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Brush obscured Kelly Barton's vision as she looked for the plane. The aircraft had passed overhead, but she was too deep in the woods to keep track of it. For the hundred millionth time, she wished that her artificial implants could perform some of the miracles of dozens of other lenses.

Zooming, for one, infrared, radar, GPS or x-ray for the others. All right, x-ray vision would be asking a bit much. Even infrared for in the dark, but how hard could a zoom be?

"Did you see it, babe?" Russel Linklater said. "I heard it."

"Got a glimpse. That was all."

"Must be over the next rise, right?"

"Must be." The endless string of next rises was starting to bug her. This little walk in the Costa Rican rain forest should have been a quiet outing. Looking for monkeys and lizards, photographing and documenting for the webbook. Russel's contract had a tight deadline. Kelly had tagged along for the fun of it. Expenses paid.

The hotel was nice. Hotel Miraflores. A view over San Jose's plush developments. They took meals in the room, stayed in bed late, or had early nights.

It was almost like a honeymoon.

Kelly wasn't quite sure she wanted to go that direction with Russel, but right now it was pretty nice.

She could still hear the aircraft, the sound diminishing. There had been twenty or more of them already. Tourist flights. People wanting to experience the jungle without getting their feet muddy.

"I guess we chose to walk under a flight path," Russel said. He lifted his Yankees cap and wiped his brow. Kelly liked the way he did that. One of his few unconscious actions.

"I think the whole jungle out here is under flight paths," she said. "There are dozens of operators, thousands of tourists." Costa Rica's jungles were now some of the most extensive accessible areas left. Brazil had practically closed its borders to anyone even vaguely considering getting into the rainforest. Likewise Indonesia, Cambodia, Kenya, or just about any country with more than a hundred hectares of self-sustaining greenery.

"I guess. At least it means we've got the path mostly to ourselves."

Kelly could hear someone else coming along the path toward them. "Mostly," she said.

The path was well-worn. The passage of thousands of feet—both human and animal—had churned the thick rich earth into a bog on places. The trees had tall buttress roots, and long arcing vines hung low to the ground.

The undergrowth was thick. Hundreds of shades of green surrounded them. Long lines of hustling ants stretched up tree trunks. Huge insects waited on leaves and bark. Smaller insects buzzed around Kelly's head.

"There's another group coming up behind us," Russel said. He had his camera disk pointed at a cluster of tiny bright white mushrooms poking out from the rotting trunk of a fallen tree.

"We can let them pass," Kelly said. They weren't in any hurry. Russel was getting his photographs and taking his notes. Last night back at the hotel they figured they'd about half-filled the webbook already.

Another aircraft flew overhead. It slowed, circling. Not fixed-wing. A hover.

"That's great," Russel said. "It's like we're attracting them."

A shout from the group behind. Kelly hadn't seen them yet. She peered trying to spot them through the leafy undergrowth. The path here twisted and turned; it was hard to get a clean line of sight.

She glimpsed the hover above as it swung around, side blades whirling. The gravity engine left a kind of keening sound through the air.

"They shouldn't even be allowed those things," Russel said. "The planes are one thing, but this is just plain rude."

He kept on photographing anyway.

Kelly kept a watch behind. The group was coming fast. She could hear their passage even over the sound of the hover.

"So frustrating." Russel's disk made the odd artificial camera sound as it captured images of the mushrooms. He knelt down, oblivious to the mud soaking through his cargo pants.

Kelly stepped around between two bigger trees, crushing some smaller plants as she moved away from the path. A golden yellow lizard scuttled away from her feet.

The hover's engine sound changed. Quieter. The blades shutting off. Stationary. Just hanging from the power of its grav-engine.

Another shout from the group.

"I don't like this," Kelly said.

People burst through. Rushing along the path. Shoving aside overhanging branches.

Men and women. Big. Like clichéd mercenaries.

Carrying guns.

All of them had their eyes focused on the hover. Some had their guns up. Others used their weapons for balance as they ran.

Kelly ducked. Crouching, she used the wide buttress roots for cover.

Russel kept photographing. Despite his annoyance, he was so focused now Kelly wondered if he'd even heard them.

Just let them go by.

Russel's camera kept imaging. K-chah, k-chah, k-chah, it went.

The sound seemed loud now.

Six of them in the group. Heavy packs. Camouflage gear. More weapons and ammunition at their waists.

Three of them ran past Kelly. Not even noticing.

The fourth one slowed. Glanced her way.

