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Eighty years ago, hostile aliens scoured most of humanity from the surface of the Earth with a monstrous weapon that left the planet uninhabitable for humans. Friendly alien rescuers helped the survivors build a refuge on the moon and people from all over the world united in this new home they called Tranquillity City.

Only a handful of the original survivors are still alive. Now the city is populated by their children, grandchildren and great grandchildren. Most of those don't even think about their ancestral home planet.

But when the oldest human alive learns that the same aliens who rescued the last human survivors are petitioning the galactic court to allow them to take ownership of the uninhabited Earth, she knows what has to be done to reclaim their lost home planet.

It's time for humans to invade the Earth.
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The Galactic Court Complex

Lunch with the girls was a loose term for this event. Human gender identities didn’t apply to aliens. But they were roughly equivalent enough to feel like the girls to Artemis Miller. The group had a table at a terrace, atop one the five towers at the angles of the huge Galactic Alliance Court complex, five advocates at a hexagonal table, echoing the shape of the tower and the central court building below. The towers rose high over the court’s crystal dome, sparkling like a sapphire in the light of the blue giant star at the centre of this solar system.

She was exchanging some gossip with Yalika, an advocate from Leesh-Prianki, when her tablet beeped a message notification at her. Danyl Rivas, her junior counsel. She gave the subject a quick glance.

Urgent! Must speak at once.

Not like Danyl to be dramatic. Mostly a level-headed lad. And this was their day off. He should be relaxing. She sighed. Maybe a human trader had gotten into trouble and needed an urgent bail out. Most humans had never left Tranquility City, back home on the Moon, far from the busy centre of the Galactic Alliance, but some had. They’d joined the bustling galactic economy, taken jobs, started business, and occasionally committed crimes. So inevitably they sometimes needed representation in court, which was where Artemis and her colleagues came in. An adversarial legal process to try criminals, or interpret contracts, had proven to be surprisingly universal.

“Friends, I have to go,” she said, and finished off her drink in a gulp. The girls made various sounds of protest, but she tapped the table’s terminal with hers to pay her share of the bill, and rose. “As always, it’s been fun. See you again soon.”

It would take about twenty minutes to walk to their office from here, and usually she’d enjoy the stroll. But the urgency of Danyl’s message had started to bother her, so when she reached the bottom of the tower, she summoned a robot cab. She left the roof canopy down as the ridiculous little vehicle zipped off. The planet maintained perfect weather control and didn’t have any rain on today’s schedule.

The cab dropped her off at the tower that held the offices of advocates from all the hundreds of species of the Galactic Alliance. She took the elevator only a few floors, since humanity’s small suite lay on an unfashionably low level of the building. Humanity might have only a modest office suite, as befitted the representatives of a protectorate species with less than a million members, but the advocates usually had plenty of work to do. And when not actively working on specific cases, they studied. They studied the legal systems of dozens of worlds in the Alliance. The legal precedents of the thousands of cases the court had heard over centuries, long before humanity knew about it. It mostly served as a central court for commercial law disputes between different races of the Alliance, though criminal cases came here too, usually when they fell under Alliance law that governed open space, and Alliance run planets and facilities. At the centre of it all lay the chamber of the Galactic Supreme Court, the final arbiter. Or the place of final judgement for the worst of crimes.

She found Danyl pacing the floor of the reception area of their suite.

“Okay,” Artemis said, “What’s so important that I couldn’t even finish my lunch?”

“I’m sorry about that, ma’am, but I think you need to hear about this at once. And to confirm that I’ve understood it. Because, I suppose I could be wrong, but if I’m not—”

She held up a hand to cut off the babble of words. “Let’s make some tea,” she said, hoping that would calm him down. “Then you tell me nice and slowly what’s wrong.” He visibly fretted when she led him into the break room to make tea and then took him on into her office.

“I was observing a case today,” he began.

“It’s your day off. I know you like to observe as many cases as possible, and that’s good, and I encourage that, but you shouldn’t feel you have to do it on your day off.”

“I know—”

“Even if you don’t want to waste time on days off, you can spend that time networking. It’s important to make contacts.”

“Of course, but—”

“And don’t think of resting as wasting time either. Rest is not idleness, don’t overwork your—”

“Ma’am, please!”

She stopped and stared at him. He’d actually raised his voice. The boy was a specialist in Alliance tax law. He usually only got this agitated when he spotted a new loophole.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But this is very important.”

“All right. Go on.”

“The case I was observing was in one of the low level commercial courts, and it didn’t seem like much, until I checked something about a detail of the case.” He sent a document to her tablet. “It’s a petition from the Auraix delegation to grant all commercial rights in perpetuity to the uninhabited planetary body designated X4728J.”

