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      Lan Niu tightened her grip on the pair of twenty-five kilo dumbbells. She felt all the muscles in her forearms tighten. Her biceps and triceps were prone; ready to pump some iron. She took a deep breath in before blowing it right back out.

      She waited.

      From above her hairline, from within the tightly bound bun into which she had swept her sleek black hair, a single bead of sweat rolled down from her temple. It trickled down her cheek. Settled on the razor-sharp line of her chin. It clung on for several seconds.

      Then it dropped.

      The second she heard the minute splash on the mat below, she tensed every muscle in her body, turning her attention to the mass which needed to be lifted.

      The current task which needed to be completed.

      She managed ten repetitions before allowing the dumbbells to drop back onto the rubber grips of the spotter stand. A quiver ran across the surface of her body.

      She breathed in a shuddering breath, then exhaled.

      She rocked herself up into a sitting position.

      Then she glanced about her surroundings, to the gym, located on one of the lower floors of the employee residences known as the Basements.

      She was alone here; she was always alone at this time.

      That was the reason she picked this time at all.

      Everyone else would be going about their late-morning duties.

      Lan had made a point of assigning her gym time to this particular slot.

      She had realised, a long time ago, that she didn’t get along well with other people, and so she had taken the executive decision to keep herself apart from the herd. That was probably one of the reasons why she’d ended up on the Moon; why she’d ended up signing a contract with Celestial Stays. It was a way for her to get away from Earth; a way for her to get away from reality. A way for her to get away from her parents.

      She winced.

      It annoyed and surprised her in equal measure to realise that they still exercised a hold on her; that even up on the lunar surface they managed to affect her.

      Back home—if she could still call it that—back in Shanghai, her parents had brought her up with one aim, and one aim only. That when she hit the lower age limit for applications she would join the Republic of China Air Force—the ROCAF—and so follow in her mother and father’s footsteps.

      Her father had made Colonel, while her mother had one-upped him when she was promoted to Brigadier General. So the expectations placed on Lan were understandably high.

      However, when, at seventeen—and with a whole childhood in the Cadets behind her; and the whole weight of parental expectation resting on her shoulders—she had gone through the standard medical tests, as required for those wishing to join the ROCAF, she had been instantly rejected on medical grounds.

      She had what the examining medical officer had described as a ‘minor heart defect’.

      The worst part hadn’t been the actual moment when the medical officer had declared her Unfit for Service; the worst part had been the weeks—and months—which’d followed the failed medical test. How her parents had seemingly petitioned every last person they possibly could.

      Lan had even heard rumours that her mother and father had attempted to gain an audience with the President herself . . . but, assuming from the outcome, Lan’s non-acceptance into the ROCAF, they had been denied.

      It was all so clear in Lan’s mind, how she had entered a sort of purgatory. Since at that time, for the first time in her life, she had no schooling to attend to, she had made a point of getting out of the house for as much of the day as she could manage. She had found solace in the many libraries located around Shanghai, and she spent a good long while in the parks. Her favourite by far, and the one which she found herself constantly returning to, was Fuxing Park. Its French-style fountains, pavilions and placid lake had offered a moment’s peace from the hustle and bustle of the city. However, following further medical tests—the many strenuous examinations her parents put Lan through in a hopeless effort to get her accepted into the ROCAF—Lan had been cleared to continue exercising. And that was when she had discovered the gym.

      It seemed the largest turning point in her life. Lan at age seventeen had always been slightly underweight—somewhat weedy. And it was then, following the failed medical examination, that she had found a determination from somewhere within her to make a change; to transform into someone else entirely. To begin with it was clearly because she’d wanted to prove her parents wrong. She had wanted to show them that she didn’t need to walk the same path they had walked. That she could cut her own way through the foliage and find her own trail.

      But, soon enough, the gym had become something else to her; it had taken on an entirely different meaning. Because it was among the elaborate—heavy—equipment that Lan could force her mind somewhere else; that she could truly escape from her day-to-day responsibilities. That she could find out who she was for herself.

