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"Wherever you go, you are burdened with yourself. Wherever you go, there you are." Thomas a Kempis

Previously on Titan

Fynn was away at university when his father, chief engineer on the Herschel, invited him to tour the ship docked in Earth's spaceport. Instead of assembling a research vessel, his family's cult had secretly transformed the Herschel into a colony ship. Shoved into stasis pods, Fynn and a few hundred other members of the Kin were kidnapped to Saturn's moon, Titan.

While most Kin slept in stasis, Fynn awakened with his father and the advance team to prepare habitat domes. The colony chose the water-ice shore of a liquid methane lake for their new home. As they worked beneath the dim orange sky, a second crew reconfigured the Herschel into a space station.

Plagued by death, sickness, and malfunctions in the domes, the frightened Kin split into factions. After his father was killed, Fynn reluctantly accepted leadership of his rebel crew as they struggled to sustain the colony's vital power plant.

When the cult's visionary leader, the man who brought them to Titan, died, Fynn's sister continued the old leader's bizarre reign.

In Titan's low gravity, the colonists' health deteriorated. Artificial gravity onboard the rotating space station would revive them, but when battles in the domes escalated, the pilots refused to shuttle Kin up. Fynn's sister attempted to seize control of the station, but he frustrated her plans. When her baby, the first conceived on Titan, was still-born, she blamed Fynn.

Most Kin remained in stasis through these troubles. Once awakened, they expected to find their Council of Cohorts governing the colony. The advance team, weary of upheavals, embraced the change.

This was Fynn's chance to reintegrate the Kin. His sister accepted the rebels back into their home barracks. In the resulting calm, the pilots relented and brought Kin for visits on the space station to recuperate.

Shuttle craft that once transported cargo to Titan's surface now set out to explore the Saturn system and seek vital resources, and Fynn trained to become a pilot.

In the Poseidon, he searches the inner moons for minerals to sustain the colony on Titan. In the domes, his sister emerges from her tower daily to preach the dead leader's vision. Slowly, Kin recover, but life at the dismal moon remains precarious, and new perils await.
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Chapter 1
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Fynn directed the artificial intelligence to land his boxy shuttle, deploy its studded wheels, and drive across the frozen plain. Poseidon was the only ship exploring this inner moon, far from the colony on Titan, and Fynn was alone.

The command cabin held little besides four seats. High-resolution screens, close enough to touch if he loosened his harness and stretched, covered the hull's inner surface. As long as he didn't glance over a shoulder at life support compartments separating him from the cargo hold, Fynn could imagine he sat on the moon's surface.

The illusion was both exciting and unsettling. He ran a hand through his scruffy black hair and his sleeve flopped loosely. Feeling fragile under the vast sky, Fynn yanked his harness straps tight, hugging his torso against the seatback.

Saturn filled the starboard display and extended to the overheads. Beautiful. Even with only half its disk illuminated, the giant planet dominated the airless sky. Its night side was deeply black, outlined by a sprinkle of stars in surrounding space. Its day side was bright with khaki and beige striations. A slash of edge-on rings exaggerated its bulging equator.

The immense disk balanced on the absurdly close horizon of the tiny moon, and a streak of Saturn's reflected sunlight gilded the silvery ice.

"Poseidon, record these camera feeds." The view alone was worth a trip away from Titan.

The port screens brightened, drawing Fynn's attention. A fogbank he'd spotted from space roiled upward, shooting a plume far into the black sky. It seemed close, and a chill stung Fynn's spine.

"Poseidon, I thought we were north of the geyser fields."

The AI's androgynous voice was unperturbed. "Based on available data, we are."

"Thanks a lot. Will there be any more eruptions?"

"I don't know."

"Reduce your certitude setting to eighty percent."

"Yes. Geysers occur in families, presumably along fault lines."

"We better finish our job and get out of here." Alone onboard and alone on the moon, Fynn talked to his ship a lot. Two other pilots were also prospecting, but the Saturn system was huge, so they were far away. Even the time lag in their comms was annoying.

He could adjust the AI's personality however he liked, which was fortunate, because he had nowhere else to go. The command cabin served as galley and bunk, and the cargo hold was barely long enough to bounce a few steps from end to end.

Poseidon stopped on a narrow anomaly that extended to the horizon on either side. Fynn aimed one of the exterior cameras straight down, replacing the port side geyser plume with a view of the surface. A rough vein reflected light from thousands of crystal faces, like a channel of diamonds. He'd have to scrape up a sample after his primary task was completed.

Fynn centered his goal in the forward screens, a lumpy black rock the size of a large watermelon. It was sure to be a meteorite and a valuable resource.

Saturn was a ball of hydrogen and helium, and its moons were ice and methane. Their cores probably contained metals, but buried far out of reach. Any surface rocks had to originate from collisions in the asteroid belt or possibly the Kuiper belt. Both were incredibly far away, but over millions of years, Saturn would have dragged in passing rubble, and even the wisp of gravity from a tiny moon intercepted some of those useful rocks. With no atmosphere to incinerate them as they fell, and no weather to bury them, quite a pile should have accumulated.

