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Regolith (reɡə*lith): noun

A layer of unconsolidated rocky material covering bedrock.

Stockholm Syndrome (stäk*hō(l)m sin*drōm): noun

The psychological tendency of a hostage to bond with, identify with, or sympathize with their captor.

Tranquillite (traNGkwəl*eyt): noun

A rich mineral found in sparse sections of the moon, mined for energy purposes.
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CHAPTER ONE
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A television screen glows inside a cramped city studio apartment alternating between two broadcasters. They are discussing the latest trade deal among Rage Ball sports teams for the upcoming season. The one on the left wears a thick brown mustache on his upper lip and is sweating profusely due to his enormous size; his arms gesticulate wildly in the air as he argues his point. Spit flies everywhere. The other one is a Corporation android who is modified to engage in human sports dialogue, equipped with multiple memory banks about the current topic. His skin is flawless. A fitted ball cap rests atop an oval-shaped head with hair cropped short above small synthetic ears. Tortoiseshell spectacles add to the illusion that he’s human, but at this point, most people don’t question whether someone is ‘real’ or not. 

An eleven-year-old girl watches the screen attentively, plunked down between her parents with a large bowl of popcorn in her lap. Butter drips down the rim creating a pattern of gray polka dots on her pants. She doesn’t even notice. She’s too enamored with the android speaking; paying close attention when he wipes his nose or adjusts his glasses with slender fingers. She’s at the age when children begin to question everything, already doubting Santa Claus’s magical delivery into their house. She doesn’t want to hurt her parent’s feelings so she goes along with the gift-giving every year with a raised eyebrow while reading the tags on her presents. She’s currently questioning where her letters, at the insistence of her parents to write them, to Santa ended up. Little did she know that they were mailed directly to The Corporation’s R&D department to gain insight on childhood trends, wants, and dislikes. This information is passed along to sales and finally manufacturing, creating an endless cycle of supply and demand.

Her father’s hand reaches into the bowl, grabs a fistful of popcorn, and shoves most of it into his mouth while his eyes never stray from the screen. Popped kernels sprinkle the carpet. She looks at his plump appearance, thinking that at least she doesn’t have to worry about his android status. Her mother on the other hand...

The girl’s thoughts are interrupted by the fat broadcaster’s death on live television. Mid-sentence, he suddenly doubles over on top of the desk, slamming his fist repeatedly until gasping one last gargled breath. The camera quickly zooms onto the android’s face, trying to focus for a few seconds until finally landing on his somewhat perplexed expression. His eyes dart from the camera to the man lying face down to his right. His lips quiver as he tries to figure out the right words to say but can’t seem to find them. Millions of Americans are witnesses to this horrific event across the country. 

The girl feels a greasy hand cover her eyes, pressing her head back into the cushion and all she can smell is butter. Her father yells to switch the channel, but the television AI ignores him. More popcorn tumbles from his mouth. The android onscreen wipes his nose once more and folds his hands on the desk in front of his blue and yellow blazer. He cocks his head slightly to one side, announcing that they will be taking a commercial break until further notice. 

“It’s okay,” the father tries to reassure his daughter, watching the screen shift to a test pattern with a large “C” in the middle. The words “PLEASE STAND BY” scroll underneath in red letters. The girl pushes her father’s dripping hand off her face and leans into her mother’s waist for comfort, shutting her eyes tight. The mother glances over at her husband and shrugs while her irises shimmer a bright green color within twin rings. The television screen shifts to a pre-recorded commercial.

“Are you tired of having to charge your Corputer tablet night after night? Or do you realize that your camera’s battery has been drained for no apparent reason just at that perfect time when you want to remember your child’s first birthday?” a female voice asks with accompanying images fading in and out. “Did you ever notice that your dishwasher only cleans half of your silverware?” Household objects soar in mid-flight: a toaster, a desktop fan, a coffee maker, and then larger items appear on screen for millions of Americans to contemplate: a drone, a bullet train – finally falling on a human figure standing alone in the middle of the screen. She asks another question, “Does your android power down after a hard day’s work? Do they need to be charged for two or three hours before you can give them another task to complete, inconveniencing your modern lifestyle?”