The offices of the legal delegation representing the interests of the Auraix, one of the most powerful races of the Galactic Alliance, took up three of the highest floors of this tower. Humanity’s entire office suite could fit into one of their conference rooms. She glanced over the petition. It didn’t immediately strike her as anything startling.

“Looks pretty standard. Generally used by an Alliance member to establish ownership of an otherwise unclaimed planet, moon or asteroid they intend to mine.”

“Yes,” Danyl said. “Except I looked up the designation code, which I found in an Auraix database for classifying planets—one, by the way, they only recently created and only they use—and found out what another ‘designation’ for that planet is.”

She guessed it before he said it. And saw why he’d called her back so urgently.

“Earth?”

“Earth,” he confirmed. “I am right, aren’t I? If this petition is granted, that essentially gives them ownership of the Earth? Or at least the rights to use its resources as they see fit.”

She nodded slowly. “Yes. I’d say so. It’s a pretty standard legal transfer of rights to the claimant. And it’s generally used for bodies that are nothing but dead, uninhabited rocks, so the claimant can exploit the mineral rights exclusively.”

“I guess the Earth is technically uninhabited,” Danyl said.

It was, since the Cythian Marauders loosed the Shredder on it, a dreaded weapon that had devastated many planets across the galaxy. A cloud of trillions upon trillions of bug sized robots that homed in on the DNA, or local equivalent, of a specific species and tore them into little more than their component atoms. They’d done it to Earth, nearly eighty years ago. Their ships had come screaming into the atmosphere and, as the early twenty-first century humans had gaped at the sky or their news broadcasts in wonder, those ships had released the Shredder.

Artemis, years ago, when still a newly qualified counsel, had imagined some elderly Marauder captured one day and made to answer for that genocide, and that she would represent humanity in prosecuting them. But such things were the dreams of the young. The Marauders who’d deployed their monstrous weapon had been blown out of the sky, by a pursuing Auraix military enforcement fleet, arriving a day too late to prevent the genocide. Those whose orders had sent the Marauders to Earth would be long dead too.

Barely half a million humans had survived, mostly deep underground or otherwise cut off from the weapon. They’d been rescued by the Auraix, who had built the humans a haven on the Moon, which humanity had named Tranquility City. The Earth meanwhile remained uninhabitable by any Galactic Alliance member species, the Shredder programmed to target all of the races of the Alliance. Tranquility City was officially a protectorate of the Auraix. They were humanity’s sponsor on bodies like the Galactic Alliance Council, and the Galactic Court. They were humanity’s rescuers, their benefactors. Without them humans would be extinct. Yet here they were attempting to steal humanity’s home planet.

“What do you think they’re planning?” Danyl said. “To strip mine the planet with robots? Or maybe it’s the water they want?” Water was a precious commodity. Essential to all life. Artemis had a mad vision of the Auraix sucking the Earth’s oceans away. She shook herself.

“I don’t know. But there are some things we have to do right now. First, confirm this designation they’re using is the Earth. Ask for clarification from the legal team filing the petition. I’ll try to get a meeting with Tintox.” Their usual contact in the Auraix legal office. “It’s possible this is a misunderstanding.”

“A misunderstanding? How can it be a misunderstanding?”

Artemis found it hard to see that too, but she had to be open to the possibility. “You know our job is all about interpretation. Someone else may interpret this differently.”

“With respect, ma’am, that’s a stretch. I know I’m inexperienced, so I’m very happy to concede I could have interpreted it wrongly, but you read it the same as me.”

“Confirmation bias. I already knew your interpretation.”

Danyl looked at her for a long moment. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“Perhaps not, but it’s possible. So we ask for clarification. And if we’re not wrong about it, then we send a message back home. The Tranquility City Council needs to hear about this.”
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Tranquility City

Katherine Rashford made a point of not changing out of her work boots and overalls to go to the emergency cabinet meeting she’d been summoned to right in the middle of the work day. She ignored the disapproving looks, took a chair at the conference table in the cabinet room, mug of coffee in hand.

“This better be good.” It was a performance, trying to wind them up, but she was irritated about being pulled away from the work on Dome 7. Isaac Ozumba, chairing the meeting, looked mildly amused by her clumping in here. Police Chief Erik Rainier gave her a quick wink. He probably also had better things to do. What emergency could there be that she hadn’t heard about? She was Minister for Infrastructure, Maintenance and Expansion and the workers of her department went everywhere in Tranquility City, carrying out maintenance and repairs. She heard about everything.

“I apologise for calling you away from your work, Kaz,” Isaac said. “But your counsel is too valuable not to have at our meetings.”