Or so the colony's designers had thought, but the chunk in front of him was the only one he'd found. Disappointing, but at least he wouldn't go home empty handed.

Fynn slid his hands into control gloves on the arm rests and reached out. The ship's forward manipulators moved into view on the screens and aimed at the rock. He clasped the left claw over his prize and yanked.

The rock, frozen solidly into the plain, didn't move. Instead, the ship slipped sideways.

Fynn groaned.

"Sorry," Poseidon said. "I didn't understand your command. Please repeat."

"I wasn't talking to you." Fynn bit his lip, extended a chisel tool on the right manipulator's hand, and scraped along the meteorite's edge, raising a sparkling puff of crystals. He wriggled the tool underneath and pried upward, clutching the rock with his left hand so it wouldn't launch into space if it broke loose. Nothing. He twisted the chisel. The rock didn't budge and, when he tried to retract the manipulator, it didn't move either.

"Great, now I'm stuck. Maybe if I wiggle the manipulator..." He leaned into his harness straps, concentrating on the meteorite.

In a burst of white, churning fog filled the view screens. The ship lurched and alarms sounded.

"Poseidon, emergency lift-off."

The ship trembled as its engines fired, but it nosed down. Snared by its trapped manipulator, the ship did a brief headstand and toppled over.

Whomp. Vibrations rattled Fynn's teeth, harness straps grabbed his shoulders, and the overhead screens went blank.

"I'm sorry, Fynn," Poseidon said. "I had to abort our lift-off."

Fynn yanked his hands free of the manipulator gloves and gripped the armrests. Side views showed an upside-down world and his stomach churned at the sudden change. Hanging in his harness in near-zero-g, Fynn needed something to orient himself. "Show me the ship."

A hologram popped open, hovering above his lap. Fynn pressed his feet hard against the deck to keep his knees out of the image.

The animation was as long as his forearm with the ship's image laying on a translucent plain of ice that blanketed his knees. The engines under its stubby wings pointed into space, and its manipulators extended forward to the black rock.

Fynn slid back into the manipulator controls. He retracted the ship's left arm, stowed it in a groove on the ship's hull, and pulled his hand out of the glove. The right manipulator wouldn't budge and all he could see on the forward screens was a churning fog. A knot twisted his guts.

"Poseidon, modify this hologram to highlight the manipulator's operational status." Along the right arm, every joint glowed red.

"Now show me hull stresses." A rainbow topography spread over the translucent animation in his lap, scarred in red where knobs in the ice dented the hull above his head. Well, below his head, since the geysers had flipped Poseidon upside down.

Fynn ran a hand through his hair. "Do you detect any change in cabin pressure?"

"No, Fynn. The hull is holding."

Fynn heaved out a sigh. He had spare air tanks in the life support compartment, but they'd empty in seconds if the hull ruptured. There was no space suit onboard because the ship was supposed to be safe. So much for trusting the designers.

"I can figure this out." Fynn said. He stretched his legs, allowing his feet to float. Calm down, he chanted silently.

"Poseidon, switch the exterior cameras to infrared." The fog turned transparent and shadows of the landscape covered the wall screens with a fuzzy view of Saturn disappearing below the deck. He could see again and the flutters in his chest subsided.

Through the front screens, the rock was a green lump, the manipulator its fat tail. But it looked different with one end raised higher than the other. He slipped into the control glove for the ship's good arm, locked the hand over the meteorite, and pulled. It shifted. That freed the right manipulator, and its arm telescoped in partway. He draped it as snuggly as possible over the ship's blunt nose.

"Poseidon, we're gonna be okay."

The ship shuddered and another screen went blank as red lines crept along the animation's starboard wing. Fear jolted through him.

"Fynn, the ship's orientation is changing."

"I see it. Aim cameras at that sparkly streak we were sitting on." The focus adjusted, but the diamond reflections were gone. Only a dark gap showed in infrared.

The ship sat on a widening fissure blasted open by the geyser.

"Poseidon, you've got to launch."

"In my current orientation, engines will only drive us farther into the ground."

"Thrusters. Launch with thrusters."

"I haven't encountered this situation before. Please provide a simulation of this environment so I may explore options."

The ship shifted again and Fynn gripped the armrests till his knuckles cracked. "There's no time for that."

"Alternately, you may input a sample of successful and unsuccessful thruster settings. Twenty should be sufficient."

"Twenty?" Damn machine learning algorithms. "Never mind. Show me thruster functionality."

In the holo, the circle of thrusters brightened, emphasizing their locations on the outer hull. Several nozzles were jammed into the ice and glowed red, but most were green.

"Enable manual thruster settings." Reaching into the hologram, Fynn poked each green nozzle into position with a shaky finger, aiming half down and backward, half down and forward. Better not fire the red ones at all. He tapped, and those nozzles went dark.

For the first time, metal groaned. A red band brightened the animation's right side. Hull stress was increasing.