The butter-faced father looks over at his wife as if considering all of these questions in real-time. She nods in approval while their daughter wipes her face with the back of her hand, relaxing her body into the chevron-patterned couch. 

“What if I told you that The Corporation has created a battery with limitless power; one that is moderately priced and works with every Corp-produced item after Version Seventeen,” the woman announces, appearing on screen for the first time, draped in a pale blue lab coat. The interior lights raise to show her standing in front of an assembly line of workers as various sized objects move from station to station, halting for each android to modify them before traveling to a new worker. The woman stops at the packaging division, reaches down to remove a cylindrical object from the assembly line, and holds it up to the camera. “Presenting Tranquillite; the first naturally-occurring element, mined from the moon for commercial use.” The screen transitions to a large dump truck rolling along the lunar surface, kicking up dust in its wake. She continues, “We’ve been working around the clock to mine, manufacture, and ship these life-long batteries to our warehouses around the globe.” Brief flashes of bright purple gemstones appear on screen as machines crush them into a fine powder that sprinkles down the screen like alien snow. The images move quicker; large space shuttles blast off landing pads, a distance shot of the Earth, plastic crates drop with attached parachutes at targets within The Corporation’s barricaded walls. “It’s time for a permanent upgrade,” she says as the images fade to black and we see her standing next to Kingsley, who is removing his trademark white jacket. He delicately places it on the back of his chair and begins to unbutton his dress shirt.

“It evens powers me,” he says with a sly smile. His fingers slowly retract the shirt, exposing a glowing green neocortex beneath its transparent housing. The camera moves close to Kingsley’s chest so that the screen is filled with a mesmerizing pulsing glow. The woman’s hand presents a small container to the audience and presses on the top metal edge with her thumb. A three-inch-long cylinder slides upward with the word TRANQUILLITE printed in bold text across the curved surface.

“If it’s good enough for the CEO, it is good enough for you,” she announces as a synthesizer plinks out a tune synonymous with the company. “Find out more in the Corp Store,” the commercial ends and people are left to wonder about their own appliances and androids; whether now was the time to upgrade their batteries or not. A large letter C spins on a black background for thirty seconds before transitioning back to the Rage Ball broadcast. In the old broadcaster’s place is another android of equal design, and they continue to discuss teams, acquisitions, and performance, not once mentioning the death of the human moments earlier. Deep in the sub-basements of The Corporation, androids are currently hard at work scrubbing this event from ever existing.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Slingshot complete. You are now on course to the moon arriving in twenty-two hours,” a pleasantly robotic voice announces over the loudspeaker of the cargo shuttle. The exterior had seen better days with carbon scoring underneath the wings, loose bolts, and cables that seemingly run across the interior with no rhyme or reason. 

“Affirmative,” the pilot responds, punching in landing coordinates. 

“You have permission to land. Please use code phrase ‘Gamma Omicron’ on approach to the landing pad.”

“Roger that,” the co-pilot adds, engaging auto-pilot. “It’s nearly a day until we arrive. Do you want to power down, conserve energy?”

The pilot clicks the auxiliary audio to MUTE, “You know, for all that we’re doing, you’d think he would equip us with the Tranquillite batteries.

The co-pilot narrows his eyes.

“I’ve been thinking this for the last few trips.”

“Yeah, you’re right. We’d be free to move about instead of being jacked in all flight.”

“I have an idea,” the pilot says intently. Let’s break into a crate and take two batteries for ourselves. We can swap them out of each other, easy. The Corp isn’t going to sweep for two missing batteries; they’re barely able to keep the transports active.”

“It’s a thought.”

“It’s a damn good thought!”

A crash echoes in the cargo hold behind them and the door opens with such a brazen force that it nearly comes off its hinges. The androids turn in shock to see an Insurrectionist standing in the doorway.

“Did someone say my name?” Thought snatches a pistol from her waistband and shoots the co-pilot point blank at the base of its metal skull. Red liquid sprays across the large windshield. She grabs the pilot’s head by his eye sockets, yanking it backward with a destructive power only a trained assassin possesses. Yellow sparks leap from his neck as she severs it from his body with another pull, sending his arms into spasm. She quickly drops the head, grabs his shoulders, and tosses the body into the cargo hold, taking a seat in his chair.

