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“The first years of the Lunar Free State were a wild ride for all of us ‘original’ citizens. One day, I was just an engineer, happy to be working on the design and construction of experimental spacecraft for the Deep Space Research Institute, and the next day—or so it seemed—I was a project manager building a city on the Moon. One day, I was just ‘Hey, Mick’ to everyone who knew me, and the next I was the commander, and those same people were saluting as they passed me in the corridors.

“The idea of a paramilitary society was the brainchild of Ian Stevens, though I suspect he got some help refining the concept from the two military veterans on his staff, Charlie Bender and Lorna Greenwood. It seemed—even to me—to be a crazy idea at the time, but I was willing to live with it and try to make it work. After all, a lot of other crazy ideas such as gravity-powered spacecraft and cities on the Moon had worked for us. I’ve never thought of myself as a social engineer, but I figured that if anyone could pull it off, Ian was the man. So, I put on the uniform, returned the salutes, and tried my best to act military.

“It wasn’t difficult because my basic job hadn’t changed. I was still an engineer, and my military mission included the same tasks I’d always done—identify needs, come up with engineering solutions, build them, test them, and put them to use. After a while, the salutes and military courtesies became automatic, and the uniform started to feel comfortable, like an old pair of jeans.

“There were some tough times, when supplies were running short, everybody on Earth wanted our heads on a platter, and people were throwing nuclear weapons at us. That’s when I really started to appreciate the advantages of living in a structured society. We all had a common mission—to survive and to continue to build a nation—and we all shared equally in the benefits and the adversity. More importantly, we all had our orders, we knew what was expected of us, and we buckled down and did our jobs. There was never a question about who oversaw what, who worked for whom, or what needed to be done. We were brothers in arms, and we trusted each other with our lives. We were proud of who we were—the underdogs, a few hundred people standing firm against a few billion enemies. I guess it was sometime during that period that I finally came to understand the meaning of esprit de corps.

“Through all of that and the years that followed, I was still an engineer. I don’t think I’ve ever stopped being an engineer, but somewhere along the line, things started happening that forced me out of my quiet little engineering world and onto the center stage, a place I never expected to be.

“It didn’t happen overnight. I gradually shifted from being the guy who was expected to come up with clever solutions to new problems to being the guy who was expected to keep everything we’d already built running smoothly. That was OK, because we’d built well, and running smoothly was the norm. I still had time to get involved in new projects, but mostly, my involvement was limited to looking over the shoulder of some bright, young—younger than me, at least—engineer I had assigned to the project.

“I noticed those funny little uniform accessories on my collar and shoulders were getting heavier. People weren’t calling me commander anymore, they were now calling me admiral, but my command was still the Corps of Engineers, and I expected that would always be the case.

“And then, overnight, everything changed with the arrival of the alien Mekota and the untimely death of Ian Stevens. Ian had not only been our leader for as long as the Lunar Free State had been in existence, but he was also my friend and my immediate superior officer. The shock of his death was followed by another shock—the realization that some people wanted me to take his place. I can’t describe the relief I felt when various constitutional issues were sorted out, leaving Lorna Greenwood as our acting CEO. I supported Lorna and led the charge in the Directorate to confirm her in the position permanently.

“It wasn’t just my desire to avoid the job that made me support her. We had made First Contact with a hostile alien race. They had killed our beloved leader and seemed bent on conquest, perhaps even on our destruction. We were involved in an interstellar war, and I believed we needed a warrior to lead us. Lorna Greenwood was a warrior, perhaps the finest warrior the LFS has ever produced.

“I think she did a fine job as CEO, despite criticism from various sectors and her own misgivings about her performance. I only found one occasion to fault her—when she decided to resign as CEO. She had her reasons, and I agreed with those reasons, but I thought she exercised terrible judgment in choosing me to succeed her.

“After her graceful exit from the CEO’s position, Lorna went back to what she did best—commanding the Lunar Fleet. I relied heavily on her and Charlie Bender, who served as our foreign minister for many years. Despite his insistence that he was not a diplomat, Charlie put together the alliance with the alien Akara which endures to this day. Once that alliance was forged, Lorna combined the forces of Luna with those of the Akara Copper Hills Clan and gave the Mekota a thrashing that got the attention of just about everyone in this corner of the galaxy.

“There are, as we found out later, a lot of nasty characters out there, but everyone was afraid of the Mekota until we, with the help of our newfound Lizard friends, turned their fleet into scrap metal and sent them running back to their homeworld. As it turns out, that got us respect from people we didn’t even know existed and made the whole neighborhood a lot more peaceful. It was Theodore Roosevelt who coined the phrase, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick,’ and I guess that pretty much defined our interstellar policy from that point forward.”

Excerpt from The Reluctant Admiral:

The Memoirs of Michael O’Hara 

Third CEO of the Lunar Free State

* * * * *
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Valhalla—Lorna Greenwood’s Estate

White Peaks Province—Planet Copper Hills Prime

“Calling Doctor Carla...hello...” 

Dr. Carla Greenwood, Ph.D., Fellow of the Lunar Research Institute, Nobel Laureate, and Director of the LRI’s Astrophysics Division looked up from the screen in front of her and said the most intelligent thing she could think of.

“Huh?”

“You’ve had your nose against that screen almost constantly since you got here,” Lorna told her. “You’re supposed to be on vacation.”

“Look who’s talking!” Carla snorted. “You’ve had three solid days of meetings with the Akara High Command. You’re supposed to be on vacation, too, Mom.”

“I am, and thanks to those meetings, my precious leave time didn’t start until today. If I’m not mistaken, you are scheduled to lecture before colleagues at the Copper Hills Astrophysical Institute next week—which gives you the same sort of excuse for extra time away from the LRI. Meanwhile, you’re here to relax. So, kick back, take a deep breath, and enjoy the sunset. You won’t see one like this back in the Sol System.”

“Of course, you won’t,” Carla admitted. “Alpha Akara has a totally different spectrum than Sol—much more in the blue range, which tints everything a lovely shade of violet. OK, it’s beautiful. I’ve seen it, but I really need to stay with this stuff. It could be the most important piece of research in my field that’s been done in the last century.”

“You mean, the most important piece of research that’s been done by someone other than my daughter?”

Carla glanced sharply at her mother, but Lorna’s obvious glow of pride made it impossible to take offense. Instead, she found herself smiling in return.

“There are other people doing meaningful research out there,” she replied. “Not everyone in the known universe thinks I’m the most brilliant scientist alive. You may be a bit biased.”

“Hey, the Nobel Prize Committee agreed with me.” Lorna shrugged. “But OK, tell me, what’s so special about this piece of research?”

“If Takahashi is correct—and so far, I can’t find a flaw in his work—we are stuck in this universe.” Carla gestured at the screen. “There may be a thousand, or a million, or a billion other universes out there, but we’ll never see them.”

