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THE WATER had to be close to freezing. Kelly Barton kept paddling. The orange plastic kayak was light, but still hard to maneuver. Most of the other girls in the group were a year ahead of her, fifteen and sixteen year olds, and they kind of left her behind in everything.

The Acacia River ran straight out from Glacier National Park. A few hours ago it had been ice. Only just melted.

The other eleven girls paddled ahead. 

Some had flicked water at her from their paddles. Bad enough that she had it running down her wrists inside her parka, but now it had gotten in around her neck too.

Years ago she remembered a counselor telling her that it was good to look at the positive. She might get teased, but at least she could see. A hundred years ago, even just fifty, if someone lost their eyes they would be blind for life.

She was lucky.

There had always been teasing, but over the last year it had become worse. Especially from the older girls. Boys were another matter, but the girls were vicious.

And even worse; getting sent here by the fosters. A camp to give her some more contact with other children. A school evaluation that described her as “reticent and shy” had caused that. She’d been sent off here to gain some “confidence and strength”. So far all she’d gotten was teased and bored.

Anyway, who wouldn’t be reticent and shy with obvious false eyes and a dead family?

She still woke up from dreams. The car tumbling down the slope from the Angeles Crest Highway. All the crash gel to no avail.

In some of the dreams they were all alive again. Mom, Dad and Nathan.

Mostly not.

Mostly now she didn’t wake up screaming, but she still woke. Still lay awake for hours shoving it back.

Overhead a bird called. A big gull, drifting away from the lake.

The group was moving along a rocky part of the river. It got swifter ahead, Vanessa had told them earlier. Vanessa was the counsellor. The one who’d said it would be fine to come out kayaking even though Jen, the swim coach, was out with a cold. Kelly knew there were supposed to be two adults with them on the water, but she wasn’t going to say anything in front of the others.

Sticking her paddle in, Kelly drove against the water. At least she was coming to terms with the kayak. Mostly she could keep the nose–the bow–pointed forwards.

She heard a distant soft boom of thunder. It rolled around her. Balancing, she looked back. A big black storm shoving up into the mountains. Or coming this way.

The sky overhead was still clear. The storm was miles away.

Ahead one of the other girls whooped. Kelly heard splashing.

Kelly peered. Some of them were out of sight. The four she could see stood out starkly in their bright patterned lifejackets.

Another shout from around the bend, and again the sound of splashing. Someone screamed.

The girls in view stopped paddling. Mary Dryson began back-paddling.

It had gone quiet beyond. Maybe some quiet splashing.

“What’s going on?” Kelly said. She kept paddling forwards.

The girls ignored her.

Someone shouted, “Get her up!”

Kelly paddled harder.

“Mary?” she called. “What’s going on?” Mary was the least unfriendly of the group.

Kelly wondered if she would ever make any friends.

Mary glanced over. “Vanessa,” she said.

“Vanessa what?”

“She’s gone under,” Mary said. She kept back paddling.

Kelly came far enough around to see an upturned kayak. A paddle floating away.

It looked like blood in the water.
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KELLY SPRINTED ahead. She wasn’t sure how she did it. Some kind of instinct took over with the paddle.

The other girls were milling around.

“What happened?” Kelly said. “Where is she?”

No one said a thing.

“Is she under?”

Thunder boomed again. Closer now. One of the girls squealed.

Kelly could see a rocky outcrop nearby. The water dropped sharply from it. Sheer.

She didn’t have long.

Vanessa had taught them how to roll. They’d all been sitting in their kayaks on the grass in front of the cabin. Vanessa facing them.

The counsellor had leaned over, lying her kayak on its side. She’d told them to imagine they were right under.

“Head down,” she’d said. “Reach like this and scoop the water. Push yourself right up and over.”

Easy.

They’d practised in the pool.

Kelly had never got it right. Blind underwater. She’d bent up gasping. Somehow tearing herself from the kayak.

That had to be Vanessa’s paddle drifting off.

She couldn’t come upright. Not without it.

But she should have pulled herself out of the boat by now. Just the way Kelly had. Back in the pool

Kelly paddled right up beside the upturned kayak. The water wasn’t perfectly clear. She could see Vanessa’s shape hanging below.

The lifejacket hadn’t inflated.

Kelly did the only thing she could.

