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Reviews for 
Shivering World


Tyers has a degree in microbiology, and her affinity for it shows. . . . She handles the expansion of the faith content with a light but sure touch. The detailed world she crafts on Goddard is an oft-complicated but also absorbing one . . . offerings such as this . . . are sorely needed.


—Publishers Weekly 


Kathy does a splendid speculative job on several themes of particular interest to me, including the ethical dilemmas of human gene manipulation. I quickly became involved in her characters, and she did a fine job of maintaining suspense as to their assorted fates right up to the last chapter. . . . She handles a big cast here, including the perennial problem of realistic villains, with great panache . . . a splendid read, both realistic and engaging.


—Lois McMaster Bujold, multiple Nebula and Hugo Award winning SF author


Shivering World is an intricate web of deceit, hope, treachery, and love, packed with adventure and wonderful new ideas. I didn’t even try to put it down.


—Jerry Oltion, Nebula Award winning SF author


This novel presents sophisticated Christian science fiction, in the better senses of both genres. . . . Tyers’s degree in microbiology is readily evident, as is her extensive research into the complexities of terraforming . . . in this intricately complex exploration of human motivation. Ultimately a satisfying read.


—Voice of Youth Advocates


. . . Conflict enough to drive any two ordinary novels.


—Analog magazine


Gripping and exciting. Tyers knows her craft. . . . Shivering World is a hard book to put down, and once you finish the story, it will be even harder to forget. 


—In the Library Reviews


Tyers is a genius at ratcheting up the stakes and layering the tension thick and high. The characters are gripping, the plot arresting, the storytelling impeccable. This book begs a sequel.


—Romantic Times Book Club (Top Pick)


You’ll be “shivering” with excitement throughout this thrill of a new novel.


—Living Light News Online


ForeWord magazine: Honorable mention, Book of the Year Award
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Gravity 
From Below


The ten-­passenger landing craft’s hatchway admitted a swirl of foul, frigid air. Wrinkling her nose, Graysha Brady-­Phillips gripped her seat’s armrests and stared out a tiny viewport. Yellowish-­tan crater walls curved upward close by, like the monstrous rib cavity of some prehistoric beast that had swallowed the lander whole.


So this was Goddard, humanity’s newest habitable world.


Habitable being a relative term, of course.


A tall figure stepped on board—a woman, Graysha decided after comparing shoulder and hip widths. Swathed in a belted brown coat that hung almost to her knees, the woman dangled a second hooded coat by its shoulders.


In that instant, everything Graysha had heard about planetary surfaces became real. There was no climate control out there. The very thought made her head pound . . . or was that just due to hunger?


Under the stranger’s quilted parka hood, brown eyes gleamed over a proud, firm nose. “I assume you’re Dr. Brady-­Phillips.” She had a throaty feminine voice. “I’m Ari MaiJidda, with a capital J. Colonial vice-­chair.” Raising her arm, she let the extra coat slide onto Graysha’s lap.


Startled by the woman’s abruptness and chilled by the blast of outdoor air, Graysha stood up and eased into the parka. She took special care to settle it gently on her shoulders. Her legs trembled, which she attributed partly to the mandatory three-­day landing fast—meant to prevent acceleration/deceleration sickness. That made it especially hazardous to someone in her medical condition. But even more than the fasting, she attributed her trembling to sheer dread. Panic gripped her when she thought about standing on an unenclosed planet.


This was 2134. Born in a comfortable, enclosed space-­city habitat, Graysha had never visited open air.


No wonder Gaea Terraforming Consortium offered triple frontier-­duty pay to scientists and technical experts. Orbital habs provided greater opportunities and better air than any of the three established planets—dying Earth, sulfurous Venera, or not-­quite-­terraformed Mars.


And now Goddard.


“Are you feeling all right?” MaiJidda broke into her thoughts. “We heard you’re terminally ill.”


Annoyed, Graysha looked up from fastening her parka. All travelers arrived hungry! “All I need is to break my landing fast, Vice-­Chair MaiJidda. Spending three days without solids leaves everyone looking a little peaked. And my complexion is fair, even under normal conditions.” She had tied back her blond hair. Rare among the increasingly interracial settlers of space, it usually attracted compliments.


MaiJidda pushed back her parka hood, exposing a firm mouth and chin, and black hair cut close in a smooth dark cap. The effect was elegantly Near Eastern. “This isn’t a habitat,” she said. “A world that’s being terraformed is only for the hardy. Unstable conditions are normal here. It is dangerous work.”


“Why else would Gaea offer triple pay?” Graysha retorted. “I’m aware of the dangers. How could I not be? I’m replacing a man who was killed by the weather.” She had been informed, when she applied for the position, that Goddard’s previous soils-­microbiology specialist had died in a sandstorm.


Still, most of Graysha’s doctors assured her she could adjust to life on Goddard if she could handle the repeated fasts of space travel. Elderly Dr. Bell differed, of course. Over and over, he warned her not to even try it.


She belted her parka. “I signed a contract,” she said. “I intend to fulfill it.”


MaiJidda glanced toward the hatchway. “On your head be it, then. We have made arrangements for you to see the lay of the land. I assume you’ve never been on a planet?”


Graysha gathered personal items from her seat’s fingertip compartments. “Never.”


“Ah. Then you’ll enjoy this. You’ll have to hurry, though. In a few hours, surface winds will make air travel hazardous. I’ll have your things taken to your apartment. Here’s your—” Vice-­Chair MaiJidda reached deep into a pocket. “Hmm. Where is it?” As she searched pockets, her poise slipped. “I brought you a can of protein-­fiber meal. You’d better not go far without it.”


Graysha’s flapping-­empty stomach protested with an odd little noise. “You arranged an overflight?” she asked, torn between physical need and scientific curiosity. “If I’m going to be sitting down, I’ll probably be all right.” How did Ari MaiJidda know so much about Flaherty’s syndrome?


MaiJidda raised an elegant eyebrow. “Are you certain?”


“I’ll be all right.” Five minutes into life on Goddard, already she had to prove she wasn’t an invalid. Though every cell in her body clamored for nutrients—it felt like a dull general ache—she was determined not to show her weakness. Pushing up a sleeve of her brown parka and lavender pullover, she checked her forearm. Camouflaged at the center of a tiny floral tattoo, a liquid crystal tissue-­oxygen button’s pale green color showed all was well—enough—with her vasculature.


You can do this, she told herself. Just don’t look up. She glanced over her seatback. The other passengers looked busy back there, so she stepped out into the aisle. A uniformed shuttle attendant pulled down her large carry-­on bag and strode toward the companionway. MaiJidda followed, and Graysha came behind, carrying her small duffel and trying to ignore the suffocating chemical odor drifting in from outdoors.


Beyond railed metal steps, a hovercopter stood waiting. Its white vanes, trimmed with weather-­eroded red paint, hung limp. Vice-­Chair MaiJidda stood down on the rock-­strewn ground, arms crossed as if her time were being wasted.


Graysha wobbled down the steps, staring forward. The yellow-­tan crater walls seemed taller from this angle, surrounding—as she’d been told—a roughly twenty-­kilometer circle. During terraforming’s first phase, icy comet remnants had been splattered onto Goddard’s surface to expand its oceans, add volatile resources, and create city sites, including this crater.


A cold wind tore through her clothes, blowing in from some unimaginable distance. It was too big out here. And it stank: the wind, the pocket of still air she made when she turned sideways at the foot of the steps, everything.


She glanced upward—and was caught. That gray-­blue dusty overhead arc consisted of pungent air and nothing more, nothing to hold the planet’s air but unseen gravity, nothing to keep her inside. By daylight that firmament appeared comfortingly solid, but she’d flown down through it. One sight lingered in her memory: an unmistakable fold belt of ancient mountains, little weathered since Goddard’s original atmosphere vanished into vacuum and ice. On the range’s near and far sides, shadow gray craters splotched the hazy distance where the horizon curved perilously downward . . . and vanished.


She shuddered away the memory and shifted her stare. Cloud wisps trailed the sky over one edge of this crater wall, upswept like the tails of enormous ghostly horses. She might fly upward at any second. She wanted to scream. She opened her mouth.


No! I won’t! After one wistful glance back at the lander, she broke into a run, determined to catch up with the tall hooded woman. It felt good to stretch her legs. MaiJidda stopped to look back at her, smiling at last, nodding as if to encourage her on.


Elated, Graysha picked up her pace. Her duffel bounced against her hip. You see, Mother? See, Dr. Bell? I can do this!


Five meters into her dash, a tearing muscle cramp wrenched up her left thigh. With a cry she dropped her bags and fell onto glittering gravel. Rock shards ground into both hands.


No, no, not this, not now! As she moaned, her lips brushed the gravel.


Rapid footsteps crunched toward her. “Dr. Brady-­Phillips?” A man skidded into view. “What happened? Are you all right?”


The cramps spread down her right leg and up her belly. Biting her lip, Graysha pressed open the torn left cuff of her lavender pullover. The tissue-­oxygen implant on her forearm had gone baleful yellow. “Please,” she whispered, “get me to an infirmary, if you have one. I think I know what’s wrong, but—”


Before she could finish, the stranger dashed off. Graysha’s legs throbbed.


Ari MaiJidda strode back into sight, shaking her head as she bent down. “Oh, Dr. Brady-­Phillips, this is just what I feared. We’ll have a stretcher for you right away and get you on your way to . . . to a good facility.” She hurried off. Moments later, Graysha heard muffled muttering, like that of a subdued argument.


The excruciating pain made it hard to concentrate on anything but her cramping legs and thighs, and now her torso. The cramping was moving steadily toward her neck. Still, it seemed to Graysha that she’d been maneuvered into this attack. No food, sudden exercise—


Surely not. Why would MaiJidda deliberately do such a thing?


Please. No, she begged silently, reverting to the childhood ritual of prayer. Pungent air made a bitter taste in her mouth.


Half a minute later, two men in gray ExPress Shuttle uniforms rolled her onto a fabric litter and loaded her into a track-­truck’s rear compartment. Graysha clutched the stretcher’s edge while the truck lumbered along. It felt good to tug one leg straight with her free hand.


The truck lurched and stopped. Then came a stretcher ride down concrete stairs and a concrete corridor. A pigtailed woman in a drab shirt and floppy pants stopped hurrying to stare. Graysha concentrated on inhaling and exhaling.


Just past three hundred breaths, her bearers turned left and took her through a broad door. A woman’s curt voice directed her transfer onto a metal gurney, and the men hurried away.


