.

 


“Shit . . . and Ouida Baldwin’s boy is one of
the missing? . . . Have the parents been notified? . . . Are we
even sure the children were in that section of tunnel when it
blew?”

 


“Pulling up vid now,” Santini said. “As it
happens, the supervisors are notifying the parents as we
speak.”

 


“Run the vid,” Flynn ordered.

 


The small computer room suddenly felt
uncomfortably warm and crowded, though it was just the two of them.
Flynn was stone-faced. Three years ago, he had left his post at
Field Station Six because of the constant danger and turmoil. This
place was supposed to be more serene, a good place to add luster to
an already impressive resume, perhaps wind down a long career,
while also taking home a darn good paycheck.

 


Lou Santini touched an icon on the screen,
slid it aside, adjusted two settings, tapped the screen. “This is
four minutes prior to the explosion.”

 


“We know for certain, now, that this was an
explosion?” Chief Flynn asked his number two. “Do we have any
shrapnel? A bomb casing? Explosive residue? Confirmation of a
propellant? Do we have any concrete evidence whatsoever?”

 


“Nothing concrete, no.” Santini said it like
a little boy taken to the woodshed by his father.

 


“Then let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Lou.
Until we know different, call it an event. Or call it an anomaly.
Call it any damn thing you want. But do not call it an explosion.
Next thing we know, panic will set in and the residents will be
talking nonstop about terrorists.”

 


“Roger that,” Lou Santini said. “Like I was
saying, this is the tape approximately four minutes prior to the .
. . event. Tunnel cams are motion sensitive. They start recording
anytime there is movement within its range. The cams are also
auto-tracking. They follow the movements of whatever woke them up
to begin with.”

 


Santini continued. “Now
watch carefully. The cams show two children entering that section
of tunnel at three minutes fifty-two seconds prior to the event.
That’s Adam on the left, Kyra on the right. The camera tracks their
movements for about two minutes thirty. They laugh, play some
little peekaboo game, engage in some harmless horseplay. Then Kyra
points to something out of range of the cam and they trot off in
that direction. Seventy-two seconds later — Bam! — lights out. We never see them
on camera again. Whatever caused the . . . event . . . took out the
cams as well.”

 


“So, we don’t know for certain whether or not
the kids even survived the event,” Flynn said flatly. “How can we
be certain that the two of them are even still alive?”

 


“We can’t. All we know for certain is that
the two children entered that section of tunnel.”

 


“What was she pointing at, do you think?”

 


“I’m having one of my people pull up blues of
that section of tunnel,” Santini said. “Maybe you and I can figure
that one out for ourselves.”

 


“Damn. This is the Kobayashi Maru.”

 


“Chief?”

 


“The Kobayashi Maru. The no-win
scenario.”

 


“Sorry, but I do not follow.”

 


“Ancient science fiction. But do the math,
Lou. Say we mount a rescue effort. Say we suit up people and send
them out there? Say we risk more lives, perform some heroic act.
What are the odds? Do we dare make a concerted effort to rescue two
children who are almost certainly dead already?”

 


“Odds be damned, Boss. There is absolutely no
math to do here. We have no choice but to try and save them. People
will expect us to try. They are children, for God’s sake, children
of colonists.”

 


“I thought you hated children?”

 


“Don’t hate them, Chief. Got one of my own.
Just think the moon is no place for folks too young to properly
assess the risks. By definition, that means all little ones. The
dangers are many, the risks far too great. All the same — we have
to try and save the little bastards.”

 


“And try we will. But make no mistake about
it, Lou. This rescue op we’re cooking up is an extreme longshot. No
one survives a sudden decompression event like that, not without a
pressure suit. The human body is too fragile. Explosive devices
cause devastating compressive forces. Highly compressed air has the
force of a rock-hard battering ram. It breaks bodies, shatters
windows, busts concrete.”

 


“Please don’t tell me we are going to stand
by and do nothing,” Santini entreated.

 


“No, we are not,” Chief Flynn said as he
started issuing orders. “I need a minimum of four men in pressure
suits, two teams of two men each. I need a rover with full charge
standing by, plus a driver and a medic with full kit. Kick it into
gear, Lou. Let’s make this happen. Like pronto.”

