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Foreword

Moon Stories

Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 

Recently, some writer on a major science fiction blogging site wrote a screed begging for purity in his sf. Legendary editor Gardner Dozois calls such sf “pure quill” sf—the kind that Heinlein, Clarke, and Asimov wrote, updated for the modern era, of course. The blogger (who shall remain nameless because, by the time you read this, some other blogger will have said the same thing) decried romance stories with sf trappings marketed as sf, adventure stories marketed as sf (without science in them), dystopias marketed as sf—well, you get the idea.

I read his piece and felt a twinge of empathy. I read every single genre I can get my hands on. Fiction River reflects that in its design—we cover all the genres, and then mix them up, so that you’ll get the unexpected—a touch of sf with your romance, a touch of mystery with your sf.

But as I read the blogger’s piece, I realized that I’m a pure-quill sf girl. When I pick up a book marketed as sf, I want sf.

So, when Dean proposed Moonscapes as volume six of Fiction River, I thought “science fiction!” He didn’t say that—he never said that. He wanted stories about moons or set on moons or near moons or about moons. He wanted moonscapes.

I realized this as we read a pile of stories that professional writers wrote with Moonscapes in mind. We both loved several stories that had no real sf element. If I were editing, I wouldn’t have bought them, even though they were brilliant. My envisioned volume was hard sf to the core—the kind Heinlein, Asimov, and Clarke would have written.

Dean’s was moon-based to the core—and he didn’t care which moon. Earth’s moon? Sure. Jupiter’s moon(s)? Okay. A made-up moon? Yeah, fine.

I’ll be honest: a goodly portion of the stories in this volume are pure-quill sf, like Steven Mohan’s “Hot Jupiters.” But some are something Damon Knight used to call space fantasy, like Scott William Carter’s “The Toy That Ran Away.” The purists and the sf fans would argue about the categories other stories would fall into, such as Lisa Silverthorne’s “Moonfall.” And other stories in this volume are just great stories with a moon in it, like Annie Reed’s “The Old Guy.”

The moods in this volume vary from suspenseful to touching to I-can’t-believe-she-did-that. Surprising, fun, different, the stories in Moonscapes also manage to use the second part of that word as well. They give a portrait of moons that pans the imaginative landscape. (Sorry. Couldn’t resist.) We have moons and scapes, and moonscapes. And a lot of wonderful reading.

Enjoy!

—Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Lincoln City, Oregon 

September 6, 2013




 

 

Introduction

A Moon: That’s It

Dean Wesley Smith

 

Back in the planning stages of Fiction River, I really hoped that one of the first volumes would be about moons. One of my all-time favorite books (that I read back when I was growing up in the late 1950s and early 1960s) was Rogue Moon by Algis Budrys. I loved that book and I always wished AJ would have managed to write a sequel to it before he left us. But no luck I’m afraid.

That book is now considered a classic, as it should be. I can still remember the tag line on the front of that old first edition paperback. “He died, and ascended to the moon and sat on the right hand of death.” Wonderful.

Since that early reading, the moon (and all moons, actually) have had a special place in my reading heart.

And it might be no surprise to anyone reading this that my wife and executive editing partner on Fiction River, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, has a series of books and short novels and short stories set mostly on the moon in the universe of The Retrieval Artist.

And to be clear, I am a major fan of those books and stories. Major. And I’m not alone, since the fans of Analog SF Magazine seem to love them as well, as do all the thousands and thousands who have purchased the first nine novels in the series.

Since Miles Flint, the Retrieval Artist himself, lives on the moon in the future, it was a logical conclusion that for Fiction River: Moonscapes, Kris would do a Retrieval Artist story. (With some arm twisting, I might add, but that’s the job of the editor.)

Then, after I got Fiction River: Moonscapes on the schedule, Kris decided she would do more than just a short story. She would do a special Retrieval Artist short novel (novella) for a bonus Kickstarter award. And a number of people signed up for that special Kickstarter edition of the short novel and have already gotten them by the time you read this.

Kris upheld her end of the bargain and wrote this fantastic Retrieval Artist short novel, “A Murder of Clones,” that you find complete in this volume. It’s not really set on the Moon, but it is set on a moon in the Retrieval Artist universe and that’s enough for this editor.

So with that wonderful short novel for me to build around, I went after some of the best writers working in short fiction to fill out the volume. And I got them.

By the very nature of the title Fiction River: Moonscapes, science fiction will dominate this volume. But not all stories are completely science fiction by any definition. In fact, this volume brushes past a number of genres as is the nature of any Fiction River volume. 

A couple of the stories are bleak, a couple funny, and a number are just plain heartwarming. All are great reads and great stories in my opinion. And they all take a look at a moonscape in one way or another.

I hope you enjoy the read. It was a pleasure to bring this volume to life over the last year or so. And with it just a touch of my childhood as well.

—Dean Wesley Smith

Lincoln City, Oregon

September 6, 2013




 

 

Introduction to “Hot Jupiters”

 

Steven Mohan, Jr. published ten novels under various names. I’ve always thought Steve was a natural heir to Tom Clancy; Steve’s novel Winter Dragon (written as Henry Martin) proved me right by spending more than a year on Amazon’s techno thriller bestseller list. Steve is also a Pushcart Prize nominee whose short fiction has appeared in more than 100 venues, from anthologies to On Spec and Interzone.

About this story, he writes that once astronomers discovered the first exoplanet in 1992, humanity discovered that it was “living in a universe of puffy planets, water worlds, planets circling their suns in days—or hours, even a world-sized hunk of diamond orbiting a flickering pulsar. Just how did our universe get this weird?

“That’s a question I tried to answer in ‘Hot Jupiters.’”




 

 

Hot Jupiters

Steven Mohan, Jr.

