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Beware those who tell you what you want to hear. They may be telling you what you want to hear.

–Mia Larsen

 

 

 

A man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest.

–Paul Simon
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1. Prologue: The Launch 
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NASA External Affairs Liaison Mia Larsen gazed a moment longer at the technical marvel floating, huge and glistening, against the background of the Milky Way. With a shake of her head and a tap on her thrusters she turned her EV suit to face her charges.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen, that’s the end of our tour. The Habitat for the Stars will be firing up its engines in two hours and breaking earth orbit for its new home in the Asteroid Belt. When that happens, you want more radiation shielding than a spacesuit provides. Why don’t we take five more minutes to absorb the wonder of our accomplishment? Time to sort the memories to store up in your biomems to pass to your grandchildren.”

Mia watched her group intently. These were businessmen and politicians whose organizations had contributed to the largest construction humanity had ever attempted. None of them had been EV before, and the last thing the Habitat Consortium needed on the day of the launch was a public relations glitch. 

She didn’t mind taking another moment of peace to view the masterpiece she had worked on, built by nanobots using nickel-iron asteroid material and solar energy. Or, as the popular press called it, “crafted out of sunlight and space dust.” She was particularly proud of that meme, which had gone viral the first day she slipped it online.

“Ms. Larsen, why do the transparent sections seem to ripple?”

She smiled. For every person who asked a dumb question, there were ten who wanted to hear the answer but were afraid to sound silly.

“Space Sergeant Bokker, why don’t you field that one?”

A deep chuckle echoed through the com. “You always give me the hard ones, ma’am.” The bulky figure at the controls of the EV Personnel Transport Frame pointed a suit-clad finger. “The answer, sir, is because the transparent sections are lined with water. That’s right, water. You see, radiation protection and heat dispersion are big problems in space. We need the transparent sections to let in the sunlight reflected from the rings of mirrors. But we need radiation protection as well. 

“So, we fill in those sections with water. We mined enough from a comet that swung by to fill them a metre deep. Once we get our orbit established in the Asteroid Belt, we’ll find a local hunk of ice and bring it up to about three metres. No reason to boost all that weight all that distance. Once the sunlight warms it up, it’ll be great for recreation. There’s three strips: one for swimmers, one for motorless boats, and one for powered craft, water skiing and the like. I hear there’s even going to be a section with artificial surf.”

“And you heard right, Sergeant. There are surface control vanes to break up sympathetic wave action. Unless we want to play in it.”

The viewers gave admiring murmurs and continued to bask in the impressive starscape. She monitored the positive chatter on their com and gave them ten minutes. If they hadn’t made serious personal contributions to the project, they wouldn’t be here. 

“Time’s up, folks. Please lock your suit clamps into your assigned docking bay on the transport frame, and the sergeant will swoop us gently back to our hangar. From there you can de-suit and return to your cabins to dress for the viewing reception. I believe the champaign will be poured in one hour.”

She switched channels. “Thanks for the ride, Murph. Do you have a good seat for the Great Escape?

Another chuckle answered her. “Yeah, I got a prime spot staked out. It’s a killer view, and it’s just off the route from the galley to the reception. You want to join me?”

“That’s a very tempting invitation, Sergeant, but I’m still on duty. Besides, you know I’m not allowed to fraternize with non-coms. Beneath my august position.”

“Yeah, but you drink them under the table.”

“Murph, you don’t really think I could do that.”

“You did, often enough.”

“You know about my training, right?”

“Wait a minute...they taught you at diplomat school how to make it look like you were drinking more than you really were?”

“Yep.”

“I call that downright duplicitous.”

“Duplicitous. Where does a mere sergeant learn a word like that?”

“Gotta have a degree to get into Space Service.”

“In English?”

“No, Engineering. But my mother was a teacher.”

“Which is why you were handed the job of shepherding this gaggle. Let’s see you get them out of here as smoothly as you got them aboard.”

“Darn tootin’. And I’ll have plenty of time to set myself up with a mug of beer and a plate of hoover doovers.”

She laughed. “Have a good view and don’t get caught.”

Then the shadow of the Headquarters Wheel cut out the harsh sunlight. Bokker eased them gently into the Personnel Bay, and the radiation doors closed behind them, shutting off the historic scene. “End of the line, dearly beloved. It’s been a pleasure having you along.”

A dignified elderly voice answered. “Sergeant, I think I speak on behalf of the whole group when I thank you for the wonderful ride and the even more spectacular view.”

“It was an honour, Admiral, sir. Can you make sure I get mentioned in dispatches?” Without waiting for a reply, he chuckled again, locked the controls and stepped away from the frame. “Mind the gravity, now. The airlock is to your left.”

Their charges clumped obediently away, and she headed for the maintenance airlock at the other end of the hangar. Slinging her suit onto its rack, she filed the usage report and went to her quarters, where she dressed and headed for the reception. But on the way she made a detour to the Technical Observation Centre. 

As she expected, her partner, External Interface Technician Noah Jamison, stood alone at the huge viewing window, staring out at the panorama, the baseball-sized globe of his External Intelligence holding its usual position three centimetres behind his left ear. He glanced over as she entered. “Impressive, hey?”

The Habitat they had just helped build filled the window. The huge Bernal Sphere, a cylinder 500 metres in length and 600 in diameter, dwarfed the NASA Orbital Construction Module. It was hard to think of such a behemoth as a mere piece of machinery created by humans. 