 


Lou was scribbling notes on
his handheld e-pad as fast as he could. Chief Flynn continued. “Get
a sealant bot on the rim of the GAPS Crater. Arm the bot with a
comm package. Also, software protocols epsilon and mu. Set the bot on auto-roll until
it locates the source of the breach. Then have the bot drop the
comm package into the hole, lay a sealant patch in place, and glue
the hole shut with a poly-aluminum cap. As soon as the comm package
is in the hole, get me a live feed on this screen so I can see what
the hell is going on in there. Move, move, move!”

 


Clay Flynn already had a bad feeling in the
pit of his stomach about the outcome of this effort. The words of
doubt didn’t leak out of his mouth. But he thought them
nonetheless.

 


A new voice broke in upon his thoughts. It
was one of the team captains from the volunteer Rapid Response
Force, a young man from Santini’s department, Junior Mate
Gunderson.

 


“Chief Flynn. I have both mothers here in the
Command Center with me, both of them. Nora Goldman and Ouida
Baldwin. There won’t be a moment’s peace with these two women
unless we can give them some answers. Do we have any to give?”

 


“On-screen please, Gunderson. One mother at a
time. Nora Goldman first. Private feed.”

 


There was some movement in the background,
then a tear-filled woman’s face filled the screen.

 


“Nora?”

 


“Chief?”

 


“I wish I had better news.”

 


“Is my Kyra dead?”

 


“Nora, the honest to God truth is that I
simply do not know. But you and Mitch have to prepare yourselves
for that possibility, just in case. The cameras show the kids
entering that section of Tunnel One. After that, we just don’t
know. We have men and bots on the way. But it will take time.”

 


“How much time?”

 


“Hours.”

 


“They don’t have hours, Chief.”

 


“I know that, Nora, I
really do. We are moving just as fast as we can.
Allegro. At a quick and
lively pace. Just like we practice most nights in our jam
sessions. Allegro.”

 


“The Clay Pigeons?”

 


“You’re a mad hatter on that electric banjo,”
Flynn remarked with some amusement. “Truly you are.”

 


Nora laughed, and the tension was broken.
“Not a banjo, a guitar.”

 


“Thanks for clearing that up,” Flynn said.
“Now can you please put Ouida Baldwin on? Private feed, if you
don’t mind.”

 


The tear-filled face left the screen a bit
more relaxed than before. A door opened and shut in the background.
Then another face, not tear-filled but creased with worry.

 


“Are we on private feed?” he asked.

 


“Yes.” Ouida choked out the words.

 


“I am not entirely sure what to say here,
Ouida. You and I are . . . well, you know what we are, what we once
were. We are lovers and Adam is your son.”

 


“He is yours too, you know.”

 


“He? Who? Just what are you saying here?”
Flynn stammered. He could feel the blood in his head begin to
throb.

 


“Adam is your son.”

 


“Since when is Adam my son? . . . What in
blinking blazes are you talking about? . . . How is that even
possible? . . . I always thought that in zero-g, one couldn’t get
in a family way . . . And why in bloody hell are you sharing this
with me now? . . . Just so that I’ll conduct a more thorough search
and rescue effort? Is that what you’re after?”

 


Ouida began to weep. The tears seemed
manufactured. “Ten years ago . . . when you and I were together . .
. that night . . . those days . . . I was already pregnant by the
time we broke up and went our separate ways.”

 


Chief Flynn sat in front of the screen, mouth
agape. “Ouida . . . why didn’t you tell me?

 


Before she could answer, Lou Santini charged
back into the small room. “Sorry to barge in, Chief. But this is
important. I have news.”

 


“News? What news?” Flynn barked.

 


Then he turned back to the screen. “I have to
go, Ouida. We will talk again later. In the meantime, one of my
people will get back to you with any developments. Flynn out.”

 


Flynn abruptly disconnected the feed and
turned back to Santini. “This better be important, Lou. What have
you got?”

 


“I was just looking at the blueprints and I
may have found something.”

 


“Damn it, man, are you going to tell me or
not?” Flynn roared.

 


“This is ancient history, Chief. But if I’m
reading this blue right, it’s something that dates back well before
your time or even mine. Remember when we last saw Kyra on tape, she
was pointing into the distance towards the crater airlock?”

 


“Yes, do go on. You have my attention.”

 


“I was looking at blueprints that date to
when the original astronaut team bored that first section of
tunnel. What about the pressure closet?”

 


“I’m sorry, Lou, but I don’t know what the
hell you are talking about.”