 

Pravda’s meters-thick hull was a sandwich of steel and polymerized glass as transparent as a brick wall, but Saxon Krieg had ordered the shipmind to paint the vessel’s sensor feed across the interior bulkheads so it seemed there was no hull. 

The pair of lovers floated in a black sea whose islands were a million stars.

They were in bed, the wrecked sheets damp with sweat, the air heavy with the astringent smell of sex. Monica curled into him, her lovely face pressed against his chest, her long, slim legs tangled up with his, drowsing in the interstellar night.

Nearing the end of her long journey, the starship plunged toward one of the bright pinpricks of light, coming in high and steep. Only one of these suns mattered to Saxon. One sun. One world.

And one moon.

“I’m glad you came,” he whispered.

“Me, too,” she said, slurring the words.

“Glad,” he said. “And surprised.”

At first she said nothing and he thought he’d lost her to slumber, but something must have penetrated her sleep-addled mind, because after a minute she said, “What?”

They were close enough that he could see the system primary, a star with the artless name of HD 209458. The sun was a twin to Earth’s sun, a golden sphere speckled with granules of orange, cherry-bright flames ringing its disk, great molten loops of fire sculpted by powerful magnetic fields arcing across its surface.

“All that time in cold storage,” he said. “A thousand years out and another thousand back. Nothing but you and me. And who knows what it’ll be like when we get back to Earth? You never really wanted to come.”

Now she placed her hand on his chest and pushed back slightly, looking up at him. He could feel her eyes on him.

But he didn’t look back at her. The planet had come into view, close enough to the star to kiss.

The world was a monster, bigger than Jupiter, a gas giant colored methane-green and banded with the chocolate-dark stripes of hydrogen sulfide and thin cream filigrees of water ice. A great red eye watched them from the southern hemisphere. The planet’s official name was HD 209458b, but everyone called it Osiris.

After the Egyptian god of the underworld.

It was a hot jupiter, a gas giant circling improbably close to its primary. In the case of Osiris, it orbited only 7 million klicks from its sun, only one-eighth the distance that Mercury lay from Earth’s sun. A long, cometary tail stretched out from the gas giant, extending a quarter-million kilometers into space, its star ripping its atmosphere away.

A mother murdering her child.

“I love you,” she said, an undercurrent of hurt in her voice, hurt and pleading.

He knew she wanted him to say, “I love you, too.” Expected him to say it.

Instead he said, “Do you?”

“I do, of course I do. Why else would I have come with you, spent two thousand years of my life, if I didn’t love you?”

“That,” said Saxon, “is an excellent question.”

Now he did look down at her and he saw she was angry, her eyes burning with blue fire. It made her lovelier still, the blush of color in her cheeks, even with her black hair simultaneously sticking up and matted to her skull. He’d never known another woman more beautiful.

“How old are you?” he asked.

She peered at him, trying to understand where he was going. “One-ninety subjective,” she finally said.

“So you’re telling me that I mean more to you than any man you’ve been with in the last couple centuries?”

“Yes, that’s what I’m telling you.”

“What about Charlie Fowler?”

Her body stiffened. He knew she was thinking hard, thinking fast.

“H-how did you—”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said.

Before launch she’d gone back to Earth, to Maine, to visit her family one last time. Even though she’d been half a solar system away, Saxon had been watching her. Had known it when she had slipped.

“I’m thinking if you really loved me you wouldn’t have been so quick to jump into bed with Charlie Fowler.”

Guilt and pain flickered across her face. She masked both with anger.

She jumped out of bed, turned her body away from him, grabbed for a dark blue robe of shimmering silk. She shrugged into the garment with quick, jerky movements.

“You were spying on me?” she snarled, turning back to him.

“Come on. You’re not the injured party here.”

And just like that the anger was gone, flashing away like a sliver of ice dropped on a hot griddle. Her face twisted into something grief-stricken and desperate. “I’m sorry, Saxon. I’m so sorry. I was just so lonely. Charlie—He was from a time in my life—college—when the whole universe seemed to be open to me and I guess I needed—” She shook her head helplessly. “I was just so lonely,” she whispered.

“Lonely, because you don’t love me.”

“Lonely, because of the long journey.”

“You never wanted to come.”

“I’m trying, Saxon. I’m trying to work things out with you.”

“Trying to love me is not the same thing as loving me.”

Two roses bloomed high on her cheeks and that long, graceful neck flushed red. She awkwardly held the robe closed, the silk bunched up in her clenched fist. “If you knew, why did you let me come with you? Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you make me come all this way and then—”

She couldn’t finish.

“You betrayed me,” he shot back, “but I still wanted you with me.”

She took an angry step toward him. “Then why couldn’t you keep your ugly little secret to yourself? Why did you have to rub my face in it?”

He glanced past her and suddenly he saw the moon. He stood up and went to look at it, unconcerned with his nakedness, unconcerned with Monica seething behind him.

Most gas giants commanded fleets of moons, but not hot jupiters. It was too easy for a stray asteroid to be caught in the powerful eddies of gravitational force that swirled between sun and world, too easy for a candidate moon to be swallowed up by one behemoth or the other.

But, inexplicably, this hot jupiter did have a moon, a burnt and blistered body the size of Mars, orbiting close-in.

It was the moon, the battered little world they were calling Horus, that would answer so many questions about the mysterious hot jupiters.

“Saxon. Saxon. Are you even listening? Why did you do this to me?”

Reluctantly he turned back to her. “Because it’s the truth, Monica. It’s the truth.”

“The truth.” She spat the words out. “There is more to human existence than your precious truth.”

He shook his head. “Truth is the engine that runs the universe. There is nothing else.”

“You are one cold son of a bitch,” she said bitterly. “Maybe that’s why I don’t love you.”

“That hurts,” he said. “But at least it’s true.”

“Truth is a blade,” she said savagely. “One day you will cut yourself with it just like you cut me today.”