“I should be concerned about this because...” 

“Well, at this point, it’s only of interest to theoretical physicists,” Carla conceded. “Bubble theory predicted other universes existed over half a century ago, but we’ve never been able to figure out how to prove their existence. If this work is correct, we never will. We thought hyperspace was the key. Twenty years ago, everybody knew you couldn’t exceed the speed of light. Einstein told us that, and, except for a few cases involving weird subatomic particles, he was right—in normal space. It wasn’t until we figured out that normal space wasn’t the only space available that we managed to find the way into hyperspace and discovered that general and special relativity don’t work the same way there. That gave us a lot of new avenues to explore, but now, Takahashi is telling us that hyperspace—our hyperspace—is part of our universe. It’s not a gateway to anywhere else and, in fact, according to the work he’s done, no such gateway between universes can possibly exist.”

“I’m devastated...” Lorna looked at her in mock horror. “We’re stuck here! In another few million years, we will have explored the whole galaxy and then we’ll only have a few billion galaxies left. I feel claustrophobic already, like Alexander the Great, who went to the sea and wept because he had no more lands to conquer.” 

She hung her head and wiped an imaginary tear from her eye.

“There’s no evidence Alexander actually said that,” Carla protested. “It’s a twentieth-century myth.”

“Well, if he didn’t, he should have,” Lorna retorted. “And I’m sure he would have, if he had ever met this Takahashi person.”

Despite herself, Carla began to giggle—she hated when she did that because it sounded so immature—but she couldn’t help herself. Once again, her mother had proven to her the folly of taking oneself too seriously.

“You win, Mom,” she said. “I guess it can wait. It took us nearly a century to figure out how to get around Einstein. It’s probably arrogant of me to think I can get around Takahashi in a few days.” She touched an icon to save her notes, closed the interface, and pushed back from the desk. 

“If anyone can do it, you can, honey,” Lorna assured her, “but the brain works better if you relax occasionally. Neither you nor I get a chance like this very often.” She waved a hand toward the windows and the stunning view of the mountains, the valley below, and the strange and beautiful colors of the sunset. 

“You’re right,” Carla admitted. “And it’s even less often we get a chance to do it together. I’m sorry I haven’t made more time to see you lately, Mom. I guess I’m not much of a daughter.”

“Oh no, honey, you’re not the one who needs to be sorry. I’m the one who’s been off playing space ranger all these years. I should have spent more time with you when you were growing up.” 

“Stop it, Mom! I am proud of you and everything you did. You were my role model,” Carla insisted.

“Right...” Lorna gave her a wry grin. “That’s why you became a scientist instead of joining the Fleet. Some role model.”

“You were the best at what you did, and since I couldn’t hope to be as good as you, I decided to be the best at something else...and here I am.” She flashed a charming smile that took Lorna back more than a decade to the image of the brash, but already brilliant, girl Carla had been in her teenage years. 

“You turned out fine, honey.” Lorna regarded her daughter with pride. “And now, as you say, here we are. We’ve got an evening together to catch up on things. Tomorrow, Heart of the Warriors is coming here; I know he’s one of your favorite people, ‘Egg of the Queen.’”

Carla grimaced as she remembered the nickname the Akaran Fleet Admiral had bestowed upon her. But her mother was right. Heart was one of her favorite people—a reptilian uncle of sorts when she was growing up.

“And the following day,” her mother continued, “we’re going hunting for near-dragons along the western range. Heart says he knows an area where there are some real trophy-class giants. Want to come along?”

Carla shook her head. “The only hunting I like to do is with a holocam, and I prefer to do that with creatures that aren’t likely to eat me if I get too close. Bring back some near-dragon steaks, and I’ll enjoy them, but stalking something that close to the top of this planet’s food chain is not my idea of relaxation.”

“Actually, that’s part of the reason we’re going,” Lorna told her. “Since the Akara imported Terran beef cattle ten years ago, the near-dragons have discovered a new food source. They’ve been raiding the ranchlands in the valley and doing a lot of damage to the herds. In the past year, they’ve even taken a couple of Akara ranch hands who got careless. The ranchers petitioned the ruling council, so Heart of the Clan declared an extended hunting season in this province. I don’t think it will do much to thin out the near-dragon population, but it might teach them to stay away from the Akara and their livestock. Sure you don’t want to come along?”

“No, thanks; I’d rather not be remembered as an off-world tourist with a camera who got careless like one of those ranch hands.” Carla gave her mother a wry grin. “Not that any near-dragon would dare to mess with my mom, but you won’t enjoy it as much if you have to watch out for me. I’ll stay here and play with Takahashi’s theory.” 

“Suit yourself, but you don’t know what you’re missing,” Lorna told her. 

“You really love it here, don’t you?” Carla observed. “All this...” She waved her hand around to take in the lodge with its luxurious accommodations, the beautiful mountain scenery around it, and the hundred-thousand-hectare estate the grateful Akara had given Lorna after the Lunar Fleet, under her command, had saved their homeworld in the Battle of Copper Hills Prime. Most of the estate was high in the mountains, which meant its climate was far more pleasant for humans than the hot, humid lowlands below. The Akara, on the other hand, with their reptilian metabolism, liked hot, humid places. They regarded those of their kind who lived up here as strange, eccentric, and a little bit crazy. Lorna likened them to humans on Earth who chose to live in Alaska.

“Yes, I do love it, honey. For the last few decades, I’ve spent most of my time in a sealed environment on Luna or aboard ships of the Fleet, but, unlike you—and most of your generation in the LFS—I was born on Earth and grew up there. I love being under the open sky. I could spend all day watching thunderstorms move across the valley, hiking the mountain trails, or hunting near-dragons. I think about retirement all the time, and how much I’ll enjoy it here after that.

“Don’t get me wrong,” she continued. “I love Luna, and I love the Fleet, but I’ve been there and done that long enough. It’s time for the younger generation—your generation—to step up and take over.”

“You’re not that old,” Carla snorted. “With the longevity treatments, you’ll be in your prime for many more years. Besides, Uncle Mick is older than you, and he’s not talking about retirement yet.”

“Mick O’Hara would go crazy if he didn’t have interstellar problems to solve and titanic projects to work on every day. The LFS is his drawing board, his laboratory, his proving ground, and he’s done more to advance us as a nation than anyone could have expected in such a short time. Lord knows, he’s been a far better chief executive than I ever was. My most significant achievement as CEO was to arrange for him to take over as my successor, and you are right—fortunately for the Lunar Free State and its citizens—he’s not thinking of retiring any time soon.

“And neither am I, for that matter,” she admitted, “at least not for a few more years. I have this occasional daydream about it, mostly when I take some leave time and come out here. I have pretty much decided this is where I want to spend my retirement. I just haven’t figured out when that will happen, yet.