Nor did it have the ethereal delicacy of former space stations. It was a monocoque design, with no girders or structural elements visible. The whole hull had been created in one piece, using self-propagating smart dust mined from the huge chunk of rich ore that had been decelerated from the Asteroid Belt twenty years ago. The thick hull provided radiation shielding, heat insulation and a base for the interior structure. Micromanipulation of the surface material gave it a bright finish to prevent heat accumulation.

A skeleton crew of a few thousand technicians and support staff had been living aboard for months, and the Habitat was already rotating once per minute to provide rotational gravity. The complexity of starting acceleration on such a mass was daunting, because the slightest miscalculation of the Coriolis forces could tear it apart. 

“Six years on the project.” She shook her head. “It’s actually finished. Unreal. I’m going to miss these people.”

“And a wonderful job you did of keeping the team focused and motivated. It made for smooth sailing for me. I could concentrate on the data, and you could keep the personalities at bay.” 

They stared out at the scene in silence.

“And now a much-needed month of R & R before we switch over to the Microships. Got plans? I mean, besides your wedding and honeymoon. ”

“Yep. Alicia’s schedule finally matched with the European Space Agency’s. Three weeks from tomorrow is the Big Day. Got a ‘to do’ list as long as your arm.” He glanced at her. “You will be able to make it, won’t you? We didn’t have much choice on the date.”

“No problem.” She called up the calendar visual in her biodigital memory, although she really didn’t have to. “I have a singles cruise booked on a square-rigger in the Caribbean for the first two weeks, and the rest of the time slotted in for proper relaxation with my parents.”

“Sounds fine.” 

She knew her partner well, and the tone of his voice indicated that he couldn’t see himself enjoying either option. “Why, Noah! You’re beginning to develop tact. Is my job in danger?”

“Not a chance. Merging this project with the Europeans was difficult enough. On the Microship Swarm we’ll be working with the International Space Agency, complete with People’s Liberation reps. How’s your Mandarin?”

“I had the vocabulary buffer increased in my biomem, and I uploaded the basic project database last week. I can handle the job, or someone else would have the assignment.”

“Oh, no. They wouldn’t get away with that! If they took you out, I’d put up more than a fuss!” He regarded her anxiously. “You don’t want to leave, do you?”

She shrugged. “Not really. What if I did?”

“Oh...” He checked her expression again. “If you wanted to go, that would be different. I would never hold you. I owe you too much to do that.”

She slapped his arm. “Well, don’t worry. You’ve got me on the Microships Project for sure. I couldn’t turn down that experience.”

The look of relief on his face was almost worth the pang of concern she felt. “But I’m not sure about the wisdom of the project.”

He nodded slowly. “You have a lot of support in that.”

“What do you think?”

He shrugged. “I’m not paid to think about that stuff. I build them, the Powers that Be say how they’ll be used.” 

“The Liberal press is calling them space junk.” 

“As they have been since we sent the original Swarm out fifty years ago. Space is huge. These things are only a metre in diameter!”

“But they’re self-modifying and work in a swarm. They’re travelling light years with an ever-increasing time delay in communications. They could program themselves to be anything out there, and we wouldn’t find out for years.”

“I know all that. But we’re not talking about the Borg, here. What are the chances?” He frowned. “You are with me on this, aren’t you?

“Don’t worry. I’d be an idiot to make any waves.” She pushed his shoulder to turn him around. “Come on, let’s hit the party.”

He grinned. “The Europeans are bound to have split for some superior champagne.”

“You drink too much of it, and I’ll be back on the job buffering the rest of society against your questionable wit.”

“Okay, Mother. I’ll be good.”

“I’ve had six years to discover that you don’t have the faintest clue what ‘good’ means.”

“You always were a slow learner.”

Laughing, they headed for the lift and the cameras, recorders, and mobs of people that waited when the doors opened. 

This is my talent, and those are the tools of my trade. She squared her shoulders and stepped forward, smiling.
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2. Alley Cat
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The cruise was everything it advertised. The prohibitive cost ensured that the participants were educated and successful. It didn’t take her long to gravitate to a group of women who got along famously. They modelled in the fashion show, sang karaoke in the bar, and three of them did a modernized version of the old standard, “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” in the talent show. There were men onboard who wanted to have fun, too, but none of them really appealed to her, so a shipboard romance never entered the scope of probabilities.

It occurred to her that maybe she was outgrowing this sort of life. Whatever that meant. 

Noah’s wedding the following week felt the same. In the short term, she had a pleasant time with good people. In the long run, it showed her how unsuited she was to the life she was living.

After the wedding, she returned to her townhouse in the Southside Place area of Houston. The Strata Management Committee had decided to repaint the trim on the windows in a darker shade, which she assumed was more fashionable. She regarded it critically, and decided it was an improvement. 

Which was fortunate, because she was away so much she never got to the meetings where the decisions were made. She palmed the door lock, directed her suitcases inside and looked around. It was a nice place, decorated in a style that was fashionable but leaning towards cosy. But it hardly looked lived in.

Probably because it wasn’t. She wondered at the logic of an occupation that paid well enough she could afford to leave a place like this vacant most of the time while she stayed in whatever accommodation was provided at the job site. First world problems, Mia. Buck up.

She strolled into the kitchen, to a different scene. This room looked like the owner had just stepped out for a moment. Bright towels hung on their racks, and fresh flowers splayed out on the table and counter. Smiling, she opened the fridge. As expected, it was overflowing with all her favourite foods, with a large casserole front and centre, cooking instructions taped to the top. 

She switched on her tri-media handset. “Call home...hi, Mom. I’m here. Yeah, great to be back. Hey, it looks like those kitchen elves have been at it again. Filled the place to overflowing. Want to come over and help get rid of some of it? Dad would probably like some of that casserole...oh. They made one at your place, too. How thoughtful of them.”