      Although her parents’ disappointment at her failing to join the ROCAF would never entirely be overcome, they were somewhat placated by Lan’s acceptance to Tongji University to study aeronautical engineering. Even from the start of the course, Lan was deeply aware that she had signed up for all the wrong reasons; that she was doing it only as a desperate, final attempt to make her parents proud. She had lasted hardly longer than the first semester before dropping out.

      It was easy to pin down that particular moment as being the one which’d led to an all-time low in her relationship with her parents.

      Actually, to tell the truth, she hadn’t seen them since the day she had packed all the bare essentials into a tight, gym bag; wished them well; and then, without another word, stepped out of the door, and out of their lives. She hadn’t even had contact. Not so much as a message.

      Lan knew that her mother—being the most stubborn of her parents—would have been preventing her father from writing to her. She could imagine her father itching to write her a letter; to ask how she was doing; to ask how she was getting on outside of the only world they knew in the Air Force.

      For them, a career outside the Air Force was just as alien of a concept as accepting a contract to work on the Moon was for Lan.

      She wondered if her parents would be proud of her now; thirty-two years old, and with no sign of her settling down in any one place; no sign of her maturing into herself.

      In any case, what would it matter to her parents?

      For them she had already committed the ultimate failure.

      And she would never be redeemed.

      Lan breathed in deeply, finding her resting heartrate had returned.

      Of course. That was the reason why she couldn’t stop the thoughts from hurtling through her brain. That was the reason why she’d come here in the first place.

      So, resolving not to think any longer, she lay herself back down on the bench, raised her hands up and gripped onto the dumbbells once again. Today she felt a slight tightness in her biceps; the smallest sense that she might be on the brink of terrible injury; of terrible pain.

      She paused for the shortest of moments, thinking this over; wondering if she shouldn’t just shower herself off; get ready for her next shift. But then, feeling her heartbeat becoming steady once more, and her thoughts returning, she tipped the dumbbells off their spotter stand and went about the last part of her workout with a renewed vigour.

      She wouldn’t let anything stop her.

      Not even her own body.
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      Now dressed in her stark, black overalls—those which were worn by members of the Security Division—Lan snapped shut the steel door of her locker located in Security HQ. As she did so, she couldn’t help but catch a glance of herself in the mirror. She noted her tightly bound plaits; one hanging down at either side of her head. And she also noted her name; sewn onto the breast pocket of her overalls—L. NIU—just beneath the Chinese flag.

      It brought a certain sadness to her every time she took in her appearance. It seemed almost as if she was some sort of a shadow rendition of her parents’ expectation for her.

      How they would have loved to have seen the ROCAF emblem sewn onto her breast pocket in place of her national flag . . .

      Feeling a brain fog beginning to swamp down over her thoughts once again, she put the mirror image out of her mind, and turned her attention to the day’s work ahead.

      As she climbed the stairs into the main offices, she remarked to herself how it still felt strange not to have the familiar weight of a blaster pistol strapped to her thigh.

      Of course she felt like a complete idiot after what had happened a few weeks ago; when she had somehow managed to shoot the very person she’d been supposed to protect—left him in the Infirmary. And the fact that it had been Gofreddo Zito only made matters worse.

      Gofreddo Zito was the son of Costantino Zito; the creator of the Zito Entertainment Unit—the ZEU . . . or as it was just as often referred to, simply the ‘Zito’.

      Gofreddo Zito had gone out of his way in an attempt to make things easier for her. She knew that he had even spoken to her direct boss; head of the Security Division: Supervisor William Duval.

      From gossip, she had heard that, following recovery from his injuries, Zito had turned up at Security HQ and effectively locked himself in Supervisor Duval’s office for the best part of an hour; apparently explaining that it hadn’t been Lan’s fault.

      But, as Lan knew, being a member of the Security team herself, there was a heavy dependence on trust. And once that trust had been breached, it was extremely difficult for it to be mended. Often, as Lan had found out during her time on Earth—when she had worked various private security positions around the globe—the employee who had made the mistake usually ended up leaving that particular job.