“As for the longevity treatments, your generation will benefit from them a lot more than mine. I may live to be 150, but you may live two centuries or more because you started the treatments so much younger.”

“Well, there you go.” Carla grinned at her. “You’ve still got what...110 years to go?”

“Flattery will not score points with your mother, young lady, especially since you know better than that. I was fifty-five when I gave birth to you, and that was about three decades ago, in case you haven’t been counting birthdays.”

“You still look more like forty-five, Mom, and a very good-looking forty-five at that. Back on Luna, everyone knows you, but I’ll bet if you went to one of those Caribbean resorts on Earth, you’d have to fend off the young men with a spear.”

“I have little or no interest in young men, my dear, except when they show an interest in my daughter...especially if that interest appears to be reciprocal. Care to tell me about this young physicist from North American University in Arizona I’ve been hearing about?”

Carla looked stunned. 

“Mom! How did you...” She shook her head in disgust. “Oh, never mind. I should have guessed. You’ve got half the LFS Intelligence Service keeping an eye on me.”

“No, only a couple of agents—” Lorna gave her a wicked grin, “—plus some people from the Diplomatic Corps. You have been spending a good bit of time on Earth lately, and, to a lot of people—especially Charlie Bender—you are a precious natural resource of the LFS.”

“Arrrrgghhh...not Uncle Charlie! By now, he probably knows what brand of toothpaste Bjorn uses. He probably knows more about him than I do, and that’s not fair! Did you have to drag him into this?”

“No,” Lorna replied, “I didn’t. In fact, it was Charlie who brought it to my attention, which left me at a loss since you’d never mentioned your boyfriend to me. Carla, please understand, from Charlie’s point of view, you are a national resource. You have knowledge in your head that is top secret—refinements of our understanding of gravity that have led to major enhancements in our warship drive systems, to name just one item. I know you’re sworn to secrecy, and you wouldn’t violate your oath, but you should have realized Lunar Intelligence and SID would get a little concerned when you started getting intimate with someone who isn’t an LFS citizen.”

“Intimate? Intimate?” Carla screamed. “Exactly how much interest has Admiral Bender shown in me? Are there cameras in the bedroom in my condo in Phoenix? Does he have a log of Bjorn’s comings and goings?”

“No, Carla, he doesn’t,” Lorna insisted. “At least not that he’s shown me. Camera surveillance would be an unconstitutional violation of your privacy as a Lunar citizen, and Charlie respects the law. As much as you may revile him for it, he cares about you and has your best interests at heart.

“I know what you’re feeling,” she added. “I felt the same way, with all of the security he wanted to put around me after those bastards tried to kill me during my term as CEO. That was before you were born, but Charlie’s always been there to watch my back when I needed it, and he’ll do the same for you. Besides, he approves of this Bjorn of yours—says he’s a nice young man and not much of a security risk. For Charlie, that’s as close to high praise as you’ll get. More importantly, it’s all I have to go on since you haven’t told me anything. If you’re serious about the guy, I’d really like to know more, but I’d like to hear it from you, not from Charlie.”

“I’m not that serious about him,” Carla insisted, her anger softening in the face of Lorna’s calm, reasonable tone. “He’s just a nice guy, and we seem to get along really well. We enjoy each other’s company, and, just for the record, we rarely talk about our work. Truth is, we’re as far apart in our work as we can be, considering we both call ourselves physicists. I’m an astrophysicist, a cosmologist, way out there on the macro end of things. If it’s smaller than a planet, I’m not interested. I spend my time studying anomalies in gravity wells around supergiant stars. Bjorn’s a particle physicist, at the opposite end of the scale. If it’s bigger than a nanometer in size, he’s not interested. He deals in quantum energy transfers at subatomic levels.

“I mean, we can understand each other.” She shrugged. “I know the basics of his field, and he knows the basics of mine, but our views of the universe are quite different. On the other hand, we share a common love of pizza and a dislike of pretentious sushi restaurants, and we both like a quiet evening with a glass of wine and soft music. Oh yeah, and since he’s never been off Earth, he seems fascinated by my tales of what it’s really like out here. I know he would have loved watching this sunset.”

As she spoke, Carla’s voice grew wistful. Watching and listening to her, Lorna felt a pang of regret. My little girl’s grown up, she thought, then she realized Carla had grown up over a decade ago, when she’d first gotten her advanced degrees and set out to make her mark in the world of science. And now, it looks like she’ll be sharing her life with someone else. But you knew that would happen someday. Carla might have said her relationship was not that serious, but Lorna knew the signs. Her daughter was in love.

“Well, honey—” she forced herself to smile, “—why don’t you invite him out here the next time both of you can squeeze in an extended vacation? You can certainly afford passage to Copper Hills Prime, and this place is as nice as any resort on the planet. Great food, romantic views...”

“I’d like to, Mom, but you’re not here very often.”

“I don’t need to be, honey. Let the staff know you’re coming, and they’ll have everything ready. They keep the place in shape all year round. It’s their full-time occupation, whether I’m here or not.”

Carla knew it was true. The staff her mother mentioned consisted of the entire village of Akara, which was located on the estate. The villagers cared for the property and worked the land for their own benefit. Under Akara social structure, they formed a sub-clan that owed their allegiance to Lorna, as their feudal lord—or lady, in her case. Nonetheless, Lorna paid them well for whatever work they did around the lodge, including grounds maintenance, cooking, cleaning, and such. 

They, in turn, provided her with anything she required in the way of farm produce. The reptilian Akara were pure carnivores, so most of the crops they grew were intended as feed for the meat animals they raised, including Terran cattle, but they also grew spices and tended a small garden of Terran and local vegetables specifically for Lorna’s table. They also gathered wild fruits and berries and hunted an assortment of wild game. 

In exchange for keeping her pantry stocked and performing whatever other services she required, Lorna allowed them to live rent-free on her land and keep whatever profits their labors brought them, without tax or tribute. They were fiercely loyal to her and considered themselves well-off compared to the subjects of other Akaran nobles, who would have taxed them for such privileges. It was understood that anyone among them who didn’t love and respect the Great Warrior Queen of the Humans was welcome to go live somewhere else.

“Look, honey,” Lorna continued. “I really would like to meet this Bjorn of yours, but you’re an adult. You stopped needing my permission for anything a long time ago, and I want you to be happy. If bringing him up here will do that, don’t wait until you can work it into my schedule because you may be waiting a long time.

“Or you might consider something shorter,” she suggested. “It’s less than an hour’s flight from Phoenix to Lunaport, and a couple of hours from there to TerraNova—especially for an important member of the Lunar Research Institute who’s entitled to hitch a ride on an express courier ship. If your guy has never been off Earth, you might want to show him Luna first. Since he is a physicist, you could introduce him to some people at the LRI, and you could time it for a period when I’m at home in TerraNova—which is a lot more often than I’m here. You can manage that kind of trip over a weekend, though a few extra days on Luna wouldn’t hurt.”

