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      Night dropped over Io like an ancient, child's blanket thrown across a fire.

      This was when the little sounds started.

      It was always the little sounds that threw Kerrison. Always.

      He was thirty-eight years old and liked life out here in the swirling billiard balls in Jupiter's orbit. Radiation, sure, but with skies so astonishingly beautiful there was nothing to complain about.

      He stood in his hefty, shielded armor, six kilometers from the installation. The armor massed over three hundred kilograms and that was important to remember.

      On Io, with the little moon's minimal gravity, the suit weighed next to nothing. It was easy for him to walk around in it—it was even powered to make movement straightforward.

      Thing was, with that kind of mass you had to be careful. Momentum was easy to build up.

      "You all right there, Kerr?" Aimee said from back aboard their nearby transport. The rover was a simple six-wheeler. Great big alumino-plasticized wheels that stood taller then Kerrison, a big fuel tank with a little science lab and a cockpit. Like a slug with wheels, really.

      "Just admiring the view."

      A pity he never got to see Earth. Or perhaps it was better. It might tug at him even more.

      "The view's not going anywhere," Aimee said. "Whyn't you get that sample tube freed up and we can get back to the Foster for spillets and lousy caf."

      "Yes yes."

      Foster was the installation. Lot of good science going on out here. Sixteen crew, eight scientists and eight technicians. Effectively, sixteen odd-jobbers. Keeping a place like Foster running for months and years took a whole lot of ingenuity, faith and good luck.

      Spillets were these nutty—as in taste and metaphorically crazy—dough beads that Aimee aerosol fried.

      One time Kerrison had looked the word up. It was some kind of fishing line or rod or something. Not worth mentioning to Aimee. Especially since her spillets were so delicious.

      Ostensibly food, the things were delicious and possibly addictive. Aimee had grown up in Costa Rica and explained that they were a local delicacy.

      Except no one was aerosol frying in one gravity.

      Still, nothing to complain about. After three days out on Io's blasted plains it was always great to get back to have treats.

      Kerrison crouched to the ice. It was dirty with sulfur and iron oxide. Io's interior liked to pump itself out onto the surface. Especially with human activity. There were a dozen abandoned mines around the moon. Some of them had taken sizable tonnages of raw materials from below the surface.

      His armor whirred and clanked through his headset. The air was cool on his face. Despite insulation, heat still bled through the visor.

      Most of the rest of him was warm. The armor was a full environment suit, with heating/cooling, nutrition and waste management.

      His job, when they got back to Foster, was cleaning the thing out.

      The sample tube was a half-meter pipe attached to a drilling bot.

      The thrumming of the bot as it tried to free the tube came right through the surface and up through Kerrison's feet.

      A chug, chug, chug.

      "Thing's busted," Kerrison said.

      Through the feeling of the bot struggling, came the little sounds. Like voices.

      Whispers. Indistinct and distant. Like those sound effects in the horror movies Aimee liked. When the father closed the the child's bedroom door to darkness, and voices came from the closet. Voices without words.

      But definitely human.

      Ghostly.

      "You hear that?" Kerrison said. "Voices?"

      "Voices?"

      "Whispers. Like someone talking nearby. Through a wall and I can't quite hear what they're saying."

      "Press your ear up to the wall."

      "Very funny." Kerrison pulled the service bus from the bot. Waited a moment and jammed the bus back in. Let the thing reboot and see if that freed it up.

      "I don't hear any voices," Aimee said. "Maybe you're getting some bleed out of Ganymede. They've got a lot of traffic and it's in the sky right now. Good line of sight."

      Kerrison looked up into the night.

      There hung Ganymede. A bright crescent. Far away, but technically looking very close. There were four bases there, with over two hundred staff.

      "Just a second," he said. "I'll shut off my radio and see if it clears."

      "Don't shut off your—"

      A slight click through the system.

      Silence so pervasive he might as well be out in space.

      But the little voices continued.

      Wiss, wiss, farfur, wiss, ououa, ou, waaare, wiss.

      Kerrison trembled.

      Iss, waar, iss.

      He clicked the radio on again.

      "All right, Aimee, I'm coming back in."

      Nothing but static.

      "Aimee." Kerrison looked toward the rover.

      She waved from the cabin.

      "All right," he said. "Big joke."

      "You deserved it. Don't ever shut off your radio. Not out on the plain. Not anywhere."

      "Yes boss."

      "And I am the boss. Remember that."

      Kerrison didn't reply.

      "The bot's rebooted," Aimee said. "Retrieve that tube and let's get back."
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