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SEEDLINGS
ON THE SOLAR WINDS

 


 


The blood was just starting
to dry when they dragged Edward Verhoeven from his office. He
didn’t go kicking and screaming; he just went. His last view
through his office window showed him the far limb of the LEO
station brightening as the Earth below slowly turned into the
sunlight. It was a beautiful sight, one he knew he’d never see
again. Of course, he’d known that before he’d killed the man lying
on the floor of his office, slowly staining his beige rug red, but
he’d had no choice, or had he?

The men dragging him,
military officers both, were doing it gently. At least, that’s how
it seemed to Edward, but his mind had gone numb hours earlier. They
could have dragged him by his hair and he probably wouldn’t have
noticed. He thought about suggesting to the men that they allow him
to walk, but decided not to. He was enjoying the ride too
much.

The soldiers dragged him
past the infirmary. Edward noted the blood red lettering on the
door. That was when he began to scream. The guards dropped him, not
knowing what else to do. Edward curled into a fetal ball, refusing
to move. One of the guards finally went into the infirmary and got
a gurney. Together, the guards moved the curled mass of quivering
flesh to a hospital bed. They were supposed to have brought him to
a cell, but getting medical attention for him suddenly seemed like
a better idea.

*

Edward awoke to find
himself restrained. He wasn’t sure why. Had he been on a date with
Elizabeth? No, that wasn’t it. He looked around. He was in the
infirmary and there were two heavily armed and very dour looking
military types glaring at him. What had he done?

Just then, an orderly came
along. Edward examined the tight white outfit, noticing it clung to
her everywhere he wanted it to. He quickly forgot about the
military men until he noticed the blood red cross on her lapel.
That was when it all came back to him.

Jenkins had come into his
office, demanding to know why there was a discrepancy in the ore
rights paperwork. Jenkins was his subordinate. He had no right to
demand anything of Edward, so Edward…No, he couldn’t
have.

“Mr. Verhoeven,” a voice
said, jerking him away from the memory he didn’t want, the memory
that couldn’t be. “I’m Inspector Dergin.”

Edward examined the man. He
was tall and thin with a smile that made you want to trust him.
Edward didn’t. If the man was questioning him, then the impossible
memory could only be possible, which meant that Edward had killed
somebody. Impossible.

“Mr. Verhoeven, can you tell
me what happened when Mr. Jenkins came into your office
yesterday?”

“I killed him,” Edward was
surprised to hear himself say.

Inspector Dergin also
seemed surprised. Why? He knew Edward had killed Jenkins. Why
should the truth surprise him? “Why did you do it, Mr.
Verhoeven?”

“Please, call me Edward,”
he responded, trying to offer his hand, forgetting he was
restrained. He shrugged. “They made me.”

Inspector Dergin seemed
even more surprised. “Who made you, Edward?”

“The creatures from the
asteroid.”

Inspector Dergin looked at
a tall woman wearing a doctor’s coat. Edward knew that she must be
the shrink analyzing him during the interview. She must think he
was crazy. If she didn’t, then she was crazy because Edward was
sure he was. “Creatures from the asteroid?” Inspector Dergin asked.
“Could you be a little more specific?”

Edward laughed. “Oh, I
don’t know if they’re actually from the asteroid. I just know
that’s where they’re living now.”

“I see. Can you describe
them for me?”

“You can’t see
them.”

Inspector Dergin looked
confused. “Was that a question?”

Edward laughed again. “No.
You can’t see them. I can’t see them. The shrink over there can’t
see them. I just know they’re there.”

“And how do you know
that?”

“They talk to me, of
course.”

Inspector Dergin nodded.
“Thank you, Edward. I’m sure I’ll have more questions for you
later.” The shrink then came forward and stuck a needle in Edward’s
arm. He knew it was sleepy time again. That was okay. Sleepy time
was when the creatures talked to him.

*

“You can’t say any more
about us,” the creatures said in his mind.