“Mom!” Carla looked at her in amazement. “That’s a wonderful idea. I’m sure Bjorn will love it! I don’t know why I never thought of it.”

“Love and war have a lot in common, daughter,” Lorna replied with a conspiratorial smile, “and I’m the best military strategist in this corner of the galaxy.”

* * *
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“Most people who hunt near-dragons do so with a more potent weapon,” Heart of the Warriors remarked, “usually something that can blast one out of the sky at, say, two hundred meters or more.”

As he spoke, the old Lizard war leader gave Lorna a chop-licking flicker of the tongue she had learned to interpret as an amused grin.

She regarded him with a raised eyebrow. “I notice you are not one of those people.” She looked pointedly at the long assegai spear he was toting, along with the quiver of sling-launched javelins he wore over his shoulder.

“Ah, yes, but then I’ve been doing this for a long time, whereas this is your first. When I saw what you brought to the hunt, I feared you had seriously underestimated the beasts, but it appears I was wrong.” He bent down and grasped one of the spiral horns of the fallen near-dragon. With an effort, he lifted its head, revealing the rows of wickedly curved teeth that filled its mouth.

“It may be my first near-dragon,” Lorna told him, “but it’s not my first hunt, nor is it the first time I’ve put an arrow into a dangerous game animal.

“I’ll admit,” she conceded, “the idea of hunting a predator that can fly did give me pause, but when I looked at the video you provided, I realized these creatures don’t fly so much as glide. They need a running start or a high cliff to take off from. They gain altitude slowly and spend most of their time riding wind currents, looking for prey on the ground. They brake almost to a hover when landing. Flight allows them to locate and get close to their prey, but they usually stalk and attack on the ground.”

“Very observant.” The old Akara nodded, a gesture he had learned from his many dealings with humans. “But sometimes, a wounded near-dragon will charge its attacker. That’s the reason for this.” He brandished the assegai. “In case the javelin doesn’t do the job, and the near-dragon decides to make a meal of you.”

“I considered that,” Lorna replied, “so I brought a backup weapon.” She showed him the antique pistol holstered on her hip—a Desert Eagle chambered in .50 Action Express. She had used it once back on Earth to take down a rogue male lion that had attacked her hunting party without warning. 

“Fortunately,” she observed, “neither your spear nor my gun was necessary this time.”

“Indeed.” He favored her with another chop-licking grin. “I was impressed when I saw your arrow fly true, Warrior Queen, but even more so when I saw it go completely through the beast. I am compelled to inquire further about this unusual weapon of yours. The People developed the concept of a bow and arrow centuries ago, but when we developed firearms, bows fell out of use. I don’t think ours were ever as sophisticated as yours, and no Akara bow could propel an arrow with such speed and accuracy.”

“We call it a compound bow,” she told him, “because the wheels around which the string runs multiply the mechanical advantage, like pulleys. This bow requires about twenty-seven kilos of force to draw back, but when the upper and lower cams roll over at the end of the draw, it only requires about five kilos to hold it in place. That makes it much easier to hold at full draw while I take aim.

“Of course, the arrow is still subject to the force of gravity. The sight has a built-in laser rangefinder that determines the distance to the target and adjusts the aiming reticle to allow for arrow drop. When I first brought the bow from the Sol System, it was calibrated for Earth’s gravity. I had to make a small adjustment for the slightly lighter gravity here. Accuracy isn’t hard to achieve with a sighting system like this and a bit of practice.

“The arrows are woven carbon fiber and fly true to about eighty meters. These broadhead points are razor sharp, and the arrow passes easily through most game animals. Near-dragons have tough skin, but it’s no tougher than that of some Earth animals I’ve hunted. Some arrowheads have expanding points that cause more internal injury, but these give better penetration.”

The old Akara lowered the near-dragon’s head to the ground and stepped back to look at the whole beast—nearly four meters from snout to tail tip, with a nearly six-meter wingspan. 

“A fine kill,” he told her. “You’ve introduced something entirely new to the hunting sports of this world, Warrior Queen. I imagine someone could make a lucrative business of selling such bows to Akara hunters. That presumes, of course, they could be sized down to Akara dimensions, without losing significant power.”

“I’m sure they can.” She looked thoughtful. “Akara are shorter than humans, which means you’d need a bow with a short riser and flat limb angle. Your people have long arms for their height, so draw length wouldn’t be an issue. You also have sufficient strength to pull the draw weights required for effective hunting—twenty to thirty kilos. It’s possible there are bows already available on Earth that would work quite well here. They’d have to be left-handed models, but those are available as well, since a significant number of human hunters are left-handed, like your people.”

She shook herself out of her reverie. “Anyway, that’s something I need to mention to Carla. She’s the businesswoman in the family and is already worth a lot more money than I am, largely thanks to this device.” She pointed at the little electronic package clipped to the front of her hunting vest.

“Ah, yes.” Heart nodded again. “The Gadget—without which we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I had forgotten my dear little Egg of the Queen was its inventor.”

The Gadget, Carla’s original name for her creation, was officially known as the AHSI device, the Akara-Human Speech Interface device, and had started out as a project Carla—then just 15 years old—had built for a Lunar science competition. Prior to that, the only way the Akara and their human allies could converse was by using special sound equipment controlled by an artificial intelligence—or AI—to translate. It was assumed any other method of audio communication was impossible, since human vocal cords could not reproduce Akara speech, much of which was beyond the high frequency end of human hearing. In addition, the Akara could not speak or hear most of the low frequency sounds of human speech, though they could taste such sounds through their vibration sensitive tongues. 

For more than a dozen years after the Akara of the Copper Hills and the Lunar Free State joined forces, the LFS Fleet contingent at Copper Hills Prime had included a battlecruiser equipped with an AI that served as a communication hub for any humans on the planet who needed to talk directly to the Akara.

Akara who visited Luna could avail themselves of Mike, the Lunar AI-in-residence, but those who wanted to go to Earth for business or diplomatic reasons had to equip themselves with a computer interface with a translation program that could convert the written Akara language into written English, and vice versa, and spend time writing notes to their human counterparts. Since the Akara written language was phonetic, such notes were easily translated into electronic format, but the process was still somewhat cumbersome. The best alternative was a sign language that heavily limited what could be conveyed. The same limitations applied to humans who ventured out of the Copper Hills capital, away from the communications network served by the battlecruiser’s AI. 

Over the years, attempts were made to create computer-based translation programs, but it was generally agreed that none of them did justice to either language. To communicate complex concepts or abstract thoughts and feelings accurately and efficiently, an AI was required. 