“Can you talk?” The woman rolled Graysha to slip her out of parka and pullover.


“Wait,” Graysha croaked. “Emmer—my gribien . . .”


“Where?” asked the woman.


“Shirt collar.”


The pigtailed stranger uncoiled the elderly pet, who had ridden this far curled tensely around Graysha’s neck like half a blown tire. Emmer’s limbs, clenched beneath downy black fur, almost vanished. “You keep a lab animal for a pet?” The woman laid Emmer on Graysha’s exposed stomach, removed Graysha’s black stretch tights, and prodded her legs.


Stifling a protest, Graysha cupped one hand over Emmer. “Muscle cramps. It’s . . . Flaherty’s syndrome.” Flaherty’s was supposed to kill her slowly and painlessly over the next twenty terrannums.


But without adequate medical care, she could go into shock and never recover.


The woman draped a white cloth over Graysha’s torso, gribien and all. Peering past her, Graysha spotted a diploma that identified her as Yael GurEshel, M.D. At least Axis Plantation’s medical facility included one fully trained physician.


Dr. GurEshel sat down on a stool, swiveled it away, and raised both arms to a countertop. Her long pigtail swayed down her broad back. “We have a complete med-­op database, including your personal records from the shuttle’s memory bank. They beat you by ten minutes.”


Graysha shut her eyes, wondering if Yael GurEshel worked for Gaea Consortium or was a Lwuite colonist. “I need sugars, and an antispasmodic would help. But please hurry. I—”


“I said we have your records.”


Gripping the metal railing that edged her gurney, Graysha pushed both legs away as hard as she could. They wouldn’t straighten.


Something clattered beside the doctor’s station. Startled, Graysha curled into a tight ball. Emmer dug in, too, pinching her stomach with strong claws. Graysha uncurled to give Emmer breathing room.


Dr. GurEshel pulled something from the cubicle, then moved toward Graysha’s left arm with an alcoholic-­smelling swab. “This is a muscle relaxant and a mild short-­term sedative.” She threaded a needle into a vein, injected fluid, then lifted one of Graysha’s hands.


Slowly the cramps let go, reversing from her torso down to her toes, though her palms and forearms stung as if scalded. With a trembling breath, Graysha gathered enough control to look around.


She lay at one end of a tiny room, under glowing overhead panels. At the gurney’s head, GurEshel’s computer sat on a countertop made of—could it be? Yes, it was—concrete! But the computer looked as modern as any at the high-­school micro department she had left behind.


GurEshel looked about forty, and her pigtail dangled over well-­padded shoulders. Flinging the pigtail aside, she slid her hand up Graysha’s arm and fingered the tissue-­oxygen implant. “We’ll start a drip-­pak as soon as we’re sure you’re not reacting to the first injection. Breathe normally, please.”


The sharp medical scents of ethanol and phenol permeated the room. Graysha’s legs continued to release while Dr. GurEshel passed a handheld diagnostic imager back and forth across her forearm and hand. The physician’s brown smock fit a little too snugly, and it was wrinkled across one side as if she just leaned against something.


“Might I have something to eat?” Graysha asked.


The physician turned her head, showing a generously rounded nose. “There will be sugars in the drip-­pak,” she said. “You’ve just broken a landing fast, and that’s work enough for your stomach right now.”


“I haven’t broken my fast.” Words slurred over Graysha’s thickening tongue.


“Vice-­Chair MaiJidda brought you a can of protein-­fiber meal.”


Graysha shut her eyes and exhaled. “She forgot it, or so she said.”


Yael GurEshel tightened her lips. “Oh? All right, I’ll start the drip-­pak now.” Another needle bit. GurEshel taped the fluid-­filled pressure bag to Graysha’s arm, and then the cubicle clattered again. GurEshel extracted a tray and took a grip on Graysha’s left forearm. More pain followed, but Graysha was turning too wobble-­jointed to react. After a minute, the pig-­tailed woman displayed forceps that held a five-­centimeter stone shard. “Impact glass—or plain, sharp lava. I’d guess that hurt.”


“There’s more in my hands.” Graysha tried to smile, tried to lift her other palm.


The physician seized it. “Just relax.”


Graysha tipped back her head and stared at a pale brown concrete wall. There would be time to worry about Ari MaiJidda once this sweet, sleepy dizziness wore off. “No problem.”


“It is rather disconcerting about your predecessor, isn’t it?” GurEshel murmured, digging for an elusive shard.


“Dr. Mahera?” Graysha asked dreamily. “Sandstorm. Yes.”


Yael GurEshel set down her probe and leaned close. “Dr. Brady-­Phillips, try to concentrate. MaiJidda told you nothing more?”


“Sandstorm,” Graysha insisted, fighting the sedative in an attempt to focus. The unblinking stare of Yael GurEshel’s dark brown eyes probably would have unnerved her another time. “Frontier pay?” she asked.


“It will wait.” The physician’s face blurred as her voice faded out. “But before you check out of the Health Maintenance Facility, someone needs to speak with you.”


―――


“This is Vice-­Chair MaiJidda,” said the deep voice on Dr. Yael GurEshel’s audi line. “We can only hold that shuttle lander twenty minutes longer or we’ll miss the launch window. Dr. Brady-­Phillips is sick enough to warrant sending her away, isn’t she?”


Yael GurEshel frowned at her bare yellow-­tan office wall. “Too sick,” she answered. “She won’t be able to travel for at least a month. You had no business holding back food—”


“A month?” The vice-­chair’s voice rose. “Cancel that, doctor. Do you realize whose daughter she is?”


Yael GurEshel rocked her chair away from the desktop console. “I might not realize?”


“Listen,” MaiJidda said softly. “I had only two hours to find out what would bring on that attack. The idiot lander captain insisted on sending her to you instead of putting her back on board. Scared of his legal liability. If there’s no food in her stomach, we could still put her back on that shuttle. Or . . . Yes—we’ll put her back on board, regardless. Acceleration sickness is messy, but it isn’t dangerous.”


Irritated, Yael drummed her fingers. “You aren’t listening, Ari. In her condition, the stress of takeoff and acceleration could be fatal. The Hippocratic oath does not permit me to deliberately endanger her life, to say nothing of what we would stir up if Novia Brady-­Phillips’s daughter died through our malpractice. She must remain here for at least a month.”


After several seconds, MaiJidda sighed heavily onto her own pickup, making Yael’s desk speaker roar. “All right. I’ll release the lander.”


The line went dead. Yael GurEshel gripped her desk’s edge with both hands, wishing this long Goddarday had never dawned. She would not knowingly endanger her newly arrived patient, but neither would she become emotionally involved.


Ari MaiJidda was absolutely correct: Novia Brady-­Phillips’s daughter must not remain on Goddard.
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Varberg


An hour later, Graysha rested with both hands bandaged and a fresh drip-­pak taped to one arm. Emmer slept next to her shoulder, a warm spot alongside her neck. The clinic still smelled of phenol and ethanol: sharp, clean, sterile. Natural daylight shone through a window that attendants had adjusted to minimal polarization at her request.


Outside, a yellowish plain blotched with vegetative browns and greens stretched out under the red-­orange sun. She recognized two metal hulks, slowly chomping their way toward the crater wall, as mechanical crop tenders. What grew out there, unsheltered in the cold? About fifteen kilometers in the distance, a highway switchbacked up a sheer stony wall to escape her range of vision. Goddard’s towns were all built deep below the highland surface, inside impact craters, where air collected thickest and the winds didn’t blow so hard.


Graysha took a leisurely sip of water from her bedside glass, gagged, and set the glass back down. It tasted like dead algae and processing chemicals, just like the outside air. Concrete walls, grim and dismal, closed her in.


What was she doing here? She was a teacher with financial difficulties, not a soils specialist. It had been luck beyond her fervent prayers when Gaea accepted her application—or maybe not. Maybe Dr. Bell was right after all. Goddard was no place for a person in imperfect health.


She needed the money, though, and according to her Gaea contract, this position would be mostly lab work, not physically demanding. With what she intended to save over three terrannums at frontier triple wages, she might pay for . . . Well, first she needed to settle debts created by a messy lawsuit-­entangled divorce, but she had additional plans for the money.


She’d heard rumors about Goddard—stories that flew in the face of everything her mother preached, rumors that they practiced gene-­healing. If she could find a geneticist willing to try to help her despite her mother’s notoriety, then someday she might have normal noncarrier children. In Flaherty’s syndrome—a mutation that first appeared at Newton Habitat—a protein-­production function did not shut down at the end of capillary growth. Fifteen to twenty Earth-­referent terrannums from now, nutrients and oxygen would no longer pass out of her bloodstream through micropores in the thickened capillary walls. No matter how much she ate, she would starve to death at the cellular level. There was no cure, no real hope for herself . . . but at twenty-­four, married only once and still childless, she could at least live productively and well—and hope to give her next husband children who might outlive them both.


She had to find medical help, legal or illegal. Now. Her mother, a high-­ranking investigator for the United Sovereignties and Space Colonies’ Eugenics Board, was starting to drop pointed hints about surgical sterilization—and she had the legal authority to see it done.


Graysha reached up to stroke Emmer, whose smooth black pelt parted under her fingertips. A fuzzy-­haired stowaway caught on board the ExPress shuttle had been ferried down with her. Did he, too, come seeking the mysterious people they called Lwuites?


Openly, Goddard’s colonists—a medico-­religious sect claiming fifteen thousand adherents—had started fetal work back when they lived in Einstein Habitat, trying to decrease violently aggressive tendencies in the human race. Hearsay was far more interesting. It hinted that the Lwuites fled Einstein—the second largest hab in the Alpha Centauri complex—hoping to find a place where they might repair the genetic mutations that plagued space dwellers.


If Goddard’s colonists were illegal homogenegineers, they would almost certainly question her intentions, especially since her mother and the Eugenics Board would pose them a genuine threat.


Graysha’s door swung open, and another stranger appeared. A huge man, without the defined look of muscle, he held his left hand behind his back. Brown hair grayed at his temples and around the back of his head. “Dr. Brady-­Phillips?” he asked, drawing out her name in almost-­a-­drawl. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”


“No,” she said warily. Who was this? “Hello.”


“Will Varberg.” He thrust forward his right hand to clasp hers, saw the bandages, and drew back. “You really took a nasty spill, didn’t you? I’m head of the Micro floor, your new supervisor. Welcome to Goddard. I hope things go better for you from here on out.” He swung forward his left hand to present a nosegay of yellow and orange flowers. His thumb ring, which looked like a three-­carat synthetic emerald, sparkled under brilliant room lights.