“Why not?”

“No one can know about
us.”

Edward thought about that
for several nueronal firings. A part of his brain wondered who
these beings were. He felt that part of his mind being soothed.
Obviously these creatures could read his mind and control him in
whatever way they saw fit. He felt that part of his mind being
gently caressed back into docility. Finally, he slept.

*

“Tell me more about these
asteroid creatures,” Inspector Dergin said.

Edward looked at him in
confusion. Was the man mad? What kind of creature could live on an
asteroid? Certainly no lifeform he could imagine. “What are you
talking about?”

“You said yesterday that
creatures from the asteroid talk to you.”

Edward laughed. “That’s
crazy.” He tried to move and found himself restrained. “Hey, why am
I tied down?”

“For your own
safety.”

Edward didn’t
understand.

Inspector Dergin shook his
head. “Don’t you remember killing Jenkins?”

“What?” Edward tried to sit
up. How could he have killed Jenkins? He just saw him earlier in
the day, or maybe that was yesterday. Suddenly, Edward saw the
corpse on his office floor slowly turning his beige carpet red. Was
that Jenkins? “Oh, my God.”

“Now, can we talk about the
asteroid creatures again?”

Edward shook his head. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Inspector Dergin pushed a
button on a recording device. Edward heard his own voice talking
about some sort of invisible creatures that talked to him. Slowly,
his memories of the events began to coalesce, but he quickly felt
warm fluid running through his brain. The memories disappeared. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about,” he finally said.

Inspector Dergin looked at
a tall woman who was clearly the station’s shrink. She shook her
head and Inspector Dergin stood. Edward watched as Dergin took long
powerful strides across the room. He stood nearly face to face with
the tall woman discussing him in voices he couldn’t hope to
hear.

“She thinks it’s some sort
of new form of trauma induced amnesia,” a voice said in his head.
Edward didn’t stop to think about what the voice was saying, or
even where the voice was coming from. He just nodded like he
understood and waited for someone to give him his shot to send him
back to sleepy time. There was something waiting for him there, and
he couldn’t wait to find out what it was.

*

“You’re fighting us too
much,” the creatures said in his head.

“I’m not trying to,” Edward
answered. “Maybe if you explained yourselves to me, I’d know why I
can’t talk to them.”

“You might see it that way,
but from our perspective, that wouldn’t be in our best interests,
and probably not in your own either.”

“Shouldn’t that be for me to
decide.”

“No.”

Edward was silent. How
could he argue with them when they seemed so convinced they were
right? “You can’t tell me anything?”

There was a long silence.
Perhaps the entities were discussing their options among
themselves. Perhaps not. How could he know? Hell, this was probably
nothing more than a figment of his imagination. It certainly felt
like it. “We are not a figment of your imagination, and we’ve
decided to tell you the truth, or at least as much of it as we
think you can handle.”

To say that he was
surprised would have been an understatement. “Why?”

“Because we will wipe your
memory of everything we tell you just after we tell you, but for a
few brief seconds, you will understand everything, or at least as
much as your limited primate mind is capable of.”

“Thanks,” Edward muttered
in his mind. He hated being talked down to by a bunch of creatures
when he didn’t even know what they looked like.

For millions of neuronal
firings, the asteroid entities told him everything. They were seed
creatures that came to solar systems with promising planets and
moons. There, they left behind some of their kind that had not
attained consciousness, their young for lack of a better word.
These creatures were allowed to evolve. Sometimes it worked, but
usually it didn’t.

“That still doesn’t explain
why you contacted me.”

“We needed you to protect
the asteroid we were on until our work was done.”

“What work?”

There seemed to be a sigh
of exasperation. “Don’t you understand? Earth is the only success
we’ve had in this system. Mars and Venus failed miserably. We’re
still waiting for the results from a few other sites, and we can’t
leave until we know for sure what happens there.”

“What other
sites?”