Her words hung there for a moment, but only a moment, before the pregnant silence was sliced open by the shriek of bells and alarms, sirens and klaxons, Pravda crying for help in a thousand panicked voices.

 

***

 

Saxon ran for the bridge, pulling on a pair of navy coveralls as he went. The starship shuddered, knocking him to his hands and knees. He scrambled to his feet, only to be knocked down again, a stuttering palsy running through the vessel’s deck. Beneath the crying alarms, he heard an ominous rumble and then the moan of steel under stress, bending, straining, deforming.

Disbelief filled him, but disbelief threaded through with terror.

What the hell is going on?

He fought his way to his feet and staggered forward in the shaking passageway, his outstretched hand braced against the nearest bulkhead as the ship tried to buck him off. The terrible vibration throbbed in his flesh and buzzed in his teeth.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked back.

Monica was behind him, her face the color of chalk. “We’ll never make the bridge!” she shouted. 

He could barely hear her over the din.

A loud crash filled the passageway as some unsecured piece of equipment smashed itself against the deck, shattering like a decanter fashioned from cut-glass crystal.

“Shuttle!” he shouted back.

She nodded vigorously, her eyes very wide.

He stumbled down the passageway, collided with a spacetight hatch, jerked the striker arm down. The plate-steel hatch flew open and slammed against the bulkhead with a hard clang. Saxon pushed into the space, but not before the hatch swung back and slammed into his shoulder. Crimson agony lanced through his back and he found himself on the deck. He scrambled up and fought his way into the left-hand chair, quickly pulling the five-point safety restraint down over his chest and buckling in.

“Cut auditory alarms!” he shouted above the cacophony.

The shriek of the alarms instantly cut out, leaving only the terrible thunder of the ship shaking itself apart. 

Monica threw herself into the right-hand chair, a purple-black bruise the size of a fist blooming beneath her right eye.

“Shipmind,” she yelled. “What’s going on?”

“LOCAL GRAVITATIONAL STRESSES EXCEED SHIP TEST PARAMETERS BY TWENTY-TWO PERCENT,” said a calm male voice.

Saxon scowled. But that’s impossible, he thought. 

They couldn’t have inserted close to a planet. The Hot Jupiter Anomaly Mission had thoroughly mapped the system in advance of Pravda’s insertion and shipmind would have been continuously updating HJAM’s data with its own observations.

“Show planned course,” he shouted.

At once a holoschematic of the Osiris system appeared. A dashed blue line plunged through the system, skimming the planet’s cloud tops in a refueling run before whipping around to settle in a high polar orbit.

“Now actual course.”

A gold line appeared, diverging from the dashed blue line, plunging toward the gas giant’s center like an arrow racing toward a bullseye.

“What the hell?” Saxon breathed. He glanced back at Monica.

Her mouth sagged open in shock.

“We have to course correct,” he shouted.

She shook her head. “Delta vee. We don’t have the delta vee.”

“But—”

“That’s why the refueling maneuver was programmed in the first place.”

Saxon opened his mouth to argue and then closed it again. She was right, he knew she was right. The long voyage had left the starship almost no fuel to maneuver.

For a moment he watched the gold line inch toward the gas giant.

There was no way to save the starship.

“Shipmind, is there enough delta vee for shuttle Veritas to reach Horus?”

“YES, ASSUMING CONSTANT GRAVITATIONAL LOADING.”

Saxon blinked. Constant gravitational loading? What the hell did that mean?

“Plot course,” Monica shouted.

“PLOTTED.”

“Launch!” she bellowed.

A clang reverberated through the shuttle’s hull as it detached from its dying mother. There was a second of silence and then the shuttle’s engines kicked in, punching Saxon back into his chair. It was a high-gravity burn, three gees pinning them to their seats as the little vessel raced away from the danger.

Unable to move his head, Saxon had no choice but to stare out the shuttle’s canopy, watching through a red haze as the great, dying world Osiris tore apart his beautiful starship.

 

***

 

The little shuttle whose name was just another word for “truth” skimmed over the scarred surface of a moon never before seen by any human being. Despite its novelty, it looked no different from any of a thousand other moons—including the first one, the one that rode Earth’s sky.

Seas of black basalt covered this moon’s ragged face. Its highlands were smothered in gray dust. And everywhere, everywhere, craters had been punched into the battered surface.

“The craters,” Saxon murmured. “Do you see the craters?”

Monica shook her head, but didn’t answer. Didn’t look up at him.

“They’re wrong,” he said. “There shouldn’t be so many.”

She flashed him an exasperated look. “Horus is at the bottom of the deepest gravity well in this system. Of course there are craters.”

“But half the time it’s shielded from the debris by the planet. And even when it orbits on the planet’s night side a meteor strike is unlikely. The odds of an asteroid plunging in and hitting the moon instead of the planet or the star—” He shook his head. “It would be like threading a needle every time. There should be some, yes, but not nearly this many.”

She didn’t answer, she just stared out the shuttle’s canopy at the battered landscape flashing past.

After awhile he asked, “How long to touchdown?”

It was a question that could have been answered by the shipmind, but Saxon asked Monica because he didn’t know what else to say to her.

“Eighteen point six minutes,” she answered dully.

Horus had fallen into tidal lock, turning the same face to Osiris throughout its seventeen-day orbit, meaning that every square millimeter of the moon’s surface was touched by the sun’s blistering heat. But that didn’t mean that all potential LZ’s were equal. If they could set down in a deep, shadowed crater on the moon’s near side they could largely avoid the ravages of the sun’s brutal touch. It would give them a fighting chance.

For awhile.

Like passengers on a ship that hand sunk in the middle of the sea, they’d swum to the nearest island to avoid drowning, but their refuge was a grim and desolate land that would not sustain them for long.

The truth was that their death warrants had been signed the moment that Pravda had inexplicably veered off course.