That was the accepted thinking until precocious, teenage Carla dared to question the basic premise that humans and Akara could not speak each other’s languages. With the help of Mike, the only native speaker of the Akara language she could find, Carla determined the problem was simply a matter of sound frequency and range. She put together a simple electronic device that shifted the sounds of Akara speech down to a lower range that humans could hear and compressed them into a smaller range of frequencies that humans could reproduce. She dubbed the resulting output Low Akara and, with Mike’s help, taught herself how to understand and speak it. 

Then she added additional electronics that would shift Low Akara back up to the frequency and range of normal Akara speech. Based on Mike’s judgment that the results should be understandable to a native Akara speaker, she entered The Gadget into the science competition. There, she demonstrated to the judges that not only could a human learn to speak Low Akara, but that the Akara could also learn a high frequency form of English, which The Gadget could convert into understandable human speech.

She won top honors in the competition, and the marketing people from Terra Corporation, the commercial arm of the Lunar Free State, immediately contacted her, wanting the rights to manufacture and sell the device. With advice from Uncle Mick O’Hara, CEO of the LFS, Carla formed a Lunar-chartered corporation to handle the business implications of her invention. She cut a deal that guaranteed she would not have to work for the rest of her life, but that was OK, because she intended to devote herself to scientific research anyway. Now, fifteen years later, she was doing just that, but her corporation was still in business, and royalties from The Gadget were still coming in. 

Thanks to her own study of Low Akara, Lorna was able to communicate easily with the Akara on her estate, and occasionally, as she was doing now, converse in English with an Akara who knew the high version of the official language of the Lunar Free State. Heart spoke it fluently, to the point where his words came out of the Gadget with hardly a trace of accent.

Lorna made a mental note to pass Heart’s remarks on to Carla. Bow-and-arrow technology was a little out of the corporation’s usual line, but she was pretty sure Carla’s marketing department would jump at the opportunity to bring more Earth products to Copper Hills Prime and other Akara worlds.

She looked down at the near-dragon at her feet. It was an impressive and beautiful creature, and she thought about how its head would look mounted on a wall in the main lodge. That, however, would require careful preparation and shipment back to Earth since taxidermy was another art the Akara hadn’t pursued.

* * *
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Heart of the Warriors sliced off a shred of the steak on his platter and held it out to Dusty, Lorna’s tan tabby cat. Dusty reared up on his hind legs and snatched the morsel, which he devoured in an instant.

Cats were the most common pet among Lunar citizens, as they were more adaptable to life in a sealed environment than dogs. Dusty had been born on Luna but was still a kitten when Lorna brought him to Copper Hills Prime. He was now a permanent resident on the estate, where the house staff spoiled him at every opportunity. Most Akara took an instant liking to Terran cats, and Heart was no exception.

Lorna had been watching Heart feed the appreciative feline, but now she paused with the wine glass halfway to her lips as the impact of his last remark, delivered in a perfectly matter-of-fact tone, sunk in.

“I must have misheard you. Would you say that again, please?”

Carla had also stopped what she was doing—slicing a bit of the excellent sirloin on her own plate—and looked at the Akara. She wasn’t as attuned to interstellar politics as her mother, but she understood the significance of Heart’s remark.

Heart seemed unaware of their reaction. He sliced off another large chunk of his steak and bit into it with obvious relish. He swallowed the nearly raw mouthful quickly. Akara teeth, like cat’s teeth, were suitable for seizing, holding, and tearing prey, not for chewing.

“Delicious!” he declared. “Terran beef is one of the better products you have brought to our world, and it’s perfectly prepared. My compliments to your chef.”

“Heart...” Lorna said carefully.

“I said, Warrior Queen,” he replied, “that we have recently discovered another human civilization, albeit a primitive one. I thought you might be interested to know of this.”

“Of course I’m interested, but I’m even more interested to know why you mentioned it. In the years since we’ve met, that’s been a taboo subject between our people and yours. We’ve asked you many times about these other humans you alluded to when we first met, but all we get are vague and evasive answers. You usually tell us it’s a legend or something you’ve heard from other spacefaring races and then you change the subject. What’s different?”

“Officially,” he told her, “it’s still a taboo subject, as you say. And that is why you are hearing about it here, at a private dinner on your own estate, rather than in an official meeting in the Capital. It’s also why you, a well-respected person in our eyes, with no official diplomatic standing, are hearing it from me, a retired old warrior who also has no official standing.

“You must understand, Warrior Queen, the Mekota are not the only race that is fearful of humans. There is a tacit agreement among spacefaring races—including all the clans of The People—that we do not give or trade advanced technology to humans. Further, we do not tell humans about the existence of other humans on other worlds.

“In your case, the first rule is moot since your technology is superior to ours in many ways. We did violate the second rule when we needed your help against the Mekota—it was what you might call a teaser to get your interest. But we were fighting for survival and needed every bit of persuasion at our disposal to secure an alliance with you. Since then, the Hearts of the Combined Clans have prevailed upon the Heart of the Copper Hills to revert to the original policy of non-disclosure.”

Lorna nodded in understanding. The People, as the Akara called themselves, were a loose collection of clans, scattered over many star systems that ran like a string of beads along the Akara frontier. Humans of Earth had made contact with several of these clans for commercial purposes, but the Copper Hills Clan was the only one with whom the nations of Earth had full diplomatic relations and, in the case of the Lunar Free State, a mutual defense treaty. Its homeworld, where Lorna’s estate was located, was just under sixty light-years from the Sol system.

“There is concern that, if ever the clans of humans unite,” Heart continued, “they will dominate the galaxy, and that concern was reinforced by the apparent ease with which you smashed the Mekota and sent them reeling back to their homeworlds. You reduced a vast empire to a fraction of its former size in an incredibly short time.”

“We smashed the Mekota,” she insisted. “Your people and mine. It is doubtful either of us could have done so without the other.”

“True enough, and we of the Copper Hills are grateful for your help on that occasion. Personally, I think the concerns about humans are unfounded. I’ve found you to be an honorable people and the best comrades one could hope for in time of war, but I don’t make policy for the Combined Clans, nor for any of our allies.”

He lapsed into a brooding silence, which Lorna allowed to continue for a moment. Then she spoke up again.

“I repeat, what’s changed?”

“There is mutual interest,” he replied. “The human civilization in question lies in the domain of the Otuka, a race you haven’t met, but one that has proven troublesome for us. They’re not invaders, not conquerors like the Mekota. They’re simply a lawless rabble whose concept of civilization involves piracy and other predatory acts committed on those weaker than themselves. They don’t dare engage our military forces in a stand-up battle; barring extreme numerical advantage on their side, we could easily wipe them out. But they prey on commercial shipping and have been known to pillage trade outposts and frontier settlements. They’ve been getting bolder of late, and, sooner or later, your people will encounter them. They’ve been moving closer to your shipping lanes, and it’s only a matter of time before some of your commercial ships will fall victim to them.