 


“The pressure closet. It is an old side
tunnel the original colonists burrowed into the regolith after the
ceilings of the lava tube section were reinforced. This was still
years before the current base was built, about the same time the
cyclotron was dug. The folks back in those days used the pressure
closet for storing supplies, dry goods and such. It is pressurized
and to this day should still have an earth-normal atmosphere
inside.”

 


“And you think this is what Kyra was pointing
at?” Flynn asked. “The bulkhead door leading into that side tunnel?
How would she even have known about that side tunnel, much less
have the proper access code to open the pressure door? That is
assuming the door even still opens after all this time.”

 


Santini went on. “If I remember my history
correctly, all the original tunnels were lined with concrete and a
lead-regolith amalgam, even the inner surface of the lava tubes.
The idea was to shield the tunnels against cosmic rays and solar
radiation.”

 


“So much the better.”

 


“No. So much the worse. A lead lining would
mean that the children’s thermal signature will be damn near
impossible for us to detect with even our best instruments.”

 


Chief Flynn fell silent, trying to
recalculate their odds for success. Then he spoke:

 


“Can you tell from these blueprints whether
or not there is an intercom feed into that side tunnel? Quickly
now. Check the blues. Check the computer databanks. This is all
quite troubling. How the hell would Kyra even have known about a
side tunnel?”

 


Santini took a long moment to study the
blueprints. “I don’t see anything here about a comm system inside
that room. For all we know, the intercom was installed much
later.”

 


“Check the computer.”

 


Santini nodded his head and turned to the
terminal. He enunciated each command slowly and deliberately.

 


“Computer . . . File search . . . Primary
intercom system . . . Quadrant 1.1B . . . Pull up vid and
sound.”

 


A millisecond later, the input screen was
spun-up and working. “I think we now have a live feed,” Santini
said. “We’re up, Chief. No buttons to press. Simply talk into the
mic.”

 


There was an explosion of sound the instant
the system went live.

 


“Help! Help! Get us out of here. Would
someone please help us? We are trapped.” It was a young girl’s
voice. She sounded desperate, her voice cracking with emotion.

 


Flynn spoke into the mic in low even tones.
“Settle down, Kyra. We know where the two of you are. We know
exactly, and we are coming to get you. It won’t be long, maybe an
hour, two at the most. Please try to be patient. Both of you. We
are coming.”

 


“Oh, oh, thank you, mister, for saving us. We
don’t have much light and Adam is hurt. He banged his head against
the wall when the explosion . . . ” She started to cry softly.

 


“Be patient, sweetheart. We are coming to get
you, fast as we can. How badly is Adam hurt?”

 


Flynn turned to Lou. “They have light in
there?”

 


“Probably emergency lighting. It likely runs
off a battery, one of those old chemical batteries. The juice isn’t
going to last long, maybe an hour or two, less if the battery has
leaked reactant.”

 


“Then we must hurry. Get those men into
pressure suits and onto the rover and down to the crater rim.
Quickly! I am going down there myself. Someone needs to stay here
and keep talking with the children over the comm. We need to keep
them as calm as we possibly can.”

 


There was activity in the corridor outside
the control booth. A young lady, perhaps twenty years of age,
stepped forward now from the corridor. “Sir, if you will permit me,
I can handle a mic. I can keep the youngsters calm.”

 


“And you are?”

 


“Sarena Lopez. One of the counselors from the
activity center. Those two children are still my
responsibility.”

 


Chief Flynn frowned. “Don’t be surprised,
young lady, if the new commandant — Hanrahan — doesn’t send you
packing once this whole damn thing is over. What the hell were you
thinking, letting two children you are responsible for out of your
sight?”

 


“Well . . . I . . . ”

 


“Do you even know how many different ways
this is complete fubar? Do you know how many different ways a
little kid can get himself killed in this place?”

 


“Fubar?”

 


“Military slang. Fucked Up Beyond All
Recognition. You, my young lady, are the one who fucked things
up.”

 


“Please. I am begging you. Give me a chance
to make this right, to fix things. At least allow me to help.”

 


“Fix things? I hardly think so, Sarena. Until
I can get an adequate explanation of how these two kids wandered
off your field trip without you even knowing, consider yourself
suspended. But, yes, for the moment, you can indeed help. Sit your
ass down here and man the mic until I send someone to relieve you.
Keep those two children calm,” Flynn said as he turned away to
speak with Santini and the others who had gathered at the doorway.
They were all eager to help.