      They just couldn’t put up with the cold shoulder they were given by their fellow team members.

      Obviously, the current situation was made all the more difficult because Lan happened to be currently working up on the Moon. It wasn’t a simple matter of not turning up to work the next day and then hopping on the next transport out of town.

      Then again, she had always liked to believe that she had a thicker skin than most.

      She had, after all, suffered that most painful of experiences in being rejected by her very own parents. Now that she had carved out a life for herself—if not shown her parents then shown herself that she could manage alone—she knew for a fact that she needed to fight her own battles; that the buck stopped with her. And she had no intention of running . . .

      Once she was up in the offices, she eyed the various cubicles—none of them with walls any more substantial than elbow height. Screens seemingly appeared out of thin air on each desktop, and many of Lan’s fellow Security team members were working away feverishly at whatever their current task happened to be.

      With a sigh which startled the person in the cubicle alongside, Lan sank into the articulated chair provided and tapped three times on the desktop to signal for her own screen to make an appearance. While the screen went through its initiation rituals, she found herself gazing out through the windows; out across the lunar plains, and to the rest of the Celestial Stays Dome.

      She absorbed the skyline; all of the attractions put in place for the exotic—and by ‘exotic’ she of course meant wealthy—tourists who made the lunar colony a feasible financial proposition.

      The Crescent Gardens.

      The Lunar Grand.

      The Stellar Tide Casino.

      And then, off toward the periphery of the Dome, she made out the Lunar Caverns, and then the Armstrong Archive—off to its side the Orbital Café; once administered by Alicia Brennan.

      At the Dome entrance, there was Entry Clearance which incorporated the Airlock, the Rover Pool—the parking space for the vehicles which carried passengers out to the Landing Site. Then there was Initiation Protocol, through which every person—tourist or employee—passed on arrival to the Celestial Stays Dome.

      A little way further along, there was the Shuttle Hanger; the place where Lan’s gaze would often linger; thinking back to the day . . . to the day when she had made her Big Mistake in shooting Gofreddo Zito. The mistake which saw her sat at this desk and minus her sidearm.

      She stared on at the Shuttle Hangar another few moments before returning to reality. She turned to the screen before her, and passed a gaze over her incoming messages; the ones which she had received while she had been on her break; while she had been working up a sweat in the gym.

      There were the usual circulars—the Health and Safety bulletins from Human Resources.

      There was a notice about a faulty piece of body armour which was to be returned immediately for exchange . . . this no longer applied to Lan, though, because she no longer needed a suit of body armour . . .

      As she did every day, she skimmed the messages half wondering if she might have something there from her parents. She knew that after fifteen years—and with apparently as much effort on her part as that of her parents to stay in touch; which was to say no effort at all—it was nothing but wishful thinking that they would somehow send her something now.

      There was, however, one message which stopped her dead in her tracks.

      It was from her boss: Supervisor William Duval.

      He wanted to see her in his office right now.

      Feeling as if he might be watching her at this exact moment, Lan shifted a quick glance about the offices. But all she saw was diligently working desk jockeys . . . all the misfits of the Security team; those who had proven themselves unreliable in action, or had been deemed unfit on arrival.

      All those who were only fit for sitting at a desk all day.

      Lan took a deep breath, still feeling the strain in her muscles from the high-intensity workout she’d put herself through earlier. Then she rocked herself to her feet.
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      Supervisor Duval’s office was the floor above the main offices.

      Like the other offices assigned to Supervisors, windows occupied the walls, offering a 360-degree view of the surrounding area.

      Duval himself was at his desk, a frown stretched across his mouth as he busied himself with the screen before him. Although he was—at best—in his late-forties, he was a hulk of a man.