The intercom pings and the woman’s voice returns, “We detect an anomaly in the cabin. Please confirm or deny this report by first stating the code phrase.” A red light blinks on the dashboard.

Thought steadies herself, announcing, “Gamma Omicron,” and waits for a response.

“Please confirm or deny this report by first stating the code phrase,” the voice repeats.

Thought looks surprised. She knows she had heard it correctly over the loudspeaker in the cargo bay. Jiro pulls himself into the cabin, looking at the blood-splattered window. “Have a gander at these wankers,” he exclaims, removing the co-pilot’s body from his seat. “I nearly crashed into the one you threw my way.” He pushes the body through the doorway, watching it float into the hold. Gregory ducks his head to avoid getting hit on his way toward the cockpit.

Thought brings an index finger to her lips, glancing at Jiro sternly. “Gamma Omicron,” she states once more, shaking her head.

Jiro nods in approval. “That’s the one.”

“Last chance to answer,” the woman’s voice responds, “or we will be forced to terminate your shuttle. Please state the code phrase.”

“What am I doing wrong?” Thought asks.

Jiro motions toward the controls on the dashboard, pointing at the switch labeled MUTE with a large golden finger from his mechanical arm. Thought toggles it off and repeats the code once again.

“Affirmative, please confirm or deny the anomaly detected.”

“Deny.”

“Affirmative. Please continue your course to the base.”

Thought flips the switch back to MUTE and leans back with a sigh of relief. “Of all the things we studied about these cargo ships, the intercom mute toggle was not one of them.”

“We all good?” Gregory asks, leaning into the already cramped cabin space. 

“Mute toggle,” Jiro snaps with a toothy smile.

“You say that word again and I’ll make you mute, permanently. Got it?” She wasn’t joking and Jiro knew it. You only needed to see this expression once before knowing she would take your head clean off.

“Aces,” he replies, viewing the stars through the newly crimson window.

“Looks like we all made it safely into space,” Shell says behind Gregory’s back. She puts an arm around his waist and pulls him into the cabin to her side, planting a kiss on his cheek. “This is so exciting!”

Jiro can’t keep his composure, bursting out with laughter.

“Something you want to say?” Gregory asks.

“No, no Eggory. You two make a cute pair,” he replies, still chuckling. Gregory blushes.

“Don’t pay him any attention. Hey, who would you rather be locked in a stolen shuttle with, me or Jiro?” Shell grabs Gregory’s face to look into his eyes. She knew he didn’t like public displays of affection, but she wasn’t going to let Jiro bully her boyfriend. “Jiro, next time you’ve got a special someone, be sure to introduce me, even if I’m retired by then.”

Thought couldn’t even help but snicker at that retort. Jiro eventually joined in the laughter, “Blimey.”

A low thump from the cargo hold abruptly reminds them of their fifth companion. Gregory and Shell say his name in unison, “Frederick!” 

“Go get him,” Thought commands, “this shuttle is on autopilot for twenty-one hours, not much else to do up here anyway. It’s time to review our plan of attack.” She floats up from her seat, following Gregory and Shell into the hold. “Jiro, you’re on cleanup,” she says over her shoulder as the trio drift out of the cockpit.

“You bein’ serious?” he replies annoyed. “God damn it.”

The thumping continues until Gregory reaches a large crate secured to a side wall by thick yellow straps. “Okay, calm down. We’re going to get you out of there.” He presses on two flat discs that release the locking mechanism as groans rise from inside. “You alright?” Gregory asks. Frederick cradles his shiny chrome head in the padded interior. Brown vomit covers two of the four walls, as well as the old man’s clothing and arms. The stench quickly becomes overwhelming and Shell has to float away from the scene. Gregory covers his nose with a gloved palm. 

“You’ll need to get him cleaned up,” Thought says, drifting to his side.

Gregory looks at her with a baffled expression. “All those years living in a cave, eating rations, and drinking from a stream, and now you’re the clean police?”

“I’ve got more important things to attend to.”

“At least help me find something to–”

“He’s all yours,” she replies, drifting back further into the shuttle.

“Space travel seems to have taken a toll on me.” Frederick looks weak, slowing emerging out of the empty crate. “I’m sorry about the mess.” Gregory hesitantly reaches for a clean section of his clothing to assist him out, deciding that his elbow appeared to be the least puke-stricken. 