The old smoothie. She sipped her coffee and waved at him. “Flattery gets you everywhere, Zak. Let’s get on with it then.”

“We’ve received an emergency message from Advocate Miller at the Galactic Court,” he said. “I’m duty cabinet chair today, so it was routed to my office first.”

Kaz sat up straighter. She knew Artemis Miller. Not a woman who’d send an emergency message lightly. Isaac went on.

“She has discovered a case going through an obscure commercial court, that, according to her interpretation, would cede ownership of the Earth to the Auraix.”

That led to a moment of silence. After a second, Kaz spoke.

“Sorry, it would what?”

“I quote from Advocate Miller’s message.” He held up his tablet to read from the screen there. “She says: ‘It’s a fucking land grab on a planetary scale, and they are trying to keep it secret from us.’ End quote.” The contrast of the profanity with his always comforting voice, of the angry words with his gentle, dark face, was jarring. Isaac Ozumba, Minister for Education, much beloved by Tranquility City’s children, who called him Papa Isaac, wasn’t supposed to say fuck. And Artemis Miller, not easily panicked or roused to anger, had used it in an official communication.

“I’m sending the full text of the Auraix petition to you all,” he said. “It’s couched in quite obscure legal language. Even more so than usual according to Miller. She’s added annotations to clarify some of the more obfuscating passages.”

They all glanced down as their tablets pinged and the petition document with Miller’s annotations popped into their inboxes. A few minutes of silence followed as they read. As a council and cabinet member, and with her long years in civil engineering, Kaz had read many documents full of dense, technical language, but this one took the cake. It took enough cakes for a tea party. That use of a designation code for the Earth instead of the name the humans and everyone else used for it was an especially sneaky touch. Deliberately meant to keep the Tranq City legal team from spotting the petition, since they had filters to flag any case involving Earth or humans that went onto the Galactic Court docket.

“Uninhabited. Huh.” It wasn’t a question from Elath Duane—Minister for Science and Archchancellor of the University. More a musing sort of sound. Elath looked up at the others. “I never thought of it that way. I suppose it is, but...”

“But it’s still ours,” Kaz said. “You can still own a house you don’t live in.” An old fashioned metaphor maybe. Nobody owned a house on the Moon. The humans didn’t even technically own Tranquility City. But Earth still belonged to them.

“This can’t be right, can it?” Mayari Benito said. “Miller must have misinterpreted it. It is an especially difficult document.” She was the Finance and Resources minister. If she thought it was especially difficult...

“Her junior counsel agrees with her reading of it,” Isaac said.

“Have any other lawyers checked it yet?” Erik asked.

“Not yet,” Isaac said. “I wanted to bring it to the cabinet straight away.”

“Good,” Erik said, “because you don’t want this getting out into general circulation before it’s confirmed. It’s got the potential to cause a lot of trouble. There’s no sense in risking that if it’s unwarranted.”

“We will have to have other lawyers check it though,” Mayari said.

“Of course,” Erik agreed. “But why don’t we ask the Auraix first?”

“Yeah,” Kaz said. “Let’s go now, ask Yimurix what the fuck?”

“What would they want with the Earth?” Elath asked, rereading the document as if it held the answer.

“Resources,” Kaz said. “Says so right there.”

“But...they could have done this any time,” Elath said. “Why now?”

“Did they make any advances in robotics or anything recently?” Isaac asked. A good question, Kaz thought. They’d need robots to go and harvest the Earth’s resources, since they couldn’t go there themselves, the Auraix being as vulnerable to the Shredder as humans. But they hadn’t done that so far, because you always ran into issues with unattended robots eventually. And while they could maybe go down in environmental suits, you couldn’t work for days on end in those.

“I haven’t heard of anything,” Elath said. They looked at Kaz. “You haven’t either?”

“Nothing,” Kaz admitted. “It could be something they’re not sharing. Keeping a lot of secrets, our so-called-friends, eh?”

“That’s hardly fair,” Mayari said. “The Auraix—"

“Are our benefactors. Yeah, yeah.” Kaz made a note to search the latest scientific and engineering information coming out of the Auraix system to see if she’d missed hearing about something relevant in robotics.

“Then let’s leave aside the why for now,” Isaac said. “Until we find out for sure if. I’ve already requested a meeting with Yimurix. That’s in half an hour. We can decide after that how to proceed.”

“We need to tell Miller to file a motion to dismiss,” Kaz said. “That’s number one item on the to do list.”

“Not necessarily,” Mayari said. “The petition has only just been filed and accepted as proper. No hearing for it has even been scheduled yet; the court works slowly. We have plenty of time to oppose this, if it turns out to be what it appears and if we think that’s the best way forward.”