      He had great, big biceps, and his pectoral muscles seemed to refuse to be restricted by the confines of whatever item of clothing he chose to wear. It seemed that Security HQ’s interior designers had neglected to bear someone of Duval’s body shape in mind when they had realised their plans. It actually brought on a slight smile for Lan to think it, but she found herself unfavourably comparing Duval with an orangutan trying and failing to use human furniture.

      Duval had silver hair and leathery skin. Like the other members of the Security Division—like Lan—he wore black overalls. His Supervisor’s badge shimmered golden on his breast pocket while the red-and-white, maple-leaf of the Canadian flag was sewn onto the one opposite.

      His name W. DUVAL was neatly and unambiguously stitched into the fabric of his overalls beneath the Canadian flag.

      As Lan stepped closer, Duval remained absorbed by whatever it was he was doing with his screen. She knew, from experience, that it was better not to break Duval’s concentration, especially when she was clearly on thin ice as it was.

      When members of the Security team found themselves called to Duval’s office, it normally wasn’t for a hearty slap on the back.

      Finally, Duval deigned to glance up from his desk.

      He met her eye, pouting as he did so.

      This was something which Lan had observed Duval do with any given member of his team, and Lan often secretly wondered if he might not have the ability to read minds. It was, of course, scientifically proven—over and over again—that such a thing was not possible . . . and yet she couldn’t help but wonder.

      Sometimes she was certain there was more to the world than met the eye.

      That something lurked just beneath the surface.

      The air smelled lightly of peanut butter, and Lan recalled how she had more than once caught Duval walking through the offices—some imperative matter clearly on his mind—a teaspoon with a dollop of peanut butter firmly wodged in-between his lips.

      Duval drew in a deep breath then sighed it out, all over the screen before him. He waved his hand at the screen and it immediately vanished into thin air.

      Lan felt somewhat uneasy, unsure whether Duval’s obviously grumpy mood had to do with her or the screen.

      Duval leaned back slightly in his chair, tilted his head to one side and squinted. “How long’ve you been on probation, Niu?”

      Although Lan knew the precise time period right down to the minute, she decided to be tactful. Not to show him her hand right away. “About two weeks, sir.”

      Duval pouted again, then nodded to himself. He remained silent for a couple of seconds, and Lan couldn’t help but feel a note of uneasiness in the atmosphere. She wondered if she was somehow making Duval nervous; and, at the same time, she wondered just how that would be possible.

      In all the time she had been acquainted with Duval, she had never known him to be anything but stolid . . . emotionless even.

      “And,” Duval said, finally continuing, “what would you say you’ve learned during this provisional period?”

      Lan felt her stomach muscles tighten. “ ‘Learned’, sir?”

      “Hmm, yes.” He paused again. “Do you feel that you’re capable . . .” He seemed to search for the word a long while. “Do you feel that you’re in the right place emotionally and psychologically?”

      Here Lan felt her whole body stiffen. After the incident, she had been given several sessions of compulsory therapy in the Infirmary; apparently in the hope that she would get over the experience of having shot someone by accident. Even though there couldn’t have been more than half a dozen sessions, Lan had already felt that her assigned therapist was wandering in some deeply uncomfortable places, and she had been very glad to finish with the sessions for good.

      She wondered if this might be a dig on Duval’s part; if he was subtly highlighting this fact, that Lan had decided against taking the optional extra sessions. To be honest, Lan hadn’t seen the point of them . . . it wasn’t like Gofreddo was the first person she’d ever shot, and—if she kept up with this whole security game—he was unlikely to be the last either.

      “I’ve always admired you,” Duval said, leaning back further in his chair, and making the joints squeak slightly. He nodded at her. “You stay in good shape—you know how to follow an order—and . . .” he left this final comment lingering before finishing “. . . you aren’t afraid to take action.” He smiled slightly; an expression which looked wildly out of place on Duval’s face. “I like that in one of my team members; I like that a lot.”

      Lan held herself still, feeling as if she couldn’t so much as breathe easily until Duval averted his gaze from her; until he turned his attention back to something else. Throughout her childhood she recalled how her parents had often ground home the fact that she needed to make it her priority to disappear; to be part of the crowd; to downplay her achievements so that she might stand out for her humility; for her modesty.