She rolled the kayak.

The freezing water jabbed her face. Right away she was in the dark. She kept her eyes closed. That was the main rule with artificial eyes.

Holding onto her own paddle with her right hand she reached out with her left. She felt Vanessa’s jacket. Kelly tugged. Pulling up.

She couldn’t get Vanessa to move.

Yanking and dragging, Kelly only managed to get herself closer. Vanessa was limp.

Kelly kept pulling.

She lost her paddle.

No way to get upright herself. She could feel panic rising. How long had she been under?

She needed to get out now.

Letting go of Vanessa, Kelly reached around. She grabbed the kayak’s skirt and yanked it off.

Cold water rushed around her waist and legs.

Bending forwards, she pulled herself out of the kayak. Her right foot jammed in against the seat.

She struggled, twisting.

She almost took a breath.

Slow down, she thought. Don’t drown. You can hold your breath for minutes. Minutes

No idea how long she’d been down.

Probably less than twenty seconds.

Pushing back in she felt her foot come free. Rolling and twisting she got herself out of the boat.

She needed to take a breath, but she reached for Vanessa again.

Nothing.

Kelly kicked and reached. She swirled her hands around. She bumped against the drifting paddle.

She grabbed it and pulled up. Out of the water. She gasped. Opening her eyes she looked around.

All the girls still sitting in their kayaks watching. And right there, the orange bottom of Vanessa’s kayak.

Kelly gulped a breath and dove again. Right away she found Vanessa. Still lifeless.

Kelly ripped the counsellor’s skirt away and pulled the woman down. She felt heavy. She dropped down into the water. Slipping right out of the kayak.

How deep was it here? Kelly wondered. Vanessa was slipping from her grasp.

Clawing and clutching, Kelly found the lifejacket canister. It was supposed to activate automatically when stuck underwater. Just like her her own should have.

Kelly found the manual release cord and pulled.

Right away the jacket inflated. Vanessa’s downward plunge halted. She rose past Kelly.

Holding onto the counsellor’s belt, Kelly yanked her own lifejacket. It burst up around her, reminding her of the crashgel from all those years ago.

She bobbed up next to Vanessa. The counsellor was breathing.

“What happened?” she whispered.

Kelly looked around at the open-mouthed girls, still sitting helpless in their kayaks. “Nothing much,” she said.

#
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THAT EVENING, JUST before lights-out, Vanessa came and found her in the cabin. The rain had started, a heavy downpour punctuated with thunderous blasts of lightning.

Alone out on the verandah, the counsellor thanked her.

“No one else came in for me,” Vanessa said. She glanced at the closed cabin door.

“It’s all right,” Kelly said. “They haven’t teased me since.”

“Your eyes?” Vanessa smiled.

Kelly nodded.

“If I’d known that, I would have taken us kayaking days ago.”

Kelly laughed. Vanessa laughed with her, and pulled out a block of dark chocolate, breaking it in half to share. Kelly sucked on the bitter sweet, letting it fill her mouth.

The rain eased for a moment, and Kelly felt all right about coming to camp after all.
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THE GARDEN out back of the station was doing well. Broccoli and asparagus coming up fine. A row of bushy carrot heads waved in the breeze. Kelly walked up the narrow path through the local trees and stood at the garden’s edge.

She wondered where Greg was. He liked to come up and work here. A respite.

The air was cool–it was still early. Mapinkura’s sun, Serthin, was still below the taller treetops beyond the garden area. Out in the forest some of the morning birds still hooted and chirruped. As the day warmed up, she knew, they would quiet down.

Coming into the narrow path between some rows of new corn she looked for Greg’s footprints.

They didn’t need the food at all, though most of the crew would argue that anything fresh was better than packaged and printed protein bars or the ultra hydroponics that were so well preserved they would outlast the pyramids.

Working with the soil, though, was a good respite for anyone. She’d spent some afternoons up here herself and felt refreshed and calm afterwards. She’d lost track of time.

Which was what she figured Greg had done now. He spent more time than any of them out here. Especially after the incidents from a few weeks back.

Especially after Dave’s death.

“Greg,” she called. The garden wasn’t that big, but parts of it were hidden among some new growth trees. There was a little greenhouse where he was trying dwarf olives, hoping for a crop before they moved off to a new location.