She smiled. “Thank you. Here, stick them in my water. It isn’t fit to drink.” She waved a stiff hand toward the bedside stand.


He reached for the tumbler. “It tastes vile, all right. I’ve learned not to notice.”


“I’m looking forward to that.”


“When do you get the mummy wrappings off?”


That sounded rude, but she played along, displaying her bandaged palms. “My fingers are free, so I could use a computer already. What is that smell in the air and water? Is it ether?”


“By-­products of first generation bacteria, mostly. I assure you, within a day you’ll barely notice it.”


Graysha doubted his assurance. She’d made a hobby of scents. She’d even brought her perfuming kit to Goddard. “What’s your specialty, Dr. Varberg?”


He tipped back his head and looked down at her. “Microbial genetics. Say,” he said a little too casually, “are you related to the Brady-­Phillips who—”


“Yes,” she said, “the eugenics commissioner is my mother.” Novia’s daughter, she thought bitterly. All my life, I’ll be Novia’s daughter. Novia Brady-­Phillips’s Eugenics Board was responsible for enforcing the ban on human gene tampering, and geneticists tended not to like her. The Eugenics Board watched and regulated and harassed them constantly.


Varberg tossed off a shrug. “I’ve had a report on your condition. They think they found the problem.”


“Oh?” Graysha smoothed a thin scratchy blanket over her flimsy gown.


“Repeated fasting from all the shuttle transfers,” he explained, “plus weeks at low shuttle-­gravity. Then you tried to run before your fast-­breaking meal.”


Obviously. But until she knew Will Varberg better, she wouldn’t voice her suspicion of the colonial officer. One group or the other—terraformers or colonists—might help her.


Varberg continued, “Very little research has been done on Flaherty’s sufferers, but it looks as if you’ve provided new data.”


“I’m ecstatic.” Graysha laughed quietly. “I just hope they’ll give me researcher’s pay and won’t feed me gribby chow.” Trying to speak through the cotton mouth of muscle relaxants was tricky. “I’m pumped so full of blood sugar I’m a vampire’s holiday dessert.”


Dr. Varberg wheeled the room’s single chair toward Graysha’s bedside. “How are you feeling?” He sat down and scooted the chair even closer, leaning one beefy arm on her bedside table and the other against the railing of her bed.


Intimidated by his proximity, Graysha pushed away from him, toward the wall and the other railing. “I’m only tired. And ve-­ry relaxed. My legs think they ran a 10K race. Have you . . .” She hesitated, embarrassed again. She hated thinking of herself as an invalid. “Have you asked the doctors when I’ll be well enough to go to work?”


“They want you to spend one night under observation. I’ve had your things sent to Gaea employee housing.” From an inside pocket, he pulled a magnetic key strip. “Someone will escort you to your apartment when you’re ready.”


Graysha glanced at the laminated strip. “Dr. Varberg, I’m sorry about this. If I’d guessed—”


Varberg laid the key on the concrete bedside table and waved away Graysha’s objection. “Don’t skip any meals and they say you’ll be fine.” He scooted the bouquet closer to her, deftly plucking a petal out of one yellow bloom. “They don’t smell good, but they look nice, don’t they?” he asked in that deep, oddly lazy voice.


The powdery odor was a pleasant change from ethanol, phenol, and medicines. “I can’t believe picking flowers is allowed.”


“I grow them myself. Do save the wilted heads for me, if you would.” He lounged in her bedside chair. “So you’ve put in a bit of soils work, besides your university credits?”


Of course he would wonder why Gaea had recruited a high-­school teacher. She did, too. Once, briefly, she even suspected her mother had something to do with it.


But that couldn’t be. Novia always kept her close, watchable, shielded from risks. It felt good to have so much distance between them. “Here and there,” she answered. “One can’t actively pursue all one’s interests.”


“True. I particularly liked your thesis work with nitrifying bacteria. We’ve set up a terrarium series in the main lab, hoping you’ll want to continue that course of study.”


Distracted, she stared at his broad hand. He pulled out a second petal and dropped it beside the other one. Did he even realize he was doing it?


She had another thought. If Will Varberg specialized in genetics, what would it take to convince him to repair her damaged twelfth chromosomes—how much money, how much reassurance that she wouldn’t report him back to Novia?


No. That was layman’s thinking. A microbial geneticist wouldn’t be equipped to deal with human problems.


Another petal dropped on the bedside table as Varberg talked on about his own educational history. She wouldn’t risk asking him, she decided. The Eugenics Board’s policy was to defrock a convicted homogenegineer all the way down to the BS level. As for the genegineered subjects, they were punished with sterilization—no reversible tubal lig, but a whole-­body irradiation that rendered every cell unusable for cloning, sentencing the victim to slow death by all kinds of cancers. The 2030 Troubles—a dark time in human history—anathematized human genetic tampering forever. Except for a few patients legally cured of specific diseases, genetically altered individuals no longer had human rights. By USSC definition, they weren’t even human.


There went another petal. Varberg looked her way, then pulled back his hand.


“I’d be pleased to work with nitrifiers again,” she said, pushing one thumb against her palm. The pain medication had to be wearing off, because it hurt.


“We do need you primarily on soils. No problem with that?”


“I get along well with soils. So long as I don’t fall in them.”


He smacked his hands together. “Perfect. It will be good to have Jon Mahera’s lab filled again and to get back to full efficiency.” He gave Graysha an exaggerated wink. “You might as well go back to sleep. If they let you out tomorrow, I’ll see you then.”


She glanced back down at the table. Beside her bouquet lay five ruffled yellow and orange petals. They cast peculiar shadows on the dull gray, metal-­topped concrete. “The flowers are wonderful, Dr. Varberg.”


Her physician, Yael GurEshel, visited again before dinner time. After examining her hands, she replaced the dressings with small bandages. “You’re healing more rapidly than we anticipated, given your condition,” she said, folding her hands across her broad waist.


“Really, Doctor, I’m not an invalid.”


“Mmm. Well, you may report to work at the Gaea station tomorrow. You should be fine, so long as you don’t fast again.”


Graysha flexed her hands. “This attack doesn’t bar me from space travel, does it?”


GurEshel raised an eyebrow. “You should remain on Goddard for at least a month, though of course I cannot force you to stay. I doubt ExPress would even board you. Another three-­day fast before your metabolism stabilizes would likely bring on a repeat attack. When you leave Goddard, I recommend that you remain a month at Copernicus Hab before traveling on and at every transfer point thereafter.”


“A month at each transfer point?”


“Exactly.” The stout physician nodded. “We would also like you to keep careful symptomatic records. For research, you understand.”


Reminded again that she was not just a Ph.D. but a lab subject, too, she sympathized with Emmer and all her furry kin. People who considered her an invalid—slowly dying instead of rising in her field—would not respect her as a professional or as a woman.


But keeping her own research records sounded reasonable. They might help someone else some day. “I’ll do that, of course.”


“Now,” said GurEshel, “about Jon Mahera.”


Graysha shifted under the scratchy blanket. “What about him, Doctor?”


GurEshel’s round eyes had a direct, honest intensity. “You ought to know we’re in the middle of a murder investigation.”


Stunned, Graysha crossed her arms across her chest. “Murder? I thought he’d gone out in a . . .”


“Sandstorm. Yes. After he was expressly told the weather would be safe for a trip upside.”


False information was potentially as deadly as hard radiation. She struggled to put down her fears and retain professional poise. “Don’t they know who told him so?”


Yael GurEshel shook her head. “Vice-­Chair MaiJidda says current leads point to one of his colleagues. Professional jealousy can be a frightening thing.”


“Oh,” Graysha said quietly, seeing Will Varberg’s nervous petal pulling in an ominous new light. Perhaps her new boss was a murderer, or maybe he feared he might be targeted next.


Or maybe Jon Mahera discovered something the new soils specialist also might learn, something the Lwuite people didn’t want him to know, and they killed him for it. If members of this sect were mercy criminals, some of them might silence anyone they considered a threat.


In that case, Graysha could be their next victim. A final thought knocked the wind out of her: Just like Ari MaiJidda, Dr. GurEshel was trying to scare her away—and was just about succeeding.


Graysha had a sudden urge to ask GurEshel to send her back to Einstein Hab via the next supply shuttle, regardless of medical risk.


Atop the crater wall, something flashed a slow rhythm. A navigational beacon for robot crop tenders, maybe, or for colonial air travel. The slow, steady pulse reminded Graysha that as time slipped away, her capillary walls thickened.


She needed the Lwuites’ help. She had to stay on.


Smiling weakly up at GurEshel, she said, “Thank you for the information.”


GurEshel stepped toward the open door. “Be careful, Dr. Brady-
Phillips.”


“I will,” she answered, stroking Emmer’s warm fur. God help me, I will.
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Stowaway


TreVarre Chase-­Frisson LZalle had hoped to make a break for it as soon as the ten-­passenger lander touched down. Instead, ExPress Shuttle crewmen held him until the legitimate passengers had disembarked and then handed him over to three hooded characters, who forced him into a waiting track-­truck. Alone in the back, he hunched down on the uncomfortable seat, clenching both hands beneath his arms to keep them warm as the truck bounced across the crater bottom. Looks like you’ve got yourself another planet, Trev. And another trip without a view.


Oh, shut up. He’d been told that talking to himself—worse, answering back—was a sign of instability, but he didn’t care anymore. This frigid planet smelled worse than his father’s crimping fluid.


One more place where he can take out his temper . . .


Hating the thought, Trev exhaled through his mouth and made frosty dragon breath. By the time his father finished with this place, a dragon might as well have passed through. The last time Trev ran away . . .


No, he mustn’t sympathize with the people here. They could take care of themselves. He needed to save his own ugly hide. His three escorts didn’t speak during the ten-­minute ride, and if they couldn’t be decent to a homely eighteener, he didn’t have to put on manners.


They marched him down into a broad, bright tunnel, sheltered from the wind and almost warm. His stiff, chilled legs hurt. “Left,” said the smallest escort. Trev took the corner, saw a rough-­walled stairwell going up, and ascended with them. He ran a finger along one wall, shuddering at the sharp pebbles sticking out through concrete. He was getting used to a furtive lifestyle, had even befriended a softhearted recycling tender aboard the last ship. After its stop at Copernicus, here in the Eps Eri system, the shuttle had been scheduled to head back for Barnard’s Star and Halley Hab, making only one “local” stop.