“What do you mean if we think that’s the best way? You think it’s not?”

“I didn’t say that. I just meant we should make decisions on confirmed facts.”

“Let’s adjourn,” Isaac said, “And meet at the Liaison’s office in half an hour. That should give Minister Rashford time to change out of her work clothes.”

It was a good thing they were friends, or she’d have flipped him what they used to call the bird, back when humans actually lived on the same planet as birds. She did go to change out of her site gear, though. More from deference to Isaac than Yimurix. The current Auraix liaison didn’t impress her much. A political appointee and a nepotistic one at that. Its Prime Parent had been the liaison for a couple of decades before retiring, and Yimurix got the job shortly after. But out of respect for Isaac and for the sake of her own authority she went to her office to change. Though she only shed her overalls and put on street shoes instead of her work boots. No call to do anything crazy like put on a suit.

She tidied her hair, messed up from the hard hat she’d been wearing on the Dome 7 work site. The forcefields to simulate 1G had not been turned on there yet. Having Moon gravity made construction work with heavy materials easier. But whatever the gravity there were always plenty of opportunities to get smacked in the head on a construction site. Especially once you started spending too much time in an office and began to lose that instinctive sense of the dangers in your surroundings that you developed from being on site every day.

She arrived at the waiting room of the liaison’s office suite in the government campus, right at the centre of the Hub dome, to find the other cabinet members waiting for her. Yimurix’s assistant showed them right into the liaison’s office. Only them, not the assistants May and Elath had brought along. That seemed to be at Erik’s insistence though, keeping the information to as small a group of people as possible. Did he think there’d be a riot if this got out? The only time Tranq City had come close to a riot had been during the Great Coffee Shortage over twenty years ago. She’d been busy working on her thesis for her MSc at the time, so had definitely come close to rioting herself.

“My friends, welcome,” Yimurix almost purred, in its smooth voice, that Kaz knew didn’t come naturally to all Auraix. The ones she worked with in construction had never tried to charm her that way. It rose from the chair in the middle of its circular desk and shook hands with Isaac, Erik and Mayari with its three top limbs, then Elath and Kaz after that, before inviting them to sit in the chairs shaped for humans around the perimeter of the desk. They bunched up in a semi circle. Yimurix could spin its chair all the way around, and Auraix were used to conducting a conversation that way, but humans liked to see a face, and the Auraix had enough of one that you knew when you were not looking at it.

“Will you take refreshment, my friends?” Yimurix offered.

“No, thank you,” Isaac said. Though the cabinet were all equals, Isaac was the most senior member in terms of age and service, having been a council member for nearly forty years. Since he was the duty cabinet chair today, the others deferred to letting him lead this delegation. “Liaison, we’ve become aware of a concerning matter.”

He explained about the petition, and sent the text of it to Yimurix—without Miller’s annotations and certainly not her description of the case as a ‘fucking land grab.’

“You surely understand our concern,” Isaac said as Yimurix read over the text. Did it look like this came as a surprise? Kaz could read Auraix pretty well, though they had a smaller range of expressions than humans. But Yimurix was a diplomat, not an engineer, such as she’d worked with often. It knew how to control even what expressions would usually show. She did read some surprise, but that could be a performance. After a moment it replied to Isaac.

“I will raise this matter with my superiors for clarification. I’m sure there is some misunderstanding here. Perhaps a translation error. Translating Auraix to your Earth languages is quite complex as you know. There are many subtleties and nuances that can be misinterpreted on both sides. Why I once almost dismissed one of my human staffers when she told me to ‘break a leg’ before a speech. I feared she was placing a curse on me!” It made the sound Auraix made for laughter and the cabinet members smiled politely.

“Most amusing,” Isaac said. “But I hope you can understand our concern.”

“Of course. But please, be easy in your minds. The Earth is uninhabitable. We all know that.”

Do we? Kaz wondered. A small thought popped into her head. She’d been puzzling over how the Auraix might be planning to exploit the Earth while it was still infected with the Shredder. So what if the Shredder was no longer a problem? That would make a bigger difference than better robots. But even the humans, in their little backwater town, would have heard if someone had found a way to defeat the Shredder. The weapon had been used on dozens of planets. If anyone could make them liveable again it would be the biggest news to hit the Alliance in a century.

The meeting had ended, she realised, lost in her speculations. The others seemed satisfied with Yimurix’s promise to get back to them shortly, after making enquiries. Everyone rose and made polite goodbyes, before heading out. Kaz made sure to get well clear of the liaison suite before she spoke.