A vain hope, she knew.

Within a couple of months there were going to be dozens of researchers here.

The discovery was just too big.

Their little camp would be overrun. Machines would be building tall, huge housing units to cope with everyone. Their little five-person outpost was about to be overwhelmed by a virtual university of researchers, students and support staff.

It had only been three weeks since the dome had been uncovered and Earth didn’t know yet–it was a transit time of thirty-three days each way–but she knew their time of idyll would be over.

To think she’d only just arrived, really.

She came around far enough to see the small greenhouse. Greg stepped out of the door holding a plant in a pot.

“Hi,” she called. She wasn’t quite sure of their status yet. A tricky business, being thrust together like that. He’d pulled her out of the water, helped her around after Schmidt’s men had shot her.

She didn’t know if she was ready to become his lover or not.

It didn’t sit well in the power structure here. After the previous head of mission had been sent home, Greg had been a shoo-in to take over. He was a good lead researcher, he knew how the planet worked, understood the needs of mapping, of the biosphere.

But then she’d arrived as the new commander. No matter what happened, that was always going to sit between them.

“I killed it,” he said.

Kelly took another couple of steps. The plant was clearly well-dead. Brown leaves hanging from thin desiccated stems.

“What was it?” she said.

“Basil. Nothing like it fresh in a salad.”

She nodded. She knew they were kind of skirting the subject.

It had been easier to do while she’d been laid up in the small infirmary for the first week after the shootings, but since then there had been awkward moments.

She hoped they could figure it out between them. He was a good man. He did deserve to be in command of a mission.

Now all that was going to be squeezed out. For the both of them.

“Come on back down,” she said. “I’ll buy you breakfast.”

“Yeah. What’s on today?”

She smiled. “Oatmeal. Salt, if you want it. Yesterday’s coffee.”

He grinned back. “Let’s go.”

On the walk back, she kind of felt like taking his hand again. When Schmidt and his gang had arrived, shooting things up, trying to destroy the dome, and separating the research team–killing Dave–she and Greg had been trapped together.

That was when she’d first felt like taking his hand. She didn’t feel any less so now.

“Weather’s changing,” he said, lifting the pot plant in a kind of gesture at the sky.

Over beyond the treetops big clouds were building. They’d had some squalls lately. Bigger than the regular afternoon rainforest drenchings. The last storm, just a few days back, had been a real doozy. The ground was still sodden.

“Have you read the drone?”

Greg nodded. “We don’t have enough history on the planet yet to really extrapolate, but it looks to me like it’s going to get wetter before it gets better.”

She managed a smile for his weak joke. Looking at the clouds she saw a flash of jagged lightning.

Greg counted, just under his breath.

When the thunder came it was louder than Kelly had expected.

“Fifteen seconds,” Greg said. “Close.”

“Loud, too. Coming our way?”

Greg shrugged. “Maybe. At least it won’t be here before breakfast.”
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ANDREA HUDDLESTONE thumped the cafe-perk. It gave a satisfying thunk, but didn’t start working. She pulled the spigot again, trying to get anything out of it. Of all the supplies they’d pulled out of the shuttle, there hadn’t been a thing to fix this piece of junk.

“Easy, honey,” Emma said, coming into the kitchen.

Andrea didn’t turn. “Is it too much to ask for just a decent cup of coffee?”

“You’re like this with it every day. Just plunge something. And there’s plenty of instant. And in a couple of months we’ll be able to harvest our own beans.”

Andrea had seen the coffee plants up the garden. Anemic and pathetic. Despite the warmth, they just didn’t grow. Emma’s expectation of harvesting within a couple of months was ambitious at least.

Giving the machine another whack, Andrea turned.

Emma stood at the breakfast bar, pouring pre-packaged cereal from one of the clear plastic containers. The hiss of the oats falling into the plate sounded like rain.

Emma hadn’t seen her turn, and Andrea took a moment to watch. The pilot had a nice body, trim, wider hips than she would like herself, but Andrea liked them.

It was weird having Emma still here. Fantastic, but weird. Mostly they only got a day or two together every couple of months.

Three weeks in a row was new.

Andrea hoped she wasn’t starting to grate on her girlfriend.

“Are you watching me?” Emma said.