"Hey!" the woman said. "Paré. Es—"

Gunfire cut her off.

Wide-eyed, Kelly watched the woman swing her gun up. Aiming at the treetops.

More gunfire.

Russel was on his feet.

Using the tree as a fulcrum, Kelly sped around. With her free hand, she grabbed Russel's arm.

The machine guns chattered.

"What?" Russel said.

"Run." Kelly dragged him through the undergrowth.

Russel didn't argue.

Crashing and stumbling, they raced away. The gunfire continued.
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Kelly slipped on something as she ran. She tumbled to the ground.

Russel almost fell on top of her.

He reached down. "Grab my—"

An explosion.

Kelly felt the heat. The jungle lit up from the flames.

Russel turned.

"Get down," Kelly said.

"What? It's..." he trailed off. "Okay."

The gunfire had stopped.

The people on the ground had found their target.

Kelly heard crashing and tearing. Birds flapped around them. Brilliant parrots escaping.

A loud thump. Kelly felt it through the ground.

The hover. Hitting the earth.

"They shot it down," Russel said, still standing.

"Get down," Kelly hissed at him. The jungle's density would hide them. She could feel moisture from the jungle floor soaking through her shirt.

More shouting. And crashing. 

The shooters. Running through the trees.

From her prone position, Kelly couldn't see the action. But she could imagine it.

The group rushing to the wreck. Making sure there were no survivors.

Kelly's mind went into overdrive.

She'd heard about militia in the jungle. Dismissed it. Rumors. Nothing more.

Drugs. Politics. Gangs. Thugs.

But the incidents had been far away. Even though Costa Rica was small, there were still over a thirty thousand square kilometers of jungle. More than half the country.

They'd made sure to avoid any dangerous areas.

Apparently they'd made a mistake.

Russel still hadn't gotten out of the line of fire.

Kelly kicked his leg. "Idiot. Get down."

"I can see them," he said, craning.

"Which means they can see—"

She saw the flash of red on his forehead a split second before she heard the gunshot.

Russel collapsed. He fell on her.

Blood trickled from a wound in his forehead.

Kelly suppressed a scream. She retched.

His weight almost pinned her to the ground. She could hear the crackle of flames.

The hover. Burning.

More shouting. Someone coming closer.

Kelly gasped. "Russel?" she whispered. "Please."

He was gone.

How could this have happened so suddenly? A minute ago he'd been photographing fungus.

A branch by her slapped. She found herself looking into a woman's face.

The same woman who'd glanced around at her on the path.

"Hola," the woman said. "¿Quien es?"

"I don't..." Barely being able to speak Spanish seemed feeble.

Russel lay dead across her.

"What's that on your face?" the woman said. Perfect English. She sounded like she was from Philadelphia.

"Face?"

The woman crouched. "Are these cameras?"

"No," Kelly said. "My eyes. Mis ojos!" That phrase leapt unbidden.

"¡Jefé!" the woman shouted, standing.

In moments Kelly found herself surrounded by five of them. They chattered rapidly in Spanish. Far too fast for Kelly to follow.

One of them grabbed Russel and tossed him aside. Kelly felt herself whimper, grabbing for him.

"Hey," the leader said. "You filmed all this?"

"They don't save anything. Connected to my optic nerve." They seemed to have good English. Strange thing to think, she thought.

"Right." The man lifted his gun. Butt down. Right over her face.

"Please," Kelly said.

He drove the butt in. Kelly heard her lens assembly shatter.

The pain registered a second later. Agony. It felt like her face had been cut in half.

She cried out. Drifted. Hazy.

Passing out, she thought.

Might as well kill me, she thought too. Russel's dead already. Isn't he?

She struggled to wake, but it wouldn't come.

Just black, like the deepest ocean. Or the farthest, blackest void between stars.

#
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IT WAS HER SECOND DAY in the hospital before anyone from the police came to see her.

A nurse had explained how Kelly had been found wandering in the jungle. Bleeding, blind, confused.

Tourists from the Netherlands. Another photographer. They'd found her and brought her into San Jose.

Kelly didn't remember it at all.

Just the hover crashing. The guns. The guy smashing her optics.

Russel.

Sitting up in her hospital bed, she could feel the bandages around her face. The smells of the place came to her. Antiseptic, floor polish, vomit.

And noise too; the squeaky wheels on gurneys, the muttered conversations of frustrated staff, the puff and wheeze of machinery. The sound of footsteps approaching.

"Hello," she said before he arrived.