"Poseidon, save my settings. Now, full power, fire active thrusters."

The ship tipped forward a few degrees, then lumbered into space.

***
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Drew slung the instrument's carrying strap over one shoulder. It looked like a fat pistol but was actually an x-ray fluorescence analyzer. He slid his lab's accordion door closed, hurried to the ladder, and climbed to the upper level. The plastic floor was textured to resemble terra cotta tile, and pastel tubes that hugged the cross section's hull concealed utilities, but this segment of the space station's ring was empty. Spinward, the curve of the ring blocked Drew's view of the next segment, and from the other direction, three pilots approached from the mess hall.

Evan came first, but Drew doubted that was because he was the Pilot Cohort Leader. The other pilots had elected him as their representative to the Council, but he never tried to boss anyone around, and a smile usually adorned his chubby face. Since his shuttle was outfitted for passengers, he only flew between the station and Titan's surface. Without headaches and insomnia from lengthy stays in low gravity, he was reliably cheerful.

Drew frowned in sympathy at the other pilots' grim expressions. He'd once suffered those same zero-g effects and was glad to live full-time in the rotating station's ring. Muscle cramps, clogged sinuses, upset stomach - no thanks.

Tyra had returned in the Demeter a few days ago, so the grayish tinge had left her delicate features. Kana had only been back two days, but she bravely pushed through her return-to-gravity misery, hugging herself and spreading her feet wide to keep her balance. At least her Asian heritage guaranteed a tawny glow to her skin.

In comparison, Drew felt as pale as a dead fish's belly. That was thanks to his genes, but the colony's dilemma always nibbled at the back of his mind. Titan's pitiful low gravity wasn't enough to keep a body healthy, so without periods of recuperation onboard the station, the surface domes would eventually deliver a slow death from insidious effects like immune system failures. Drew nibbled on his neat, sandy mustache. He understood the risks, and that would blanch anyone suffering rational paranoia.

A few minutes earlier, the Poseidon had docked, and Fynn wanted to show his meteorite to the other pilots before handing it over to the manufacturing crew. He'd called Drew for a quick analysis with a portable instrument, which was no trouble. Best friends since childhood, he was happy to help Fynn out.

Fynn was descending a spoke from the space station's central core to the ring. This particular spoke connected to Drew's lab and a plastic membrane covered the opening in the ceiling. The access port in the plastic floor at Drew's feet was a gaping, uncovered hole. Large equipment could be moved from the lab all the way to the station's core.

Drew gripped the hole's encircling railing. Overhead, Fynn's feet kicked open a doggie door in the sealing membrane, releasing a cool breeze driven outward by the station's centrifugal spin. A vertical ladder slid down with a clang, landing on the narrow strip of flooring that overhung the access to the lab below.

He waited until Fynn had both feet on the platform before bopping him on a shoulder. "Welcome home, buddy, to you and your rock." He hoisted the XRF analytical unit. "Which is where, by the way?"

"A robot's bringing it down, so stand back," Fynn said. "That meteorite's heavy."

A multi-purpose monkey-bot extended three of its limbs through the doggie door to lower a big black rock, pocked and lumpy but generally egg shaped, to the floor. The rest of the bot tumbled down like a rag doll. The ladder retracted and the doggie door snapped shut. The bot jointed four legs into the sort of spider configuration that gave Drew the willies and stepped aside.

Fynn patted one of the bot's shiny legs and spoke to the station's AI. "Thanks, Orpheus. Leave the bot here. We'll need it again."

Drew shrugged the tension from his shoulders. He was more relieved to see his friend, safe and in one piece, than he was willing to admit. He'd fretted during the Poseidon's eight-day flight home despite assurances that the ship was sound after its accident. "Congratulations, Fynn. It's about time one of you hotshot pilots brought back a meteorite. I read your report. Don't suppose you got a sample of that geyser?"

"No, I did not." He might sound annoyed, but Fynn was grinning. "You're lucky I kept hold of the meteorite. The manufacturing crew says it'll take weeks to repair my smashed manipulator. Not to mention printing replacement cameras and thrusters."

Tyra sighed. "I was afraid you wouldn't make it back."

Kana wobbled a bit and her fingers dug into her blue coverall sleeves, but her dark eyes sparkled. "I did okay collecting orbital data on an irregular moonlet, but I didn't try to grab a sample because it's tumbling erratically. Maybe Orpheus can calculate an approach for my next trip."

"That'll be a trick." Fynn shook his head. "These ships are fine operating in Titan's atmosphere, but they're clumsy for prospecting."

Evan nodded. "You know how Liam ran things, and nothing's changed." He paused. It was almost a year since their commander had been killed. The pilots were still mourning.

Drew stood respectfully in silence, looking from one solemn face to the next. The little group was a perfect sampling of Kin. Fynn's dark skin and square face marked him as an Indus Valley Archetype. Kana's tawny coloring and hooded eyes made her what Kin called a Samurai. Evan and Tyra were pale Vikings.