“Sure. Why not? We’ve got the place to ourselves.” Greg and Kelly were always up early, Suze, Schmidt and O’Malley always slept late. There was no routine while they waited for the outcome of recent events.

Sam Schmidt had come out from Earth with a group of mercenaries intent on destroying the underground alien dome the research team had found. And killing anyone who got in the way.

Somewhere along the way Schmidt had had a change of heart and actually helped derail the plan.

Four people had died. The three mercenaries–trampled and devoured by some of the local two-legged carnivores–and the team’s lead topographer and mapper, Dave Gallow.

“I like it when you watch me,” Emma said.

“Well, that’s why I do it, of course.”

“Of course.” Emma picked up her bowl, took two steps and gave Andrea a kiss. “That thing’s never going to work.”

“What’s not going to work?” a male voice said.

Andrea felt herself tense automatically. It was O’Malley. The designer, the guy who’d come with Schmidt to shoot everything up.

He’d been in charge of the mercenaries, though he claimed they had a very different agenda from the brief he’d been given.

And he had somehow patched Emma up after she’d been shot. He’d called it advanced first aid, but it had looked more like basic surgery to Andrea.

He’d saved her life.

“The coffee machine,” Emma said. “It’s broken down and we’ve got no spares.”

“Did it just break down now?” he said. The man had big builder’s hands, and a thick barrel chest. He was still dressed in regular gray overalls.

“Been like that for weeks,” Emma said.

“Longer,” Andrea said.

“And no one thought to tell me?” O’Malley made straight for the stainless steel machine.

“You haven’t had any coffee since you arrived?” Emma said. “Seriously?”

“I’m a straightforward man.” O’Malley pulled the machine around on the bench and looked at the back. From one of his pockets he produced a small tool. He jabbed it into the coffee machine’s back corners and the tool whirred. “I like straightforward coffee. Out of a tin.”

“Philistine,” Emma said.

“Dyke.”

“Ha, ha. Just fix the machine already.” Emma went to the table and sat. She poured milk over her cereal.

Andrea watched O’Malley for a moment. He had the black back panel off. The smell of coffee grounds wafted out. She stepped around him and got herself the old plunger to manually make herself coffee.

When it was ready, she sat with Emma. O’Malley was still working on the machine.

“Three weeks,” Emma said.

“I know,” Andrea said. “I’m enjoying it. Aren’t you sick of me yet?”

Emma’s face crinkled. “Sick of you? Not possible, I think.”

Andrea found it kind of awkward around the station. She and Emma were the only couple. It kind of looked like Greg and Kelly might get together, but there was the tension of command there. And the fact that Greg had been with Suze–briefly–not long before Kelly had arrived.

Just three weeks ago.

Andrea had seen it in Greg’s eyes, the moment he’d seen Kelly. Of course Kelly, with artificial eyes, was harder to read. But Greg–despite himself–had a crush.

The other three, Suze, Schmidt and O’Malley, were kind of the odd ones out.

She hadn’t gotten Suze and Greg anyway. Suze was kind of too tough to Greg’s gentleness. She had been in the military once. Her ex had been killed in the Congo. Those were the only details Andrea knew.

“Anyway,” Emma said. “That’s not what I meant. I was thinking of the message getting home. Not long now.”

“Someone will be coming out,” O’Malley said. “They’ll be bringing more firepower this time. You won’t get lucky again.”

Andrea couldn’t help but smile at his phrase.

“What?” Emma said. “More researchers will be coming. This is the biggest discovery in all of history.”

O’Malley stopped working for a moment and looked over. “All of history? Please.”

“Oh, you know of the discovery of other vast and technologically developed alien ruins?”

O’Malley blinked.

Emma’s mouth opened wide. “They’ve done this before?”

It took Andrea a second to follow what Emma was saying. “Done what?” Did Emma mean the destruction of other evidence?

O’Malley rubbed his chin, considering. He turned to the coffee machine and screwed the panel back into place.

“All working again,” he said. He pressed the manual power button on its face. The machine hummed.

“Have they?” Emma said.

O’Malley looked away. “Enjoy your coffee,” he said, and walked out of the dining room.
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KELLY AND GREG didn’t beat the rain. It was only five hundred meters or so from the edge of the garden to the outside of camp, but the ground was already sodden. Slow going.

The rain came over like a curtain. Still light, but it was strange to watch it roll over the ground. The shower cooled the air.