“In truth, the Combined Clans would prefer that we not discuss the Otuka with you. Some of The People practice appeasement, paying tribute to the creatures to allow safe passage of trading ships. Others, like my clan, send warships to escort shipping vessels through their space but do not actively seek confrontation. Many believe we should leave that situation as it is, lest the Otuka become even more troublesome than they already are. We have no desire to see them united against us any more than we want to see humans unite. In any case, you will most likely find out about the Otuka when you start losing ships to their piracy, but if you then act against them, they will not hold The People responsible.”

“I see.” Lorna looked a bit puzzled. “But obviously, Heart of the Copper Hills does not agree. What you’ve just told me would be sufficient to get our attention and our help in dealing with these Otuka creatures, but what does that have to do with the human civilization you mentioned?”

“There is a moral issue involved,” Heart told her, choosing his words carefully. “The Otuka are not like either of our races. They are warm-blooded mammals like you, but oviparous—egg layers—like us. They have six limbs, like the Ay’uskanar—another race you haven’t met—but the Ay’uskanar are...well, the closest analog you have would be insects, and the Otuka are not an insectoid species. They have an internal skeletal structure and a hair-covered outer skin. They use four limbs for locomotion and the other two for manipulation. You might think of a creature from your Earth mythology, something called a centaur. That description fits the Otuka closely enough to make me wonder if they did not visit your Earth at some time in your distant past.

“Like The People—and humans, for that matter—the Otuka are carnivorous, but unlike us, they lack the moral restraints of civilized carnivores.”

“Meaning?” Lorna was beginning to see where this was going.

“Meaning we don’t eat other intelligent, tool-using, rational, civilized creatures, not even primitives. They do.”

“And the primitive humans you mentioned?”

“Are a food source for the Otuka. The planet is a sort of game preserve for them. We believe humans lived there long before the Otuka discovered them, another mysterious seeding of the Progenitors. They roam freely, in a basic hunter-gatherer society, but periodically, the Otuka come to harvest them. They take thousands at a time but leave enough behind to breed and replenish the herd. The Otuka are the reason this particular human society never progressed beyond the hunter-gatherer stage.”

Carla had turned pale as a ghost, and the rest of her dinner sat untouched in front of her. Lorna, however, had a different reaction. Her meal was also untouched, but there was cold steel in her eyes. In an instant, she had become the Lorna Heart knew well—the Warrior Queen, the Valkyrie.

“Of course,” she said, quietly. “Progression to the next step in civilization would require them to build farms, villages, and fixed installations. That would make it easier for the Otuka to find them, to harvest them, as you say. They retain a nomadic lifestyle for survival. I would imagine they rarely form tribes of more than a few dozen individuals.”

“That is correct,” Heart agreed. “One of our exploratory ships discovered the planet three years ago. We tried to make contact with the inhabitants, but they fled from us in fear. We made several additional trips to their world to study them, and during one of those expeditions, the Otuka came to collect their harvest. Our exploratory team evaded detection and returned with evidence of the events that took place. Since then, the debate has raged as to what action we should take, and the issue was not resolved until the last meeting of the Council of the Combined Clans.

“The Council decided to take no action at all. Heart of the Copper Hills protested the decision but was overruled. At that point, he resolved to bring the matter to the attention of your people. And that, Warrior Queen—near-dragon hunts and excellent dinners notwithstanding—is the real reason I am here tonight.” 

He slid a data card across the table. “This will tell you where to find the planet in question. It will also give you our best information about the rather vague boundaries of what can be called Otuka space and background material on the Otuka themselves. Use it for whatever purpose you see fit.”

Lorna picked up the data card and looked at it, turning it slowly in her hands. There was silence for a moment, then Carla spoke.

“What are you going to do, Mom?”

“I no longer make policy decisions for the Lunar Free State,” she replied, still looking at the data card, “but as the one who often has to carry out that policy, I think I know what the people back home will decide. I suspect we’ll be paying a visit to this primitive human planet, and we’ll establish a presence there. Hopefully, we’ll have better luck contacting them. They may be willing to trust us because we’re human. If the Otuka come to collect their harvest, their first contact with us will likely be extremely unpleasant for them. As for piracy and such, I don’t have to ask what our policy will be. It’s already established through dealings with pirates in our own system. Piracy is what we call a capital offense, meaning if you do it, you die for it.”

She looked sharply across the table at Heart. “What? Something amuses you, old War Lizard?”

Heart had gathered Dusty up onto his lap and was scratching the cat’s ears with his partly extended talons. Dusty, in turn, was purring loudly in appreciation, and Heart favored Lorna with another chop-licking Akara grin.

“I am amused by the thought of your first encounter with the Otuka,” he replied. “I expect they will not find it to their liking—if any of them survive it. I am reminded of a bit of wisdom that goes back to our earliest days of dealing with other races, an old proverb that says, ‘Walk softly when dealing with creatures who keep predators as pets.’”

* * *
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“So much for the mother-daughter vacation.” Carla watched Lorna pack her travel bag shortly after Heart departed. “How soon are you leaving?”

“In about an hour. I’ll leave Javelin at the orbital facility to take you back. You can’t leave until you’ve finished your lectures at the Institute, and the crew is doing some overhaul work on her drive anyway. There’s a frigate, LFS Cygnus, about to depart for Luna. I’ve ordered them to hold for me.”

“That’s my Mom...off to save the galaxy again.” Carla smiled gently. “But like I said, it’s what you do best.”

“I probably won’t go out on this one,” Lorna replied. “I doubt we’ll need an entire fleet to take care of these Otuka creatures, but I’ve got to get word back to Luna, and I will hand-pick the force that goes to deal with them, including a commander with absolutely no sense of humor. The phrase ‘kick ass and take names’ pretty well describes the mission parameters I have in mind.”

Her expression softened as she turned to embrace her daughter.

“Enjoy your two weeks, Honey, and when you get back, bring your young man to Luna. I’d really like to meet him.”

* * * * *
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TerraNova City, Luna

“Actually,” Bjorn Hansen remarked, “it’s been a rather...intimidating experience.”

“What has?” Carla looked at him, puzzled.

“Meeting your family.”

After returning to Earth, Carla had taken her mother’s advice and persuaded Bjorn to come with her to Luna for an entire week. It hadn’t required much persuasion, and now, four days into the trip, they were having dinner at one of Luna’s better restaurants on a balcony overlooking TerraNova Park.

“Intimidating? My family?” She looked skeptical. “The only real family I have are Mom and Grandpa Tom Perry. Surely you didn’t find him intimidating?”

“Oh, no,” Bjorn agreed. “He’s quite an interesting man and amazingly spry for...how old did you say?”

“A hundred and eight. Or is it nine? I forget, but you’re right, he’s amazing. He’s supposed to be retired, but he still serves in the Directorate, and he’s on the board of Luna University. He was over eighty when the anti-aging treatments became available—too old to get the full effect from them—but he just keeps on going; hopefully, for another decade or two.”