“Was he bullshitting us?”

“You always think everyone is bullshitting you,” Elath pointed out. 

“They usually are.” Working in construction, engineering and logistics fields taught you not to trust anybody’s promise that they would absolutely definitely have those parts to you tomorrow, or finish that job on schedule, or get back to you quickly with a progress report.

“Well, like May said,” Erik put in, “there’s plenty of time. And it probably is just a translation error or something.”

“I wish you would be as cynical about the Raix as you are about humans,” Kaz said.

“No Auraix ever tried to stab me,” Erik pointed out. “I’ve got to go back to work.”

“Me too.” May checked her tablet, frowned at it. “I’m already late for my next meeting. I’ll see you later.”

The two of them walked off together, May collecting her aide on the way.

“And if I don’t go soon I’ll be late for lunch with my wife,” Isaac said. “Something that will cause me a lot more trouble. I’ll send a message to Miller to wait for us to get back to her before proceeding. Meanwhile, let's not worry unduly until we hear back from Yimurix.”

He was a wise old bird, but too inclined not to worry, Kaz found, being of the belief that most things came out right in the end. Maybe they did, especially here in Tranquility City, the most appropriately named town in the galaxy. But there was a first time for everything. She turned to Elath when Isaac had gone.

“You busy for lunch?”

“No.” Elath called over to their assistant, waiting patiently nearby. “Go take your lunch now. I’ll see you back at the office this afternoon.”

“Let’s find somewhere quiet, where we can talk,” Kaz said, as they walked out of the gardens of the government campus together. “I’ve got some questions and I think I need a scientist to answer them.”

“Kaz, I’ve told you before, we’ve checked. The Moon is definitely not made of cheese.”
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Tranquility City

“Flip me!” Pixo called as he sailed feet first towards Zara. She grabbed his heels and flung him to sail end over end across the court, towards Brad, who had the ball, ready to pass. But Khing hip checked him and sent him off to the right. Brad didn’t miss a beat, wound up and threw the ball at the ceiling of the court. Was he going for a roof goal? No, he put spin on it and it bounced and came at Zara. She jumped, grabbed it three metres up, landed, then jumped again, twisting, and piled the ball through the high goal in the back wall.

Two blasts on the horn confirmed the two points for Americas Dome, and the crowd roared. Thirty seconds to go. Americas two points behind Asia Pacific 2. A roof goal for three points could snatch a victory. The ball emerged from the chute back into play, and Khing got to it first. Zara plunged across the court, jumping over Khing from behind. She pushed on the other woman’s shoulders to boost herself, came down in front of the startled Khing, and took the ball right out of her hands, incurring some oath in Mandarin. Zara spun, ran at the wall, ran up the wall, hearing the roar from the Americas fans, for her signature move, glorying in it, pushed off from the wall a good two metres up and... crashed right into Khing, who’d jumped for a tackle.

“Pass!” Brad yelled. He had position for a roof goal. The best Zara could get now Khing had taken her momentum was maybe a high goal, which would only bring them level. Damn. She wanted that winning goal herself. She wanted it so badly. Her folks were here. Even Nana Livvy was here. To let Brad get it, win the game...

That was the point, winning the game. She threw. Hoxton moved in for an intercept as the ball sailed across the court, but Pixo curled up, hit Hoxton like a cannonball, knocking him away. Brad, who was hanging onto the high handhold on the left wall, let that go and pushed off hard, to pick the ball out of the air before it struck the wall. Facing up, he sailed past the roof basket a metre above him and IN!

The crowd’s roar almost drowned the three points horn. Brad landed on his feet, but dropped into a three point landing stance, like the damn poser he was.

“Ball in play!” Pixo yelled at him as the ball popped back out of the return chute. No time for showing off. Fifteen seconds to go. They could still lose this if they lost focus on the game. Brad was up and after the ball at once. AP2 went all out for even a low goal to even the score, but after what felt more like fifteen minutes then fifteen seconds, the horn blared a long blast to signal the end of the game. The crowd’s cheers rose, even as the players let themselves land softly on the floor. Once they were all down the 1G warning klaxon sounded and five seconds after that the forcefields kicked in, increasing the gravity to Earth normal, not the 17% of 1G normal for the Moon. It always felt like putting lead in her shoes to Zara.

Pixo tackle hugged her and Brad ran across to get in on the action, arms around both of them—awkward when he was 6’5”, Zara 5’11” and Pixo 5’3”. But they’d won enough matches together to have it figured out.

Pixo slapped both of them on the back. “My girl with the assist!”

“Yeah, nice pass,” Brad said.