But before that stopover, corporation snoops caught him. So primitive or not, Goddard had to take him.


They’d regret it.


He stomped on upward. At the third landing, his escorts took him across a secretarial room into a smaller office. With the temperature in the metric twenties up here—or were they primitive enough to be using Fahrenheit degrees?—they peeled off their coats. The smallest man sat down on the desk chair. He wasn’t all that short. Trev probably had only five centimeters on him. Small, strong features, look-­at-­me-­I’m-­in-­control posture. Trev’s father had looked a bit like this, back when Blase LZalle did classical and wanted to be “pretty” to do the “pretty music,” as little Trev had called it.


The man muttered at a pocket memo, then motioned Trev to a chair. A bleak, bumpy horizon much like Venus’s, with something that looked like a pipeline running toward it, extended outside the office window.


One tall goon stayed at the open door. Workers in the adjoining office seemed quiet, listening.


You’re dead meat, you dimbrains, Trev thought, and you haven’t got a clue.


The man behind the desk finally spoke up. “I’m Lindon DalLierx,” he said, elbows resting on the—oh chips, the desk was concrete. “Chairman of Colonial Affairs. The shuttle company contacted us by relay. We know you stowed away shipboard, wouldn’t give a name or other identification, and they’re working on tissue typing. I’m not affiliated with Gaea nor ExPress Shuttles. I’m a colonist. In case you don’t realize what that means, this is our world. We’ve contracted Gaea Consortium to terraform it; we’ve set up shuttle service. We’d appreciate some straight answers.”


Trev crossed one leg over the other knee and laced his fingers on one thigh, letting the man stare at his grotesquely blotched brown skin, widely spaced eyes, and uncontrollable hair, worn long in defiance of style and his famous father. His doughy body wasn’t yet fat, but it was definitely smelly after three months living the ship-­rat’s life.


And he sure could use something to eat. “Do you suppose we could make some kind of a deal?” he asked. Maybe this time, things would turn out different.


“Deal?” The man frowned. “What did you have in mind?”


DalLierx didn’t look old enough to act so stuffy. For one instant, Trev was glad the guy had gotten in Blase LZalle’s way.


But not really. There must be some way out—for them both. “I’ll tell you about myself if you’ll let me, um . . . I think the phrase is give me sanctuary. Don’t tell anyone I’m here, and don’t send me back.” Please, he added mentally as the specter of cosmetic reconstruction brandished a scalpel against his mind’s eye. Blase wanted his son’s defective face fixed. Wanted him pretty. Even if it hurt—hurt him and everybody who helped him try to escape. Trev had grown to like the way he looked.


DalLierx glanced over Trev’s shoulder, probably at the goon by his door. “Maybe you don’t know what the fuel to ship a hundred-­kilo human body as far as the nearest habitat costs. You’d have to earn passage up out of the gravity well. But if you’d like to live out of confinement, you’ll need to answer some questions.”


“And then maybe you’ll let me stay? Call me X, then. I could give you any name I wanted, you know.”


“Ex. First name or last?” DalLierx asked, straight-­faced.


Trev gritted his teeth, then let his chin relax. “Actually, I’m traveling under the name George Smith.”


“I know. I don’t think I’ll bother asking where you live. Are you of legal age, Ex?”


If only! “In some places.”


“Here on Goddard, the voting and marriage ages are twenty and sixteen.”


Sixteen? “Yipe. I’m not wife shopping. No, then.”


DalLierx worked his keyboard. “Not yet twenty. Teeners work eight-­hour circadays. What can you do?”


“Do? What do you mean, do?”


“Work experience?”


Trev frowned. “I don’t work. I’ve been in school.”


“What level?”


This was awkward. “It, uh, varies. I had a tutor.”


As DalLierx swiveled back to face him, Trev spotted a row of small, primitive clay sculptures at one end of his desk, near some fat hardbound books.


Another proud father. Oh, joy.


“No work experience while in school,” DalLierx observed. “Your family has money.”


Trev scratched one arm through his black pullover. This interview was getting more irritating by the moment.


DalLierx raised an eyebrow. “Do I need to phrase that as a question for you to answer it?”


“No. I didn’t have to work.”


“And you dislike authority.”


Trev rocked forward and started to stand up. “I dislike all these questions.”


“Sit,” came a voice behind him. DalLierx didn’t flinch but picked up something that looked like a pen and twirled it between the fingers of one hand.


Trev sat back down. On his left, a window revealed some sort of crop fields. Back home, the only exterior views were of scummy lakes under sulfurous clouds.


He couldn’t go back. He had to convince DalLierx to let him stay. Hide him, give him a bed. Surely they needed more colonists. “I don’t eat much,” he offered. His stomach growled as he said it.


DalLierx rubbed his face. As he lowered his hand, Trev decided the man was even prettier than Blase’s classical look. Unlike Blase, he was probably born that way.


Did he have a sympathetic streak to match that face? “Really,” Trev added.


DalLierx shook his head. “Obviously, you don’t understand. We don’t grow food to share out. Our margin of survival is too slim to support freeloaders. If you don’t want to be locked up on survival rations until your family sends money for your fare home, you’ll work.” He made a sweeping gesture with one hand. “So give me some kind of information on your background.”


The knots tightened in Trev’s stomach, and his hope for sympathy dissipated like so much smoke. If these people were cash poor, they might try for ransom money. That would ruin them all—Trev, along with DalLierx and his goons. “I’ll . . . be glad to work.” He tightened his arm muscles to make them bulge. “I’m pretty strong.” Looking out the window, he added, “There’s probably something I can do for you.”


“You’ll work, on trial. I don’t know what you’re running from, and”—he raised one hand as if he hoped Trev might start explaining—“maybe I don’t have to know. You don’t act criminal, just spoiled. That’s likely enough, since there’s plainly enough money in the picture that you’re afraid someone will come this far to get you.”


If he only knew how much money! Trev relaxed the fists in his lap. He had to stop giving information away. DalLierx was no dimbrain. Maybe he knew the signs from experience. Maybe he grew up rich, too.


“The shuttle company will try to extract fare from your family,” DalLierx said. “I’m sorry, but that simple fact means your people will find out where you are eventually.”


You think you’re sorry now? In that case, the countdown to disaster had already started. There had to be some way of warning them—


No. He could only hope to save himself. This looked like a big enough planet. All he’d need was a place to hide. “All right,” he said, meekly ducking his head.


“Have you spent any time with animals?” DalLierx asked.


“Animals?” Gruesome thoughts sliced through his brain. “Don’t tell me you don’t clone your meat.”


DalLierx laughed softly. “If our power went down, tissue tanks would die. You can’t hitch a tissue tank to pull a plow, either. And halfers breed themselves. Happily.”


Trev’s mouth twitched. He tried not to smile.


“So. Have you worked with animals?”


“’Fraid not.”


“No pets? Anything?”


“Animals”—Trev echoed the nanno who raised him—“are dirty.”


DalLierx shot a glance at the door goon again. “If dirt’s a problem, you chose the wrong world to stow away to.”


He hadn’t chosen it. He didn’t dare insult DalLierx by saying so, though. He folded both hands in his lap and tried to look appealing. Fat chance, with a face like his.


“Ex—or George, or whatever your name really is—you remind me of my brother.” DalLierx leaned back in his tall chair. “He wanted to stay at Einstein Hab when the rest of us moved out to Goddard.”


This looked like his own chance to get information. “What about him?”


“He was tired of the family line,” DalLierx said. “Chafing to be anything other than what he was, but he was underage, so he had to come with us.”


Okay, so there was a family story. There might be money. “What’s your point?”


“Why here? Why not the bright lights?”


This man’s guesses—or conclusions—were downright uncanny. Trev exhaled slowly. “I don’t like bright lights.”


DalLierx’s mouth crinkled as he said, “This gets more interesting all the time.”


Trev blew out another breath. At least this room was warm enough not to give him a condensation cloud.


“You’ve had enough bright lights to dislike them?” DalLierx pressed.


Trev stared out the window.


“All right.” DalLierx’s voice hardened. “Frankly, I don’t want you in with my people. They have to get dirty to survive, and that’s a fact of colonization.” He made a few jabs at his pocket memo. “Three days’ confinement, disciplinary, just because it’s USSC law. Then I’m assigning you to the Gaea building. They can probably use untrained help. It may be dirty,” he added, mocking the word by accenting both syllables, “but it will be indoor dirt. It’s time you learned how people live without money to waste or bright lights to hide from.”


That stung. “You don’t want my family mad at you, DalLierx.”


The man laid down his pen, or whatever it was, and glared up from under those narrow, dark eyebrows and long eyelashes. “Is that a threat?”


“I didn’t choose to come here,” Trev said. “Maybe if you send me away, you’ll—” DalLierx’s scowl made him change course. “Never mind,” he muttered.


“Listen,” said the other man. “I’d love to send you back where you came from. We don’t need bodies that aren’t our own. We’re barely storing reserves as it is. I’ve been honest with you, even if you’ve weaseled your way around the truth. You’re an imposition, but it would be expensive to send you back. You’re lucky to be alive, George.”


No one had ever spoken that way to Trevarre Chase-­Frisson LZalle. “So are you, DalLierx.”


DalLierx beckoned to the door goon. “You probably haven’t heard,” he said, “but shuttle crews used to jettison stowaways. Into space.”


Appalled by the image, Trev followed two tall goons to a bare little underground room, where they left him an amazing fast-­breaking meal: half a tureen of bean soup, three shades of cheese, and a chunk of fresh brown bread. After stuffing himself, he felt hope seep back into his brain. It helped him think again. He pushed up off the floor and grasped the door handle. When it didn’t shock him, he applied pressure. It stayed stuck. Locked.


Okay, scratch that possibility. A quick escape would’ve been hard to trust anyway.


He sank down on the thin mattress, thinking things through. He needed information, and he couldn’t wait three days to get it. He had to find someplace to hide. Goddard had to be better than Venus—or Earth, where his father’s cosmetic surgeon waited.


Venus had cooled enough to support human life under domes, but to call it beautiful, a person would have to love poisonous seas and roiling, boiling clouds. Dome lights suited his father. They could be darkened at any hour.


Trev preferred natural light. He’d run to Mars the first time. Terraforming had made it marginally habitable, but it proved too close. Blase found him only two weeks later. He’d hired agricultural and financial experts and wiped the small community that had harbored his runaway son right off the maps.