They chatted for a while, established that they would meet for dinner at her parents’ place the next day, and ended the call. She was checking the wine fridge for a bottle of her favourite Malbec when the doorbell rang.

Well, my day for socializing. I wonder who knows I’m home. If it’s politics, I am definitely ‘not receiving.’

She looked through the frosted glass but could see no one. She cautiously cracked the door open to get a better view. 

Draped casually against the corner of the front porch out of view of the road was a slim figure in a parka, the deep hood pulled forward. 

Minor alarm bells were ringing, but this person looked too small to be much danger. 

The shape straightened. “About time ya got here.”

“You were looking for me, specifically?”

“Yer Mia Larsen, ain’t ya? Th’ ExIn liaison chickie?”

“Chickie? That’s not my usual job description, but yes. Who are you?”

“You can call me...uh... Hemisius. Yeah, that’s a good name.”

“Okay, Hemi. Why were you looking for me?”

“Frienda mine said you’s an easy mark to hit up if I was skint.”

“Ah. Friend by the name of Skidoo, I suppose? I haven’t seen her around lately.”

“She got a job. Doin’ all right.”

“She’s only about twelve years old. What kind of job?”

“She wants you to know, she’ll tell you, won’t she?”

“I suppose she will. But if she has a job, she doesn’t need an easy mark anymore, so maybe she won’t.”

“Maybe not. But she owes ya, and Skidoo pays her debts.”

“She owes me nothing, but that’s neither here nor there. You’re a friend of Skidoo, that gets you in my door. Come on inside. You hungry?”

“Not that hungry.”

“Yes, you are. You’re down on your luck and you need an easy mark. You must be hungry. And I’m not doing any kind of business on my doorstep, so make up your mind. “ She moved back and opened the door wider. “I’m not going to lock you in and send for the Kid Keepers.”

He frowned but slid forward. “Yeah, Skidoo calls ‘em that, too.”

She motioned for him to close the door. “And I didn’t rat her out, so I won’t finger you, either. Now, it’s warm in here, and I may be an easy mark, but I don’t do mysteries. Take off that parka and come into the kitchen. You can watch that I don’t slip a mickey in your soda.”

Reluctantly he pulled off his hood and unzipped his jacket. Clear of the bulky garment, he was a slim, graceful metre-and-a-half or maybe a bit more, with dusky skin and elongated features.

“Ya seen enough?”

“No, but I won’t embarrass you by staring. You’re different, I guess. Nothing wrong with being different.”

“Not unless you’re lookin’ at it from the inside.”

“Probably true. Let’s go see what’s in the fridge.”

They chatted about this and that as she worked on chicken sandwiches. For a street urchin, he knew the upscale neighbourhood and its occupants rather well. 

“I haven’t seen you around. How do you know so much?”

He grinned. “In the first place, you ain’t bin ‘round. I saw ya on the news, up at the Habitat. Didn’t look like you was doin’ much, but you was hangin’ around with the Sphere Singer, an’ that piqued my interest.”

“I haven’t heard him called that before.”

“That’s ‘cause ya hang out with the wrong crowd. That Noah guy’s got a rep all over the Nets. ‘Course, it’s mainly because of the tech, but Sphere Singer’s the namea that love song. You know, the one by the Canadian chickie. You work with him?”

“I’m his media liaison. I created that image, and I’m always interested in its progress. He got married to his real-time love last week.”

“Fair enough. I came lookin’ for ya a month back, but no luck. Then I saw ya on the TV, and I knew what was goin’ on. So I hung around waitin’.”

“Not an easy area to hide out in.”

He held up a hand with a sinuous gesture “I slip into small spaces.”

She poured him more fruit juice and picked up her wine glass. “Okay, enough socializing. Come sit in my office and let’s talk business.”

When they were seated in comfortable chairs and had placed their sandwiches on the coffee table, she steepled her fingers and regarded him. “Forget the ‘easy mark’ tale. You’re not down and out.” She nodded towards the sandwich, which only had two bites gone. “You’re not even that hungry. You have resources and objectives. What do you really need from me?”

He nodded as if she had passed some kind of test. “I got info.” His voice had lost its singsong twang.

“Do I want it?”

“Not sure. That’s why I’m here. Somebody must want it, and you might know who.”

“You have my attention. What’s your plan?”

“Well, it’s this way. You know I’m different.”

Again, she noted the elongated features, the invisibly fine hair. He looked like an eerie copy of a human. “You do look a bit out of the ordinary, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

He brushed that aside with another sweeping gesture. “No, real different. Inside my head, too. I can fit in, but it takes effort.”

She raised her eyebrows. “There are a lot of us like that.”

“That’s my point. There’s lotsa people different like you. But now I discover some others that are different like me.”

“Please explain.”

“Well, I admit, I was thinking of lookin’ you up, anyways, ‘cause Skidoo said I should. Don’t know why, but she said to do it. So, I was hangin’ around in the area, keepin’ a weather eye like I always do, and I kept seeing this guy. He didn’t belong here, either, so I started to start noticing, if you know what I mean. And I got suspicious. Little details about the way he walks, the way he holds his head. I dunno, movement of his hands and arms. And one day I caught a glance at his face. He looks like me, but more, if you know what I mean. Same features, but stronger.”

“What did you do?”

“I backed off real fast. I kept out of his way, but I spread myself a bit thinner. Expanded my radius of observation, you might say. And over the last two months, I saw two more of these guys. Well, one was a woman, but no question they were the same.”