“That’s not for you to
know,” Edward heard as he felt a viscous fluid flowing through his
mind.

“What’s not for me to
know?”

There was no
response.

*

Edward awoke from a strange
dream he couldn’t remember. He looked up and saw and tall and thin
man with a smile that made you want to trust him. Edward didn’t.
“Good morning, Edward,” the man said.

“Hello, do I know you?”
Edward tried to move, but found that he was restrained. “What’s
with the restraints?”

The other man shook his
head. He turned and looked at a tall woman wearing a doctor’s coat.
For some reason, Edward was sure she was a shrink. “You don’t know
who I am, Edward?” the man asked, turning back to him and trying to
smile. Edward could tell it wasn’t genuine.

Edward studied the man. He
seemed strangely familiar, but Edward was sure he’d never seen him
before, or if he had, they must have just passed in the halls. “No,
sir, should I?”

“I’m Inspector
Dergin.”

“Inspector,” Edward said,
momentarily forgetting about the restraints as he tried to sit up.
“Am I in some kind of trouble?”

The Inspector shook his
head again. “You don’t remember murdering Mr. Jenkins?”

Jenkins? He’d just seen him
earlier in the day when he’d come in demanding something. What was
it? Suddenly, Edward remembered the bleeding body slowly turning
his beige office carpet red. “Oh, my God! I did kill him, didn’t
I?”

“Yes, you did,
Edward.”

“Why?”

“Why don’t you tell me about
the creatures in the asteroid?” Inspector Dergin said with a
smirk.

Edward thought he was being
made fun of, but the man was obviously crazy. “What
creatures?”

Inspector Dergin shook his
head. He turned to face the tall woman, “Are we going to have to go
through this every time he wakes up?”

“It would seem so,” she
said in a dispassionate tone, but her eyes were on fire. She was
obviously thinking about all the papers she could write on her
interesting patient. Edward didn’t like the idea of being a subject
in a paper.

Inspector Dergin played
back a recording of Edward talking about creatures that couldn’t be
seen, but were living on an asteroid. A brief thought jumped into
his mind, and without thinking about it, he suddenly said, “They’re
seed creatures.” He began to choke as his mind went blank.
Convulsions quickly followed, cut short by a needle sliding under
his flesh. Sleepy time again.

*

“Why did you say that?” the
voice in his head asked. He knew what it was without really
knowing.

“It seemed like the right
thing to do at the time.” He tried to laugh, but the action was
squelched before he could even let out a chuckle.

“You could have ruined
everything for us. What if the human race found out they were
planted here by us and evolved from us.”

“It might be a good thing
for them to know they’re part of a bigger whole.”

“More likely they’d try to
hunt us down and kill us. You species doesn’t always do what it
should.”

“True, but if you just let
me try to explain things to them, you might be
surprised.”

There was a long pause.
Maybe the creatures were talking amongst themselves again. Edward
decided he had more to say. “If I shared everything I knew, I’m
telling you my people would do anything for you.”

“Too dangerous,” the voice
said. “It would be better to render you catatonic. That way we’ll
be safe.”

“It would have been better
if you’d never contacted me at all.”

“Perhaps,” the voice said,
“but we had to have help. Now we’ll just have to find someone else.
Too bad we had you kill Jenkins. He seemed like a good candidate.”
With methodic determination, the creatures began to strip away
Edward’s mental and physical faculties. In no time, he was nothing
more than a vegetable with minimal brain activity. It would be a
mystery to the doctors, but humans love mysteries. This one would
keep them busy forever.

Meanwhile, Edward screamed,
but there was no one to hear. His body wouldn’t make a sound, and
the creatures had stopped listening to his mind. Only Edward could
hear the scream.

If a man screams in his own
mind, and there’s no one to hear it, does he make a sound?
Apparently not.
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Jenkins hit his forward thrusters, hoping to back
his ship away from the beast he was trying to maneuver into
position. He could feel the titanic pull of the thing’s gravity as
his thrusters strained at 110% of capacity.