Could he take on Gaea Terraforming Consortium?


Trev clenched his hands in his lap and considered the magnitude of that vast commercial enterprise. In 120 terrannums, Gaea Consortium had run up its own problems. Terraforming was harder than building space habitats—and didn’t pay off as quickly. It was also dangerous. The Messier project, a planet Gaea terraformed and abandoned in the Barnard’s system, had been a disaster. And rumor said Goddard’s temperature, which ought to be rising, was going back down.


If there’s a way to make Gaea abandon one more Mars-­type world, he reflected bleakly, Blase LZalle will find it. Any corporation can be leveraged from inside. Even clear out here in Eps Eri’s neighborhood.


Oh chips. Gripping his head with both hands, Trev wracked his brain for a plan.
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DalLierx


After Graysha put down a huge breakfast, an uncommunicative pigtailed woman led her from the Health Maintenance Facility out through a wide tunnel into a broad parklike area with a domed roof. Graysha paused and looked up. “What’s this place?” she called.


The woman, already several paces ahead, spoke over her shoulder. “We refer to it as the hub.”


It was easy to see why. Several paved routes crossed it like concrete spokes, edged on both sides by strips of closely clipped grass. Heavy benches hunched here and there on the lawns, looking like solid citizens tending the trees and flower beds, separating routes. She took a deep, appreciative breath. The cool air smelled of sweet, fertile soil: Nocardia asteroides, she guessed from its odor.


Why, on this world where soil-­building was such a critical issue, would someone kill a soils specialist? Professional jealousy, or fear of discovery?


Graysha’s escort led out again, following one paved route into a nearly cylindrical corridor. Their footsteps echoed off pale, unattractive yellow-­tan concrete. Heavy machines stood parked to one side, some with joints leaking thick black lubricant. A scorched-­metal smell hung in the air around them.


Not a leisure settlement, she observed, no matter how pretty a hub they built it around.


Another stairway took her back into her own element. Site Supervisor Melantha Lee, a fiftyish woman with Asian eyes, took over escort duty and walked her into an open laboratory. Graysha looked around momentarily and then leaned against a wall in relief, still clutching her drinking glass of marigolds. “No concrete.”


“Only the walls and floor.”


Glancing past Lee’s iron-­gray curls, Graysha saw Jon Mahera still posted disconcertingly on her door.


“Gaea Consortium does not believe in slighting frontier employees,” Dr. Lee went on. She pushed a gray panel on one side of the lab, and it rippled. “Nonflammable fabric. You can—”


“I hear voices,” boomed a familiar basso from beyond Lee. “Hello in there.”


Will Varberg sauntered in to stand beside the site supervisor. He stood head and shoulders taller than Dr. Lee and probably outweighed her twice. Browncloth trousers like the nurses wore showed under Dr. Lee’s lab coat, but Varberg dressed like a well-­off habitant in fine gray woolens, and he smelled of scented soap. Eyeing his thumb ring, Graysha fingered a naked spot on her own knuckle. She’d left jewelry behind. Too heavy, both with mass and with memory.


Varberg tipped back his head to peer down his nose, and Graysha wondered if he needed new lens grafts. “Good morning,” he drawled, and she clasped his hammy hand. “Are you sure you’re feeling better?”


“I’m fine, thank you, Dr. Varberg.”


From the startled look on Lee’s and Varberg’s faces, Graysha guessed Emmer had finally raised her ears. “Emmer is my family,” she explained. “Just a lab gribien.”


“It doesn’t do anything.” Varberg wrinkled his nose.


“She’s warm, clean, soft, and omnivorous. Don’t worry,” Graysha added. “Most of the time, Emmer lives curled up on my bed pillow. I won’t bring her to work very often once I have an apartment to leave her in.”


“We’ll check you into Gaea housing during lunch break.” Dr. Lee took one step toward the door. “Chairman DalLierx wants to show you a reconnaissance vidi this morning at nine, so you’ll have to head out almost immediately. I’m sorry we had to cancel your overflight. Have a pleasant day.” Lee picked up a notebook from the lab’s countertop island and walked out.


Varberg sat down where the notebook had lain and rotated the marigolds a quarter turn. “It sounds like this will have to be the quick tour, then.”


Graysha bent to examine a glass-­walled incubator between Varberg and the window.


“You should wear your hair down,” Varberg said abruptly. “Backlight through blond hair is beautiful.”


Hearing that kind of talk from a stranger made her uncomfortable. She lifted a hand to snug her hair tie. “It flops into my face when I work.”


Varberg hopped down from the countertop and motioned her into a concrete cubicle at one end of the lab. A smaller polarized window broke the office’s outer wall, and up a side wall nestled a composite-­top desk. On its right end near the window, a keyboard and display were built into the desk itself, a conformation Graysha thought she recognized. “Is this computer a microfluidic?”


Will Varberg tipped his head back and smiled. “As Lee said, Gaea believes in taking care of its employees.”


Graysha touched one key. The screen lit briefly, then blanked. She shook her head. Even on triple-­pay frontier duty, MF computers cost two terrannums’ wages.


Wait. Varberg hadn’t been in the lab when Dr. Lee said that about the Consortium. He must have eavesdropped from the hall. She eyed him with distaste.


“You’ll need a five-­character password to access the Gaea net.” He pulled out her chair and typed +BLOND+. “How’s that?”


She didn’t like the password, and she especially didn’t like his knowing what access word she’d use, but this didn’t seem like the time to object. “Fine,” she said, making a mental note to change it later.


He touched a few more pads, and the word vanished. “That will get you onto Gaea net and the colony’s general system. The Lwuites have their own net, but ours works like any university system within USSC jurisdiction.”


Just like home. “Who monitors?”


“No one, supposedly.”


She didn’t believe that for a moment.


“It’s automated,” he continued. “But be careful around those colonists, Graysha. Particularly Chairman DalLierx. I have suspicions about him.” He glanced at Mahera’s nameplate on the door, reinforcing the hint. “I’ll leave you and your computer to get acquainted.” Stepping back toward the doorway, the big man paused. “Suleiman and Ilizarov are both working today, so introduce yourself when you get a chance. Oh, and cover up if you go outside. The high last night was fifteen below, and it’s dropping fast.”


“What?” she asked. “Wait a minute. The high—last night?”


“While we were asleep,” he said in a faintly condescending tone, “the sun passed overhead. The maximum temp, Celsius, for the four-­workday period generally falls just before we get up on Cday.”


“Okay. Okay,” she said, concentrating. “I did study this. We get four working days out of a planetary rotation, right? Aday through Dday equals one so-­called Goddard day?”


“One word. Goddarday. Our short little workweek.” He blocked her view out into the lab when he passed through the door.


She moved to the window, glad he was gone. Now she could take a look around. From up here, on the fifth floor, she stared out over a cluster of tiny row houses to an arc of larger constructs that looked like barns or equipment sheds, ringed by open fields. The fields reminded her of farmland in winter fallow. Her grad course in soils development had included day trips into Newton’s production area.


She never dreamed she’d end up working this specialty.


Outside, the distant fields were predominantly brown—ash brown, russet, or yellow-­tan. That reminded her to push up her sleeve. The t-­o button on her forearm was green. If she wanted to stay at her peak, she ought to pick up a roll of mints or dried berries, or whatever was available here, and keep them in a pocket.


Later. Working quickly, she signed in on the Gaea database to learn what she could about these Lwuites before she met their chairman. He could be a critical contact, in several ways.


She’d heard a little about them back at the school where she taught in Einstein Hab. A researcher in the subtle sexual dimorphism of the human brain—in other words, how men’s cerebral structure differed from women’s—Dr. Henri Lwu had hypothesized that most of human warfare resulted from overaggressiveness in both sexes, but primarily in the male. He chose the corpus callosum, the brain structure connecting the two hemispheres, for his specialized field of study, and he found something interesting. Between the eighth month of pregnancy and the second month after birth, male infants developed a differently shaped corpus callosum. After a massive brain-­cell die-­off, fewer neurons crossed the cerebral midline.


That, he speculated, left male children less gifted at wholistic thinking, which used both hemispheres at the same time. Lwu found ways to alter the corpus callosum’s shape and thickness without using illegal gene manipulation. In test after test, the change made a quantifiable difference in his male patients’ aggressive tendencies. Those infants grew up to carry on normal lives, including fathering children, but rarely—if ever—exhibited belligerent behavior.


So the literature claimed.


United Sovereignties and Space Colonies policy blamed violent aggressiveness for much of humankind’s misery. Consequently, for nearly a hundred years, women had dominated human leadership. Henri Lwu found no shortage of Einsteinians willing to take part in his experiment for the sake of humanity’s future.


This information was common knowledge. Now Graysha hoped to learn more, but here, as at Einstein, specific medical data was lock-­coded, sheltered by a label that cited the Religious Liberties Act of 2085. Many sects kept their ceremonial and doctrinal practices private. The RL Act, passed to protect the masses from obnoxious proselytizers, worked both ways.


The only new information she now found concerned Lwuite surnames and explained MaiJidda’s pride in her capital J. The first Lwuites chose to be called by the first syllable or so of their mother’s surname, then a significant syllable or two from their father’s name (or husband’s, after marriage). Graysha nodded understanding. She’d inherited her mother’s hyphenated surname, which proved more of a handicap than a help in her life.


Emmer clicked and grunted. Graysha scratched her, took a few of her remaining minutes to look over microbial inventories, then shut off her computer and hurried to the elevator. Down on the first floor, Dr. Lee’s harried-­looking secretary issued directions to the Lwuites’ Colonial Affairs office.


Graysha eyed passing colonists on her way across the cool hub and up a long northbound tunnel. They walked purposefully, most women wearing their hair long and plaited like the physician’s, while the men’s was cut short. All wore shirts and pants of heavy, coarse brown cloth.


DalLierx: Mother, then, was Dal-­something. Father, something-­Lierx. If she could win this man’s approval, it might be a start toward seeking out a gene healer from among the Lwuites . . . still assuming they were capable of doing such a thing. Her name, pointing back like a signpost toward her infamous mother, would work against her.


Colonial Affairs was painted in black on concrete over a stairwell arch. Graysha started up. On the fourth-­floor landing, she hesitated a moment, catching her breath—mentally and physically—then strode in. Off the stairwell, desks were scattered toward all points of the compass. Along opposite walls, pairs of black doors watched her like the pupils of disapproving eyes.