“I’d really like to get to know him better. Your mother, on the other hand...” Hansen continued with a grin. “I’m sure you’ll agree she’s a little intimidating—former CEO of the Lunar Free State and current admiral in command of the Lunar Fleet, where I understand they call her the ‘Iron Maiden.’”

“Well, the Navy calls her that, but she’s the ‘Babe on the Horse’ as far as the Marines are concerned,” Carla replied with a grin.

“The what?”

“It’s a long story, and for you to really understand it, we need to visit the LFS Space Museum or return to TransLuna to see the Fleet anchorage. All LFS warships have big, bold, vividly colored artwork on their hulls that depicts the ship’s namesake, which is usually some creature from mythology, some person or group, or some event in history.”

“I’ve seen that in pictures. I think it’s pretty cool, though I can’t imagine how difficult it must be to create a work of art that big on a curved surface while working in zero-gee in a vacuum.”

“Mostly, it’s done with programmed robots, working from a master pattern unique to each warship. No two are alike,” she said. “Anyway, Mom’s flagship has always been LFS Valkyrie—a big, front-line battlecruiser named from the mythology of your Scandinavian ancestors. The ship’s hull artwork depicts a fierce, beautiful warrior maiden, in armor, with streaming blond hair. Her sword is raised high, and she sits astride a winged horse—the Valkyrie, or in Marine-speak, the ‘Babe on the Horse.’ The Marines claim she looks like Mom, but you probably don’t want to mention that to her. It’s something she gets embarrassed about. I’ve used it to irritate her over the years, but that’s just because I have a low, evil sense of humor.”

“And you can get away with it,” he said with a grin. “I’m not tempted to try. If I recall my Norse mythology, the Valkyries were the handmaidens of Odin, and they were the ones who chose the warriors to be slain in battle. Like I said, an intimidating woman.”

“Well, maybe a little,” she admitted.

“But then there’s your extended family—maybe not blood relatives, but just as protective,” he continued. “That includes your Uncle Mick who is the current CEO of the LFS. When he speaks, kings and presidents on Earth take notice.”

“Right,” she agreed, “and then they go running to the news media and revile him for his policies. Not that any of us up here care what they think.”

“And then, there’s your Aunt Annie,” Bjorn went on, “the Commandant of the LFS Marines, and Aunt Ronnie, another Marine, who has more medals on her uniform than anyone I’ve ever seen and who looks like she could kick the stuffing out of a grizzly bear. And let’s not forget Uncle Charlie, Foreign Minister of the LFS and Director of LFS Intelligence Services. I get the feeling if he doesn’t like me, I might disappear, without a trace, with no record I ever existed.”

“You would mention that.” Carla grimaced. “Actually, though I didn’t know this until Mom told me, he’s been keeping an eye on us for some time, but, apparently, he likes you.” She flashed a quick smile.

“Uh huh,” he replied, with a grimace. “If he didn’t, I would probably already have disappeared. Like I said, intimidating. If I didn’t love you so much, I’d be running for the hills by now.”

“I know...you’re my prince,” she told him, reaching out to touch his cheek. “You’re going to rescue me from all those dragons. But really, they’re wonderful people. They just need to get used to the idea that I’m not a little girl anymore. Give them time.

“Honestly, I hadn’t intended for you to meet them all at once. The big dinner party was Mom’s idea. That’s surprising because she’s never been a party person. Thankfully, she kept the guest list to a minimum. With her connections, she could have included half the Lunar fleet and everyone currently serving on the Directorate.”

“Carla...” Bjorn’s voice was hesitant. “You’ve got all these people that are family to you, but I’m just wondering...you’ve never mentioned your father.”

“And I never will,” she said, with finality.

“Sorry. Taboo subject, I guess.”

“No, silly—” she gave him a warm smile, “—there are no taboo subjects between us. It’s just that I don’t have a father.”

“You don’t know who your father is?”

“No, I meant exactly what I said—I don’t have a father. I’m a double-egg baby. I had two mothers instead.”

“Huh?”

“It’s an obscure, high-tech procedure that involves joining two egg cells that mutually fertilize each other—no sperm cells required. I don’t fully understand the mechanism but then bioengineering is a little out of my line. It’s an in vitro procedure which requires the resulting embryo to be implanted in a host mother—in this case, my mom, who also contributed one of the egg cells, so she really is my biological mother—one of them—as well as my birth mother. It’s an advanced biotech process that can’t be done just anywhere, so it’s not very common. And I really don’t have a father.”

“I’ve heard of the process.” Bjorn was looking at her as if she had suddenly become a stranger. “But it’s illegal most everywhere on Earth, even in countries that have the technology. I understand it’s outlawed, like other forms of cloning, because of issues involving genetic deterioration, particularly in the immune system.”

“Well,” Carla said, with a sudden hint of anger in her voice, “I guess that’s what happens when politicians pass laws to regulate science they don’t understand. I am not a clone. A clone has only one parent—it’s a genetic copy of another person. And, yes, there are issues involving genetic deterioration with clones, but they don’t show up until you get to the fourth or fifth generation—clones of clones of clones of clones and so on.”

Her anger had grown as she spoke. Bjorn dropped his gaze to the table, so she reached out and grabbed him by the chin.

“Look at me!” she demanded. “I repeat, I am not a clone. I had two parents. The double-egg procedure is rare, but not because there is anything morally wrong with it, and it does not produce any of the biological issues associated with cloning. It is, however, expensive—much more so than a normal male-female in vitro procedure. It’s readily available on Luna, but rarely used, because it appeals primarily to lesbian couples who want a baby that is biologically related to both—lesbian couples like my mother, and her beloved, long-dead life-partner Carla Perry, my other mother, after whom I am named. Is there any part of that you do not understand?”

Bjorn looked at her and decided Carla had inherited some of her birth mother’s intimidation factor. It was an intense, angry side of her he had not seen before but, if anything, it made her more attractive.

“No, darling,” he said quietly. “I understand perfectly. I’m sorry if I seemed...insensitive. I love you, and I hate to see you upset.”

“Yeah, well, I should have told you.” Carla calmed down immediately, and Bjorn marveled at the amazing power of the words ‘I love you,’ but he realized the effect was possible only because he truly meant what he said.

“Anyway,” she continued, “the procedure is legal in Geneva—about the only place in Europe where it is—and in Singapore or Tokyo. It isn’t common, it’s expensive, and it only appeals to people who have special circumstances. I find it ironic that abortion is legal in the United States while conceiving a baby by the double-egg method is not. Politicians! Idiots!”

“Is abortion not legal on Luna?” Bjorn was learning to phrase his questions very carefully. The wariness must have been noticeable in his voice because Carla suddenly smiled.