"Hola, hello," he said. He identified himself as Hugo de Costa. A detective. He explained that the hover had been making a drug pickup. A rival cartel had attempted to stop it. Those were the people who had attacked them.

The words washed over Kelly. Russel was dead. An accident of time and place.

Nothing they could have done would have prevented it.

"We'll send you home soon. They'll rebuild your eyes, I suppose. Perhaps real eyes?"

Kelly shook her head. "Thank you. And pass on my thanks to the Dutch who brought me out."

"I will. Of course."

He asked her a few more questions about the group and she told him what she could. He thanked her, and apologized on behalf of his country.

"No," she told him. "This is not about your country. This is about bad people, right?"

"Bad people, yes."

"It could have happened anywhere."

She couldn't see, but she sensed him nodding.

"Thank you," he said. "And my condolences."

"Yes. Gracias," she said. "Gracias por todo."

de Costa left and Kelly leaned back. She'd survived. She would get new optics.

But Russel was dead.

For a moment her throat clenched. What would he want? she thought.

Go on. Carry on. Do something.

Eventually, she knew she would. But it would take a while to get through.

A long while.
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The water had cleared. Drained away from the old base, the new base, and from all around the dome.

The huge mound remained.

"I don't like it," Greg said, standing in the clearing where the robots were building a new cabin. He flexed his fingers, clearly still surprised by the fact that they moved so well.

Kelly came and stood by him. "What don't you like?" They'd been building the new base since before he'd been up and around.

After the events of the flood—the destruction of their bases, the shuttle and the deaths of Sampang's people—she'd missed a few things.

Emma and Andrea were flying the drone on sorties to locate materials that had been washed away. They hadn't found much. The landscape was scared and ruined. Whole forests washed away.

"We're right on top of it," Greg said. "Couldn't we be further back?"

"Did you see how boggy that ground is? It's going to take weeks to dry out. If it ever does." Kelly wondered if the water table had shifted. They hadn't finished their surveys.

Rain was still falling. The smells had changed, from the heavy lively vegetation scents of the forest, to the stink of churned earth and rotting leaves.

It was better here on the mound above the dome. Once support from Earth arrived, they would be able to make some significant progress. Assuming support from Earth came.

Otherwise they were going to have to leave. Jacobs wasn't going to wait.

Kelly had a decision to make.

"Has it changed much?" Greg said. "Have you got monitors on it?"

"All of that, yes. And no, it hasn't changed much."

At the height of the flood, the area above the hidden alien dome had begun expanding above the waters. It had provided sanctuary for Kelly and her team.

The waters hadn't been the least of their problems at the time, but just as deadly as the others. Rendell and his team from Sampang, trying to suppress the dome's existence.

By any means possible.

Meaning any scientists on the ground were considered collateral. Nothing more.

On one hand it was hard to believe only a week had passed by since those events. The Mapinkura jungle seemed very calm and quiet. But the patches of the jungle the waters had torn away remained a constant reminder.

"And the hole?" Greg said. "Where we entered the complex? What's happened to that?"

"Healed. Gone."

"What about that tunnel entry?"

"There." Kelly pointed across the destruction. The river valley here was over five miles across. It had looked like a plain, but it was more of a flood plain.

The aliens had to have known that when they constructed their hidden complex.

The dome had reacted to the waters. This hill was testament to that.

"There, where?" Greg said.

"Out there in that mess." Tree trunks and boulders and torn earth.

"Gone, you mean?"

"Gone."

The whole team had been on the verge of pulling out when the discovery had been made. She'd just joined the team, knowing that the role was really just that of caretaker-manager, while the formalities of the exploration were completed.

Sampang Corporation didn't want the dome found. The presence of alien ruins slowed down planetary development by years.

The fact of technological artifacts—more than just stone tools or pyramids or paintings—would slow it down a whole lot more.

Only Sampang had suppressed the information.

And tried to eliminate her team.

"It hasn't changed since the flood?" Greg said. "I would have thought that, if anything, it would have gone back down as the water receded."

Kelly shook her head.

"No? You disagree?"

"I do." She smiled at him. Wasn't lively debate supposed to be part of the scientific method?

"So you don't think it was just an emergency response? The dome protecting itself from this?" He waved his good hand out at the denuded landscape.

"No. I think it was more to do with a step in a process."

"A step?"

"Think about it. Why did they put the dome right here?"

"Why not?"

"I mean in this flood plain. You looked at the topography yourself. The whole area has to be subjected to regular flooding. Maybe not on this scale, but it has to flood often."