It took her a moment to realize there was hardly a scrap of paper anywhere. Desktops, waste cans, and shelves were bare of paper products. Composite film she saw in abundance, and a few framed sheets of what looked like linen parchment hung from the walls.


Tree shortage, she guessed. Maybe they relied on composite film and taught their children to memorize.


A pigtailed woman at the closest desk directed her to the last door on the left. Graysha rapped on it, then walked in.


The man standing beside the desk, not much taller than her and looking her in the eye, had to be Lindon DalLierx. Wavy black hair cut short and small ears framed his boyish face. He had narrow black eyebrows that drooped toward the bridge of his straight nose, giving him a Peter Pan never-­grew-­up look. His serious stare hinted at disapproval, and she assumed yesterday’s sudden sickness did little to advance her chance at squirming into this man’s good graces.


A pity. Irrelevant as it was, she liked his looks. She stuck out a hand. “Good morning, Chairman.”


His long-­sleeved shirt was muslin, his hand as rough as a field mechanic’s. “Sit down,” he said. “I have a reconnaissance vidi cued up. I would like you to see our world.”


Graysha took the seat beside DalLierx’s desk. Though his desk had a concrete frame, the desktop and chairs wore smooth brown leather covers. On the desktop, several childish clay figures surrounded a treasure: three leather-­covered antique books. “Thank you, Chairman. This long sun cycle is intriguing.” She spoke casually, wanting to sound nonthreatening. “When will the sun set?”


He sat down on a high-­backed chair that curled forward around his shoulders. “At about midnight of this working-­day cycle. Officially, this is Cday, the third circadian period of four in a Goddarday. The schedule requires some mental adjustment.” His delicate features made him appear no older than twenty. He pressed palms together under his straight chin. “I am surprised to find someone so closely allied with USSC’s Eugenics Board at Goddard, Dr. Brady-­Phillips.”


She gave him full credit for directness. “My EB stint was a long time ago. I’ve been with Gaea Consortium for three months. Before that, I taught at a public high school at Einstein.”


“Yes, but you did promotional work for the Eugenics Board until recently.”


Plainly, he knew more of her history than she expected. “That was only part time, while I was teaching.” She’d been an idiot to try working for her mother. Ellard’s unsubtle pressure to leave the EB for good was the single honest debt she still owed her ex-­husband. “I quit in ’31.”


“I know.”


Was she digging this hole wider with every attempt to climb out? “There are thousands of us—genefective people—living under USSC jurisdiction. I could no longer act as an EB spokesperson.”


Instead of asking what triggered her decision, he rocked forward and eyed her silently. She stared back, wondering what combination of genes produced such a delicate though unmistakably masculine face . . . and what other effects Henri Lwu’s treatments wreaked on his brain, body, and psyche.


“Are you feeling better?” he asked, leaning back.


Oh, she was sick of this! “Thank you, I’m not an invalid. Flaherty’s syndrome is a microvascular capillary disease.”


“Yes—”


“I must stay a month,” she interrupted, then explained the Lwuite physician’s directive. She added, “I was relieved to have stayed calm under open sky.” Maybe she might draw him out with what had to be a shared experience. “I couldn’t escape the sensation that . . . that the wind up there meant a meteor puncture.”


He clenched one hand, and for an instant, his eyes widened. “You’ll have to get over it. I did,” he said, hollow-­voiced. Before she could ask what terrible memory haunted him, he spoke again. “This vidi was made by a hovercopter pilot taking off here at Axis Plantation.” He reached for a keyboard and dimmed the room.


Emmer tensed, curling closer to Graysha’s throat. She stroked the flat-­bodied gribien. Soft, warm fur gave way under her touch, a welcome relief from this prickly conversation.


DalLierx had only a small screen mounted on his desktop, but its resolution was excellent. Closest to Axis—filmed in summer, she guessed—were wedges and patches of soft-­looking green crop fields. Dull, sandy flats beyond the croplands led to distant haze. Dusty gray-­blue sky hung close and intimidating. The only clouds in camera range were thin and extremely high. As the copter flew low out of the crater, Graysha found herself fascinated instead of frightened to see how the haze vanished around the outside of the planetary sphere.


DalLierx leaned up to his keyboard and did something to interrupt the vidi. Two more keystrokes brought up a map. He pointed to a dot near the irregular continent’s center. “You’re here, at Axis Plantation.” Surrounding the continent, a blue-­gray sea held unknowable threats of its own. His finger slid northwest. “Hannes.” Then eastward, almost to the coast. “Port Arbor, and . . . Center.” The fourth settlement lay due west of Axis.


She wondered if all the settlements smelled bad and if all that water came in as cometary ice. “What’s the scale?”


“We’re about 500K from Center.” He restarted the vidi, which panned a counterclockwise circle. Beyond the crater, a moving cloud of black dust came into view.


“What’s that?”


“Ore truck. At Hannes, we’re refining metals. Track-­trucks in this area mostly bring in crushed stone for carbonate processing. We’re always short of the carbon necessary to manufacture CFCs, and all our organic waste that isn’t recycled as crop nutrient goes into CFC production. Here at Axis, we specialize in agriculture and atmospheric alteration.”


She nodded. CFCs—chlorofluorocarbons—were greenhouse gases that slowly warmed the planet.


“And we have the Gaea station here, of course,” he added without enthusiasm, “monitoring all planetary sciences.”


Hostile but well mannered, she observed. She wished she’d had time to find out more about his interests, his history, anything that might serve as conversational currency and put him at ease.


Between camera eye and high mountains, northerly gray-­black lava flows lightened to pale rose. Black sand drifted over coarse pink gravel, blown southwest from its parent material. She found the effect stunningly beautiful until she recalled that Goddard’s sandstorms had killed Jon Mahera.


Will Varberg’s warning filtered back up through her memory. Was Chairman DalLierx party to a murder?


He leaned away from the vidi when she did and brought the lights back up, then raised one dark eyebrow. “What do you think?”


She reminded herself that he’d dedicated the rest of his life to developing this world. “It’s actually rather pretty, in an eerie, savage sort of way.”


“I agree.” At last, a smile.


“Thank you for the . . . tour.”


He rested one hand on the leather desktop. “Why did you decide to pursue terraforming when you left your teaching position?”


Back in the habs, the second part of that question was generally, “Otherwise, you seem like a sensible person.” Many habitants saw no justification for the time and resources necessary for planetary-­scale development. Space colonies, built outside the gravity wells that surrounded planets, made trade and travel so much easier. Graysha steepled her fingers. “I went into Ecosystems Development more as a field of study than out of any practical on-­site intention. I’m a teacher, both by training and preference.”


“Ah. So you hope to go back and teach terraforming with the added qualification of three terrannums’ experience?”


“Yes, and I believe that within the next few generations, we’ll solve the problems of transport down into gravity wells.”


“I heartily hope so.”


One more empathy point scored. She hoped. “When that time comes, people might choose to resettle planetside. They’ll need habitable worlds to live on.”


“And frontier wages did nothing to dissuade you.” His darkly serious expression reminded her of a dear old friend. During the happy years, pre-­Ellard.


Thinking of Ellard irked her. She rubbed a bandage on her tender right palm. “That’s true,” she said flatly. “I can use the money.”


“You’re not averse to working with Lwuites?”


She laughed, hoping to convey an image of friendly professionalism. “I have no prejudices, Chairman DalLierx.”


She expected him to ask if she had religious beliefs and whether she followed all the Church of the Universal Father’s teachings. What he said instead was, “Prejudices aren’t necessarily bad. There are people I’d rather not work with. There is a time for cooperation and a time for separation.”


Startled, she did not answer. The silence stretched over several uncomfortable seconds, until she changed the subject. “What happened to that . . . Was he a stowaway?” The youth caught on board her shuttle was so homely she had pitied him, like a runt puppy.


“We have him in disciplinary confinement. I’ll assign him to the Gaea station to work off his shuttle fare home.”


An opening! She dove in. “I used to teach his age group. If it would help, I’ll take him under my wing.”


DalLierx stroked his chin, then said, “That might work. Thank you.”


She acknowledged his thanks with a nod.


“Other questions, Dr. Brady-­Phillips?”


It sounded like he was starting to wind down the conversation, but she still needed to know if her hopes were completely futile. “Tell me, Chairman. Why didn’t you simply have me watch this vidi from the Gaea building?”


He frowned, but smile lines gathered under his eyes. “I wanted to see for myself if you were adjusting to the notion of an open-­air planet.”


“I seem to be.” She rubbed her left thumbnail, a nervous habit her ex despised. “The colony must depend heavily on transgenic mammals,” she said, cautiously pressing on. “Are they gene-­tailored or cloned here as conditions change?”


“Neither,” he answered without hesitating. “For the present, we’re working with standard crosses. At least that’s my understanding. Your Dr. Lee provides breeding stock. She’d know better than I.”


Had she seen a flicker of guilt? “All right,” she said, “I’ll ask Dr. Lee. One more question, though. I caught a rumor that Goddard may be recooling.” Also, her computer inventory showed odd gaps in cold-­tolerant microbial populations. “Any truth to it?”


DalLierx uncrossed his legs and sat up straight. “There could be. Where did you hear that?”


Finally, a reaction. “Back on Einstein.”


He shook his head. “I was hoping you might’ve heard it confirmed here. I’ve spent hours trying to convince Dr. Lee that this cooling trend is serious. She keeps telling me, ‘Field data are ambiguous.’ Evidently you’re not yet infected by local Consortium policy.”


“Policy?” Graysha repeated, wondering what sort of compost she was stirring. “Surely the Consortium works as closely with your people as humanly possible.”


“That is why the Consortium decided the late Dr. Mahera had to be replaced, though meeting your salary meant doing without a secondary fusion generator we could’ve bought used from Copernicus Hab.”


It was an opening she couldn’t resist. “Dr. Mahera’s death. What has the investigation brought to light?”


“We’ve known for some time that a message was left in his personal mail on the morning of his death, assurance the approaching sandstorm had dissipated. The difficulty has been in tracing that message through the system. Gaea’s first reaction was to cast aspersions on possible Lwuite malcontents. That’s ridiculous. I’ll grant you some of us forget the Gaea people are our protectors. But I’ve seen men and women crack under the strain of field labor. These people held office positions before they came to Goddard. You must understand the changes they’ve been through.”


“Unless some of your people suspected Dr. Mahera was somehow responsible for this Gaea policy of non-­response.”