Drew rubbed his long, crooked nose. He was too gangly to be a top-notch Viking warrior like Evan, though it was all nonsense anyway. When he and Fynn left the Kin's compound on Earth for university, Drew discovered that the outsiders, the mongrels, didn't simply disagree that Kin were the only True Humans. Their scientists had never heard the claim at all.

Drew huffed out a sigh. No one in the colony wanted to be told that their origin story was baloney. They'd all memorized the tale as children. Tanaka's grandfather was an archeologist scorned by jealous colleagues. He made miraculous discoveries in the Indus Valley that led to a worldwide search, using genetic databases, for surviving descendants of the True Humans. Under his guidance, they recreated their ancestral society, safely away from the mongrels. Everyone loved the story.

There was no point in exposing True Humans as a lie, because it didn't matter anymore. They had escaped the mongrels forever, alright. Cut off from Earth, lock, stock, and barrel.

Evan cleared his throat, bringing the group out of their individual thoughts. "Each of you is free to decide what missions to take and how to manage your own shuttle."

With the somber mood broken, Drew raised the XRF unit. "Let's see what Fynn brought us."

He pressed the barrel tip against the meteorite. A light flipped on, warning that x-rays were bombarding the surface. Drew released the trigger and stretched out his left arm. The unit transmitted its data to the display pad woven into his sleeve. "I've got iron and nickel, like we'd expect from any meteor. Some silicon and magnesium."

Drew's pulse quickened. "Potassium. Almost point zero one percent. The greenhouse crew will be thrilled if it's in a bio-available mineral."

Fynn bent to rub the meteorite's lumpy surface. "Point zero one percent? That won't make much fertilizer. I was hoping for more."

"Don't fret," Drew said. "Our mineral supply's not a crisis yet. We have more urgent problems."

Fynn ordered the robot to haul his meteorite down to manufacturing's chemistry lab on the lower level.

"What next?" Drew asked. "Anyone want to try my latest attempt at synthesized coffee? It's not half bad."

Fynn grinned again. "I need to recover before pouring any of your dreck into my stomach. The medics will be annoyed that I didn't go straight to hospital, so I better check in there."

"I'll help you along," Evan said, and Kana followed them, heading spinward.

That left Drew alone with Tyra. "Come on, sweetheart. I know you'll fake a love of my coffee."

She looked down at her hands, clasped tightly together.

Drew reached for those twisting fingers. "Is something wrong?"

Tyra leaned her head against his chest. "I'm a pilot. I signed up for this. But I don't want to go out there again."

"The medics say you should spend four weeks in station gravity before taking another trip."

"I don't know if four weeks is enough. It's so lonely in space. I feel so small." She pulled her hands loose and reached around his waist.

Drew returned the hug. "You've got four seats in your ship. Someone could go with you. I'll go, if you want."

Tyra sniffed. "Just what you need. You'd go crazy, sealed in a tin can. What I mean is, I feel like I'll never get home. Like I'll die out there, and no one will ever find my bones."

Tyra was part of the original secret team, one of the pirates who'd hijacked most of the Kin, including Drew. She'd been gung-ho right through their first year at Titan as they built the surface domes. In recent months, since she started prospecting, Tyra was often withdrawn. Drew thought it was just the adjustment back to gravity. Perhaps it was something more.

His hands prickled like he held fists full of needles. He'd never told anyone about his plan to return to Earth, not even Fynn. It was actually more of a dream than a plan at the moment, but if Tyra had misgivings about Titan, maybe her ship would change his chances.

"Do you think about Earth much?" Drew took a step back, anxious to watch her expression. "Ever wish we could go home?"

Tyra glanced around. No one could overhear, but she whispered. "Yeah, sometimes I do."

"Me too. And I have some ideas."
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Chapter 2
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After a space flight, Fynn didn't mind spending a few days in the hospital segment. Being assigned a private room let him escape the hustle of the station.

He'd flown a couple prospecting missions and knew the return to centrifugal gravity would make him dizzy for a day or two. On the plus side, his head wasn't stuffed up anymore. That's what he told the medic who handled his morning exam.

Drew met him as he left the exam room. "Ready for your walk?"

Fynn groaned. "I was going back to bed. Shouldn't you be working in the lab?"

"Already fed my microbes their breakfast. You want to get your sense of balance back, don't you? So, walk."

"But my feet weigh a ton."

"That'll stop in a few days."

"My guts are still queasy."

"Look, I'm prepared for anything you can hurl." Drew yanked a barf bag from a cargo pocket in his coveralls.

In the domes and on work shifts, everyone wore indestructible coveralls laced with pigmented polymers. While practical, the fabric was slick and clammy, but provided some handy tricks. In addition to comms, the interactive pad in the left sleeve controlled the fabric's color. Drew wore his shifted to pale green. Fynn preferred to set his coveralls to khaki.