The flood plain lay downstream from a series of funnel-like valleys. When storm conditions were right, the rain converged on those ranges, and the water volume built almost exponentially.

Kelly knew it couldn't be an accident.

"But how long has it been here?" Greg said. "We know it's hundreds of years. Perhaps several thousand. What about all the other floods that have happened?"

She shook her head. She couldn't explain it. Vigorous debate indeed.

"Right," he said. "So, are we going to try to get back inside?"

"That's the decision I have to make. Do we stay here and risk isolation for who knows how long, or do we take a ride back to Earth with Captain Jacobs?"

"I vote, 'stay'."

Kelly smiled. She walked up to him and took his hand. "Honey," she said. "It's not a democracy. You don't get a vote."

"I thought I'd just say. You know." He bent and kissed her.

Kissing back, Kelly thought this was good. Vigorous debate with her new lover.

She heard something from behind. Someone calling. Back toward their new camp. Kelly pulled away from Greg and looked.

Someone running. It looked like Suze.

Shouting. Waving.

"Very bad timing," Greg said.

Kelly smiled. "I'll take your 'vote' under advisement."
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Suze watched the couple on the dome's hill as she ran. Lovebirds.

Kelly her boss, and Greg, the guy who'd almost been her boss. The obvious choice back then, before Kelly had arrived. For a while there Suze had been annoyed with corporate for sending Kelly and not just promoting Greg.

Suze had gotten over it. Kelly was capable and decisive. Willing to put herself at risk as much as any of them.

Suze called to them again, waving. They did need to keep it professional when they were in the field. What they did in their tents was their business, but out here it didn't really fly.

Nice for them. She was glad.

But their timing was all wrong.

As she ran, her feet squelched in the mud. She was done with mud, that was for sure.

At least the rain had let up. Except that the rain kept the stench down. The earth seemed to have a high sulfur content, and the rotting of vegetation didn't help.

"Guys!" she shouted again, slowing. She'd been annoyed that they were unreachable by radio, but maybe that had been their whole plan. Slip away for a quiet tryst out here.

Kelly had worked hard over the last few weeks, trying to get people safe, trying to get the science up and running again.

Talking to Captain Jacobs and somehow managing to convince him to delay his departure.

Suze was impressed by all that. So maybe she should cut the woman some slack.

It was kind of cute, the pair of them getting together like that. With Emma sticking around with Andrea, it made two couples. Then Suze herself, Sam Schmidt and Doug O'Malley to round out the unpartnerable.

"What?" Kelly shouted, bringing Suze back to the present.

"You need to come on back to camp," she called. "Come on."

"What is it?" Kelly had already started down the slope. Greg followed, still looking around the area.

Suze wondered if it was his first time up here since all the action. His arm had taken, but he had needed to stay in camp with no, or light, duties for the duration.

"Suze?" Kelly said. Not quite running yet, but moving fast. They'd cleared some of the mess to make paths through the remaining foliage up on the hill.

They still hadn't found a way in.

"It's Jacobs," Suze shouted. "Something about a new arrival here in orbit."

"A new arrival?"

"He wouldn't tell me. Wanted to talk directly to you."

Suze knew it was Sampang. Back again to try something different. Some other way of getting them all out of the way.

Surely they had more imagination than that.

The data about the dome and the new species had been released back on Earth. There was no way the company could hide what was going on at Mapinkura. Not anymore.

Well, if was another fight they wanted, then Suze was ready to take them on. Again.

She wondered about the others, though. Dave had died, Andrea and Greg nearly had.

Suze didn't think they would advocate a fight. They would happily get on a ship home.

Ancient ruins there might be, but anyone's self-preservation would always override their instinct to protect some archaeological site.

Even archaeologists.

"All right," Kelly said. "I guess we're done here for now."

"You mean for good?" Suze said.

Kelly shook her head. "No, I just meant my little jaunt with Greg."

"Is that what you call it? A 'jaunt'?"

Kelly smiled at her. "Sure. He hasn't been out to the dome since it changed. We've made some recces, but not much headway."

"You still want to get inside? And keep trying for as long as it takes?"

"I want to know what's going on in there, that's all. We activated it in the first place."

Suze knew. She hadn't seen the spherical room in the tunnel that had trapped Kelly and Greg, but she could imagine. Suze was sure that the way the pair had been thrown together had affected their relationship now. Created it, rather.