Lindon DalLierx shook his head. “Sooner or later, the data will convince everyone. Goddard is meteorologically unstable. It could fall either direction, into permanent glaciation or permanent habitability.”


“But they’ve found nothing new?”


“Dr. Brady-­Phillips, if they have, I have not been told.”


Nor, plainly, would he tell her anything he knew. Especially if he was guilty, or if he’d ordered Mahera eliminated. For that matter, if Mahera was killed for the colonists’ security and the colonists were investigating, they might pretend to solve the case. Who might they accuse?


“I don’t understand why Lee hasn’t asked the Gaea station to act on the recooling evidence,” he added, “but I’m not a scientist.”


“I’d guess Dr. Lee is reluctant to respond to data she sees as ambiguous, assuming all the simulations still give go-­ahead readings. We do place higher value on computer projections than on raw data. I am personally willing to take the concept of recooling quite seriously.” Graysha drew a deep breath. “And what would have been the advantage of buying another fusion generator?”


“Direct, aren’t you?” He raised his head.


“I try to be honest, Chairman.”


“Good,” he said. “Think about cooling, then. If it continues, extra generator capacity would ensure my people’s survival a little longer. Since you are frank, I shall be, too. I will continue to petition Gaea Consortium to review the decision to hire you, particularly in light of your illness.”


“I am not an invalid.” How many times would she have to repeat that sentence? “Wait a week or two before you petition for my dismissal, since I have to stay a month anyway. I hope to surprise you.”


DalLierx shut off his little monitor. “Well, I hope you enjoy your time on Goddard. Do you have any other questions?”


“No.” She stood up. “Thank you, Chairman.”


He stood, too. “It was pleasant meeting you, Dr. Brady-­Phillips, and I wish you all success in your career, wherever you . . . and your pet . . . eventually settle.”


Maybe he disapproved of non-­useful animals. For herself, she relished Emmer’s velvet fur and fond noises. “Would you tell me if any more information turns up on Dr. Mahera’s death?”


“Certainly.” He walked her to his office door.


She found her way back down to the concrete corry without trouble. Maybe it was her imagination, but many of the colonists in this building looked like young people rapidly turning old, aged by long hours and hard, wearing labor.


She headed south, back toward the hub and her own work, feeling burdened by too much new information and plagued by the sensation of having heard something terribly important without recognizing it.
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Novia


“I heard Graysha ended up on Goddard, of all places.”


Novia Brady-­Phillips set down her mug of black coffee and eyed Hannah Weil over the student union cafeteria table. Light streamed through an open ceiling, mingling with breezes from Newton University’s rooftop ventilators. The largest habitat in the Alpha Centauri complex, Newton housed a sprawling campus complex that included USSC’s regional offices.


As a matter of fact, Novia did know about Graysha’s new posting. She’d waited two terrannums to find that vacancy. “Her proposed teaching position at Halley Habitat was converted to on-­site terraforming,” she said.


“Is Gaea Consortium having organizational problems,” Hannah asked, “or is Novia Brady-­Phillips investigating something again?”


Novia frowned. She’d just returned from Einstein Habitat, another great space city in the Alpha Centauri Complex, to her old home in Newton Hab, near this university—and she was quietly reopening the inactive posthumous surveillance of Henri and Palila Lwu. Fifteen thousand followers survived them, and Henri Lwu’s work in callosal equalization was well known.


“Whatever you heard,” she said, “I would appreciate your keeping it to yourself.”


“Your own daughter.” Hannah’s tone reproached Novia.


“She is doing on-­site terraforming,” Novia said firmly. “She went over to Halley to pick up a few more credits, and she was going to lecture undergrads at Gaea’s new high school. It was beneath her.” Novia’s connections at Gaea Consortium had snared Graysha the second, more lucrative job offer. Acceptance had been up to Gray . . . nudged by those terrible debts.


Novia knew how to use debts.


Hannah Weil folded her hands. “Your own daughter,” she repeated. “Novia, if you are using her in an investigation, she has the right to know.”


Novia raised her chin. “Graysha makes her own decisions.” And to reach this important goal, Novia didn’t feel guilty about nudging Graysha in a risky direction.


Gray had so little life left. It should count for something important.


Hannah picked up the lunch tab. Half an hour later, back in the stuffy dorm room she’d rented, Novia keyed onto the headquarters’ EB net. Its Goddard file still was small, for Gaea Terraforming Consortium had only declared Goddard open for settlement five terrannums ago. Out there in the Epsilon Eridani system, only Copernicus Hab was up and running. After two terrannums’ search, they had enlisted the Einsteinian Lwuites. L-­wu, she pronounced carefully to herself, giving the name its two distinct syllables.


Novia scratched her chin. Less public than Henri Lwu’s brain work was the fact that his wife, Palila, was related to one of the last surviving offspring of the Strobel Coterie. Those legally transgened so-­called humans were responsible for the 2030 Troubles. During the twenty-­first century, when humankind lived only on planetary surfaces, young Coterites had tapped the UN’s information and control nets with the intention of eliminating third-­world populations. They believed that those poverty-­stricken millions were decreasingly useful to technological civilization.


The genocide wouldn’t have been violent, of course. Coterites would have diverted aid and laced charity foodstuffs with slow but virulent poisons and abortifacients—that, at least, had been their plan, as pieced together by investigators.


What actually came to pass was a series of uprisings that threatened all human survival.


Novia’s Eugenics Board traced its beginnings to the mop-­up decades. UN officials gave the EB unprecedented rights over cloned and transgened individuals. They were hunted down, forcibly hospitalized, and rendered incapable of reproduction or cloning.


As a crowning touch, UN and EB publicity engines blamed the entire post-­human race of “laboratory creatures” for the catastrophic Troubles.


Novia had long suspected that the late Lwu partners’ so-­called religion was an excuse to conduct genetic manipulation. Why did Henri Lwu find so many individuals willing to impose fetal brain work on their own helpless offspring? Until the Lwuites quietly shipped out, not even the EB suspected there were so many of them.


Fifteen thousand!


Keying quickly, Novia used her security pass to access the Henri/Palila Lwu inquiry file. This one was larger. Though the original case had been tabled for lack of evidence, all information was saved by EB surveillance at Einstein Hab.


Novia pushed back from the desk, glancing out her window at a forest preserve that arched upward from the vast campus’s edge. Space habitats did not have horizons—not inside, where people lived.


So what sent the Lwuites so far out? To get Graysha healed, and the Lwuites convicted—if they were guilty, of course—would take more maneuvering than even Novia normally put into a case.


Poor little Gray was one of a tiny minority truly victimized by anti-­homogenegineering laws. Illegal supergening was too dangerous—to everyone—to allow even the smallest transgening clinics. As the human race spread into space, it would get harder for the Eugenics Board to police and protect everyone.


So be it. Novia rubbed her pre-­arthritic left knee. Conceived with the ill luck to inherit recessive Flaherty genes from both parents, Gray was the sweet, ordinary-­looking kind of girl that people tended to pity . . . as her roach ex-­husband, Ellard, found out. If the Lwuites were illegal practitioners, they might approach Graysha. That could give Novia’s EB a string of rapid convictions.


She couldn’t move too quickly, though. She must wait until Graysha could realistically hope to be gene-­healed, because for Graysha, the alternative prognosis was too sad . . . too brief. Novia’s excellent connections would ensure Graysha immunity from prosecution or irradiation. She’d only need to serve as key witness against the Lwuites.


Novia knew she had passed the deadly gene herself. She’d love to atone for the act and get normal grandchildren in one step. Now that she’d reopened the investigation, her next logical step was to search out any surviving Lwu employees.


If Henri Lwu had set illegal operations in motion, tampering with the human genome behind the Lwuites’ peaceful front, Novia Brady-­Phillips would find out.


Recognizing pride in that conclusion, she hastily asked forgiveness. If the prayer felt mechanical, she could plead repetition as her excuse. Talented people often had to confess their pride. The Universal Father would understand. One of His first and greatest spirit-­scions fell under that very sin, and personally, she found Lucifer a sympathetic character.


As she reached for her computer, a sparrow perched on a structural brace outside the open window and sang noisily. Novia touched a button on the desk’s rim. Her window slid shut, silencing the distraction, and then she darkened it to maximum polarization.


―――


Across Axis Plantation’s hub from the Colonial Affairs corridor, near the broad Gaea hall, Graysha located Gaea employees’ housing. This tunnel was narrower, with low walls that rose straight up from the floor. Cooking scents drifted from her left.


Since she had not seen her apartment yet, it was easy to picture herself lying down, orphaned once again, in the Health Maintenance Facility tonight. Emmer’s warmth around her shoulders felt comforting and companionable, though it would be nice not to have to explain the gribien to everyone she met.


Graysha found the Gaea cafeteria easily. Inside its fan-­fold doors, she joined the shortest of four food lines, accepted a pre-­filled tray, and then found a familiar face—Dr. Varberg—at a table near the big noisy room’s center. “Feeling all right?” he asked in a solicitous voice.


“Absolutely.” She sat down across from him, unwrapped the large sandwich she found on her plate, and twisted for comfort on the concrete bench.


On the other side of Varberg sat an extremely tall black woman. “Jirina,” Varberg said, “this is our new soils person, Graysha Brady-­Phillips. Graysha, Dr. Jirina Suleiman looks down upon us all. She’s Virology.”


“Born and schooled on Mars, so I’m used to planets.” The black woman had a voice as deep as her rich dark skin, while her high-­bridged nose and strong cheekbones suggested complex racial blending. “You just had an interview with the CCA, I understand. How hard did he bite?”


“Not half as hard as he could have,” Graysha answered. “Is he really as young as he looks?”


“No. Mid-thirties, with two daughters.”


Married. Too bad, she observed lightly.


“And they’re as pretty as he is,” Varberg said.


Graysha bit into her sandwich. The filling was bean paste and cheese, and it tasted better than she would have expected. The bread was whole grain and chewy, as fragrant and fresh as something from a fine hab restaurant. She saved Emmer a crust wrapped in a cloth napkin, enough for a full day. To her relief, the gribien slept peacefully, keeping her ears down.


Varberg and Jirina continued a conversation she’d obviously interrupted, something about immune reactions and viral sheaths. When it lulled, she asked Varberg about the shortage of cold-­tolerant microorganisms she’d noted when reviewing the microbial inventories.


“We’re getting warmer, not cooler,” he answered around a mouthful of something green, “so you don’t need cold viability.” He nodded across at Graysha and aside at Jirina.