“Sounds interesting. Any theories?”

“There’s always the obvious one.” The boy grinned. “You know, there’s aliens from outer space and they’re infiltrating human society. I like that one.”

“And where do you fit into that scenario?”

“No idea. I must be some kinda sleeper, and some day I’m gonna be activated, I guess. That’s why I came looking for you.” He leaned forward and his speech became even clearer. “I don’t want to be a sleeper, Mia. Humanity hasn’t exactly welcomed me with open arms, but there are enough people like you who are making a try of it.”

“What do you need?”

He mused a moment, running his hand across the top of his head in a movement that would have looked awkward on anyone else. “The life I lead gives me a lot of freedom, but I spend too much time on the basics, and I have to be too careful because I’m at risk from the good guys as well. I need to up my security but keep my freedom. The moment I get into the system, I’m screwed. Children’s Services are mostly good people, but they have to watch their own backs. They have no time to give slack to special cases.”

She regarded him while she made her decision. “We can cut through several levels of the bureaucracy and slip you into the system above the “homeless orphan” level. That will keep the petty do-gooders off your back. I have a place you can stay with people who know how to keep their mouths shut and will give you the freedom to do whatever work you think you need to. And the bandwidth to do your research.”

“How do you know I need bandwidth?”

“Because when you get enthused, your fake backwoods dialect disappears, and you talk like a computer nerd. And in case you didn’t know, there are also ways of telling if someone has a biodigital memory system.”

“There are?”

“Yes, your eyes go still when you monitor the heads-up display. You also pause in a sentence at the wrong time when you’re accessing the biomem.”

“I can’t tell. Do you have one?”

“Of course, but I’m smoother at using it. If you’re going to be a spy, you need to work on that sort of thing.”

“Is that what you need me for? Spying?”

“You already decided that. Up to now, you’ve done okay. Might as well stay with it.”

“What’s my cover?”

“The best place for you is the Witness Protection Plan. All sorts of secrecy, and we can play one level off against the other and not tell anyone anything.”

“How will we be sure I get all that stuff you just said?”

“Because the people you’ll be staying with are my parents.”

“Your parents? They’ll go for an alien spy in their house?”

“Why not?” She shrugged. “They had me there for twenty-odd years. They’re used to the weird and wonderful by now.”

He tilted his head one way, then another like a pigeon using both eyes. “Seems you turned out all right. I’ll risk it.” 
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3. Parents
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Jane Larsen had been a bit of a catch in her day, and she retained her graceful poise, though her figure had thickened with age. Patrick was of a similar height, but still whipcord slim and athletic looking, a credit to his Air Force training. 

A selection of healthy treats was laid out on the coffee table, and they sat in the comfortable living room for a chat. After Hemi had refused milk and had been turned down in his request for beer, he settled for a soda. Things were off to a decent start. 

Jane took her hostess position seriously, and guided the conversation along proper lines. “Now, Hemi, if you’re going to be staying here, you need to tell us something about yourself. Whatever you think appropriate.”

Patrick chuckled. “Or whatever you’ve used in the past.”

Hemi smiled. “You people are being very understanding, and you prob’ly have security clearance, so I’ll go for the truth. As I know it, of course.

“Looking back, I don’t think my mother and father got married. Mom said they never planned on having children. In fact, when I got old enough to understand, she confided to me they thought they couldn’t. When I was about three, my father disappeared. Never did get an explanation from her, just that he had to leave, but it wasn’t his fault. 

“We moved in with Mom’s parents, and that was that. Some time, I don’t remember when, I realized that I’ve never been registered with the authorities. Mom home-schooled me, and we stayed pretty solitary.

“There was never a problem with money. The grandfolks are well enough off, and I got a trust fund that she dipped into when she needed it. 

“When I was eight, it sort of crumbled. Mom met a man and fell in love. Nobody was keen on making changes. She got married and moved out, and I stayed with the Grands for the next three or four years. By the time I was eleven, I was pretty well on my own. I take a draw from my trust fund once in a while and check in with the Grands now and then, and that’s where things stood until last month, when I saw the alien.” 

“You gradually slipped out of their lives, and nobody noticed?”

“Nobody noticed, because I took care that they didn’t. If you don’t cause trouble, people are happy to leave you alone. I have a basement apartment that I rent with my ‘Dad.’ Of course, he’s never home at any given moment, but I pay the rent right on time and don’t sweat small inconveniences. The rental agency considers us model tenants.”

“What about the authorities?”

“I don’t exist. A couple of times the police have picked me up because I’ve been out too late or in the wrong part of town, but my grandfather covers for me, and there’s never any problem.”

“Until now.”

“Right. And I haven’t been wasting my time. I have a network of friends, acquaintances, and clients who help each other out. Hence Skiddoo; hence you.” He turned to Mia’s father. “And hence, you. I really appreciate this. And don’t worry, I always pay the rent on time.”

“There will be no rent paid, young man.” Her mother jammed her fists onto her hips. “We are happy to contribute.”

Hemi turned to Mia. “See what I mean? There are so many people who really want to help.”

She grinned. “Does the expression, ‘easy mark’ ring a bell?” 

“Yeah, but easy marks who choose to act that way have their own reasons for doing things. And the bottom line is making their contribution to humanity.”

Mia exchanged glances with her mother. “And that’s your bottom line?”

“Of course. If you don’t contribute to the benefit of your species, what was the point in getting born?” He chuckled. “You know, my grandparents, the ones I used to live with? They’re heavy-duty religious. They weren’t happy to take me in, but they felt strongly it was their duty — to who I don’t know — and they did it willingly. And that made a great deal of difference to me. It’s the same thing, when you come to think of it. I was their contribution.”