“Jenkins, report,” a voice
commanded over his com system, not realizing that he really
couldn’t report at the moment.

Finally, he got the ship
back to the twenty-five kilometer distance he needed. “Jenkins
here. Had a minor flare out in one of my thrusters. It pushed me
closer to the damn thing, but everything’s alright now.”

“Acknowledged,” the voice
said.

Jenkins stared out the
forward window. He couldn’t see the beast, but he knew it was
there. He could still feel the pull of its immense gravity, even
from this distance. In four hours, the Earth Ambassador to Mars
would be notified that all Earthers were to be off the planet in 3
days, or the colonists would let their beast go and push it towards
Earth, dropping a small singularity onto the planet.

It wouldn’t destroy the
planet, at first, but it would cause massive damage as it dropped
through the Earth. Unfortunately for the Earthers, the singularity
wouldn’t be able to achieve escape velocity as it passed out the
far side; so it would come crashing back through the planet, and
this would go on until either the Earth was destroyed, or until the
beast came to rest at the core of the planet, where it would slowly
devour its new host.

They’d never wanted to
resort to terrorism, but the Earth government wouldn’t let up on
the new inhabitants of Mars. “Ten more years and the planet should
be completely self-sufficient, then we can discuss installing a new
government,” the President of the United Earth had said 12 years
ago.

United Earth? Jenkins
laughed. What a joke. The United Earth was about a quarter of the
Earth’s countries…the ones that had managed to seize control in the
turmoil of the early twenty-first, seized control by demanding that
other countries do what they wanted, just as they’d been doing to
Mars.

When freedom didn’t come,
the Martian Liberation Front was formed. Stupid name, thought
Jenkins, not for the first time.

“Ultimatum’s been given,”
someone said over the com. “No response yet.

“There won’t be one,”
Jenkins said aloud to his ship. The Earthers wouldn’t believe that
their beaten down ex-compatriots could develop a small singularity.
If they had any doubts, all they’d have to do is check the mass
spectrometers on the space stations; surely even they were feeling
the small effects of the distant beast by now.

“Jenk,” a voice said on a
private channel. “What do you think’s going to happen?”

Jenkins scratched at the
stubble on his chin, not really wanting to answer. He didn’t like
Karpotsov, and he didn’t want to talk about this anyway, so he
decided to be brutally honest.

“The Earth will reject our
offer, thinking we don’t have the courage to do this, and then
we’re going to drop this thing on them. Once we do that, the Earth
military on Mars will begin to kill everyone they think is
involved. If we’re lucky a few humans will manage to survive.
Hopefully they’ll be the ones that aren’t stupid enough to get us
into this kind of crap again.”

There was a long silence,
which Jenkins had expected. Finally the private channel crackled to
life again. “Why didn’t you say anything to anyone?”

“I did. No one
listened.”

“Oh.”

Karpotsov finally shut up,
which made Jenkins a happy man for a brief instant, one of the
briefest ever.

“Attention Martian fleet,
you are in violation of Earth air space, and in violation of
Earth’s anti-terrorism laws. You will stay where you are and wait
to be boarded. Any attempt to move will result in the destruction
of your fleet.”

“I guess we got our
answer,” Jenkins again said to his ship. It was a bluff, had to be.
The Earth ships were too far away to do anything, and even if they
could, no one knew what that might do to a singularity.

His com crackled to life
again. “The Earth has rejected our offer. All craft are ordered to
drop the payload and return home.”

Jenkins did as he was
ordered, to a point. He released the grav beams that had been
stabilizing his part of the singularity after firing thrusters to
give the beast a bit of momentum as it started its journey to
Earth. As the ships began to fire their engines to start the long
trip back to Mars, Jenkins fired his engines and headed for the
inner solar system. He left the engines on maximum burn until they
stopped firing. That would put him within Venus’ orbit in two
months. Too bad he wouldn’t be around to see it.