 


“I need a pressure suit, Lou. I’m going down
there to the site of the — what did we decide to call it? — oh,
yes, an event. I am going down to the site of the event myself. But
I need you to stay up here and run overwatch while I’m gone.”

 


“No way, Chief. I want to be on the scene,
same as you.”

 


“You’re the best tech I have, Lou. I need you
to remain here at the Command Center and run things. I can read a
blue as well as the next man.” Flynn pointed. “That old tunnel had
an overhead pressure hatch. It led from the surface down into that
storage area where the kids are trapped. Does your database show
any emergency pressure suits in that chamber? It would normally be
the case.”

 


“Let me check.”

 


Flynn continued to converse as he stepped
into his Mag 10 pressure suit. The suits hung on the wall, zipped
open, so a man could step backwards into the one assigned to him
and zip up quickly. The suits were personalized and sized to fit a
man snugly. The helmets hung on separate hooks beside each
spacesuit.

 


In the background, as he dressed, he could
hear Lopez talking to Kyra over the mic. “Don’t cry, sweetheart.
Are you hurt?”

 


“No,” the child said softly.

 


“Do you have anything you can use as a
bandage for Adam’s head?” Sarena inquired softly.

 


“What do you mean bandage?” the child
burbled.

 


“Maybe tear off a corner from your tee-shirt?
No, better still, use one of your socks. It will make a perfect
compress.”

 


“But my socks are dirty,” Kyra
complained.

 


“It will be okay,” Sarena assured her. “Take
off one of your socks and press it gently against the bloody area
on Adam’s head. Have him hold the sock in place. The bleeding will
soon stop . . . ”

 


Smart
girl, Flynn thought wryly, listening to
the exchange. As he listened to Sarena handle Adam’s first-aid long
distance, Flynn completed putting on his pressure suit and readied
himself to return to the job at hand.

 


“That overhead pressure hatch is a big
mother,” Flynn said, “big enough to lower KL-sized crates into the
hole. Back in the day, the space agency used those gigantic crates
to lower supplies and equipment down to the surface. Not so much
now, since we learned how to raise our own kibble.”

 


“Still checking on those emergency flight
suits, Chief.”

 


“I still don’t understand how those kids knew
to duck into that side tunnel for protection. They would have
needed a valid passcode to enter the pressure closet from Tunnel
One. Someone must have taught them how.”

 


Lou answered. “Sheer speculation here, Boss.
No facts whatsoever. But Mitch Goldman, Kyra’s father, heads the
Emergency Preparedness Team. The team does regular inspections of
every tunnel and lava tube on a weekly basis. He may have taken
Kyra along with him one day when he made his rounds, shown her how
to enter a passcode on the keypad. You know how dads are.”

 


“No, I actually do not. But I guess I will
learn soon enough.” The thought became a sentence and Flynn let
them both drift off into mid-air, as if they should never have been
said in the first place.

 


“Something I ought to know?”

 


“A story for another day perhaps,” Flynn
said. By this time, he had suited up and was ready to go. “Get
those kids in spacesuits if the equipment manifest comes up
positive. I would be willing to bet my stripes that a full
complement of suits is stored in there.”

 


“You ain’t got no stripes. But I do get your
meaning. What if there are no child-sized suits stored in the
locker?”

 


“Then improvise. Figure it out. Call me once
I’m inside the rover. I am out the door.”


CHAPTER THREE

 


Day One, 1440 hours

 


“Boss, I think I may have found a solution to
our problem.”

 


“Inventory manifest come up empty?” Chief
Clay Flynn asked, trying not to lose his grip on the rover’s roll
bar or bang his head against the metal frame of the eight-wheeled
cart while he spoke into the headset. A hands-free comm unit was
built into the Snoopy cap a man wore on his head inside his helmet
as part of his spacesuit gear.

 


But the connection was iffy. Flynn was in the
passenger seat and being bounced from side to side as the rover
made its way along the rocky rim of the GAPS Crater at high speed.
The two-man crew composed of him and the driver, Antoine LeClerq,
was headed toward the pressure hatch. The hatch opened from above
into the storage area below, where the two frightened children sat
huddled close together.