Mia’s father laughed. “Well, you’re quite the philosopher. I hope we can match up to your elevated expectations.”

Hemi flicked graceful fingers towards Mia. “You created her. You’re already ahead on points.”

“Did I tell you what a flatterer he is?” Mia cuffed the back of his head gently.

He snapped his fingers and pointed a gun-barrel hand at her. “Aha. I bin told about this. Recordin’ the first act of violence.”

He registered the look on her face. “A joke! It was a joke, Mia.” His grin came back. “Besides, who would I tell? I don’t exist, remember?”

She shook her head. “Didn’t you two tell me a while ago that running an empty nest was boring at times?”

Her mother sighed. “Yes, but I didn’t mean it as a cry for help.”
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4. New Assignment
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A week later, rested and refreshed, she left her augmented family happily getting to know each other, and reported for duty. As it happened, Noah’s honeymoon had been interrupted by a late-season hurricane in the Caribbean, and he was trapped on some tropical island with no way to return. 

At least, that was the story. It occurred to her to wonder how much of the cause was natural disaster and how much was influenced by a certain seven-centimetre globe and its handler. 

Whatever the reason for the delay, it gave her time to clean out their office and collect the essentials for the move across the Jackson Space Center from Project Engineering Building 45, which would be taken over by other engineers now that the Habitat was finished, to Communications and Tracking Building 44 in an outlying part of the huge complex. 

She had dusted off her Mazda H6, because the Space Centre was less than an hour’s drive from her townhouse. She pulled through the security gates and navigated along familiar streets to Building 45, where her small pile of belongings sat alone in a corner of their old office. Loading it quickly, she made her way to Avenue C and found Building 44, which had its own parking lot just outside. 

The smaller, older structures in that area reminded her that this project had been running for seventy years, and she wondered if this career move had put her a step ahead or a few decades back. 

When the proximity of the parking area becomes a positive job element, I’m grasping at straws. 

But once she got inside the building, things picked up. A friendly concierge helped her tote her belongings to the elevator, and on the third floor a workman in carpenter’s coveralls took pity on her and left what he was doing to help shift her boxes across the empty lab to the small office she and Noah had been allotted. 

Without her partner, no serious decisions could be made, but she decided which desk would be hers: the one nearest the door, from which she could perform her usual watchdog role. The room was clean and mostly empty, with the marks of new electrical installations on the faded walls. A stack of padded crates in the centre probably contained their new operating hardware.

Once she had arranged her desk, she decided there wasn’t enough construction to constitute a safety hazard. She needed a self-guided tour of the lab to reconcile the reality of the layout with the plan in her biomem.

She was drawn to a quiet corner office where a man in a business suit with the tie loosened sat at a three-screen multi-tech setup, his fingers dashing busily between keyboard, mouse and graphics pads.

He glanced up at her, flashed a “one moment” gesture, and returned to his work. 

Taking this as an invitation, she entered and found a comfortable chair in a small lounge area. She had begun to peruse the tidy miniature kitchen when the man stood and approached. 

She got up and shook his outstretched hand.

“Y’all must be Mia Larsen. You’ve been getting your fifteen minutes of media attention lately. We’re a tad of a comedown from your cutting-edge project to our old hack, I’m afraid. I’m Abe Johnson, office manager, tech support and general dogsbody. We’re pretty low priority, budget-wise.” He glanced at the crates stacked around. “At least, we used to be.”

“Glad there’s someone here who seems to belong.” His accent was pure Texan, so she made a guess. “Dogsbody. Do I detect a fellow fan of British Detective Fiction?”

He laughed. “Y’all caught it in one. Sherlock Homes would be proud of you.”

“Maybe, but I’m not detective enough to figure out what’s happening and where everybody is. A gang of carpenters doesn’t provide much work for a liaison officer.”

“Yeah, well, we were fixin’ to have it ready when y’all arrived, but you jumped the gun.”

“It’s a big move, all the way over here from Building Forty-Five. Took me a whole fifty-three minutes.”

“And a time warp back to seventy years ago. Don’t you worry your head about the schedule. The new cabling’s finished, and the carpenters are just doing the final polish. Most of our people are moving up from the second floor tomorrow.”

“Is there anything I can do, now?”

“Y’all happen to be talking to the office manager...” he made an open gesture with his right hand, “...who is in close communication with tech support...” he opened his other hand. “And there’s a pile of crates in your office full of technical stuff that needs to be managed.”

He walked back to his desk and glanced at the screens. “Tell you what. I got a sequence running here that’ll take ‘nuther ten minutes. Why don’t you head over yonder and start planning how you want the office laid out. I’ll be over with a big crowbar quicker ‘n you can shake a stick.”

She nodded. “Good plan.”

His attention returned to the screens, and she headed back to her new office. She knew how Noah liked his hardware set up, and the furniture inventory only had desks for the two of them. She glanced out the door. They would be near the centre of the action, but with none of those smoked glass windows that reduced the privacy in a modern office. 

Things were looking up. Abe really did have a crowbar, and they attacked the crates with a will. Soon they had the office ready for work.

* * *
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, when the staff started wheeling dollies of equipment out of the elevator, she was already there to introduce herself, lend a hand and get to know everyone. In the process, she started to form a picture of how the new lab would be organized, and began building a flow chart in her biomem of how the incoming information needed to move. Abe seemed to realize that time spent explaining to her wasn’t wasted, and she was soon up to her eyeballs in the setup.