Rooms lined both sides of the hospital, making the center aisle claustrophobic, but the rest of the station's upper-level donut ring was open. They walked spinward through the gymnasium segment past wrestling mats where a pair of men practiced while their barracks mates shouted advice.

Despite the drag of gravity, watching friendly competition put a bounce in Fynn's steps. All through school, he and Drew competed. They'd grown at the same rate, always matched in height and build. Whenever a sport required it, coaches paired the two of them. Fynn gave Drew that crook in his nose in a boxing class, but it never bruised their friendship.

The next segment was residential. Most Kin had no duties onboard, so many sat in scattered groups on plastic furniture patterned in green and beige. Some were dressed in the clothing they'd worn the day they entered stasis. Such items were becoming threadbare.

From the laughter, several shared games were underway. People double-thumbed on flat pads. Everyone had received a hand-held flat pad. The screens were much better than a sleeve for high resolution.

A few people sat alone, hunkered in chairs turned to the wall. Solitary pursuits were unusual, and Fynn wondered why they weren't with a couple barracks mates. Maybe some dispute left them excluded, at least for a while.

In a few more steps, the segment's midpoint appeared around the ring's curve. Display screens curved up from the floor on both sides and met overhead, arching over another group of chairs. They paused at the screens' edge to avoid blocking the view of Kin who sat contemplating Saturn. The planet filled one side and Titan filled the other, but no one seemed interested in the fuzzy brownish moon.

A man with pale eyes and short-cropped gray hair sneered when he spotted them. "Look, it's the cowards who renounced us in the domes."

A younger man next to him swatted his shoulder. "Give it a break, will you? Go ahead, guys. We won't bother you."

Once through, Fynn ran a hand through his dark tousled hair.

Drew leaned close. "There's always a few jerks. We're fine with our work-crews, aren't we? Me in the lab and you with the pilots? Besides, most other Kin have forgotten the troubles."

Thankfully, Drew was right. People wanted to forget that Kin had fought Kin. That had been shameful, something unthinkable for True Humans.

Fynn's wide mouth tightened. "Some guys will always cling to their grievances."

Drew hurried on. "Everyone's relieved, if you ask me. Our troubles are over."

"You think so? How often do you go down to the domes?" Drew had been one of the first Kin to escape to the station when the factions erupted.

"Me?" Drew spread his hands wide in a plea. "I haven't had a panic attack since I got to the Herschel, and I intend to keep it that way. But don't listen to me. We both know I'm crazy. Evan shuttles people up and down every day, and you've talked to your old crew when they're onboard. You know what they say."

Fynn nodded. "They say that no one torments them, and they live happily in their Village barracks. That the power plant's running fine. The greenhouse is fine. The fuel depot and the robots, all fine."

Drew crinkled his long nose in his favorite, too-cute expression. "Well, isn't that just fine?"

Fynn huffed out an agreement. He was fine with his old dome crew too, the Mechanics. They'd stayed loyal a year ago, when the troubles had escalated to murder. They knew he'd negotiated their safe return to the Village barracks, and they'd worked quietly from within ever since. Their support for the reconvened Council of Cohorts derailed mindless obedience to the cult's spiritual leader. Now, Kin tagged the leader's edicts for specific ceremonies that no longer controlled the rest of their days.

It was hard to accept that the leader was his own sister, Maliah. As kids in the children's barracks, Fynn trailed after her whenever he could. But on Titan, she'd spent more and more time with Tanaka, the man who'd brought the Kin to Titan. When he was killed, she'd seized control, continued his bizarre reign, and turned on Fynn and their father.

Over the past year onboard the station, he often ran those days through his mind, trying to understand what had happened to her. After so many months, emptiness replaced his anger toward Maliah, though the wariness remained.

Maybe history didn't matter. Kin were reunited, the Mechanics were accepted again, and Fynn enjoyed being a pilot. He stayed out of everyone's way as much as he could. Let the past fade. Everything was fine, and Fynn saw no reason to risk rekindling the troubles.

He and Drew continued to the mess hall without drawing any special notice. It was long past breakfast, but the tables were never empty. Fynn found a vacant spot along the garden strip that edged the ring's hull. He brushed a rosemary bush and inhaled the fragrance. Yes, his sinuses were recovering from zero-g already. "I'm exhausted. We've been walking for hours."

"More like shuffling for thirty minutes. We're less than halfway around the ring, and you should be able to run a full lap in five minutes flat."

"I will, once I'm back in shape. How about you bring us something to drink while I rest?"

Drew grunted. "Do I look like a waiter to you?"

"I'll try your latest batch of synthetic coffee." Fynn arched his brows and smiled.

Drew returned with one hand hooked through three mug handles and a plate in the other, and set everything on the table. "You should eat something."

"Thank you, mother-hen." Fynn examined one of the golden, palm-sized disks on the plate. "This looks like a biscuit."

"It is. The kids made them from bean flour in their cooking class, and I prepared the milk solids they used. Grow a tankful of the right microbes, filter the proteins they pump out, and bingo. As good as any cow could produce."