“It’s okay; I really hate seeing you like this.” It was a true statement. Gregory looks up to him as a father figure and something of a mentor ever since he joined the Abbey nine years prior. They would reminisce about those pleasant and simpler times often, with conversation turning to Y0r, the housebot, brewing and bottling the season’s beer, and occasionally bringing up how traitorous their friend Nat became. This topic typically soured and ended their talk until another time.

“Where's the cleanin’ supplies on this ship?” Jiro asks, floating into range of the smell. “For fucks sake!” he quips, continuing his path through the cargo bay without hesitation.

“Be right back, you hold onto this edge and try to get your bearings, okay?” Gregory instructs Frederick. “I’m going to need some supplies myself.” 

Jiro pulls himself along a railing protruding from the left side of the ship and passes two more floating androids that were previously taken out before breaching the cockpit; their limp appendages thwap against his body, causing him to shudder. He grabs supplies from a storeroom and floats into the cockpit.

Frederick stores his stained clothes inside the crate, pulling on the pilot’s uniform. It fits snug in areas that shouldn’t, causing his to grunt. The gray woven mesh stretches as he pulls it over his shoulders. Gregory assists in getting his arm through the sleeve, zipping it up in the back. “Looks good.”

“Does it?” Frederick asks. “Not that I’m vain, I just – have sensitive areas that need to stay in place.”

“I hear you, loud and clear,” Gregory slaps his arm and gives a nod as if saying; please let’s move this conversation along. 

Jiro completes wiping down the windshield, gathers the rags and packs them inside an expandable bag that is cinched at the top. “Throw it in here,” Gregory motions to the crate.

“Out of the two jobs, I’m glad I was doing the cleanup in the cabin,” Jiro says eyeing the vomit.

Gregory chuckles, watching Shell appear from the back section of the shuttle in full uniform. It clings to her slim figure, a rare sight that he can’t look away from. “Where’d you get that?” he asks.

“The other android pilot,” she states, drifting toward the crate.

“You too?” Jiro questions as Thought comes into view donning a similar uniform. “Bollocks, why does everyone get a space suit but me?”

“I don’t have one either.”

“Shut up Eggory.”

“I’ve searched the shuttle. The last one remains on one of the bodies floating around. I took the other one. The good news is that there are five helmets on board.”

“Good news?” Jiro sneers. “What bloody good is it if my body implodes?”  

“Yeah I agree, that does sound like good news to me,” Gregory says with a grin.

“What’s that sound, a distress signal?” Jiro says, pointing at the cockpit. They turn their heads, straining to hear what Jiro heard. “Sucker!” he yells to Gregory, speeding along the wall toward the floating body.

“Don’t worry, we’ll find another suit for you after we land,” Frederick says. Gregory couldn’t believe he was duped.

“If you rip it with your fat ass, you’re not getting another one!” Gregory yells.

“Please, a little decorum would be nice,” Frederick says, refocusing the group. “We need to discuss our plan before touching down. I have a feeling things are going to move very quickly when we reach the base. They won’t know anything is different until they board the shuttle.” Frederick leans over Gregory’s shoulder and raises his voice, “Can you hear me Jiro? We’re discussing plans when we land.”

“Yeah, I can hear you. Be back in a minute.”

“Good. As I was saying, our main objective will be to locate the boy, Draki, making sure not to harm him in any crossfire. We also need to find Maakah and Zuri, assuming that they are both operational and compliant. That last detail I don’t think I need to highlight after our experience with Jabez in Arizona.”

Jiro drifts toward the group with the uniform in his golden metal grasp. He tosses it toward Gregory saying, “It doesn’t fit me anyway.”

“This boy,” Shell asks, “how old is he?”

Frederick pauses for a moment before answering, “Well, last I saw him he was about nine or ten. I’d think he would be a teenager now. Why?”

“He’s going to be more difficult. Fourteen, fifteen – I remember giving my parents hell when I was his age,” Shell replies.

“She’s right, the little bastard is going to need to be subdued,” Jiro adds.

“We’re here to rescue him, not to harm him. See the difference Jiro? He needs to know he can trust us, and the only way he’s going to do that is if I talk to him first,” Frederick explains.