“No, it is not,” she told him, “except in cases of rape or child abuse, and even then, if there are no health issues for the mother, it’s not encouraged. I guess the people who founded this nation thought that, with all the modern, effective, and non-harmful methods of contraception available, there was no excuse for an accidental baby—that any such baby deserved a chance at life, and that consenting adults needed to take responsibility for it.”

Her tone suddenly became more serious. “By the way, that brings us to another topic we’ve never discussed. I’ve had my annual contraceptive shot, so we can continue to enjoy each other’s company to the fullest, but I’m not planning on taking them forever. I guess I need to know how you feel about children—our children—as in Bjorn and Carla make a baby.”

“I can’t imagine anything that would make me happier.” He gave her a brilliant smile that faded to a more serious look. “Does that mean you’ve thought about it—that you’re willing to become Mrs. Carla Hansen?”

“Yes, I’ve thought about it...and no, I’m not,” she told him, but there was a twinkle in her eye.

“But...”

“I may be willing to marry you. It’s not absolutely necessary by Lunar custom, but it is common practice for those who want to have children.”

“But you just said...” Bjorn looked confused.

“I said I wasn’t willing to become Carla Hansen. I’m a Moonie, my love, a Moon person, and under our custom, women don’t take the surnames of their husbands when they marry. Also—again, according to Moonie custom—any kids we might have will get the surname of their biological parent of the same sex. If they’re boys, they’ll be Hansens. If they’re girls, they’ll be Greenwoods. And that brings me to the real issue, the only thing that’s making me say I may marry you, instead of I will marry you...”

“And that is?” Bjorn Hansen was very nervous, not knowing whether he wanted to hear the next part.

“I want to share my life with you. I want us to be together, I want us to have children together, but...”

“But...?”

“But I’m a Moonie and, right now, there are about 385,000 kilometers between us—or there will be when you go back to Earth. I don’t belong there, and I don’t want to live there permanently. I have...well...to call it a career would be a masterpiece of understatement. I am a highly respected Fellow of the Lunar Research Institute, head of the Astrophysics department, in charge of pretty much all the research that goes on up here in that field, and for obvious reasons, it’s considered a more important field here than it would be at any research institution on Earth.

“Some people also say I’m very good at it—actual research that is, not running a research department. Maybe the Nobel Prize has something to do with that, but I think that prize is based on politics more than scientific ability. I’m convinced I got it because somebody on Earth wanted to curry favor with the Lunar Free State. And maybe they love me up here on Luna because I’m not shy about funding my own research.

“All the same, I love my work and the people I do it with. I’m not about to give that up and go to Earth, not even for you. I love you, but if I must make that kind of sacrifice, it will destroy our relationship. I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t feel a lot of resentment over something like that.

“By the same token, you are a respected physicist with some serious work under your belt. Other physicists line up to hear you lecture, and half the research journals on Earth—and even here on Luna—beg you to publish an article or two. You’ve got position and tenure in Arizona, and you are pretty much beyond the point of having to beg for grants.

“I can’t ask you to give that up.” A note of misery had come into her voice, and Bjorn felt a lump in his throat. “And you’d be perfectly right to resent it if I did. With your credentials, you could get a position at the LRI, even without my help. I think you’d like it here, and I noticed you got along well with Dr. Harrington who would most likely be your boss. But you’d practically be starting over, with no seniority, working with people you don’t know, on projects not of your own choosing. Anything you want to do on your own would have to be sold to the Research Board along with any need for funding your projects might require. I might be able to help you with that part—I am disgustingly rich—but the Board still rules when it comes to committing research resources.

“You’d have to work for seven years as a Provisional Citizen, because that’s how long you have to be here before you can be considered for full citizenship, except under extraordinary circumstances, and being married to me isn’t one of them. After that, you’d have to be judged worthy to be granted citizenship. It’s not something you automatically get after a set length of time.

“People on Earth say we’re bigots and anti-social and all sorts of uncivilized because we don’t welcome just anyone who wants to come up here and set up camp, but that’s the way we are, and I wouldn’t want it to change, not even for you. I don’t think you would have any problem—we love scientists here—but you can’t take it for granted. And that, of course, assumes you want to become a Lunar citizen in the first place. There’s no such thing as dual citizenship here—if you want to be one of us, you’ll have to formally renounce your U.S. citizenship.

“So...” she said with a sigh, “where does that leave us, other than several hundred thousand kilometers apart? I’ve heard of long-distance relationships, but I really don’t think they work that well. It’s hard enough for Moonie couples who have separate careers, especially if one of them is with the Fleet and has to be gone for months at a time, but they have a common place both of them call home, and they are citizens of the same nation.

“My project in Arizona is almost complete. I’ve already spent more time on it than I can really justify, and people are starting to ask questions. It’s time to wrap it up and then I’m going to sell the condo. We need to decide what we’re going to do quickly.”

She looked thoroughly miserable, but Bjorn felt relieved. He didn’t need to worry anymore about how to broach a delicate subject, because she had done it for him. In fact, he thought with an amused chuckle, she pretty well beat it to death.

She gave him a sharp glance, and he decided he’d better explain the reason for his amusement, lest she take it the wrong way and get angry again.

“You’re never going to solve the problem, darling, because one of your basic assumptions is flawed. I’ve been guilty of a little flawed thinking myself, but you’ve just straightened me out, and the solution is perfectly clear. God! We’d make a great research team!”

“Only half of that team is going to be sitting at this table in a few seconds, unless you explain yourself,” she said with a growl, but then her tone softened. “C’mon, love, this is too important. If you’ve got the answer, share it with me.”

“Sweetheart, you’ve painted a rosy picture of my career on Earth,” he told her. “Obviously, you’re looking at it from the viewpoint of a Lunar scientist—one who’s never had a research project turned down because it didn’t fit the world view of some politician or some member of the Board of Regents who still thinks the Earth is flat and that splitting atoms is The Devil’s Work. One of my colleagues in Arizona had funding pulled from his project because some half-baked, pseudo-scientific nut case told the news media he was trying to create a Black Hole, and the Earth would be destroyed if he succeeded. The media never checked the nut case’s credentials because he was a member of one of those Save the Earth environmental groups, but they sure went after my colleague and the university, who decided it was easier to shut the project down than to try to defend it to people who couldn’t possibly understand the science involved.

“Yes, the journals have published a lot of my work, but I’ve had two papers rejected because they showed flaws in the favorite theories of the illustrious Dr. Hajerian of Oxford, at a time when the rest of the world was fawning at his feet. You mentioned the Nobel Prize. Hajerian was nominated for it the year I tried to publish those papers, and nobody wanted to spoil it for him. After he got the prize, for his flawed work, he suddenly decided his theory needed revision. He then published papers that looked suspiciously like mine. I think I know who sent him copies of my rejected papers, but I can’t prove it.
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