Fynn nibbled the biscuit. Anything the kids did brightened everyone's mood, and happily, his stomach didn't rebel.

The medics argued that no one could predict how Titan's low gravity would affect growing bodies and brains, so the children's barracks were permanently located onboard the station. Especially the older kids complained about being kept off the moon's surface, but barracks discipline prevailed. That, and classes organized by the teachers. The kids' life onboard was the closest to normal of anyone.

Fynn mumbled around a larger bite. "Pretty tasty, but why'd you bring three mugs?"

Drew shook out his left sleeve, the woven pad glowing with a message. "Evan's shuttle just docked with today's group coming up from the domes, and your mom's with them. You know she'll come straight to see you."

The mugs were still warm when Greta walked into the mess hall, dressed in the white coveralls of a medic with a red stripe spiraled around each arm. She was pale even for a Viking. If the platinum braid bouncing down her back was streaked with white, it was impossible to tell.

Fynn didn't look at all like his mother. With dark eyes and dark skin, he resembled his father. Gawky instead of graceful, skinny instead of slender, his coverall sleeve flopped around his arm as he waved to catch her eye.

Drew slid Greta a mug and stood up. "I suppose you two want to talk."

"Don't be silly." She tapped the tabletop. "Sit down. I'll talk to you both."

Drew watched anxiously as Greta took a cautious sip of synthetic coffee. He relaxed when she sighed contentedly.

"This version is much improved," she said. "Your coffee's going to be a big success. Now, you must bear with me for a moment, while I quiz Fynn on his medical condition."

"I'm fine. Tell me how everyone else is holding up. Are Kin spending enough time onboard to make you happy?"

Greta took another sip. "Scheduling is complicated. Cohorts arrange work crews that interfere with what barracks leaders plan for their units. Thank goodness for Orpheus and its algorithms. I specify that each person spend one week onboard the station out of every four, and our AI never misses by more than a few days."

Fynn had expected her answer. As Medical Cohort Leader, Greta felt responsible for every individual's health. Titan's low-gravity deteriorated muscles and bones, but that wasn't the worst of it. The medics tracked dozens of changes, like fluid imbalances and autoimmune glitches. The space station was a hospital, and the current commander was also a medic. Time in gravity was mandated for everyone.

Almost everyone.

Greta's delicate eyebrows flattened with concern. She wanted to talk about Maliah. She always did after a visit to the domes. She fussed over her daughter and the adjuncts who refused recuperative trips to the station.

Fynn didn't want to worry his mother further, so he'd never told her that Maliah had tried to kill him. Twice.

***
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After a few days in the station's fifty percent pseudo-gravity, Fynn's feet no longer weighed a ton and he returned to the bunkroom he shared with Drew.

Evan decided the pilots had recovered enough to discuss their last prospecting mission. As usual under his relaxed leadership, they carried mugs of tea to a cafe table in the green segment's mess hall.

Evan lifted his mug toward Fynn, who presented his report. "Orpheus will schedule repairs to Poseidon based on the manufacturing crew's priorities. Nothing happening yet."

Fynn swiped through the repair schedule on his sleeve. His ship wouldn't be ready for weeks, but he couldn't call for emergency priority, not in good faith. He was just starting his recuperation period, so he couldn't return to prospecting anyway. "I'd rather hear about Kana's survey data."

"My object's only three kilometers across on its longest axis," Kana said. "And seems to be part of an irregular group. Could be remains from a smashed moon."

"That's promising." Fynn perked up. "You may have found what we're looking for."

Kana pulled a flat pad from her pocket and laid it in the middle of the table so they could share the display. "Here's the orbital data I collected. Only six days' worth, but enough for Orpheus to make preliminary calculations. I'll be able to find it again."

Tyra had seemed distracted, and now she looked up from her tea. "We should stay outside of Saturn's rings."

Kana straightened up. "They're nothing but ice fragments and barely a kilometer thick. No worries."

"But the shuttles are so far apart when we go prospecting. Look what happened to Fynn."

"That wasn't caused by ring fragments," he said.

"That's not my point." Tyra's voice sharpened. "We'll never reach each other in time if there's an accident. We should stay close to Titan."

Kana dismissed her with a wave. "What good will that do the colony?"

"What good will getting killed do?"

The two pilots glared at each other, and Evan froze. Then he cleared his throat. "Ladies, please."

Evan hated conflict. Fynn rescued him by swiping through several charts on the pad. "Kana's moonlet has an inclined orbit, and Orpheus estimates a period of roughly three years, so it won't cross the plane of the rings for months."

Their cohort leader recovered. "Thanks, Tyra, for raising the issue. That's what these meetings are for."

Kana's lips tightened, undecided between a frown and a smile. "I could use help evaluating the object anyway. How about if Tyra and her Demeter join me and the Hestia on our next trip?"

Evan nodded. "Sounds like that's the best idea. I'd like you two to plan your next flight together to further explore that moonlet."

Tyra was still wide-eyed, and for a moment Fynn thought she'd argue, but the pale pilot gave a sharp nod.