Jiro nods with a wave of his hand.

“So how are we doing this? One large convoy with guns blazing, or split up and search recon-style?” Thought asks.

“As much as I’d like a good old-fashioned gunfight – and I can see that you’ve got an itchy trigger finger from a few years of inactivity, Thought – the logical route would be to take it methodical and slow. I’d prefer not to give away our location the first ten seconds on the moon.”

“Alright, but if we’re choosing teams, I want Jiro and Shell. You can have Gregory.” Thought replies.

Jiro swung a large plasma rifle to his other hand and cocked it, grinning like an idiot. Shell looks disappointed that she isn’t going to be with Gregory. 

Frederick glances at the young man and asks, “Is that alright with you?”

Gregory sighs, “Sure.” He was pulling on the uniform’s fabric, “though we still have a problem.” Jiro’s smile fades as Gregory’s points a finger at him. “He’s not going anywhere until he gets suited up for space.” Jiro’s face twists into a grimace.

“You’re right. If we find one, we’ll dash back for Jiro. Let’s hope we aren’t being watched too closely.” Thought adds. 

“Will we be exposed from the landing pad?” Shell asks.

“Unfortunately, we will be. Two routes lead toward the base. One path takes us to Shipping, where they load the crates with batteries to stock the shuttle for transport. The other one goes directly to the Central Hub, which is the main base,” Thought replies.

Frederick caresses his metal jaw with his thumb and pointer finger. “Alright, I like this. We can split up and search separately. Gregory and I will go into the hub while you two find another suit, then work your way into the warehouses. We should be able to set a private channel inside the helmets to communicate.”

“Easy, I can hack that before we land,” Shell replies.

“Excellent. Thought and I will take the pilot’s positions in the cockpit on arrival. We’re still half a day away, so if there aren’t any lingering questions, I’d like to get a little more sleep.”

“Why we got oxygen on board?” Jiro blurted out. A puzzled expression crossed his face. It was a surprisingly poignant question for him.

“From what I’ve read, the Tranquillite needs to blend with Earth’s atmosphere for a minimum of 24 hours after production. The Corp had experienced – let’s say – exploding shuttles for the first few shipments and couldn’t figure out why. The mineral is unstable at first, so pressurizing and filling the cabin with oxygen allows it to adhere to similar properties on Earth,” Shell replies with dazzling knowledge. “Sorry, science geek,” she smirks.

“Well, well,” Jiro says, “I guess that answers that.”

“What we don’t know is if the moon base has the same properties,” Thought adds. “That’s why I packed these.” She removes two cylindrical oxygen tanks from a nearby crate with indicator lights blinking green. “Don’t worry; I’ve got enough for everyone. They clip right on the back of your helmets, good for a full day.”

“And if we need more than a day?” Gregory asks.

“Let’s hope we don’t. Or we find a refilling station.”

“Alright, anything else we can clear up? Is there something we’re overlooking?” Frederick asks.

He glances at each Insurrectionist. None spoke up.

“Great, make sure to grab a helmet, oxygen tank, weapon, and any other supplies that you brought on board that you think you’ll need for the mission. I’m going to get a little shut-eye. I’d advise you do the same. We need to be bright, alert, and ready for action in thirteen hours.”

—-
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GREGORY IS ASLEEP, floating in a small storage room off the main hull of the ship. He is tethered to the wall with a short cord which prevents him from hitting his head against the wall. His short hair sprouts from all directions; body curled into a slight fetal position that resembled a protective caterpillar. Shell is awake in the next room and is not happy to be separated from her boyfriend of three years. She replays their first interactions in her mind while she tries to drift off to sleep, thinking about how weak and inexperienced he once appeared. Her relationship with Ludek quickly fizzled out once he decided he wanted to stay with the caravan in Arizona. Even all of those credits couldn’t tempt her to stick with him. It wasn’t the exciting life that she craved, and one that only the Insurrection would give her.

Gregory’s eyes shoot open when he feels a touch on his chest, giving him a shock of surprise. “Relax, it’s me,” Shell says, drawing closer to him. His muscles calm, and he lets out a sigh of relief.

“I almost punched you!” he whispers. “Don’t do that again.”

“Shh, I’m trying to be private.”

“I was in such a deep dream.”