“Not really rain,” Kelly said. The air felt fresher. She liked that.

“This is the edges. Give it twenty minutes.”

The camp was an assortment of a couple of dozen buildings. Most were small living cabins, simple, like a studio motel. The bigger buildings were the main labs, vehicle garage, maintenance shed and the admin building.

Slipping in the mud they made their way there. The administration building held offices, recreation rooms, medical and the galley.

They came in the side door, stepping into the mud room. This hadn’t been part of the original design, but Kelly’s predecessor had it installed by the builder robots. The place had turned out to be messier than the first crews had expected.

After shucking their boots and drying off under the blowers, Kelly and Greg made their way up to the dining room.

“I smell real coffee,” Greg said as they climbed the stairs.

“How about that?” That would be a treat, Kelly thought.

From outside came the boom of thunder. The light building shivered.

Emma and Andrea were sitting at one of the tables in the dining room. Kelly smiled. She was glad Emma had stuck around when the dumbbell ship had returned to Earth. After the mess Schmidt had created it was good to have an extra person on site.

Especially since Schmidt and O’Malley had stayed too.

It was good for Andrea too. The pair were engaged in a quiet conversation.

“Hi,” Kelly said.

“Hey.” Andrea looked around smiling. “O’Malley fixed the coffee machine.” She held up a steaming cup.

“Just now?” Greg said.

“Cool huh?”

“I guess.” Greg went over and fiddled with the controls. In moments the machine was making hissing and clanking sounds.

“O’Malley doesn’t even drink coffee,” Andrea said. She explained about him not even knowing about it being broken.

“Well,” Kelly said. “The guy actually is useful.” Battlefield surgery and appliance repair. The kind of guy you wanted to keep around.

Kelly went to the servery and worked on her breakfast, listening to the others banter about the machine, about O’Malley, about the other two sleeping in. About the weather.

It was good to have them so relaxed.

The cooker bleeped at her and she got out the eggs and bacon. The side loader delivered her two hot English muffins. She put one on each plate and carried the plates to the table. The plastic seat scraped on the floor as she sat.

Greg was still working at the coffee machine.

“Breakfast,” she said.

“Almost done.”

Kelly spread some jam on a half a muffin and took a bite.

The other two women stared at her.

“What?” Kelly said.

“We were talking last night,” Emma said.

“Uh-oh.”

Greg came and sat down. He slid a cup of coffee over to Kelly. “Good,” he said. Meaning the coffee.

“Emma’s healed up,” Andrea said. “You too.”

Kelly nodded. She still had twinges in her arm from the bullet wound. O’Malley had done a good job extracting the shell buried in her bicep. “We’re doing okay.”

She wondered where this was leading.

They still needed a full medical check. Sometime she would probably have to return to Earth to get the arm operated on again. Good as O’Malley’s work had been, it was still field medicine.

“We need to get back out to the dome,” Emma said.

“And to get Dave’s drone back in the air,” Andrea said. “We’re a research station, after all.”

“That’s right,” Emma said.

“The drone?” Kelly said.

“All we’ve done since Schmidt came out is sit around.”

“Except for all the time when his crew were running around the jungle trying to destroy the dome.”

“And us with it,” Greg said. He forked up a piece of bacon.

Kelly nodded at him. She and Greg had been underground at the structure. If the mercenaries had succeeded they would have been crushed in the explosions.

“You know what I mean,” Emma said. “Since Schmidt came over to our side.”

“There are sides?” Greg said.

“Don’t be facetious,” Andrea told him.

“Of course there are sides,” Emma said. “Them and us.”

“We owe Dave,” Andrea said.

Kelly started on her breakfast. The bacon was good, but the eggs, as always, tasted a bit wrong. She wondered if she would ever get used to these kinds of rations.

“O’Malley thinks it might not be researchers on their way out here.” Emma tipped up her own coffee cup.

“Who then?” Kelly said.

“Someone else intent on destroying the structure.”

“It’s happened before,” Andrea said. “Somewhere Else.”

“What?” Greg said.

“That’s what O’Malley said.”

“He said that?” Kelly said. That changed things. “O’Malley said that they’ve destroyed other alien structures to go ahead with colonization?”