 


“Slow down!” Flynn ordered LeClerq. Given the
terrain, Antoine LeClerq was driving far too rapidly for Flynn’s
taste. “Damn it, man! You drive this rig like you play your bass
guitar. — Too damn fast!”

 


“No joy on the manifest, Chief,” Lou Santini
reported as LeClerq and Flynn bumped along. “According to our
records, at no time were suits of any size ever stored in that side
tunnel.”

 


“But you have already figured out a
workaround, haven’t you?” Flynn chortled. “Is that what you’re
trying to tell me? No good trying to deny it, Lou. I know how your
mind works.”

 


“My solution ain’t foolproof, Chief. In fact,
it is untried and rather experimental. I only mention it as a last
resort.”

 


“Is this the good news you are giving me now,
or the bad?” The rover was slowing to a crawl as they neared the
map coordinates for the pressure hatch. Despite the accuracy
conferred by the lunar positioning satellite overhead — the
so-called LPS — the exact location of the pressure hatch might
still be difficult for the two men to pinpoint. They didn’t need
Santini to remind them that the hatch would likely be at least
partially buried beneath a layer of regolith dust. The moon’s
surface was a gray carpet of corrosive dust.

 


“Not good news, not bad news — the only news.
The way I see it, Chief, we have only one way to get those kids out
of that hole alive. What I am about to suggest is our one and only
shot.”

 


“Then we best not cock this thing up, Lou.
When you say untried and experimental, what are we talking about
here?”

 


“The docking collar, along with a pressure
tent.”

 


“I thought that contraption was still in the
testing stage? I thought the docking collar and pressure tent
arrangement had not yet been approved for general use by the Space
Council?” With the rover slowed to a crawl, it was easier for the
two of them to converse.

 


“I take it you are not current on your
technical reading.”

 


“I guess not,” Chief Flynn permitted. “But
cut me some slack, would you? I may not be as blinking smart as you
are, but my doctorate in A.S. ought to count for something. And
let’s not forget I have worked on one or two experimental gizmos in
the past. You know that, right?”

 


“Yeah? Like what?”

 


“Jumpships. Lightcraft. That sort of thing. I
did a stint at Field Station Six.”

 


“Then you can appreciate the risks of working
with something still in the testing stage,” Lou Santini said.

 


“I have seen one accident too many in my
time,” Flynn observed.

 


“So, is that degree in A.S. engineering or
A.S.S. engineering?”

 


“You know exactly what it is in, Lou — Astro
Space Engineering. Now get serious. Do you honestly think this
unproven tech of yours can be made to work or not?”

 


“I think so. — Maybe.”

 


“You aren’t inspiring much confidence here,
Lou. How is this docking collar thing supposed to work?”

 


Santini explained. “Step One is to first
place the hard rubber collar around the circumference of the closed
hatch. You will need three, maybe four men working together to make
this happen. Fix the collar in place with a reactive mixture of
accelerant and molten glue adhesive. Inflate a poly tent over the
collar and pump in a tank or two of compressed air. If you pump in
enough air, you will create an overpressure condition inside the
tent and above the pressure hatch. This way, when you unseal the
hatch from the outside, compressed air will be forced down into the
hole, instead of being evacuated into space.”

 


“Okay, I see now where you are going with
this. But poly tent or no poly tent, the kids will still need to be
wearing pressure suits when they come out of that hole.”

 


“Already thought of that, Chief. The
children’s suits have been collected and are on their way to you
courtesy of the boy’s father, Doyle Baldwin. Five minutes tops to
your location.”

 


“And how long for the collar?”

 


“I just got off the horn with some snot-nosed
kid named Phelps in the QM. He says the guys in Capital Equipment
are breaking their hump for you, Chief, so hold your water. Tent,
collar, and sealed barrels of adhesive are being loaded onto the
big rover as we speak. Best case? We are looking at a quarter of an
hour before they can reach you at the rim with Rover Two. Worst
case? I wouldn’t want to hazard a guess.”

 


“Roger that,” Flynn said. “The kids’ mothers
will need to be told. Leave out the part about this being
experimental and untried.”

 


“You want I should lie?” Santini asked as
LeClerq maneuvered the vehicle past a series of rock
outcroppings.