But that was too much truth, even for Saxon.

“Why did you come with me?” he finally asked.

Monica turned to look at him, that pretty face hard and bitter in a way that it hadn’t been before. “What?”

“If you really don’t love me, why did you agree to come to Osiris with me?”

Monica looked at him blankly for a moment, then turned to look back out the canopy. 

She was a quiet for several minutes and Saxon had decided she wasn’t going to answer when she said, “Your work, it’s important. The mystery of the hot jupiters. They shouldn’t exist, but they do. No gas giant should form this close in. And the idea that they somehow migrated in—” Her snort revealed what she thought of that idea.

“A passing star’s gravity could disturb a system’s equilibrium, knock a gas giant free of its original orbit and—”

“A passing star’s gravity,” she said, her voice mocking. “Hot jupiters are everywhere. 51 Pegasi b. WASP-17b. Kepler-7b. COROT-1b. Scores more.” She shook her head. “Near hits between stars couldn’t explain a tenth of these systems. Not a hundredth.”

She looked at him, those blue eyes meeting his. “I want to know,” she said. “It’s a genuine mystery and I want to know. I guess—I guess that’s the real reason I came.”

He heard the falseness in her words and he was sure that this wasn’t the real reason, but he thought it was somehow closer to the truth than her earlier professions of love. 

Like Osiris being stripped of its atmosphere by its mother sun, the crisis was stripping Monica Temple of her layers of artifice. Before they were done they’d reach down and find the metallic core of her truth.

As long as that moment awaited, Saxon wouldn’t grieve his own coming death. As long as he was seeking a truth, big or small, he was alive.

He turned away from Monica and glanced out the canopy, watching the broken, gray surface hurtling past beneath them, while the black sky above remained empty and still.

Suddenly a brilliant emerald light cleaved the black sky, a strobe of green light flashing again and again.

“SIGNAL DETECTED,” announced the shipmind.

 

***

 

Saxon stood on the moon’s surface in a suit designed to protect him from a temperature swing of more than a thousand degrees Centigrade.

If he stumbled into full daylight it wouldn’t be enough.

The short, blunt shape of the shuttle nestled against the high, crater wall, swaddled in a blanket of cool darkness. Monica was an exceptional pilot and she’d put the little boat down soft, but Veritas had still buried herself in a couple meters of dust.

Saxon felt the rumble of vibration ripple through the packed dust. The rover’s grappling hooks had caught on the surface above and the rugged vehicle was winching itself up the crater wall, the titanium spikes on its eight wheels cutting into rock as it took an unmanned, vertical drive.

Monica stood next to him, staring at the rover as it made its slow, steady climb.

“Sixty-three kilometers,” she said, her voice crackling over the line-of-sight radio freq. “That’s two days journey on the rover. Two days one way. And that’s if nothing goes wrong. It’s crazy.”

Saxon shook his head. “A four-day round trip against a seventeen-day orbit leaves a healthy safety margin.”

“If nothing goes wrong,” she insisted.

“The shipmind detected digital structure in the light pulses, Monica. Each pulse is a message, a petabyte-sized message. That means intelligence, alien intelligence.”

She shook her head. “Great. And how much good does that do us if you end up dead?”

“Look,” he said, “we’re dead either way. The shuttle doesn’t have the delta vee to reach a stable orbit around Osiris, so we can’t refuel. And eventually the heat will break down our shelter. If there is some kind of alien outpost sixty-three klicks away, it might be our only hope.”

She stared at him, fists on her hips. “That’s what you really believe? That Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny and Jesus are going to save us?”

“No,” he said, “but it’s better than staying here and doing nothing.”

She shook her head. “It’s got nothing to do with any kind of rescue. You just have to know, that’s all. You just have to know. That’s what drove you out to this star system in the first place and that’s what’s driving you out those last sixty-three kilometers. And it’s going to turn out just as well this time as it did before.”

“How can you not be curious?” Saxon asked.

It was a good question, a worthy question. Despite the centuries mankind had spent scanning the heavens with radio and optical telescopes, the hundreds of SETI projects, the millions of words of science and science fiction, the first few tentative steps outside the solar system, no one had yet found the slimmest hint of the existence of an alien civilization.

First contact would be the most momentous discovery in human history.

First contact might even be worth the life of two human beings.

It was a worthy question—and Monica sidestepped it entirely. “Someone broke you,” she said slowly, “probably a hundred years before I even met you. Maybe even two hundred. You’re always talking about the nobility of truth, but it isn’t really about that, is it, Saxon? The truth is someone lied to you a long time ago and you couldn’t take it. You’re a broken little boy, Saxon, that’s all you are. There’s nothing noble about you. It’s just sad.”

He looked at her for a long moment and then hit a control on the belt, igniting the thrusters in his pack, punching his body straight up and over the crater’s hundred-meter lip.

He had always thought of truth as an eternal flame, a holy light, but he knew it could also be a blow torch.

And he found he didn’t like it when the blow torch was pointed his way.

He climbed into the rover, and without a word to Monica, set out through the darkness.

 

***

 

The tough, spidery rover crept across the moon’s rocky surface, moving at a careful 1.3 kilometers/hour—slower than a man could walk. Saxon didn’t drive, didn’t even bother to watch the broken landscape as it passed by. The rover’s AI was capable of navigating the journey on its own.

It almost would have been better if the journey had been more dangerous, had demanded more of his attention. If he’d been driving maybe he wouldn’t have to hear Monica’s words playing over and over again, like a looped distress signal.

You’re a broken little boy, Saxon, that’s all you are.

Why hadn’t he said something to her? She didn’t understand him like she thought she did. She didn’t understand anyone like she thought she did. No one did.

People weren’t equipped to understand themselves. Not anymore.