People started coming to her with questions about where to put auxiliary services like the printers and plotters. She rarely made any decisions, but could often send them to the person who needed to answer.

Nearing ten o’clock she mentioned a coffee break, and Abe immediately pointed to the machine in his office, indicating the boxes of donuts stacked beside it.

She commandeered an empty worktable and scrounged a bunch of chairs to encircle it. By the top of the hour, everything was laid out and ready. 

Nobody seemed to mind when Johnson held an impromptu updating while they munched. From what she could tell, everything was going rather smoother than he expected. One of the technicians challenged a decision she had made, but she just smiled. “As you Texans say, not my horse, not my wagon.”

“So, you don’t mind if we move the wide format plotter closer to the paper supply?”

“When it was delivered, you were dealing with that electrical short, and we didn’t want to bother you. It’s really your call.”

“Great.” He reached out and took another donut off the plate. 

The day flowed on in a similar manner, with its share of disappointments, errors and hitches, but she spread her senses around, her ear always tuned for the sharp voice, the frustrated groan. Since she didn’t have a job to distract her, it was easy to be anywhere she was needed. 

“I’ve bin watching you.” Abe stood at her side and surveyed the busy room.

“Is that bad?”

“Dunno. You must have some kinda juju. I don’t know what it is, but it sure works.”

She smiled. “It’s called public relations, Abe. Did you ever work in an office with a person who messed everything up on purpose? A finger in every pie, a twist in every argument?”

He shrugged. “Everybody knows a few of those. They can completely foul up any workplace.”

“Well, I’m the opposite. I look for all the gritty spots and smooth them out. Often people don’t want to run things; they only want to know their opinion was taken into account. I listen. They feel part of the process, and the whole team works together.”

He shook his head. “I took workshops in all that stuff, but I don’t have time to run around patting everybody on the head.”

“But I do. No magic.”

He grinned. “Just a bit of mothering.”

She swung to face him. “You will NOT call me Mother. Noah Jamison calls me that when he wants to rile me, but I’m paid to put up with him. I’m not paid to put up with you.”

He nodded seriously. “Okay...”

She started to turn away.

“...Mom.”

Without pausing in her stride, she flipped him a finger as she went into her office and closed the door. Very gently.
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5. Money Laundering
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That afternoon she received a call she wasn’t expecting. She answered immediately so she wouldn’t draw attention.

“Hello, Hemi. You’re not supposed to know this number.”

“Hi, Mia. Sorry to call you at work, but I don’t have your home number ‘cause we’re not that kind of friends yet. I must say, you guard your personal privacy nicely.”

“Are you telling me you can crack NASA’s security, but not mine?”

His chuckle came over the line. “That would be one for the record book, wouldn’t it?”

She ignored the fact that he hadn’t answered her question. “What can I do for you?”

“I need a favour, and you’re the only one that can help me.”

“Are we in a rush?”

“Not at all.”

“Here’s my personal number. Call me after work.”

“Sure thing. Having a good day?”

“As it happens, yes. When I’m not being distracted by personal matters.”

“Point taken. See ya later.” The screen blanked. 

Having no data to speculate on, she went back to her work. 

At 5:15 her tri-me buzzed. She looked around, but most of the workers had left, so she answered. “Are we a bit over-anxious?”

“Not really. Didn’t you say, ‘after work?’” 

“In my line, you don’t down tools bang on five.”

“Oh, yeah. You’re that kind of person, aren’t you?”

“What kind of person is that?”

“The kind that hangs around and makes social chit-chat. In your field, it’s understandable, I suppose.”

“I am headed for the parking lot. Hang on a moment.”

There was a pause. “...changed my mind. I’ll call you when you’re home.” Again the screen went blank without warning. When she pressed for “recent calls,” there was no record.

Now that she was gathering data on this little mystery, she did some thinking during the drive home and came to a tentative conclusion.

When she had closed the front door behind her, the call came again. This time it was an eerie, electronic chime. She opened the line. 

“Hemi, we have to talk in person. I’m not pleased with this interchange.”

“Me too. I don’t think we have security issues, but you never know. We can probably talk normal business on this channel. Money and all that.”

“I agree. How much do you need laundered?”

He didn’t miss a beat. “About five thousand.”

“May I ask for what?”

“Hardware. Patrick’s system isn’t up to my requirements, and his security is only good enough for the kind of stuff he does. Mind you, he knows his com hardware, doesn’t he?”

“He was a radar technician in the Air Force.”

“Stands to reason. Better if his usage doesn’t suddenly change, anyway.”

“Do I need to be there in person?”

“Best way to work it, I think. Store closes at nine.”

“How many levels of security do we need?”

“I’ll tell you when you get there.”

“All right. What’s the address?”

A street number appeared on the heads up in her left eye. “Drive past that point.”

“All right. Leaving now.”

“See you in about twenty.”

The address he had sent was within walking distance of the Larsen home. When she got there, she found herself in the middle of a block with nothing but a park nearby. A pedestrian-operated crosswalk flashed, and she pulled up. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a slim figure approaching from the bushes. She unlocked the door, and he slipped in.

“Light’s gone green. Don’t draw attention.”

She stepped gently on the hydrogen feed. “Teach your grandmother. Where to?”

He jutted his chin ahead. “Up the street two blocks. That little strip mall. What should I teach her?”

“According to the old expression, probably nothing.” She turned in and parked out of sight of the street and faced him. “Now what?”