      Attributes which the Air Force valued highly.

      Attributes which’d been responsible for her parents’ successful careers.

      And yet Lan couldn’t help wondering if it indeed was the right thing for her to do.

      If she had been one of her parents right now, she knew that she would’ve pressed her lips tightly together, and stared at a spot in mid-air.

      But she wasn’t either one of her parents.

      Instead, she turned her gaze directly onto Duval. “Permission to speak frankly, sir?”

      Duval cocked his head to one side, stretched his shoulders out, then said, “Go on.”

      Lan drew a biting breath in through her teeth. “Sir,” she said, feeling that if she allowed her voice to shift from its affected gruff tone she would lose her nerve, “if I have to spend another day at that desk, flipping through files and reports and stuff like it; then I’m going to go crazy.”

      Even as she spoke the words, she realised how ‘frankly’ she was indeed speaking.

      She wondered if she might not just be getting herself into more trouble.

      Duval broke into a full-on, shit-eating grin. “Okey doke,” he replied. “Hearing that message loud and clear.”

      Although Lan heard the enthusiasm—the warmth—in his voice, she couldn’t allow herself to get carried away. And she absolutely could not allow herself to relax.

      “So,” Duval said. “What’d you recommend?”

      “What do I recommend?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Lan thought about it for a moment, then she glanced out the window.

      To the Shuttle Hangar.

      When she turned back to Duval, he seemed to be performing that mind-reading trick of his again. “You wanna go back, huh?” he said. “Go back to the place it happened?”

      “I think it’s the best way to test whether or not I’m over it, sir.”

      Duval clenched a fist and brought his knuckles up to his lips. He gave his index-finger knuckle a couple of sucks then brought it away from his mouth. “And if it turns out you’re not?”

      Lan felt a skitter pass up her spine. She knew that she’d made a big mistake there; that she had presented a degree of vulnerability; a lack of confidence. And now it was too late for her to take it back. She pushed down the feeling, told herself to stay focussed.

      “I am over it, sir.” She looked him square in the eye. “I promise.”

      Duval continued to meet her eye for several more moments then he gave a stern nod. “All right, then,” he replied. “I’ll take your word for it.” He glanced out the window, across the Celestial Stays Dome. “As it so happens, we’ve got an assignment at the Shuttle Hangar that’s just rolled in.” Again he broke into a smile. “In fact, if you hadn’t brought up the matter yourself then I would’ve done so.”

      For the first time in their encounter, Lan allowed herself to relax slightly.

      It felt as if the air had completely thawed now.

      “Orders are on the Link—just consult and obey; nothing more.”

      With that, Duval turned his attention back to his desk, summoning the screen from thin air once again. As he sat there in the same—clearly uncomfortable; hunched-over pose—something tickled the base of Lan’s gut.

      “Sir?” she said, before she could stop herself.

      Duval glanced up.

      “Thank you for this opportunity—I won’t let you down.”

      Duval gave her another firm smile, then a salute, before turning back to the screen on the desk before him.

      Lan lingered another second more—just to savour the feeling—before turning on her heel and returning the way she’d come.

      She only allowed herself to smile when she’d reached the bottom of the stairs.

      She was back.

      Back on patrol.
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      By some quirk of the system, when Lan checked in with the Link, using her neural implant, she found that she wouldn’t be required to report for duty at the Shuttle Hangar until later in the day. As the Link informed her, she had four hours to fill as she wished.

      Finding now that the laser-blaster compartment of her locker had been unsecured, she had toyed with the idea of going down to the shooting range; getting in some practice before the evening ahead. Although it had only been two weeks since she’d had her weapon confiscated, it felt a lifetime ago when she had last fired a laser blaster.

      Despite her confident claim to Duval, that she was certainly ready for action, she had to admit that she felt something approaching a skitter through her veins to think about holding the laser blaster all over again.

      What if she made another mistake?