Zara felt ashamed of even that moment of hesitation about passing. Obviously a pass had been the right move. How could she have considered doing something else? And she called Brad a glory hog! The hug broke as the AP2 team came over for handshakes. Khing called Zara an undoubtedly rude name in Mandarin, but grinned as she said it.

“I’m not a ladder, Zee.”

“That’s a shame,” Pixo said. “You know I’d climb you any day.”

She swatted at him and he dodged away, laughing. Khing led her team mates off as the door from the court opened. The Americas team stayed for a few more minutes, enjoying the cheers of the crowd in their seats around the clear walls of the court. All those people moving, jumping up from their seats, sitting down again, applauding, waving their arms, seemed to be invisible during the game. The walls might as well have been opaque. Now she could see every face, cheering and smiling—or on the AP2 fans side of the court, looking more glum and starting to head for the exits.

Not only the faces, she saw banners in team colours—red white and blue. Saw banners with Brad’s name and Pixo’s. We Love the Pixie one read. Some had her name, but she didn’t seem to have the same number of devoted fans as the tall, handsome Brad Connolly and the short, but also handsome, possessor of a wall to wall personality, Juan Pixo, a.k.a. the Pixie.

Brad led them off the court, waving final goodbyes, blowing a few kisses to women in shirts with his face on them. Music started to play as the crowd began to gather up their belongings and make their way to the exits. As her adrenaline ebbed the come-down she felt even after a win washed over Zara, and all she wanted now was a hot shower and to go to bed. One more ordeal to go through before she got the shower. She didn’t mind running the gauntlet of fans asking for autographs, or wanting to high-five the team. An arena steward gave each of them a marker pen as they came off court and they all scribbled autographs on programmes thrust across the barrier that held the fans back. The autograph wouldn’t pass examination as her signature if she signed legal documents that way. It looked more like a big Z with some loops after it, and Blackwall was sort of a B and a lot of spiky bits after.

That part was fine, as long as nobody tried to grab her, she would exchange some words. Fans were okay. What she didn’t like was the interviews. They asked such dumbass questions. Though usually they were even dumber when you lost. Like “Why do you think you lost tonight?” Answering, “the other team played better” never seemed to be enough. So she approached the interview space with a familiar feeling of resignation. A young woman waited for them there, long black hair tied back, a camera drone hovering by her shoulder. Zara recognised her from the news stations—but not as a sports reporter. Great. The stupid questions would soon be coming thick and fast.

***
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“...a victory that moves the Americas Dome moonball team to second in the league, achieved by the narrowest of margins with seconds to spare. The next match against EuMe Dome—oh, here is the winning team now.”

Ami pulled the camera drone to hover by her shoulder as the Americas team arrived at the spot set up for interviews of the teams as they came off the court. She’d already spoken to the AP2 team, who promised that next time they would kick the asses of their Americas Dome rivals.

“Hello, I’m Ami Baker, TCNN,” she said. “Congratulations on your victory tonight.”

“Hey, Ami,” Juan Pixo said, smiling up at her, his thick black hair heavy with sweat, his grin enormous. “We showed them, you don’t mess with Americas.” He hit the s on the end hard, making it Americass.

She asked them some questions she’d prepared both before and during the game. She wasn’t a sports reporter, but the usual one had called in sick and when the sports editor had said “who wants a free ticket to a moonball game?” Ami hadn’t been paying attention well enough to spot the trap. She was enough of a fan to understand and analyse the game though, and to be quite excited to meet the teams.

She got most of her answers from Pixo, nicknamed The Pixie for both his stature and mischievous sense of humour, and plenty from Brad Connolly, the lady fan’s favourite. Not so many from Zara Blackwall, but the tall woman with the light brown skin and dark blond afro hair was notoriously quiet and tended to smoulder quietly, rather than talk much.

“I’d never have made that last shot without that pass from Zee,” Connolly said, as he expanded on the subject of his winning goal. “Or without Pixo knocking Hoxton outta the air.”

“I took him out like an asteroid taking out the dinosaurs!” Pixo slapped a fist into his opposite hand. “Kapow!” He and Brad laughed.

“Did you consider attempting the shot yourself?” Ami asked Zara, who looked at her with apparent surprise. “You looked to be in range of the high goals.”

“Maybe, but...” She paused. “Not a sure enough shot. Brad had a better chance for a three pointer to finish the game for us. No question.”

“Well my great-granddaughter is a team player after all,” said a voice from the left and Ami saw Zara give her first genuine smile as she turned to see Doctor Oliva Blackwall.

“Nana Livvy!” Pixo said, with as much delight as if he were related to her too. “Ah, we got all the bigwigs here tonight.”