Jenkins pulled the plasma
pistol from the side of his chair. The human race had its solution,
and he had his.
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As I record this, I’m trying to get my bearings. I
think I “landed” somewhere in the crater Newton. That puts me
almost fifteen degrees north of where I wanted to be, which was the
southern lunar pole. I can see the waning light being cast on the
crater rim above me, but it’s a long way up, and I don’t think I
have the air to make the climb, and my leg’s hurting like a bitch
anyway, so I don’t think I could do it if I wanted to. The radio’s
shot as well.

Last thing I remember was hearing Kivalev guiding me
towards the landing, then there was a flash; I’m not sure if it was
in the cabin with me, or if it came from outside, but there was a
flash, silence, and then up-rushing ground. Then came
unconsciousness, of course. Now it’s just quiet, dead quiet. No,
wait. Wrong choice of words. Just quiet.

And there went the last of the light above me.

“Kivi, can you hear me?” No
use. The radio doesn’t even make a hum; nothing’s making a hum. You
really don’t realize how much noise silent machinery makes, until
it’s all silent. And believe me, there’s nothing more silent than
space. My suit’s still making some noise as it keeps me alive. I
guess that’s some comfort. I’ll start getting really concerned when
that goes quiet.

“Kivi, can you hear me?”
Still nothing. I just hope he was tracking my trajectory when this
damn ship suddenly blew itself off course. “Kivi, damn it, answer
me.” Still nothing.

I wish Jenkins hadn’t
gotten sick, then I’d be home with my wife and girls, worrying
about Jenkins. No, I don’t wish this on Jenkins; I don’t wish it on
anyone, but especially not on myself. Am I beginning to babble?
Looking at the transcript on the monitor, it certainly looks like
I’m babbling.

Hey, wait a minute, part of the computer
must be up if it’s recording this and showing me what I’m saying…so
why am I sitting hear talking when I might be able to do something
about my situation.

Be back in a
minute.

*

Well, that didn’t work. I
showered the cabin with sparks, and now I have no monitor. There’s
still the slightest hum of machinery, only noticeable because I’m
actually listening for it now, but I’m not sure what the machinery
is. Hopefully it’s my recorder. I’d hate to think that I’m sitting
here talking to myself for no reason, but the fact that I’m talking
gives a reason. It’s an effort to stay sane, right?
Right.

Shit. I don’t think it’s
working. My wife always said I was a little unstable. I always
hated being alone, and let me tell you something, whoever you might
be, and if there’s a you at all, there’s nothing more alone than
sitting at the bottom of a lunar crater in the complete darkness.
Of course, I’m also afraid of the dark, not a good quality for an
astronaut, but there it is. I hate the dark, and now I’m in total
darkness, complete darkness. And you would have to be here with me
to understand what complete darkness is. Of course, if you were
here, I wouldn’t be alone, and I wouldn’t have quite as big of a
problem. It would still be dark, but I’d have you to talk
to.

AND WHO THE HELL ARE
YOU?

Deep breaths. Deep breaths.
O.K. when I shorted out whatever I shorted out, there was a brief
surge of static from the communications console. Hopefully it was
enough for Kivi to hear…assuming he was in the right place of his
orbit…assuming he was even listening. But why wouldn’t he be
listening? Wasn’t that his job? He was my partner. He’s supposed to
listen, especially if I’m in trouble…but does he know I’m in
trouble?

Of course he knows you’re
in trouble. He should have seen the descent. The bigger question
is, do I know how much trouble I’m in? I don’t think I do, but I do
think I’m losing it. If you know you’re going crazy, does that mean
you’re not insane?

WHO THE HELL AM I
ASKING?