      What if she shot someone else?

      That surely would be the end; a one-way ticket to her sitting on a desk till the end of her current rotation. And when she returned to Earth there would be little chance of her being considered for another rotation. It would be back to accepting low-level security positions; being a gun-for-hire . . . though that particular job description made what lay in store for her sound far more exciting than the reality would surely prove to be.

      On balance, Lan decided to leave the laser blaster behind in her locker. And to head to the gym for another session before her shift later on in the day. It was better for her to take things slow; for her to take it ‘one day at a time’ . . . that was one of the phrases the therapist had somehow managed to gnaw into her brain by means of mind-numbing rote repetition at the beginning and end of each session.

      Lan had hardly made it down to her apartment within the Basements—where she was planning on changing out of her Security overalls and putting on her gym kit—when she heard a familiar voice coming from behind her.

      “Lan? Lan?”

      Lan turned around.

      She found herself nose to nose with Louise Williams; a Guardian who worked in the Crescent Gardens. Although Lan and Louise weren’t what Lan would consider ‘friends’—Lan wouldn’t really consider that anybody in the world was her ‘friend’—they had, what Lan had come to term, an easy acquaintanceship.

      “Hey,” Lan replied.

      Like all other Celestial Stays employees—the ones who didn’t work in the Security Division—Louise was dressed in royal-blue overalls. Her silver Guardian’s patch sewn onto the breast pocket of her overalls glittered in the sharp fluorescent corridor light.

      Her blond hair was swept back with an Alice band.

      As always, or so it seemed to Lan, Louise had a healthy rosy-red glow to her cheeks.

      “Skipping off work, too, huh?” Louise asked.

      Although the comment was meant to be light-hearted, Lan couldn’t help but feel a touch slighted by it. She didn’t like it when anybody insinuated that she was anything less than a professional; that she was anything less than a highly skilled member of the Security Division.

      At least when she wasn’t going around shooting people who weren’t supposed to be shot at.

      “I . . . don’t start until later,” Lan replied.

      Louise smiled lightly. “The night shift, huh?”

      Lan looked beyond Louise, to the corridor ahead. To her room awaiting her, and the gym which was awaiting her beyond that. It was also part of her philosophy that—being a professional member of the Security Division—any employee of Celestial Stays could potentially become a target at any given moment. For this reason, it was better to stay on clean, cold terms with everyone.

      “Yeah,” Lan finally answered. “The night shift.”

      Louise seemed to notice Lan’s impatience. When she spoke again, her voice was hurried, as if she was afraid that Lan might walk away if she went on for too long. “We were just wondering, you know, if you’d be interested in coming to a picnic tomorrow night.”

      “A ‘picnic’ ?”

      Louise nodded in reply, with a slight smile, and Lan wondered if she was already regretting having made the offer. “We’re going to have it in the Crescent Gardens; just a small group of us . . . no more than a dozen.”

      For a couple of moments, Lan’s mind froze.

      She spoke without considering her words.

      “And what made you think of me?”

      Louise hesitated, then she glanced back along the corridor as if there was someone else she’d much rather talk to coming into view. “Oh, you know,” Louise replied, her voice slightly floaty. “We just wanted to invite people around the Basements; we thought it’d be a good opportunity to get to know one another better . . .”

      As Louise’s voice trailed off, Lan felt her stomach sink slightly.

      She had gone through her life alienating people, somehow managing to rub people up the wrong way. She noticed the effect she had on people every day of her life; how, when she walked into a room, if anyone was smiling or—God help them—laughing, they would take one look at her and stop. She realised that she had turned into something like a cartoon character; and not in a good way. If this had been a blockbuster film then she would surely have been the villain . . . or one of the villain’s minions . . . And she didn’t want to be that way any longer.

      She didn’t want to be alone any longer.

      Louise parted her lips, apparently ready to say something else; ready to make some excuse so that she could leave Lan’s—apparently—poisonous company.

      But Lan was too quick for her.

      “That sounds . . . nice,” Lan said.