“Wig?” Dr Blackwall said, sweeping a hand through white hair so thin her dark scalp showed through. She leaned on a cane in her other hand. “All my own, young man, all my own.” She and Pixo laughed at the joke. She was barely taller than him, but Ami had seen pictures of her as a young woman, in her early twenties when humans were brought to the refuge on the Moon that became Tranquillity City. She looked about five-foot-seven then. But nearly eighty years had robbed her of that height.

“Did you enjoy the game, ma’am?” Ami asked.

“I did. I always try to get to as many of Zara’s games as I can, even if they keep me up after my bedtime these days.” She glanced back at a man Ami believed was one of her grandsons, and said, “Don’t go giving me that look, lad,” though he wasn’t really giving her a look, except maybe an amused one. “I’ll be along in a minute. Oh, Miss Baker, I’m interrupting your interview, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all done, ma'am,” Ami said. She turned away from the group, made some remarks to wrap up the report and hand back to the studio. When the camera turned off, she grabbed it and put it in her pocket. The team had gone to the locker room. Doctor Blackwall was moving along slowly with her grandson and another man. The fans were moving out too, though all of them took care not to jostle the old lady, who was Tranquility City’s oldest person at almost one hundred, and many gave her respectful greetings.

The venue staff were starting the clean up. Ami went with the flow of traffic as people streamed out of the arena, heading for the bike racks, or the tram stop, or to go for meals or drinks. She wheeled her bike over to a nearby café-bar, ordered a decaf coffee and sat on a high stool at the window, where she put the finishing touches on her report.

“Miss Baker? Good evening.”

Ami looked up at a group that had just come in, some wearing AP2 supporters scarves. She smiled at the man she knew. “Doctor Chou, hello.”

“Were you reporting on the game?” Chou asked, stopping to talk to her, while the rest of his group pushed a couple of tables together and sat down. “I didn’t know you were a sports reporter.”

“Just filling in for someone,” she said. “You enjoy the game?”

“Well, aside from the final result.” He grimaced.

“We’ll do better next time,” Ami said, one AP2 domer to another. 

“Hey, Jin,” one of his party called. “Your friend want to join us?”

“You’d be welcome,” Jin said.

“Oh, no thanks, I’m filing my report, then heading home.”

“Miss Baker’s the reporter who, ah, did that interview with me a few years ago.” Jin looked mildly embarrassed.

“About the lost humans?” The friend grinned. “We should go find them. Maybe they can beat the Americas team.”

“We’ll beat them next time,” Jin said. “No extra recruits needed.” He turned back to Ami. “You sure you won’t join us?”

“I’m sure, thanks. Have a good night.” He and his friend joined the rest of the group, while Ami finished her report and sent it in. An acknowledgement came back a moment later. Received. Copy editor sweep and it would be on Lunarnet by the time she reached home.

She left the café, and was soon riding the AP2 road that led from the centre of the Hub dome through the tunnel to Asia Pacific 2, her home dome. Tranquillity City was in nighttime mode, the old pattern too hard to shake, even once humans no longer lived on the Earth. The domes simulated night and humanity kept to its old day and night ways—except now all of humanity slept at once. It was so odd to read in old books about how when the places most of the people she was descended from, Japan, the Philippines, and Australia, slept, those on the opposite side of the globe were going about their days in the sunshine.

***
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Zara came out of the door from the player changing rooms of the arena to the private parking area for staff and competitors, carrying her kit bag. Pixo was out there, leaning on an empty bike rack.

“Someone call security,” she said as she approached and he looked up from his pocket tablet. “Suspicious character lurking by the bike racks.”

Pixo grinned at her, pocketing his tablet. “Yours and Brad’s are both too big for me.”

“So you’re waiting to gloat over the AP2 team?” She loaded her bag into a pannier on her bike.

“Oh that ship has sailed. They’re gone. I’m waiting for Brad. We’re going for a quick drink. You’re welcome to join us.”

She glanced at him, at his smart, very fashionable outfit, his carefully tousled hair. She could smell his aftershave. Grabbing a quick drink was not the whole story. “I’d hate to cramp your style. Anyway, I’ve got an early shift tomorrow.”

Being a moonball player might be her dream, but not her full time job. She could spend all day training, but the times she’d done that, she’d found her mind turning to dough. So she’d taken a job as a maintenance tech for DIME – the Department of Infrastructure, Maintenance and Expansion.

Pixo frowned. “Working in Dome 7?”

“No.”

“Good.” Pixo wasn’t only a teammate, he was the team’s fitness coach, and he didn’t like her working in the lunar gravity of the under-construction Dome 7 for too long. “Too much of that and you’ll lose condition.”