"We might need more equipment," Suze said, bringing her head back to the task at hand instead of speculating about the pair.

"O'Malley might be able to rustle something up. In between the robots and the vehicles we have, I'm sure we can come up with something."

Suze didn't get Kelly's optimism. They were on their bones down here. The flood had destroyed virtually all their equipment. Captain Jacobs had loaned them what he could, but they were still sleeping in tents and working in open air labs.

"Rustle something up?" Suze said.

"He's already figured out the kiln. We'll have proper buildings in a few days."

Suze wanted to call her 'Pollyanna'. She didn't know where the expression came from, but it fitted. Overly positive. About everything

From one of the clusters of trees still standing, a big black bird began chirruping. Nearby Suze could see a whisper of smoke from O'Malley's kiln.

With some of the borrowed robots he'd built a dome-shape from earth.

Suze thought the shape mimicked the hidden alien dome and wondered if O'Malley had done that intentionally.

The robots set about mining the clay from beneath the wet soil, forming it into bricks, firing the bricks, and using those to construct buildings. The first few had fallen over, but O'Malley was close to finding the right temperatures and mixes to get solid structures.

Ordinarily a base would simply construct from parts brought down from orbit. A few buildings, and fit-out. Some vehicles, a greenhouse and other sundries.

With the destruction of the forest there was little raw material to work with. O'Malley had told her that if he had a few trees and a mulching robot, he could extrude acres of versatile plastic sheeting. Good for constructing just about everything.

Everything had been lost. Jacobs's ship had limited resources to resupply them, but he'd done what he could. Some robots, the tents, a couple of small vehicles.

O'Malley was very resourceful. Suze was still surprised by what he'd accomplished in just a couple of weeks.

"There he is," Kelly said with a wave.

O'Malley waved back. He stood in among the tents. With help from some of Jacobs's crew, they'd dried and hardened a big patch of ground so that their whole campsite didn't turn into churned up bog from everyone walking all over it.

"What've—" Kelly stopped speaking at the sound of a double sonic boom.

O'Malley turned to the south.

They all did. Suze spotted it first.

A shuttle. Coming in low and fast.
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Sam Schmidt jerked up at the cracking sound of the approaching ship. He gasped at the warm air, remembering where he was.

The light inside the tent was red, from the fabric. His bedbag rustled as he stretched, waking fully.

The tent had to be the very worst accommodations he'd ever tolerated. Cramped, noisy and... well; camping. At least when they'd had a base he'd had his own cabin. A real bed, with a real bathroom.

Here he had the bedbag, a small stiffened cloth storage box for his clothes and personal belongings, a light and that was about it.

Jacobs had offered him a room on the orbiting bola ship. But Schmidt wasn't going to miss this for the world.

And he hated himself for it. What had happened to the old Sam Schmidt? 

Profit and lifestyle, that was his thing. If he hadn't been so cleverly maneuvered by Rendell, he would never have been out here.

And Schmidt felt lucky for it.

He could hear the others jabbering about something. The approaching shuttle.

A few had come and gone over the weeks. Bringing supplies from the ship. Jacobs himself had even come down.

Schmidt knew the ship would have to leave soon. Scream back to Earth. A vessel that size cost a lot to run. It couldn't stay on station indefinitely.

Dressing quickly, Schmidt unfurled the tent and joined the group. Kelly Barton, Suzanne Dailey, Doug O'Malley and Greg Compton. The other two women off somewhere, doing whatever it was they did.

Schmidt winced thinking about it. What a team they all were. Odd that he kind of fitted in.

They'd been through a lot together.

"What's going on?" he said. "New arrivals?"

"Looks like," Suze Dailey said. Stiff, still annoyed with him. He couldn't blame her.

Schmidt spotted the shuttle coming in, dark and fast.

"We're not heading up to the landing strip?"

"No need." Barton said. "Andrea and Emma are out there. They'll let us know what's going on." 

Schmidt looked around. "I don't understand you people. A shuttle's on its way and you're not excited? Not rushing over to get new supplies? It's practically Christmas when one of those things touches down."

"What if it's a trap?" Greg Compton said.

"A trap?"

"It's happened before." Compton scowled at him. It was still taking Schmidt a long time to earn their trust.

But then, he had sent that first shuttle that had ambushed the team.

"It's Jacobs, though," Suze said. "He said he needed to talk to us in person."

The aerodynamic spacecraft came in fast now. Only moments from setting down on the makeshift landing field.