She could imagine it. Schmidt had been so relentless and unswerving. It was clear the Sampang company were circumventing protocols. There was a lot of money to be made.

Dave had proven it with his images of early construction on Mapinkura’s moon.

“Yes,” Emma said, at the same moment as Andrea said, “Kind of.”

“Which is it?” Kelly said.

Emma glanced down at her empty coffee cup.

“Implied,” Andrea said. “He implied it.”

“Well,” Kelly said, setting her knife and fork on the plate with the clang. “I think we need to have a talk with Mr O’Malley.”
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ANTHONY RENDELL stood in his new office looking out over midtown Manhattan. The filigree skyscrapers glinted back at him, glass vanes and photosynthesizing plastics rippling in the wind.

He was glad the old Empire State Building was still standing. It made him feel like some things really could last. Hundreds of years.

Like the things he was building.

The office was still Spartan, and still smelled of the petrochemical scent of the interior decorating robots. They’d only finished spraying in the carpet less than an hour back.

The office occupied a third of the floor. Six thousand square feet. The rest of the floor was all kitchens, foyer and bathrooms. All to service this office.

The only furniture so far: a desk and chair, and a lounge suite on the side facing the East River.

He smiled to himself.

He’d moved very fast and very smoothly to assure himself all this. Sampang was big, and he was a big cog. He hadn’t gone overboard, but he did have to impress.

Sending Schmidt away had been inspired.

Samuel Schmidt was a smart man, but blind to some things. If he’d stayed, and played some of the game right, this office might have been his. Rendell would have been trapped thirty floors below in some corner shoebox, still trying to figure out how to get up here.

Rendell had been surprised by how easily the man had been maneuvered into taking the trip to Mapinkura.

As if everything there would fall apart if he didn’t.

The worst part now was the waiting.

A two month wait. Sixty-six days.

Fifty-four had passed so far. Nearly two more weeks, at least, before he would hear back.

Someone really needed to invent something faster than faster-than-light travel.

Rendell smiled at his own joke. No matter what happened here, the company would still make a handsome profit.

A chime from the door.

“Come,” he said.

A slim Asian woman in a black business suit strode into the room. She didn’t seem at all perturbed by how spare it was, nor intimidated by the sheer square-footage.

“Hiroko,” he said. “Glad you could come.”

“What do you need?” Her voice was calm and thin, almost sexy. Perfect English, but just a hint of Tokyo in there. An affectation. She had been born and raised in Atlanta.

“Nice opening,” he said.

“I’ve worked here for some time now.”

Rendell smiled. She was perfect. Willing to be straightforward and to the point. And with just a dash of ironic humor.

“What I need,” he said, “is for you to run containment.”

He paused, waiting for her to ask for more details. After a moment, impressed again, he continued.

“I have a concern about an off-world project. I’m not convinced that the man I sent to fix it will be able to pull it off.”

Rendell knew Schmidt simply didn’t have the tools to take care of things on an untamed planet. The main reason to send him to Mapinkura had been to get him out of the way.

“You fired your original team, didn’t you?” Hiroko said. “That’s why you’ve called me in.”

Rendell didn’t bother to defend or argue. She’d exactly pinpointed it. He knew he fired people too easily, but that was how he surrounded himself with competent people.

“Exactly,” he said. “Can you do it?”

“Absolutely,” she said with a small smile. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what you need?”
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KELLY FOUND O’Malley down in the equipment and vehicle bay. The room stank of mineral oil. Rags littered the floor around the small quad he had partly disassembled. He sat on the floor beside it, singing a quiet song as she came up. Sounded like something from fifteen years ago. A classic rock ballad.

“Doug?” she said.

He kept singing in a whisper as he turned his head. He gave her a nod and started back into the vehicle. A wrench clacked.

“I need to talk to you,” she said.

“So talk.”

He didn’t make any indication that he was going to stop working on the vehicle. It was good, she thought, that he was keeping busy, that he was trying to contribute. The quads had gotten pretty beaten up over their time here.

Things had been left as staff had been reduced. Several people had been sent home shortly before she’d arrived. And with Dave dead, they were a body short.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said.

“I got left behind, remember? I need to keep busy.” Now he looked up. “And this thing is shot. Back home we’d just run it through a cycler for raw materials.”

“You’re multi-talented, aren’t you?”

“What’s this leading to?”