      Louise seemed just as surprised as Lan at the words which’d tumbled out through her lips. But Louise managed not to look too shocked; she even managed to raise a smile. “Great,” Louise said, then, moving off, “Look forward to seeing you there—I’ll send you the info over the Link.”

      Lan watched Louise vanish around the corner, and then stood in surprise for a few seconds; surprised at herself . . . at the fact that she was acting somewhere near the realms of an ordinary human being.
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      Lan stepped out of the PEAR—the Personal Transporter; the semi-automated vehicles which provided the transport infrastructure within the Celestial Stays Dome.

      She listened to the PEAR’s visor winding back downward, and trod her way along the path leading to the Shuttle Hangar.

      Even just being here—standing before the building—she realised that she felt utterly different to how she had felt back in Duval’s office.

      Although she had hardly felt brimming with confidence as she stood before Supervisor Duval, she had at least had the nerve—had the strength—to be able to get the words out without her voice shaking all over the place.

      Now, though, it wasn’t just her voice she was worried about; her whole body seemed to be wracked with a trembling sensation. Just to take in the sight of the Shuttle Hangar; to know that the mistake she had committed had been in there.

      The weight of the blaster pistol strapped to her thigh felt reassuring—as if she was in some way back to how things had been before the incident. And yet she knew that she could never go back. Even though Duval had undoubtedly said some kind things about her—words to the end that he valued her—she and Duval both knew that this was her last chance.

      If anything went wrong this time, she was toast.

      She’d be behind a desk for the remainder of her rotation.

      That simple realisation seemed to give her a kick direct in the stomach. She supposed that someone experiencing the sensation could go one of two ways. They could crumple up into a nervous heap, or they could just get on with it . . . harness the nervous energy to drive them toward their goals; toward the completion of their day’s work.

      Strangely, Lan felt much better by the time she’d passed through the security doors and she stood in the hangar itself. It was strange because this was the place where she had taken the shot; where, in an attempt to protect Gofreddo Zito by firing at Alicia Brennan, she had instead shot him . . . or, perhaps, as went one account, he had jumped into the firing line.

      Either way, that was no excuse.

      When a person fires on another unarmed person then there can only ever be one who is in the wrong. And, this time, at least, it was Lan.

      Lan cast her gaze over the Shuttles.

      Down below, she could make out a pair of pilots speaking among themselves.

      One of them had his back turned to her, while she could clearly make out the face of the other. It was Zito. Gofreddo Zito. The man she’d shot.

      Lan fell into a daze. A tingling sensation passed across the surface of her skin; it brought out an array of goose pimples. Her heart hummed in her throat until she swallowed it down.

      There was a moment when their eyes met.

      When Lan peered into those sky-blue eyes.

      His blond hair, as always, stuck up in all-over-the-place tufts.

      Although she knew it was clearly an impossibility, she couldn’t help picturing Gofreddo in her mind, his head stuck out the window of his Shuttle, feeling the lunar breeze blowing back his hair.

      He squinted in her direction, as if he was having trouble confirming just who she was—that she was, indeed, the one who’d shot him. Finally, and this really did take Lan by surprise, he beckoned her over. Lan stood still, dumbstruck for a second or so.

      And then she relented.

      She took care going down the stairs, alert to her mental state, that she wasn’t thinking at all clearly. It really would make her look something like an idiot if she tripped and fell with these two pilots standing by; watching on.

      When she was back at ground level, she felt more secure; as if the lunar surface beneath her feet was more substantial. She had regained her sense of balance; her sense of solidity.

      Gofreddo grinned and then nodded downward, at her thigh; to the blaster pistol she wore in the holster. “I was wondering when I would see you again. Back on duty.”

      “Yes, well,” Lan replied, flicking a polite glance to Gofreddo’s companion, before looking back to Gofreddo, “I suppose that I cannot be punished forever.”

      “No,” Gofreddo said, “I suppose not.” He turned and looked to his companion; the one who Lan hadn’t really
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