His eyes were flashing. He was enjoying this. “Walk back half a block to the Altex store. Ask for Mike at the back counter. It’s two large boxes, one medium, and three small ones. Use your Paypal account. Tell him the shipment will be picked up tomorrow morning.”

“That’s it?”

“I’ll give you the rest later. We’re exposed, out here in the open.”

“You’re calling the shots.” She left the car, and he slid partway down in his seat and hauled out his tri-me handset, looking like any other bored teenager waiting for a parent.

Mike was a thirtyish fellow who knew how to do his job and keep the chat to a minimum. She checked the goods, paid up, and was out in five minutes. 

She slipped in and started the car. “Where to?”

“Let’s circle around and approach Jane and Patrick’s house from your usual route. Just in case.”

“Sure enough. Do you consider their place to be secure?”

“As secure as it should be, and a little more. Too much tech throws up red flags as well.”

She frowned at him. “Aren’t we taking this all a bit seriously?”

“We’ll talk at home. You’re staying for supper.”

“Am I?”

“Jane’s expecting you.” He grinned. “You don’t want to disappoint your dear mother, do you?”

“On a first name basis, are you?”

“I call her ‘Gram’ in public. Patrick likes ‘Pat.’ Keeps it simple.”

When they reached her parents’ house, supper wasn’t quite ready, and Hemi gestured towards the basement stairs. “We can talk in my room.”

Reaching the bottom, she looked around. “This is nice.”

“Yeah, well, Pat was already planning a spare bedroom down here, and this gave him the excuse. He had enough furniture, so there’s no big bills to flag. I’ll decorate it as time goes on.”

She nodded. “It’s nice but impersonal.”

“I’ll fix that.” He grinned and gestured. “You get the swivel.”

She spun the ornate leather chair away from the desk and relaxed into it. “Does that mean I’m in charge?”

“You just loaned me five grand.” He sat in a plain chair across from her. “I gotta give you something in exchange.”

She nodded. “Okay, what’s the rest of the plot?”

“Well, it goes this way. Pat and Gram have decided they need a nice, new queen-sized mattress. They’ve ordered one from Sleep-Ezee down the road. But the Sleep-Ezee guy is happy to do them a favour for a small fee, and he’ll send his truck around to pick up a coupla boxes at Altex on the way here.”

“I see. There’s a Sleep-Ezee van delivering a huge mattress and a few incidental boxes to the house.”

“Right, and if anybody’s watching — and I have no evidence that they are — that’s all they’ll see. About the money. Want to check your account?”

She pulled out her tri-me and looked. “It’s already been paid...from a numbered account at CitiBank.”

“My trust fund.”

“And that’s the extent of your security?”

He shrugged. “You gotta strike a balance. Like I said before, too much security sends up flags, both on me and on you. There’s a small chance Internal Revenue might be interested in your five grand purchase, but you’ve got a big enough salary that NASA Security won’t blink at that, especially when it was spent on infotech. And there’s another level of security we have to consider. Certain people keep an eye on stores like Altex. An expensive shipment goes out the door into a small sedan, you could get hijacked on the way home. It goes to a low-security residence, you might be targeted for a B&E.”

“You think of everything, don’t you?”

“It’s my way of life. Always has been.”

“Doesn’t it bother you sometimes? Don’t you ever want a normal life?”

He grinned. “Sure, but if I had a normal life, what would I do with my spare time?”

“Maybe go to school?”

He shrugged. “I just paid five Gs tuition to the big school of the Internet. Several nets, actually. Where I will set myself up with — I hope — enough security to have the freedom of a lot of information, but not enough that anyone will notice me.”

She nodded. “I see the advantage. I can access a world of data, but I’m hemmed in by political and scientific security.”

He laid a finger alongside his nose. “And between the two of us, maybe we can find out what’s going on.” 

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, SHE SPENT a few restless hours tossing nebulous ideas around in her head, so she wasn’t exactly in top form at work the next day. However, the new Project Research Head showed up with the rest of the senior staff, and she had to come up to par in a hurry. Noah’s absence left it up to her to carve out their niche in the decision-making process. Ground taken early in the battle and all that. 

Peter Kovaks seemed to be the kind of leader who trusted his underlings. He toured the lab and offices, listened to the decisions that had been made, and intervened on very few of them. He called a general meeting for after lunch and made his exit, towing his entourage of two off to an eatery appropriate to their status. 

She returned from her cafeteria lunch a bit early, and when she entered her office, a figure was comfortably seated and working at the main video display. There was no mistaking the globe spinning at his shoulder. 

“Noah! You finally got here.”

He got up and gave her a hug, then turned and regarded the room. “Nice setup. Better than the last one.” He reached out a finger and caressed a large holoframe. “This baby has sixteen K resolution.”

“Glad there’s something new in this old shack.”

He regarded her quizzically. “Don’t worry. We’ll soon have this lot prepared for the twenty-second century.”

They fired up the processors and began uploading the files they had been allotted. It was a relief to be finally working. But not for long. 

The bigwigs straggled back in at 1:15 and everyone moved to the meeting table the moment Kovaks gave the sign. Once they were seated, he gestured to Noah. “Our latest arrival demonstrates the importance of this new stage of the project. NASA has assigned us their hottest data processor, the ExIn Sphere, and technician Noah Jamison. 

He paused for a small round of polite applause. “And of course you’ve already met his liaison, Mia Larsen.”