“What you suggested to the others at breakfast.”

“Huh.” He put the wrench on the floor with a clank. He gave her another glance and picked up another wrench. He started winding with it. “Which was?”

“Other places. Sampang’s done this kind of thing before?”

“What kind of thing?”

So he was going to play it like that, she thought. Going to make her be precise and explicit.

“They’ve destroyed artifacts,” she said. “They’ve used better detection techniques than the researchers can get or afford.”

“Sure. They’re not the only company that’s done it.”

“Really?” That was surprising. There were maybe a dozen companies running off-world colonization programs. Sampang was one of the biggest, but she’d thought better of them than that.

Her heart broke to think that corporate profit continued to rule things even out here.

O’Malley had a can of grape soda and he picked it up to take a swig. He licked his lips and said, “Not a lot, you know. Maybe three or four times.”

“That you know of.”

He shrugged. “There are hundreds of worlds. Hundreds. And all the things they discover are stone-age up to maybe early bronze-age artifacts. Potsherds and the decayed remnants of wooden stockades.”

“You agree with them,” she said. “You think it’s all right to raze the evidence of alien civilization.” If her heart broke to think of the suits back on Earth deciding to destroy towns and camps and artifacts, it hurt more to think that someone like O’Malley agreed with the process.

“I don’t agree or disagree,” he said. “I want to make a living. I design and build habitats and colony cities. I’m good at that. I make a good living.”

“I can’t believe you really would just watch that happen.”

“I’m not like you.”

Kelly felt hot. “No,” she said. “Nothing like me.” She turned and strode out of the garage. Her boots clunked on the heavy floor.

As she reached the door, she gathered her thoughts. She stopped, put her hand on the cold door frame.

The conversation wasn’t over.

Walking back to the bike, she said, “Did you participate in any of it?” She realized her voice had gone up a half an octave. She must sound half-crazed.

“Me?” he said.

“Do you see anyone else down here?” She gestured at the tools and suits and other equipment arrayed around the garage. He was baiting her, she knew.

“Kelly,” he said. “I’m actually on your side.”

“Really?” Maybe she needed to give herself a time out and come back and talk to him when she’d calmed down.

All those worlds.

Three or four that he knew about. How many others? How much knowledge about civilizations had simply been obliterated?

The rules were clear. Colonizers needed to take care with a new world. Pathogen checks had to be made, and all the toxins and other harmful items in the biosphere had to be cleared or mitigated.

Out of every fifty goldilocks worlds, perhaps three had suitable atmospheres.

But there was more. Once the biosphere had been determined as safe, the xenos came in to look for signs of intelligence.

Even a single arrowhead would mean a moratorium on colonization for a minimum of five years. Humans weren’t alone in the galaxy, though their timing was all wrong: everyone else seemed to have died out.

Thousands or hundreds of thousands of years ago.

Anything older than that was considered too hard anyway. Getting into fossil records. That would happen, but it wouldn’t delay colonization.

What they’d discovered here changed things on a fundamental level.

Nowhere else had shown signs of having advanced technology. No spacefaring civilizations.

The underground dome O’Malley’s men had tried to destroy had something like stasis chambers. It showed a degree of sophistication close to what humans were achieving.

Out of the hundreds of worlds discovered and ripe for colonization, as far as she knew this was the first with such a find.

“I am on your side,” O’Malley said. “I’m going to help you out when they come back.”

“What makes you think they’ll come back?”

O’Malley smiled. “Believe me,” he said. “They’ll be coming back.”
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Chapter Six
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A COUPLE of days later Andrea walked across to the muddy ground towards the garage. The earth squelched under her boots. The rain had eased off, but was still enough that she needed her coat.

What they should do, she thought, was get some paving built through the camp. This was their fifth location so far, and the most interesting. But it was mucky.

That dome. She still struggled to understand the implications along with the whole wonder of it.

She hoped that Emma and Kelly were going to feel up to some more investigations of it soon. The pair of them had been laid up recovering for long enough.

Kelly had vetoed any trips out to it until everyone was mobile.

Andrea kind of understood that. They needed to be at full strength. With people out of action, if someone else got hurt it just complicated things.

But Suze just wanted to get on with the whole business of logging and analyzing. More than that, Andrea knew, she really wanted to be in the space.
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