“Yeah? Anyone I know in it?” 

Gregory smiles at her. As much as she insisted they be a couple, he actually enjoys her company. It made the boring days go by much quicker, and she is a hell of a hacker. She knew her shit. “A-ha, I think I know where this is going,” he says, pulling her close for a kiss, forgetting they are drifting in zero gravity for a moment. Shell is sent tumbling backward, ass over head. He grabs onto her waist, waiting for them to bump into the wall upside down, but his tether stops them short.

“Oooh, a new position for us,” Shell says with a laugh.

“Come on, let’s do this before the others wake up.”

“Now you’re ready?” she asks, moving her hand down his waist. “You are, aren’t you? Good job.” Shell began unzipping his suit from the back when a small tablet lit up with a chirping alarm attached to her belt. “Not now, dammit.”

“We can ignore it.”

“Can we? I mean, should we?”

Gregory exhales, “Okay, just look quick.” He held her tight as she unclips the hacked Corp tablet, bringing it up to their faces. “It’s a message from the Northern Faction.”

––––––––
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:: INCOMING TRANSMISSION ::

FOR INSURRECTION EYES only: Raised awareness for heightened meteor activity near the lunar base. Your mission will cease within forty-eight hours of touchdown. If you do not acquire the boy, consider him a casualty and launch your ship before lethal impact begins. You will receive another warning when you land and one last reminder at the twenty-four-hour mark. Consider the androids Zuri and Maakah dangerous. Shoot at will.

:: END TRANSMISSION ::

––––––––
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“JESUS, YOU THINK THEY’D be a little more compassionate knowing its Frederick’s daughter up there,” Gregory says. “Shoot at will?”

“You know it’s not personal. They’re just covering their bases.”

“If we got this message–” Gregory’s voice halts with a pounding on the door. “Give me a minute,” he announces, trying to swim away from Shell. The door slides abruptly with Jiro’s large frame filling the space between. 

“You’re upside down, the lot of you. You seen this message?”

“How do you know you’re not upside down, Jiro?” Shell retorts, which confuses him for a moment until he notices Gregory’s suit unzipped.

“Bollocks, you two were bumping uglies in here!”

Gregory blushes, trying, and failing, to reach for the zipper.  

“Oh, help him out, will you. I would but I don’t know what fluid is flying around,” he snickers.

“Gross. Okay, let’s get out of this closet,” Gregory had had enough.

“Let me step aside for the lady. Listen, Eggory, if I get pink eye because of your spooge–” Shell stops his sentence by punching him in the shoulder. “Oww, I see how it is!” She continues her path to the front of the ship. “Alright, let me help you out. Float over here. No wait, you’re still tethered, unclip yourself first.” Gregory struggles, and Jiro’s constant narration isn’t helping. “Christ, you’re a useless cock-up.”

Once free, Gregory flies past the man, pulling himself along the railing to follow Shell, stopping once to say, “You mention any of this to the others, and so help me I’ll put a bullet between your eyes.”

Jiro knows he had gotten way too far under his skin and ends his verbal torment, “No worries mate.” 

“We’re an hour to land, time to focus.” Thought bobs next to an open crate of weapons, her long blonde hair hovers around her face until she pulls it back with a metal clip engraved with a dragon. “I’m sure you all saw the message from the Northern Faction. If there’s any truth to a meteor shower, I want this to go as quickly and effortlessly as possible.” She unfastens a latch on the top two rifles and hands one to Frederick and one to Gregory. “Confirm a full battery,” she commands. They nod yes.

This is the Thought that they waited to see in action once more: keen-eyed, prepared, and ready to enter Valhalla with weapons drawn. Frederick has a few concerns about her demeanor and decides to speak up. “Just to ensure that the plan is set–” he begins but is quickly cut short.

“The plan has changed. We now have a little more than forty hours to locate the kid, safely extract him back to the shuttle, and then possibly, and I mean at the very end of this encounter, we find Zuri and Maakah in that order.” Her stern face says it all, there would be no questions. “I’m leaving the moon with or without you, Frederick. We have no idea what the complex is like in reality, only studies of blueprints that other Insurrectionists have died getting for us. There might be more variables that we haven’t even considered, but I’m not waiting around to find out what they are. The meteors change everything.”
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