She smiled. “For those of you who have not worked with the ExIn Sphere before, this is a superb fionic data collector and processor, but not technically an artificial intelligence. It does not speak, and it wastes no intelligence on pretending to be intelligent. My unfortunate habit of referring to the sphere as Fiona bothers my partner no end, but you know how people are with inanimate objects that sometimes frustrate them beyond endurance. Fiona has no self-awareness and no personality. We have had plenty of experience blending her abilities in with any system your office may have set up, and she will add a great deal of memory and processing speed to this operation.”

Noah grinned. “But Mia’s goal in life is to make everybody look good, and that includes Fiona.’

The sphere flashed blue three times. 

She threw up her hands. “And when my chief client starts doing public relations for me, I’m smart enough to quit.” She nodded to Kovaks.

He indicated the large screen at the end of the room. “For all the new members of the team, here’s a timeline of the project to date. Starting in 2035, we sent a swarm of a thousand microships on a mission to Alpha Centauri, a distance of four light years. There were five launchings of two hundred ships each over a period of two years. They accelerated up to twenty percent of light speed, the maximum velocity of their design at the time, and away they went. 

“However, they are self-modifying modules, and we continued to work on the engineering. Over the years we have reprogrammed their propulsion systems three times and tweaked their hardware twice, and their velocity has been increased considerably. The first group performed the planned deceleration and arrived in 2050, the next two soon after. 

“However, the success of the mission prompted NASA to make further upgrades and cancel the deceleration of the remaining two groups, re-assigning them on secondary missions to other nearby stars, up to 15 light years away. This group could make over half lightspeed, and they arrived at their destinations around 2065. Our communication was still by radio, so we were expecting feedback to start getting interesting after about another 15 years, which is now. 

“This is why we have the new intake of staff. On the astrophysical side, we expect a great increase in data. That has already started, and the new members of the team will have plenty to do.

“On the engineering side, we fully expect the data coming in to supersede everything we know about those new systems. Therefore, we want to send new directions to the swarm mentalities, suggesting design changes to maximize efficiency and perhaps move on to expanded objectives. 

“It’s a bothersome task, having to create designs and wait for thirty years to find out if they work, but that’s Astro-Engineering.” He grinned. “It makes for great job security.”

The mandatory chuckle died away, and he opened the meeting for questions.

Noah leaned over and spoke quietly. “Nothing new here for me.”

“No?”

“Fiona’s been downloading their engineering progress ever since I found out about the assignment. Call it my bedtime reading. I’ve already got some new ideas for them.”

“Great. There will be a special engineering orientation later. Let’s sit back and see where they’re going before we hit them with any bombshells. No need to ruffle feathers.”

He mock-punched her shoulder. “That’s what you’re here for. Keep me from putting my foot in it.”

“All part of the service.” She nudged him and nodded towards the chairman. “That last question...”

And they turned their attention back to the meeting, but her interest soon palled. I’m supposed to be all enthused about joining a project that’s been running for forty-five years. My partner’s already up to speed, and he doesn’t need me to babysit him anymore. I’m going to alternate between bored to tears and worried about my job. 

She gave herself a mental shake and focused. Soon she was back in the swing of things, and she left the lab just after five in a better frame of mind. She had sort of hoped for a chance to chat with Noah about his honeymoon, but he was so enthused about getting home to his new wife she couldn’t bring herself to ask. 

She consoled herself with a half-bottle of Chilean Viognier and a video chat with Hemi and her parents. When that was over, she realized she was dead tired. She took a long, hot bath and went to bed feeling relatively optimistic. 
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6. “Enough is Enough”
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But the next day was October 17th, 2080, when the course of the human race changed forever. 

The text appeared simultaneously at noon, GMT on every media screen in every language in the world. It stayed there for two days, usurping all communications bands and throwing the industry into disarray. It also broadcast in a loop on every radio source that happened to have the switch turned on: stern voices in many languages and accents:

OKAY,

ENOUGH IS ENOUGH.

It appeared on all radar, sonar and GPS systems as well, but only as a pop-up in the bottom left-hand corner of each display. 

When that last small bit of news came through to the Communications lab, Mia and Noah and the rest of the Swarm Project crew were slumped, exhausted, around the big conference table. They, like most NASA employees, had been on duty for the best part of the last forty-eight hours, using their specialized equipment to analyze the signal: what it was, where and who it was coming from. Up till that point, they had accomplished very little.

Noah breathed his first sigh of relief. “At least that’s something.”

Heads rose around the table, and hopeful faces turned towards him. 

Mia performed her usual function. “By which you mean...?”

“This third clue indicates that the intent of the display is intelligent and non-aggressive.”

She frowned. “Third...?” She held up a cautioning finger while she thought. “...the first clue was only that the senders had the technology.” 

“Correct. The second clue showed their knowledge of human communication. Which is exhaustive.”

She was beginning to catch on. “Neither of which gave any idea of how they feel towards us.”

He shrugged. “Apart from the fact that they didn’t immediately use their technology blow us to smithereens. Which may simply indicate that they don’t have any physical presence nearby. Or may mean nothing of the sort.”

She nodded. “Now, we find out they didn’t crash every plane in the air. Yes, I’d call that considerate.”

He regarded her. “We’ve done all the technical analysis. What do you think?”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You’re in charge of the soft facts. Reading between the lines. What does the message say to you?”

“Noah, it’s four words. That’s only two lines to read between.”

He grinned. “Nonetheless.” He gave an ‘over to you’ flourish of his hand.

She shrugged. “As you wish. Choice of expression. ‘Enough is enough’ is often used when the subject is an inferior who knows the rules and is choosing not to follow them. The speaker usually has the power to force compliance but has given the subject a chance to do the right thing on their own.” She glanced at him. The room had gone quiet. “We obviously haven’t.”
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