Human beings were no longer fitted to the universe in which they lived. Homo sapiens had evolved to live thirty, forty years, to bring forth a child with every act of love, to have many children because most of them would die, and to love them fiercely, because in the end a child was a person’s only contribution to eternity.

Now human beings lived forever, the link between sex and procreation was forever broken, and almost no one had children anymore.

Saxon wasn’t one of those Originalists who thought that humanity should return to a simpler time, but he did think that the biological imperatives that first drove man out of the trees and across the savannahs of eastern Africa no longer served humanity.

Why hadn’t he said that to Monica? Now it was too late and the argument just circled uselessly around and around in his mind.

After hours upon hours, lulled by the passage of the monotonous landscape and the thrum of the rover’s vibration growling in his flesh, he fell into a fitful sleep.

 

***

 

The sun was a merciless circle of heat in a hard, blue sky, a little bigger than it should have been, a little yellower than it should have been, the difference minute—but real.

It was a hot, sullen day. Elephant-gray Triceratops wallowed in the cool mud, caking on dirt, shielding their hides from the buzzing, biting flies. A royal blue Stegosaurus dipped its beaked head to get a drink, its iridescent, rainbow-colored plates flashing in the sun. Beyond the watering hole, the chest-high grass of the savannah stirred gently, the dried brown stalks whispering softly.

There was no breeze.

A little girl crouched on mud-streaked bare feet not five meters from the stegosaur, digging in the dirt with a stick. She wore a sundress the color of lime sherbet, ash-blond hair hanging across her face in strings, hiding her face as she stared intently at whatever had caught her attention.

A little boy, a year or two older than the girl, stood watching her, his face scrunched up with resentment.

“Go away, Kara,” he said.

She didn’t look up, just kept digging with the stick.

“This palace is mine.”

Why was she always following him? Taking stuff that was his? Stupid sister.

“I can be here if I want, Saxby,” she shot back, still not looking at him.

“Mamma says you have to go,” said Saxby.

“No she doesn’t,” said Kara, her voice sullen. She was digging holes in the mud, watching them fill up with water. What a little baby.

 “It’s too scary for babies,” he said.

She looked up at him then, those hazel eyes wide, her mouth a pink, little O, a smudge of dirt marking her left cheek.

“Too scary,” Saxby repeated. “Mamma says.”

“I’m not a baby,” said Kara fiercely.

“What will you do if a monster gets you?” asked Saxby smugly.

Kara turned, looking at the Stegosaurus, the Triceratops herd and... was there a flicker of something in the high grass?

“They’ll scare you dead,” he said.

“They can’t do that,” said Kara “There’s safeties.” But there was a note of concern in her voice.

“They can if you’re a baby,” snapped Saxby.

“No,” she said, but her lower lip was quivering like she was gonna cry.

That was bad. If she went crying to Mama, Mama might take away Dinosaur Palace. All because of a stupid sister.

He opened his mouth—

A pack of creatures darted out of the grass, moving lightning quick.

Saxby flashed on a nightmare the size of a man, black dagger-shaped stripes against a khaki hide, jaws crowded with needle-sharp teeth.

And then the first one jumped.

It caught an Ornitholestes drinking in the open. The little dinosaur whose name meant bird thief was a small scavenger that stood upright, actually a cousin to its attacker. Like the predator rapidly closing on it, Ornitholestes was painted with the same tawny brush of the savannah, but tip-to-tail it gave up a meter in length to its murderous cousin, a meter in length and almost fifty kilos.

The outcome of the contest was never in doubt.

The hunter jumped and its switchblade rear claws flicked out, thirteen centimeters of bone as sharp as a razor. It was those cruel talons that gave the creature its name. Deinonychus.

Terrible Claw.

Predator and prey crumpled to the ground, the Ornitholestes’s face filled with wide-eyed terror, its screams disturbingly human.

The coppery stink of blood suddenly everywhere.

The herbivores reacted at once.

The Triceratops trumpeted, their bugling danger calls filling the blazing hot air, adults turning toward the threat and lowering their massive, three-horned heads. The juvenile ’tops tried to work themselves back into the herd’s center, bleating in terror.

The three-ton Stegosaurus wheeled away from the water, swinging its spike-tipped tail.

And charged straight for the children.

The boy gasped and took a startled step back and tripped, the simulation so real that he forgot for a moment that it was all just for fun and there was no way the pretend dinosaur could hurt him.

The girl’s eyes widened and she fell backwards, arms thrown out, terror stamped into the lines of her little face.

She was afraid just like her brother. But, unlike him, she didn’t get up.

Not even after the stegosaur charged past.

 

***

 

Saxon awoke, the dream still in his mind. It wasn’t just a dream, it had really happened—but it wasn’t quite a memory either. He couldn’t remember that day, couldn’t recall why he wanted so badly for Kara to leave, couldn’t remember the shock and fear when she didn’t rise.

Oh, he had watched the vidclip of the event, watched hundreds of times, had reconstructed, reimagined it but he didn’t remember it.

Not really.

His sister had died, and he couldn’t remember any of it.

Because his mother had stolen that memory away.

Children were rare, precious. No parent would trust their progeny to messy biology. Children were engineered, every chromosome, every gene just so.

But sometimes there were mistakes.

In Kara’s case, the mixture of terror and a subtle coronary defect had proved fatal.

Unable to live with the tragedy, Saxon’s mother had administered a heavy-duty psychotropic combined with neural pruning to wipe Kara from their memories. 

If it hadn’t been for the nightmares, Saxon never would have known he’d had a sister.

She’d been killed twice, once in a dinosaur holo, her fear accentuated by the excellent simulation and Saxon’s taunts. And then she’d been killed a second time.

In his mind.

All around him the moon’s scarred surface passed away, dusty and gray and as dead as time.

 

***

 

Saxon had expected the strange alien signal to lead him to long-abandoned alien ruins or a crashed starship or, at the very least, some kind of advanced communications tower. But when he reached the source of the signal, he found none of these things.