"This is a hopeful discovery," Evan said. "Kana, I'd like you to present your results at this afternoon's Council meeting." He glanced around the table. "You're all welcome to attend."

Fynn approved. As Pilot Cohort Leader, Evan could hog all the good news if he wanted to, but he believed each pilot was autonomous. He never gave orders though they generally accepted his suggestions, as Kana and Tyra just had. The relaxed attitude was one of the things Fynn liked about being a pilot. If he had his way, he'd never go down to the domes again.
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Chapter 3
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With nothing else to discuss, the pilots scattered to whatever entertainments they preferred. Fynn headed toward the purple lab segment, thinking he'd climb down to the lower level and pester Drew, when someone called his name.

He spun around, spotted a figure in bright pink coveralls, and called back. "Rica."

Rica zigzagged through the tables and wrapped him in her arms. The light brown curls escaping her ponytail tickled his nose as he returned the hug.

"I missed you," she said.

Fynn released Rica and smiled into her green eyes. "I thought you weren't coming up for another week." Like most Kin, she spent weeks in the domes between short station visits.

"I figured you'd be recovered enough from your prospecting trip to appreciate some company," she said. "Orpheus is happy to schedule more time onboard than the medics prescribe. The rest of my barracks mates won't join me for a few days."

Responsibilities kept them apart most of the time, but that added excitement when they were together. Anticipation drove away Fynn's lingering gravity aches.

He reached a hand toward the man trailing behind Rica, an Archetype like himself, but more caramel than coffee colored. "Ben, good to see you too."

Ben chuckled. "I've got a Council meeting coming up, and as it happens, most of the other cohorts are onboard, so it was a good excuse for me to shuttle up." The Mechanics had elected Ben as their Engineering Cohort Leader after Fynn left the domes, and he couldn't think of a better choice. Ben understood the methane-fueled power plant as well as Fynn did, and seemed to enjoy people interactions.

"You haven't dropped off your gear yet." Fynn noticed they each carried a yellow bag. "Let's get you settled." Accommodations on the level below the mess hall were partitioned into men's and women's barracks, and Orpheus would have assigned them bunks.

Ben announced that he'd take a nap until his gravity headache disappeared. Drew would be in his lab, especially if Fynn sent him a message to stay put. Since they shared a double room, with his friend's cooperation, Fynn could snuggle with Rica privately. Anything more vigorous would send her stomach into a knot for the next day or so, but holding her was enough to make Fynn warm all over.

***
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Barracks onboard the station's lower level weren't especially cheerful, but they were flexible. Movable plastic panels subdivided the narrow beds into groups. Those panels, in various pastel colors, easily snapped in and out of channels on the curved walls. Visitors moved them daily as barracks mates arrived and departed.

As permanent residents, the pilots and onboard crews claimed rooms at one end, against the bulkhead that separated sleeping quarters from labs in the ring's next segment. Fynn and Drew had slept in adjacent beds since childhood, so they'd claimed their own private space and stacked their beds into bunks. They also acquired two chairs and a table for their own little room because, as Drew said, the printers had to make something in their startup test runs. It reminded Fynn in a small way of his university apartment on Earth.

Rica had fallen asleep and Fynn sat in one of those chairs now with a flat pad on the table. In keeping with his usual resolve to be inconspicuous, he decided to view the Council of Cohorts meeting from his room rather than attend with the other pilots.

The Council had commandeered a group-activity room in the kids' school in the upper-level yellow segment. The area was mostly left open, but the teachers had constructed a few enclosed spaces from plastic panels.

The yellow segment's lower level contained pumps, compressors, filters, plenums, and other gear for life support. Even with noise-dampening fields, nowhere on the station was quiet. Council members wouldn't have to shout, though, since Orpheus compensated for the muffling white noise. Cameras smaller than a thumbnail shared the lighting channels in the ceiling. The AI could capture conversations and relay the words to a person's ear gel. In a crowded space, it deduced who was involved in a particular discussion and reproduced the speaker's voice.

In his room, however, Fynn needed to alert the AI. "Orpheus, I want to hear this meeting."

The Teaching Cohort, Birgit Bell, was already seated. She'd been one of Fynn's teachers on Earth, so he thought of her as old, but her dark braids were untouched by gray.

Next to Birgit, the big Farming Cohort, Max, pulled out a chair. He'd been the Kin's biology teacher on Earth and Fynn's ally in the dome battles. His greenhouse crew was the largest in the colony.

The Maintenance Cohort, a cheerful woman with rosy cheeks, arrived next, closely followed by Evan representing the pilots, Ben for engineering, Greta for medics, and the rest. The size of the crews they led varied widely, but the Council was based on occupations, not numbers.

Kana sat with Tyra at the far end of the table, waiting to present her prospecting results. Only Maliah was missing.

Not for long. As host for the session, Birgit flipped on a wall screen and Maliah gazed out at them. Fynn was always struck by her resemblance to their mother. She was a sepia version of Greta's alabaster Viking queen. After two years in Titan's low gravity, the folds around her eyes were swollen but their amber color shone as brilliantly as ever.