She tried not to look shifty about it. She might pop into Dome 7 at some point in the shift, where she could revel in the ability to jump and spring into the air, the way she did on the moonball court. She had even been persuaded by co-workers to do her signature run up a vertical wall a couple of times—when the supervisors were well out of sight.

If she could, she’d spend her life in lunar gravity—though knew that if she did she’d end up with weaker muscles and more fragile bones, so losing the advantage her 1G trained strength gave her on court. It was a conundrum. The more time she spent in lunar gravity, the less effective a moonball player she’d be.

“It’s fine,” she said. “I’m not in there very often.”

“So you say. But your fitness scores are on a plateau.”

“Maybe I’ve hit my peak.”

He shook his head. “No. You have room for improvement, I promise you. You’re not at full potential yet. You know what your problem is?”

She snorted, thinking of how little mercy he showed her in the training sessions in the gym. “A short Brazilian man who makes me run on the treadmill until I throw up?”

“Apart from that,” he said. “And you haven’t thrown up after a run for ages. No, your problem is you’re bored.”

“Bored?”

“Not mentally. I mean physically. Your body is bored.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Is this a weird pass? Are you going to say your body can entertain mine?”

“I couldn’t fit you into my schedule,” he said with a smirk. He didn’t exactly have a dearth of company. Women and men positively threw themselves at him, in almost as large a crowd as they did at Brad. “No, I mean you’re too used to your regimen. You need to shake it up.”

“But it’s working, isn’t it? Why change what’s working?”

“It’s not working though, not if you’re not making gains.” He looked at her more seriously than usual. “I know you, Zee. You’re not the type to settle for ‘good enough.’ If you can do better, I know that’s what you’ll want to reach.”

It was true. She was disciplined and had always reached higher with her training, since she got serious about sport when she was twelve years old. But was there a limit to how good she could get? How strong? How fit? Had she reached not a plateau but a peak and the only way to go now was down?

“Okay.” She spotted Brad coming out from the changing area. Also dressed up for a night of milking being the best moonball players in Tranquility City right now. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

She unlocked her bike as Brad arrived.

“Not joining us?” he asked.

“Early shift,” she said. “Enjoy yourselves.”

She rode off.
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Chapter 4


[image: ]




Tranquility City

Ami glided into AP2, through the great wide arch at the end of the tunnel from the hub. She’d only seen the bulkhead door close off the arch a few times—usually when it was periodically tested. People would come out to watch it rise from the ground, cutting off the residential dome from the Hub. The only time she’d seen it closed for something other than a test was when an electric cart delivering something flammable had ignited part way between AP2 dome and Hub dome. That had been nearly seven years ago and people still talked about the incident like it had been a four alarm blaze. Sure, fire had to be treated particularly seriously in the closed system of Tranquility City, but it had only been a small fire.

She locked up her bike in her space in the apartment building basement and took the elevator to her floor. In her apartment she checked the news channel and Lunarnet. Her report of the game was up, and the video interview was getting a good number of views. 

She grabbed a soda from the fridge and sat on the couch for a while. She didn’t read, or listen to music. She sat there in the dark room, looking out at the stars through the window and the transparent dome beyond. The dome that was the only sky she’d known. The Earth floated out there, the blue, green and white jewel. Humanity’s home. Uninhabitable.

She had enough light from outside to glance around at the picture frames on her wall. Too dark to read the words on the facsimiles of newspaper front pages in them, but she knew them by heart, the headlines about historic moments from the planet out there. Would anyone ever want to frame any news stories from Tranquility City? They’d be hard pushed to find something as worthy of the giant headlines as the Apollo 11 Moon landing, the end of wars, the toppling of buildings with aeroplanes, or the assassination of a president.

That was good really, she supposed. The curse of “may you live in interesting times” had certainly never been laid on the current inhabitants of the Moon. But it didn’t do much for a journalist, who wanted to break a story that brought down a government, or exposed a scandal. Maybe she should reconsider the move to cover the Galactic Court beat. Danyl, an old friend from the “Mooniversity” was there right now and he seemed to enjoy living in what he called “Lawyer city.” He said there was a good contingent of reporters there too. But Tranquility City was... It was her town. Her beat. And knowing her luck, the day she stepped onto the transport to the Galactic Court, something big would happen here and she’d miss it.

After a while, she stirred herself, thinking she’d check her inbox quickly before she went to bed. She was momentarily jolted with a feeling of coincidence when she saw a message from Danyl in there. She could have left it until the morning, but she saw the few words of the preview at the start of the message.

“I’ll probably get fired if anyone finds out I told you this, but...”

No journalist would leave that message until morning.
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