What he found was stranger still.

The artifact sat on a mostly flat piece of black basalt a meter above the moon’s gray surface. Not a speck of dust marred its perfect surface, as if its alien master had set it down a moment ago and would be back for it any time.

It looked more like a work of art than a mechanism. It was circular, about ten centimeters in diameter, and resembled a rose more than anything else, a flower fashioned from pink petals.

The petals pulsed with a faint light, like a heartbeat.

Around the rose’s outer diameter were a collection of metallic rings painted black and marked in some white, alien scrawl.

Knowing it was foolish—and perhaps dangerous—Saxon reached out to gently touch the rings, to see if he could move them.

He couldn’t.

They were locked in place.

He studied the artifact for a long moment. It wasn’t emitting any kind of radiation (beyond the pulsing pink glow in the visual spectrum). Its temperature precisely matched its environment. He probed it with gamma and UV, microwave and radio, IR and X-rays, looking for internal structure.

Nothing.

Saxon peered down at the little enigma, caressing the strange device with his gloved hand.

One of the rose petals depressed.

He jumped, jerked his hand, and managed to brush one of the black rings.

Terrible, crushing weight slammed Saxon to the ground.

Agony lanced through his body and he struggled to breathe. It felt like someone was sitting on his chest. Crimson bars edged his vision.

The device had fallen mere centimeters from his outstretched hand, but it still took all of Saxon’s strength to reach out for it, to place a gloved index finger on the ring he’d bumped before. To slide it the other way—

Suddenly, the horrible weight was gone, just gone, his chest heaving, his lungs flush with oxygen, his heart hammering in his chest. Saxon hauled himself painfully to his feet, bent down and retrieved the strange device, stared at it in disbelief.

Had it—He shook his head. Had the little device just altered the universal constant of gravitation?

 

***

 

Standing in the small, cramped bridge of the little shuttle that was both refuge and prison, Monica peered at the delicate rose cupped in her hands. In her grasp it resembled some kind of ornament, a work of art meant to accent a woman’s beauty.

She frowned, delicate brows hunched over those pretty blue eyes.

“You’re saying it’s some kind of ... remote control?”

“Exactly,” said Saxon. “Exactly. I played around with it while I was rolling back in. It changes gravitational force and the duration of time and heat transfer and look at this.”

He snatched the rose away from her, touched a certain petal, spun one of the metal rings. He pulled out a cutting laser from the right front pouch of his suit, thumbed the safety off.

Monica’s eyes widened in alarm. Her voice rose in alarm. “Hey, wait, what’re you—”

He pointed the laser down at the deck and pressed the rose up against its barrel.

“Saxon, don’t! You could cut right through the—”

He touched the firing stud and sparks of dust-scattered ruby light poured out of the krypton laser, but slowly, ever so slowly, as if the scarlet photons were particles of molasses. The laser should have emitted a high-pitched shriek, but instead a bass hum emanated from the machine, as strange and wrong as the light.

Saxon released the firing stud watching the flickering light slant slowly toward the deck.

And then, suddenly, there was a small whip crack of sound and a ruby flash of light that left behind a black-burn scar on the deck and the ugly odor of ozone and burning plastic.

“It controls ... the speed of light?” she whispered.

Saxon nodded. “Within a certain range.”

Monica stared down at the burnt spot on the gray tile, her lips slightly parted, her breathing a rasp.

Saxon replaced the laser and set the rose on the pilot’s chair.

She did not pull her gaze up from the deck.

After a minute he couldn’t stand it anymore. He grabbed her by the shoulders and her gaze jerked up to him.

He laughed, his laughter loud and maybe a little wild. “Don’t you see, Monica? This’ll save us. This explains why our orbital insertion went bad. The planet’s gravity was too high. But with this device,” he glanced at the rose, “we can change gravity. It’ll be ridiculously easy to break free of the moon. We’ll have enough delta vee to reach Osiris, refuel.”

She shrugged. “And what do we do then?”

“We set course for Earth.”

Monica frowned. “Earth? Earth’s more than 150 lightyears away. How can we—”

She stopped. She saw it, too.

Saxon let go of her and lifted the rose, held it up. “Earth’s 47.1 parsecs away, but how many lightyears is up to us. We can go home, not in a thousand years, not in a hundred, not in ten. We can go home whenever we want to.”

The blood drained from Monica’s face, that lovely skin suddenly china-doll pale. She reached a trembling hand out to the right-hand chair to brace herself.

“I don’t think you’ve thought this all the way through yet, Saxon.”

“What? Yes, I have. This’ll get us home, Monica.”

“Yes,” she admitted, “but—”

“Look,” he said, “you didn’t come with me because you loved me. And you didn’t come with me because you thought my hot jupiter research was important. You came with me for another reason.”

Monica licked dry lips, but didn’t look up at him.

“Didn’t you?” he demanded.

She nodded, the movement of her head so slight, it almost wasn’t there.

“You came with me for the same reason you cheated on me. Because your life is empty.”

She looked up sharply, her eyes blazing with fury.

“You son of a bitch.”

He shook his head. “It’s not just you, Monica, it’s all of us. We live forever. There’s no want, no challenges. Human beings ... We’ve been twisted into something nature never intended.” He raised the rose, shook it at her. “But with this, we can explore the galaxy, colonize the stars. With this, we can strive. With this, all our lives will mean something again.”

“Your little found toy, it solves everything, yes?” she said caustically.

She heard the cruelty in her words, but it didn’t frighten him. There was no way for her to cut him.

“Say what you have to say,” he said. “I’m not afraid of the truth.” He thought of his little sister, gone without a trace. “In fact, I insist on it.”

She nodded slowly, her baleful, blue gaze locked on him.

“All right. Because you love the truth so much.” She drew a deep breath. “The name of this moon is Horus.”