 


“No, I don’t want you to lie. Tell them the
truth. Only don’t tell them the whole truth. Tell the mothers that
four men — maybe more — are about to risk their lives on a
dangerous mission to try and save the lives of their children. Tell
them that in this form of rescue we have only one shot for success
and that there are absolutely no guarantees. Prepare them for the
worst without scaring the living crap out of them.”

 


“There is one more thing, Boss.”

 


“Isn’t there always?”

 


“Ouida Baldwin became hysterical after you
signed off with her twenty minutes ago. Doc Runyon had to shoot the
woman up with tranks to quiet her down. But the whole time, tranks
or not, she has been babbling on and on about Adam being your son,
not Doyle’s, and about some guy named Jaxson, who I have never
heard of.”

 


“Jesus H. Christ. When it rains, it
pours.”

 


“There is more rain to come.”

 


“Isn’t there always?”

 


“Doyle knows. He heard his wife say that you
are Adam’s father.”

 


Flynn grumbled something unintelligible into
his headset. It sounded like a swear word. “Oh, that’s just swell.
And now you’re telling me that Doyle is one of the men on their way
out here to meet me in Rover Two with a pair of junior-sized
spacesuits? Oh, this meet ought to be great fun.”

 


“Yes, great fun. At least we’ll have
something new and interesting to talk about the next time we get
the band together for a jam session.”

 


“My good man, how can you possibly think
about band practice at a time like this?”

 


“You would rather I’d not told you? Besides,
we promised the planning committee that the Clay Pots would provide
entertainment for next week’s community dance. We have to practice
sometime.”

 


“No, you did the right thing by telling me,
Lou. I’m not criticizing. Doyle did volunteer to bring me those
suits, didn’t he?”

 


“Now that you mention it, I think he did
volunteer without being asked. Seemed quite eager to help in any
way he could.”

 


“I will talk to you again after Rover Two
arrives. You’ll probably have to talk us through the collar
installation. Flynn out.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Day One, 1530 hours

 


“Stand back kids, we are going to blow the
hatch.”

 


Chief Flynn’s voice was crisp and clear as he
spoke over the headset to the two children still trapped in the
side tunnel underground. He didn’t want them to sense from his
voice the fear and dread he felt for them in his heart. This final
step was going to be the most dangerous step of all — and that was
even taking into account the terrible accident that had befallen
them not one hour ago. If the seals failed now, the two children
would surely die a most hideous death.

 


“Chief, we have to move quickly now,” Santini
said into his mouthpiece. He was still holed up inside the Command
Center. “When you crack open the hatch, the overpressure inside may
fall rapidly. Have your men prepared to pipe in more
breathable.”

 


“Roger that,” Flynn said, his voice brusque
and tired.

 


The last sixty minutes were mostly a blur
now, a frantic race against time. Those sixty minutes had begun
with a conversation between him and Lou Santini as the two rovers
closed on the rim of the GAPS Crater at flank speed. It went like
this:

 


“Now listen closely to my instructions,”
Santini said. “This is not going to be easy. The ring collar we
have given you is made from a type of rubber-poly amalgam with
threads of Zylon running throughout. The stuff is like Kevlar,
though the makeup of the materials isn’t important. What is
important for you to know is that the craggy thing is stiff and
quite unforgiving. Very tough stuff to move about without man and
machine working in concert.”

 


“Machine? What machine?”

 


“I thought I told you, Chief. To lower this
beast into place requires a crane.”

 


“And from where, pray tell, are we going to
get a crane?”

 


“The winch on the back of your rover. I am
sending you the details now,” Santini said. “Take a look at your
onboard screen.”

 


“I’m looking,” Flynn said, trying to focus.
“But we are bouncing around so badly here, it’s tough for me to
read. Tell me what I should be looking for.”

 


“Okay. Use the keypad. Key in software
protocol 7BQ. That’s Seven Bravo Quebec. I say again: Seven Bravo
Quebec. That protocol places the winch in crane mode. The crane
will take most of the weight.”

 


“Hold up a second, Lou. We are almost there.
LeClerq and I are pulling up to the site now. Call you back in
five, once we get situated.”

 


The rover rolled to a stop and the hydraulic
doors rolled slowly open. In the low gravity and deep cold, man and
machine moved slowly and awkwardly.

 


“Okay, Lou, we’re out of the rover with boots
on the ground. What next?”

 


“Keypad. Seven Bravo Quebec. Crane mode. The
docking collar is heavy. The crane will take most of the weight,
like I said. But it will
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