Not even necessary with the Lewis-Coray drive. A ship didn't have to scream in for a landing. It could settle easily to the ground on the puffy billows of the drive's systems.

Jacobs had had the strip built for emergencies, but the pilots still liked to land on it. More fun.

"It's not on the schedule." Barton said.

"And that means?"

"And that means that we don't know who it is or what their intentions are."

"We're being cautious," Compton said.

"Very cautious," Dailey added.

"What do you think of all this, Doug?" Schmidt said.

The red-headed man rubbed his chin. "You know what? I tend to agree. Caution seems wise."

From the strip came the tearing, screaming sound of the shuttles jets hitting reverse.
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Kelly wished they were better armed. Chances were it was nothing to worry about.

Jacobs getting some bright idea about dropping more supplies.

But in the back of her mind, Kelly thought about that new arrival in the communication. Another captain might not be so sympathetic.

Even if it was a ninety percent chance of nothing to worry about, she still would have liked some way to fight back. All the weapons—makeshift and genuine—had been lost in the deluge. Not only their own, but all of those from Rendell's team.

Kelly wondered at how quickly she'd changed. A few months ago the idea of defending a science outpost with guns and electrical weaponry would have made her blanch.

Now though, walking through the muddy remains of the forest, it somehow seemed logical. Even necessary.

"It's one of Jacobs's shuttles," Suze said from a hundred meters ahead. Turning, she looked right at Kelly. "That's good."

Kelly nodded. It was good. Reduced the variables.

The shuttle had come to a stop on the strip. It began the process of turning to taxi back, engines whining.

"Just in time for lunch," Andrea called.

Kelly looked and saw both Andrea and Emma approaching from the north. The drone used the strip to take off and land. They'd mapped a lot of the destruction far to the south already. Hardly any signs of any of their equipment.

The pair hurried over to join the group.

"We should split up, actually," O'Malley said.

"Split up?" Kelly said.

"I know what you're thinking. That we don't know why they're here. No communication. No reason to come down. And not this way." He pointed to the northwest, where the shuttle had tracked across the sky.

"Give 'em a break," Emma said. "Lot of pilots prefer to actually fly their machines."

Kelly knew about that. The ride she'd had with Emma down to the surface, blazing through the atmosphere like a meteor.

"Splitting up's good," Kelly said. "O'Malley, Schmidt. You're with me. We'll go meet them. Everyone else, back to camp. First sign of trouble, hightail it."

"Where to?" Suze said. "And I should come with?"

"Behind the dome. And no. Go now."

Grumbling, Suze turned. The others followed.

"Take care," Greg said, and gave Kelly a peck on the cheek.

"Always."

With Schmidt and O'Malley, she started off toward the still-taxiing shuttle. She got a whiff of burned jet fuel. Nasty.

"It's not taxiing," O'Malley said, slowing.

"What do you mean? It's still moving."

"Just. It's turned around and is ready to take off, but it looks like it's just pulled to the side of the strip."

Kelly stared. 

The strip was close to two thousand meters long. Hard work for a shuttle to stop in that distance, but within safety parameters. They simply hadn't had the resources to build anything better.

O'Malley went into his tent, leaning in with his legs still sticking out. He came out with a brown canvas rucksack across his shoulders.

The old strip lay more than four kilometers away. Not practical in any sense. Even with the vehicles. They would have had to build a road as well.

Jacobs had quickly surveyed and figured out that it was a close thing between building four kilometers of road and fifteen hundred meters of strip. The strip won out since he'd found a relatively flat, straight spread of ground where the robots could construct it.

And it put the strip closer to the dome. Everything would be faster.

A quiet fell.

"Shut off its jets," Schmidt said.

"At the far end of the strip." Kelly kept walking. Something was definitely up. Practice was to taxi back to the near end to make the transfer of supplies and personnel easier. Stopping way down there—almost a kilometer and a half away—made no sense.

"Greg?" Kelly said into her radio. "You on?"

"Here," he said. "Any ideas?"

She glanced back. She couldn't see the rest of the group. They'd bypassed the camp and headed right on for the dome. Kelly didn't doubt Suze would have grabbed something to defend herself with. Even if it was a stick.

"No. They've stopped. We're going to go meet them. Figure out what's—"

Kelly broke off as another pair of sonic booms rolled across the plain.

"Another shuttle?" Schmidt said, looking around.

"There." O'Malley pointed.

Kelly looked. She saw a black speck, heading in.