He blinked. “Yeah. So what? Horus was the son of Osiris.”

She nodded again. “Falcon-faced Horus, the son of Osiris, the god of sun and protection and one more thing. Do you remember the last thing that Horus ruled over?”

Saxon frowned trying to remember his Egyptian mythology. None of it really mattered. The gas giant had been given the name Osiris because Osiris had ruled the underworld and the gas giant was a dying world. And once you named a world Osiris it just made sense to name its moon Horus.

He shook his head. “I don’t—”

“War,” she said softly. “Horus was the Egyptian god of war.”

He shrugged, still not seeing her point.

“Your aliens tore the gas giant from its orbit. Scattered the planets in this system, sent them spinning into the cold of interstellar space. While you were out riding your rover, did you get a good look at the moon’s cratered surface, Saxon? They bombarded this little moon. War, Saxon. They were waging war. And not just here. Everywhere in the sky where there’s a hot jupiter, scores of star systems, and in every single one we’re seeing the remnants of a terrible, apocalyptic war.”

She tore the rose out of his hands. “And they did it with this.”

Saxon’s mouth tasted dry, bitter.

“Can you imagine their power?” she whispered. “Can you imagine their hatred?”

“But it’s all just history,” he said, “they’re long gone and—”

And then he remembered the signal they’d detected upon landing, the alien device calling to its masters across time and space.

“They’ll destroy us,” she whispered. “Not just our people, but our worlds.”

The signal, he thought. How had he managed to make himself forget the signal? And suddenly he understood his mother burying her grief, Monica desperately telling herself she loved him. 

For the first time he understood the necessity of lying.

Because that’s what you did when the truth was unendurable.




 

 

Introduction to “The Old Guy”

 

I bought Annie Reed’s first short story years ago. Since then she’s gone on to sell short fiction in a lot of different genres. She’s an award-winning mystery writer whose stories have appeared in many anthologies as well as Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine. But she’s a heck of a science fiction and fantasy writer as well, as her history with Fiction River proves. Even though this is our sixth issue, Annie’s stories have already appeared three times. Her next appearance, after this one, will be in our first special edition, called Crime.

She wrote “The Old Guy” after reading an article about the futility that men of a certain age are facing as they look for work.

“Being of a certain age myself, I got ticked off,” she says, “so I sat down at the keyboard and started to write about one of those ‘wrong age’ guys who really does have something special to offer if only people would look past the snow on the roof. Along the way, I discovered an unexpected heart to the story. I love it when that happens.”

And so do we.




 

 

The Old Guy

Annie Reed

 

Nick tried to get a job at a video store. He liked watching movies and knew quite a lot about classic gangster films, modern action-adventure flicks and feel-good romantic comedies. He even liked the independent dramas that put everyone else to sleep. The store smelled like buttered popcorn, and large windows at the front and along the sides made the place feel light and airy. Nick thought a job like that might be a perfect fit for him.

The manager told him she wanted someone who could clean used movies at factory speed so the store could put them up for sale, and she asked if his eyesight was good enough to see scratches on the discs. He assured her that his glasses worked just fine and he had decades of experience meeting deadlines so he was sure he could work fast enough, but she said she thought he was better suited for something slower paced.

He applied for a position at a used bookstore. He’d always liked to read during his summers off. Fat fantasies and over-sized thrillers, cozy mysteries and slim westerns, and romances that made his cheeks blush rosy red. He imagined days filled with the comforting smell of well-read paperbacks and the familiar task of sorting names in alphabetical order. 

The pinch-faced bookstore manager spoke of a company philosophy based on continual criticism, and she gave him written tests with incomprehensible questions and illogical answers. For example, since when did a person’s repeated inability to win a game mean the game was fixed? The manager assured him that was the right answer, but in Nick’s experience, some people just didn’t have an aptitude for games and there was nothing sinister about it. 

The manager’s thin face pinched even tighter when Nick shared his own philosophies about life and work and games with her. Even though Nick could calculate discounts in his head and recite the alphabet backwards, she thanked him politely and told him perhaps he should try placing a freelance ad as a life coach on Craigslist.

When Nick saw a Help Wanted sign at a self-service car wash, he stopped in to apply. He enjoyed being outside even when it rained or snowed, and the foamy, pink-tinged soap that bubbled up from long-handled scrub brushes reminded him of peppermint-flavored whipped cream. He assured the manager he knew how to make change and that he’d have no problem monitoring the equipment. The manager had him fill out a simple application, thanked Nick, and said he’d try to get back to him.

Nick never heard from the man again.

He thought about applying for executive positions with large, multi-national corporations, but then he remembered the manager from the bookstore and the corporate philosophy her company had adopted from one of those large, multi-national corporations. A job like that would steal his soul, bit by bit. 

He applied for every position he thought he was remotely qualified for. As part of his job hunt, he took a number of increasingly bizarre online employment tests for which the Internet assured him there were no right answers but which he seemed only capable of answering wrong given the lack of response to his applications. 

He even applied at Wal-Mart. They never called him back either.

It seemed like no one on the planet wanted a man with Nick’s experience, his patience, his willingness to work, and most likely, his age. He thought about shaving his beard, or at least covering the bushy whiteness of it with a manly brown dye, but that felt too much like lying. Lying was a bad thing no matter how much psychobabble spin a person put on it. Nick wasn’t a bad person. He just wasn’t in high demand.

Well, no use crying over spilt milk, as his wife, god rest her soul, used to say. If no one on the planet wanted him, he’d just have to expand his search.

 

***

 

 “You want to go to the moon?”

“Yes,” Nick said with a smile.

The fresh-faced recruiter blinked at Nick across a conference room table made of glass and polished chrome. She was twenty-six, he knew, trim and professional in a dove gray business suit, her dark hair pulled straight back from her high forehead. She wore a subtle perfume that smelled faintly of fresh-baked cookies and reminded Nick of hot chocolate stirred with a stick of cinnamon and topped off with a dash of nutmeg sprinkled on top of the miniature marshmallows.