This must be part of the “local Consortium policy” DalLierx had alluded to. Graysha looked at the tall woman, who winked and inclined her head toward Varberg.


Graysha pursed her lips. “Supervisor Clayton on Halley gave me the impression there was a problem with the temp cycle.”


Varberg stirred cream-­colored pudding with his fork. “Offworlder. Too busy with equations to deal with real weather patterns. They fluctuate, Graysha. You can’t rig a solar sail to tow an air mass.”


When he looked away, Graysha raised a questioning eyebrow toward Dr. Jirina Suleiman.


Later, the woman mouthed, and the conversation moved to other topics as Graysha worked on her sandwich. Ten minutes later, Jirina walked her up the corry to her apartment. “Thanks for that cue over lunch,” Graysha said. “Doesn’t Dr. Varberg like to explain simple things to new people?”


Jirina laughed so shortly it sounded like a cough. “Varberg can be a pomposity. Particularly in a group, for some reason.”


Wanting to like her boss, Graysha frowned. “What’s the story, Jirina? Was Jon Mahera murdered?”


“We honestly don’t know. For a week, it looked accidental. Then one of Vice-­Chair MaiJidda’s brownclothers started asking questions, and before long no one was certain.”


“MaiJidda?”


“You met her. Vice for police.”


Graysha blinked. The vice-­chair for police met her at the shuttle? What were they so afraid of?


Mother, she guessed.


Jirina went on. “I’d be inclined to believe MaiJidda just wanted us nervous if it weren’t for . . . well, the day after it was first called murder, everyone on the floor found a cupful of sand on their computer station. Took half an hour to clean up. Someone here is not quite right.”


Jirina slowed to a stop. “What number are you?”


Graysha thought of Will Varberg plucking petals from her marigolds. She pulled out the mag strip Melantha Lee gave her and read, “Unit seventeen.”


Jirina led her to the door. Graysha passed her key across a reader, walked through and glanced around, then gaped. At the center of the room, between her three flexcases and her long, soft duffel, stood a bare cement pad. Tired as she was, she couldn’t sleep on that. “No, Jirina, no. Concrete beds?”


“Don’t worry, Blondie.” Jirina tapped a hollow at the bed’s foot. “With the roll and covers in here, it’ll be comfortable. Hope they gave you enough closet space.”


“And a pillow?” Graysha asked, reaching up to her shoulder. Emmer hung limp as she lifted her off.


“I wondered if that might be a gribby.” Jirina stroked Emmer with a ruddy palm. “Friend of mine kept one for a pet. Handy, I thought. Almost no work.”


“All I need is a pillow for her to sleep on. She’s getting old.”


Jirina raised the hollow’s lid and pulled out a plump cushion. “There, gribien. Home—” Jirina halted.


Graysha followed the black woman’s stare. Squarely centered on a shelf behind the bare concrete pad was a rounded pile of fine-­grained brown sand.


“Well,” Jirina said lightly, “I guess you’re really one of us. Welcome to Goddard.”


Graysha uneasily curled Emmer onto the pillow around the crust she’d saved. Emmer raised her head, looked all around with gleaming black eyes, nibbled briefly, and then fell back asleep.


Jirina swept the shelf clean with one hand. “How old is she?”


“Five terrannums.” Determined to ignore the sandy pile and the questions it raised, Graysha rubbed her creature’s back. “She was the cull of her litter.” Curious, she stepped around a corner. To her dismay, odor-­free clean room facilities of the habs were here replaced by a small sink and hollow stool, with one storage hatch beyond the antique facility.


The bedroom, at least, felt cozy. From a flexcase, she pulled her perfuming box, wrapped carefully with stockings.


“What’s that?” Jirina asked.


Graysha unclasped the styroplast box’s catch and flattened it on her desktop. Fifty rows of tiny vials lay tucked into foam-­padded slots. “Scent art. Something I picked up on Newton. These are esters I didn’t think I’d find in Halley Habitat.”


“Interesting hobby for a micro person. Especially if your specialty is soils.”


Graysha closed it up, grinning. “The fact the job literally stinks makes subtle scent work especially satisfying. Thanks for your help, Dr.—”


“Don’t ‘doctor’ me. I go by Jirina, in and out of the lab.” She unfolded her impressive height off the bed.


Graysha nodded. “Then I’m Graysha, please. My mother calls me Gray.”


“You look white to me. Or maybe pale pink.”


Concerned, Graysha glanced down at her fingertips. They looked rosy, as they should after lunch. Then she realized the remark referred to her race, not her health.


Jirina pivoted on one foot. “You don’t mind me calling you Blondie, do you? It’s fun to tease the other minorities, but only if they’re willing.”


“Always glad to be teased,” Graysha answered. “It’s a sign of friendship.”


“You understand.” Jirina winked. “Good.”


Several minutes later, as they strolled back through the hub and into the warmer Gaea tunnel, Chairman DalLierx’s words came back to her. She asked Jirina, “Do you think Goddard is cooling?”


“Doesn’t matter what I think. The charts say it is.”


“I don’t just mean seasonally—”


“This winter,” Jirina interrupted, “is already two degrees colder than the last, which was one degree off the predicted average. But we can handle it, I think. Varberg was right about one thing—you’ll find it frustrating to deal with a physical world when your computer will simulate a ten-­terrannum weather pattern change in six minutes flat.”


“Why do you think this is happening?”


“I like albedo.” Jirina stared up the corry as she walked. “We’re getting more reflection of light and heat back into space from ice caps that are freezing purer and brighter than we simulated. We have another carbonaceous asteroid under tow right now. Next G-­year, we’ll blow it up over the north pole and give that ice a nice dark dusting. That should warm us up.”


“So you don’t think it’s anything to worry about.”


“Dr. Lee doesn’t seem to think so, and she has the entire project’s overview at her fingertips.”


“But DalLierx thinks so.” Why wouldn’t the colonists worry? They hoped to pass this planet to their children. “Could our green plants be taking up too much carbon dioxide, as well, thinning the greenhouse layer?”


Jirina shrugged. “You want to talk greenhouse layer, talk CFCs. They’re supposed to play a much bigger role than the CO2.”


They climbed a short, broad flight of stairs to the Gaea building’s first level, then boarded the elevator. “CFCs,” Graysha echoed. DalLierx also mentioned the chlorofluorocarbons. “But CFCs linger in an atmosphere for a century after we put them there. Otherwise, why would we bother using them for temp raising?”


“Correct, Blondie. On Mars, they stayed, but could they be getting away here?”


Graysha thought about all she’d learned concerning terraforming. “Why should they? Goddard has more gravity than Mars. It ought to hold greenhouse gases perfectly well.”


“You explain it, then,” said Jirina.


“I intend to.”


The black woman tilted her head and asked, “Why?”


Because I want this to be a habitable world some day. Graysha gripped the elevator rail. “Call it a hunch.” Why should she care? She had an ulterior motive for being on Goddard, but she also loved the idea of making a world live. “Just a hunch.”


Graysha waved good-­bye to Jirina when they reached her own lab. She’d just opened one roll-­side cupboard beneath the countertop, intending to inventory her glassware, when movement at the far edge of vision caught her attention. A young woman—sixteen, perhaps seventeen—peered in through the lab’s hall door. One brown pigtail dangled over her shoulder.


“Oh, hello,” said Graysha. “I don’t think we’ve met.”


“Hello. I was just curious. I work for Dr. Paul.”


“You’re a tech?” Someone so young had to be a colonist.


“Uh-­huh. I’ve got to go. Bye.” Her head whipped back and out of sight.


Goodness, the Lwuites were skittish. Graysha stepped to the door and looked out into the hallway. High-­ceilinged, it reminded her of a habitat dock, except for the strange angles at which floors met walls. Abruptly she realized she’d learned to see almost-­right angles from a slanted perspective. These corners, truly ninety degrees, looked odd.


Without warning, the ground shook and trembled. Graysha grabbed for a large flask she’d brought out onto the counter. Exactingly fitted into slots on the shelves, her array of graduated cylinders rattled but didn’t creep.


“Hoo,” Jirina’s voice called out from the office next door. “Shall we dance?”


“What was that?” Graysha asked, willing her hands to stop trembling.


“Microseism. We have them all the time. Goddard’s adjusting to weight in new places, especially out under the ocean. Geology injects lubricants down into the subduction zones every now and then. Little quakes now are better than big ones later—so they say.”


“I hope Geology knows what it’s doing.”


“Oh, we’ve got the best,” Jirina answered. “They’ve even located sub-­crustal magma northeast of Axis. We might restart continental drift in this century.”


Then the planet really would live. Subcrustal magma sounded dangerous, though.


On the other hand, Jirina didn’t sound concerned.


Graysha decided not to worry about it.


―――


Lindon DalLierx stepped up to the edge of Colonial Affairs’ broad rectangular roof and shaded his eyes to stare northeast toward Axis Plantation’s spacefield. Beyond the Axis cluster of stone-­and-­concrete domes and cubes—and the fields, gray and brown, touched with hopeful green—was a small, blackened crater. That scorched landing scar was his visual memory link with the home and lifestyle he’d left behind. It was the colony’s tenuous tie with the supply trade it needed to survive.


He adjusted gray-­green UV goggles to keep them from pinching his temples, then turned back around. To the south, beyond greenhouse Quonsets, stretched a barn-­dotted animal production range of twenty square kilometers. Past the production range, a battery of wind-­powered generators whirled like the pinwheels he once gave his daughters.


Vice-­Chair for Records Taidje FreeLand waited close by on the roof, warming his hands in parka pockets. “None of us wants to go,” FreeLand said. “We don’t have to give up yet. We’ll weather this.” A wisp of white hair fluttered from beneath FreeLand’s browncloth hood. One of Henri Lwu’s three surviving research assistants, Taidje FreeLand never lost his air of calm self-­assurance.


Lindon pushed his own parka hood back to let the wind cool his head. “We should have had at least a G-­year before they found someone qualified to fill that position. And now this. At the last minute we find out the woman Gaea found is N—”


“Novia Brady-­Phillips’s daughter,” FreeLand interrupted. “We all know it, as of six-­thirty yesterday morning. Calm down. Think about something else. Pray, if you can keep your mind on it.”


“Calm down,” Lindon muttered, pivoting to face the building’s other edge. Though the sky still gleamed, he imagined he could pick out a flicker low in the sky that might be the colony’s near neighbor, Copernicus.
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