And, she wasn't sure, but it looked like another black speck beyond.
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Chapter Five
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At the camp Suze found one of the soil probes and took it with her. She hated hiding out. The probe was a steel tube, for the most part. Thick-walled, with a point at one end. Designed to take some punishment. Designed so a mallet could pound the thing into the soil.

It was just over a meter long. The top end had a connection for data readings from the thing's tip. Soil moisture, composition and biological factors.

An unwieldy weapon, but it would suffice.

She'd improvised before.

She saw Emma grab a bag of food, and Andrea took some of the water bottles. Together they hurried on, around some of the remaining trees and up onto the face of the hill over the dome.

The dome's dome, as she thought of it.

"You know," Andrea said, "this is getting tiring. Camping, wondering about Sampang."

"Are you thinking of leaving?" Greg said.

"Not a bit. Not with a find like this. Before I go anywhere, I'm getting inside this thing."

"If we ever figure out how."

"I've got some ideas about that."

"Such as?"

Suze smiled to herself. They were all scientists, all interested in what was going on here under the ground. Even with all the disruption, they were still thinking about the science. As if it was some fundamental thing chemically bonded into their genes.

"I was thinking," Andrea said, "that we might find another entrance farther out. Like that first one we found."

"With a connecting tunnel?"

Suze remembered the problems that had caused. "Maybe," she said, "those have been just as damaged as the—"

She heard more sonic booms. An arriving shuttle slowing through the sound barrier.

Looking around, she spotted it coming in. Still a long way off, barely bigger than a floating mote.

"A second one," Emma said.

"And Jacobs didn't say anything," Greg said.

"Come on." Suze hurried on. There was still some cover on the hill. Some trees and shrubs that hadn't fallen in the expansion.

She still remembered it. At the height of the flood, when the waters were washing the mercenaries away, and the team had barely made it out, the hill had grown up from below. Almost like a balloon had been inflated beneath it.

The earth had cracked, trees had toppled, but it had given them high ground. Just above the floodwaters.

They'd survived.

"Something's gone wrong," Greg said.

"What something?" Andrea said.

"That's why it stopped taxiing," Emma said. "It's cleared the runway for the second—"

Another double set of booms washed over them.

"A third shuttle?" Andrea said.

"Coming in too soon, too." Emma turned and raced up the hill. Looking for a better view, Suze guessed.

"How many shuttles on Jacobs's ship?" she asked Greg.

"That would be six," he said.

"That's what I thought."

"But they were down by two already." He stared at her. "But this is assuming they're all from that ship."

"I think they are," Suze said.

She followed after Emma. The pilot knew more about the shuttles than any of them.
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Chapter Six
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Kelly watched dumbfounded as the second shuttle touched down. The third was coming in behind it. Kelly guessed they'd left enough buffer room.

Big airbrakes opened on the shuttle's wings. The aircraft shuddered and a momentary contrail formed from the corners of the brakes.

"Not enough separation," O'Malley said.

"Why three shuttles?" Schmidt said.

"This second one's from Jacobs's ship too." Kelly saw the livery on the fuselage. It was an older model, without the big jets of the first, but it still matched.

"They've had a problem," O'Malley said. "Lifeboats."

"That's what I was thinking too."

The second shuttle raced along the strip, slowing.

It reached the end and quickly turned in behind the other parked shuttle.

The third touched down. The same model as the first, with the huge, roaring jets.

"All right," she told the two men. "We need to get over there."

She picked up the pace, hurrying along. They all exercised plenty, both on the fitness plan, and just keeping their camp running and working on the physical parts of the research.

Still, after a couple of minutes she was puffing. The rough, churned up ground made keeping up a decent speed hard work. Lumps of stinky, overturned earth, roots and trunks and branches all mingled, making a hodge podge of a terrain.

She tried to pick out the best route, but in just about any other circumstance it would have been the worst.

"Better idea," she said. "Let's get onto the path and walk to the runway.

The lightly-graded path between the camp and the nearest end of the runway was not the most direct route, but it would be the fastest.

"I should have said that at the start," Schmidt said.

In better topography, they would have built the strip farther west, so that the landing shuttles wouldn't have to turn and taxi back. Or simply had the shuttles come in higher and circle around.

A few had done that during the transfers.

By the time they'd reached the path, the main door had opened on the nose of the first of the shuttles.

Each shuttle in the fleet had a nose-cone that opened, lifting the cockpit right up out of the way of the cargo hold. The vessels could carry whole trucks or small buildings.