Fynn folded his hands, massaging one with the other as he watched. His sister's eyes seemed to gaze into the distance. Maybe it was because months had passed since they'd been face to face, but no sense of menace tightened Fynn's chest. He was safe on the station.

"Welcome, Maliah." Birgit bowed her head to a camera that streamed video to the surface. Around the table, all the cohorts bowed.

On Earth, their old leader had forged deep connections, not just with the Council of Cohorts, but with all Kin. That reverence had transferred to Maliah. Whatever she said, at the moment she said it, was true. And apparently any statement could be pushed aside just as easily the next time she spoke. Fynn's analytical mind didn't understand that, but it was a fact.

Birgit gazed earnestly into the camera. "Thanks for joining us, Maliah. We hope you'll say a few words before this meeting begins."

Maliah spoke without focusing her eyes. "May you shed your attachment to Earth and forget our old ways. Lead the Kin to rejuvenation on Titan, the world that Nature has prepared for us. Be inspired by Doctor Tanaka, who brought us here from Earth, and now lies on Titan's surface, preserved forever in the cleansing cold as our first martyr."

Birgit pressed one hand to her throat, and everyone's expression softened.

Fynn bit his lip. The old cohorts, the colony's designers, had died in the unpredictable stasis pods. Their father made it to the surface, but also died before Tanaka. They were all earlier martyrs. Maliah knew that. Everyone did. But no one challenged her speech.

He switched his view to a camera aimed at his mother. Her face was pinched with worry, though her smile remained frozen in place.

The screen went blank as Maliah's transmission abruptly ended. Fynn could join the others now without risk of antagonizing his sister, but he didn't want to walk in late. Besides, if Rica woke up, he'd rather be with her.

Birgit cleared her throat. "I guess it's my turn to be moderator for this meeting. Evan, I understand the pilots have a report for us."

Evan nodded to Kana. She tapped her sleeve and sent her charts to the wall screen. Fynn wondered if the cohorts understood the risk pilots took to ensure the colony's future. Maliah didn't seem to. She'd been in a trance, repeating Tanaka's high-sounding nonsense. Seeing her galled Fynn, but the signs of illness on her face only worried their mother.

***
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Drew hoisted his coffee cup, saluting Fynn and Rica. "You kids have fun. Some of us have jobs to do."

Halfway to the lab segment, he bumped into one of the teachers with two kids in tow. "Would you help us with a project?" the teacher said, not really asking. She tapped the boy's shoulder. "Why don't you go first?"

The boy flushed red, right up to his auburn buzz-cut. "I'm Jason. I've been reading about the Darian calendar. It's proposed for use by space colonies, and I'm posting it on the cybernet for Kin to vote on." As he talked, Jason's blush faded and his voice grew serious.

Drew knew the drill. He'd been assigned projects himself once. "We've been setting day and night times on the station to match Earth. In the domes too. Between sun light and Saturn shine, Titan's always in twilight."

"See," the girl said. "Titan's orbit doesn't matter, and Saturn's year is too long for anything useful." She sounded exasperated, like she'd had this argument before.

The girl came up to Drew's shoulder, and she tilted her sharp chin to look straight into his face. "I'm Tova, and I hope you'll vote for my project. I propose the Kin select a name for the space station."

Drew stroked his mustache. "The station has a name, the Herschel. Named for an astronomer who discovered some of Saturn's moons."

The girl beamed, ready for his objection. "He's just some old dead guy who played the harpsichord. How about naming the station Themis. In ancient mythology, she's one of the Old Ones and goddess of fairness."

"Fairness!" Jason snorted. "That's not very exciting. All she does is carry a scale around."

Tova stomped a foot. "She carries a sword too."

"Well, I think we should name the station Uranus." Jason smirked.

The teacher shot a warning glare at her charges. "We don't disparage each other's proposals, do we?" That wasn't a question either. "There are many more Kin to talk to, so let's move on."

The girl beamed at Drew. "When you receive the AI's notice, vote for Themis."

School projects never changed, not even on Titan. To the teacher's nodded approval, Drew thanked the kids.

He proceeded to the vestibule ladder and climbed down, landing in the manufacturing side of the lab. The 3-D printing crew was already at work, sorting billets of plastics and spools of wire.

The manufacturing leader had stowed every scrap of cargo packaging in the printing lab. He fussed constantly over his limited supplies.

Drew sighed. He hoped to leave for Earth long before they ran out of feedstock, but the colony would need minerals for the greenhouse gardens before metals for printing.

"Hey," someone called. "Shut your lab door. It smells funny over there."

"You're crazy. We've got our own air scrubbers." He did, however, pull the accordion door closed behind him.

Lab benches with black resin countertops marched down the center of the space, past enclosed hoods, recycling systems, and cabinets organized neatly against the slope of the ring's hull. They weren't using half of the space yet.
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