The recruiter had been one of his kids in the days before his retirement from his previous line of work, and she’d always been good. Emily, her name was, although today she’d introduced herself as Ms. Wells.

She didn’t remember him, of course. Nick didn’t feel slighted. That was the way of the world, and he’d gotten used to it. 

“How do you even know about the program?” she asked. “We’re very discrete.”

Nick expected the question. “A friend of a friend,” he said, which wasn’t a lie. Ms. Wells worked for Mr. Thrusher, who Nick knew as Alex, and Mr. Thrusher worked for a conglomerate owned by Mrs. Parker, the widow of Lincoln Parker, whom Nick had known as Linc.

Linc had dreamed of living on the moon when he was a little boy, and he had been a good little boy indeed. Nick had done what he could, giving Linc the kind of yearly gifts that encouraged him to look beyond the boundaries his well-meaning parents and teachers tried to place on his imagination. 

Just because his kids eventually outgrew him didn’t mean Nick lost track. He knew that Linc had grown into a man who took it upon himself to do the kind of things governments no longer seemed capable of doing. Today Nick sat in a conference room on the twenty-ninth floor of the tallest office building in Seattle, a building that owed its existence to the force of Lincoln Parker’s dreams.

Mrs. Parker, whose name was Felicity, hadn’t been a good little girl, but she’d grown into an honorable woman. Her husband had never given up his desire to go to the moon. Mrs. Parker intended to honor him by taking his ashes to the moon as a permanent part of the first colony established there—a moon base sponsored by no government or agency, affiliated with no religion or set of dogmatic beliefs, but spearheaded instead by Lincoln Parker’s vast wealth.

Officially, the project didn’t exist.

“You know, the program is the first of its kind,” the recruiter said. “We expect conditions will be harsh. Perhaps you’d be better suited for...” 

She let the thought trail off, as if she were embarrassed she’d made assumptions based on his white hair and beard and the round firmness of his belly.

Nick’s smile grew wider. He was familiar with harsh conditions. He’d survived cold so deep it froze his breath and blizzards so fierce he needed help to navigate his way through the howling snow. 

“I’d be right at home,” he said.

She wasn’t convinced, but she hadn’t said no. Nick wondered if she didn’t have the authority to say no—especially not to those people who’d discovered the program through a friend of a friend—and instead relied on gentle persuasion. Nick had been rejected by Wal-Mart. He wasn’t so easily dissuaded.

“This program is all about innovation,” he said. “Be different. Innovative. Take a chance on the old guy.”

Three weeks later, after a battery of physical tests and psychological evaluations that would have put the pinch-faced manager of the used bookstore to shame, that’s exactly what Lincoln Parker’s widow did.

 

***

 

Nick sat in a comfortable chair in a private jet headed toward Florida. He imagined it would be the last comfortable chair he’d sit in for quite some time. 

A little patch of sunlight managed to make its way through the window next to Nick. The jet had lifted off from Seattle before dawn, and Nick had enjoyed watching the sun rise above the horizon as they headed east. Most of the flights in his life had been at night, and the warmth of the sun on his shoulder loosened his old bones. Although he’d still be able to see the sun from the moon, it wouldn’t be the same.

Lincoln Parker’s widow sat in a comfortable chair of her own across from Nick. Her second Bloody Mary of the flight sat on a corkboard coaster on the small cherrywood table between them. She hadn’t touched much of it, even though she’d downed the first as soon as the flight had lifted off from the old Boeing field south of the city. 

“I should have my head examined,” Felicity Parker said to him.

Nick lifted an eyebrow, expressing curiosity without saying a word. He’d come to know Felicity Parker well during the last six months. She’d trained right alongside him while he’d learned the new skills he’d need on the moon. How to walk in an environment suit. How to walk at all in gravity lower than Earth’s. How to interact with technology so advanced it seemed like magic.

He was somewhat familiar with that last bit, having used his own unique form of technology for most of his life to perform what seemed like magic to the rest of the world. He’d shown the skeptical youngsters in charge of getting him ready for life on the moon that it was possible, after all, to teach an old dog new tricks.

He’d been surprised that she intended to not only accompany her husband’s ashes to the moon, but live the rest of her days there. She truly had grown into an honorable woman, one who was capable of deep, abiding love. Nick wondered if he’d misjudged her as a child. Good and bad were such subjective terms, after all.

When she didn’t take him up on the invitation offered by his lifted brow, Nick shifted in his seat to look at her more directly. He’d rather look out the window, but they wouldn’t arrive in Florida for another two hours. He still had plenty of time to take a last look at the places he had flown over so often in his life, even if he’d never seen most of them in daylight.

“You mean about your decision to participate in the program in your husband’s place?” he asked. Going to the moon hadn’t been her childhood dream. 

She gave him a long look. She was a handsome woman of forty-two with a strong jaw line and a direct gaze. A formidable woman in the board room, no doubt.

They were alone in the passenger area of the private jet. The other members of the team had left for Florida on a commercial jet the day before. Nick hadn’t known why he’d been singled out to accompany Mrs. Parker, but it appeared she had something she wanted to say to him when no one else was around to hear.

“I remember you, you know,” she said.

Nick’s breath caught in his throat. He tried to cover his surprise with a quiet cough.

Even when they caught sight of him by accident, Nick’s kids never remembered him, not after they grew up. After they quit believing. Only a rare few could recall his face at all. But Felicity hadn’t been one of his kids, and she’d never believed.

“I was seven,” she said. “And a precocious seven at that.” 

She had her hands folded neatly in her lap. She didn’t glance away from his face like she was trying to remember the night. Her gaze was steady on his. 
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