Looking into the maw of cargo hold, even at this distance, still felt unsettling to Kelly. Hard to know if a whole platoon of well-armed angry mercenaries was about to come bounding out ready for a fight.

"Looks empty," O'Malley said. He had a small pair of Zeiss binoculars and held them out to Kelly.

"Where did you get these?" she said, taking them.

"They were in supplies from Jacobs a week back."

Kelly looked through the little lenses. The brought the shuttle up close. The cargo hold looked empty, though it was unlit so there could have been something farther back.

Then she saw movement. A figure climbing down from the cockpit access into the cargo bay. Even with the magnification, she couldn't tell if the figure was male or female. It was wearing a dark blue flight suit.

"Doesn't look threatening?" O'Malley said.

Kelly handed back the binoculars. "Looks okay. Hard to know. At least it's not soldiers."

"Yep."

They'd reached the hardened earth of the landing strip. Along the margins thin reedy grasses grew, bright green and fresh. The scent was a pleasant distraction from the constant smell of decay around the camp.

O'Malley was looking through the binoculars again. "Okay. Someone's lowered a ramp from the bay. That's all that... wait. A vehicle. Looks like a little scooter. Motorized. The pilot's driving it down."

Kelly didn't like it. Too irregular. "We should call Jacobs again," she said. "We need to talk to him."

"Yep."

With a few clicks on her radio, Kelly made a connection through the antenna back at camp. It had a good link to the ship. Even though the ship was circling in a low orbit, Mapinkura had three geosynchronous relay satellites that covered most of the ship's orbit.

Kelly gave the code and said, "Barton here, Captain. We sure would like to know what's going on down here. We've got three shuttles on the ground."

"In about as many minutes," Schmidt said.

"Yes. Nothing on radio from any of them. You can guess we're concerned."

A little bright static crackled back at her from the radio. Not even an automated response.

"This is annoying," she said.

"We'll know soon enough," Schmidt said.

They walked quickly. Heat washed up at them from the compacted earth. The sun cooking it. Kelly could just see slight ripples of heathaze toward the shuttles.

The air was still humid. Slowly the ground was drying out. That shift in the water table might be short-lived.

She heard the whining sound of the motorized scooter's engine. "It's coming?" She felt relieved. She didn't especially want to walk along the length of the strip. Too hot and exposed for that.

Not that it wasn't exposed back at camp.

"There's more coming too," O'Malley said. He handed the binoculars over again. "I think maybe from the other shuttles."

Looking through, Kelly saw them. Maybe a half dozen. Some trikes, mostly two-wheeled scooters. The lead rider stood upright on a big-wheeled scooter. All of them were bearing down on her position.

"What do you think?" she said. "Doesn't look too dangerous."

"It's your call," O'Malley said.

Schmidt didn't say anything.

There wasn't much to do anyway. The vehicles were coming fast. In less than a minute they would arrive.

Kelly kept walking anyway. She gave back the binoculars. "Keep those handy," she said. "Might need them later."

O'Malley tucked them back into his rucksack.

As they drew closer, Kelly saw the lead rider.

Strong features, with a prominent nose. Thick dark hair, with eyebrows that almost joined.

Captain Jacobs.

He looked weary.

A hundred meters distant he slowed the scooter. The others slowed behind him.

Kelly started running.

Jacobs stopped. He stepped off the scooter.

Kelly came up to him. "We called," she said. "You didn't respond to the radio."

"We couldn't," he said. He took a deep breath and looked around. He seemed taller than Kelly remembered. Maybe that was the effect of being outdoors. She'd only ever seen him on his ship.

"What? Why couldn't you respond?" she said.

"Something arrived." He looked right at her, steely-blue eyes piercing. "In orbit."

"Another ship?" Schmidt said. "Sampang?"

Kelly had a disturbing feeling that it wasn't a Sampang company vessel at all. "They jammed your transmissions?" she said.

Jacobs swallowed. He seemed frightened.

The other scooters and trikes caught up. The air seemed suddenly quiet as the riders shut off their engines.

Kelly recognized some of them. Ensign Mikail Vorost and first officer Kara Luetey. They all seemed as frightened as Jacobs.

"It wasn't Sampang was it?" Kelly said. "It's from one of the other companies." That made her worried. Sampang was bad enough, but at least she knew some of their methods and intentions. At least they wouldn't have tried anything like this.

Kara shook her head.

"A warship?" Kelly said. That was really scary. There were few armed space vessels. Fighting battles in space just got far too hard. Debris and damage didn't do anyone any favors. 
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