I know I’m crazy. The tests
showed I had a slight tendency towards depression and paranoia, but
they said it wasn’t enough to rule me out of the program. Truth is,
I don’t think many people want to do this. After WWIII, not many
people want to even leave their homes…but here I am, lost in a
crater on the moon, never to see my wife or twin girls
again.

Wait, I have a picture of
them right here.

I’m really losing it.
There’s no damn light, why didn’t you point that out?

AND WHO THE HELL DO I KEEP
ASKING THESE QUESTIONS TO?

I think the air’s still
good in the cabin. I’m going to take my helmet off to test it. Yes,
still good. Makes me feel a little less confined, almost free, but
not really. Shit, maybe I just need some sleep.

Wait, is that a light?
Maybe it’s Kivi. I think it is. He heard the static. He heard the
static. Honey, girls, I’ll be home to see you soon.

Just let me open the hatch
to let…
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Tranquility, no, it’s not a
state of mind to me. As of late, my thoughts have been anything but
tranquil. For me, Tranquility is the largest Allied military base
on the moon; and with recent increases in tension on that blue orb
above, it’s been difficult for me to find peace. Mostly I think
about war. War between the Allied Nations and the Chinese Empire
and their allies in the Middle East; but I’m getting ahead of
myself here. Let me start the story from earlier on.

First off, my name is Lt.
Andrew Ramsey of the Allied Nations Military, and as you can
probably tell, I’m assigned to the moon. I, like everyone else, was
awe-struck when I arrived here. I was fresh out of the Academy, and
ready to take on the world. I never imagined how scared I’d become
when I first landed. Most Earth bound people look at pictures of
the moon and are amazed by its beauty, but believe me, when you get
here, you’re stuck mostly by the incredible isolation of this
place. This isn’t Earth. It’s not like you can step out your front
door and take a walk under the sun. Try that here, and you’re
dead.

“You will never step near
an airlock without your suit sealed, and checked by at least one
member of your company, is that clear?” The man shouting at me and
the others in my company was Major Alexander, and there was only
one response we could give.

“Sir, yes, sir.”

“The Moon is a killer, and
I will not mourn for any of my troops that die because they are
stupid, is that clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir.”

Major Alexander went on
like that for a while. It may seem harsh, but he had to be; death
was one screw up away on the moon, and we all learned that early
on.

It was January 19, 2056,
just over six months ago. I was monitoring communications at the
Nubium base. Since nothing ever seems to happen on the moon, I was
expecting a fairly boring day. I was giving the channels my usual
half-interested sweep, when a distress call jerked me out of my
lethargy. It was the voice of my best friend, Lt. Jerome
Eickerson:

“…in need of assistance.
I’m no longer with my unit, and I’m running low on air.”

I traced his signal and
found that it was coming from somewhere between Nubium Base and the
crater Tycho.

“Cap. Poporov,” I said,
turning to the officer in charge. Cap. Nicolai Poporov regarded me
with his thoughtful eyes.

“Yes,
Lieutenant?”

“Sir,” I said. “We have a
distress signal from Lt. Eickerson.” I played the recorded message
for him.

“Send out Gamma Patrol to
find him,” he said in an intense voice. Cap. Poprov was the kind of
man that felt that each soldier under his command was one of his
children. He was definitely the man you would want in charge when
this type of situation arose. I signaled the members of Gamma
Patrol and headed for the Pitimus Airlock. After all, I was the
communications officer for Gamma Patrol, and I certainly didn’t
want to be late for this assignment.

I rushed through the steel
corridors of the lunar base, not even taking the time to notice my
surroundings, just bounding on pure instinct. It isn’t hard to rush
in one-sixth gee, but you have to watch your head.

I met the others in my
patrol at the Pitimus Airlock. The leader of our patrol was Major
Alexander, my harsh lunar orientation officer from my first seconds
on the moon. He was a tall and thin man, weathered by many years of
service, but he had very well defined muscles, and the reassuring
smile that had kept me going many times on the surface. He was just
the man I wanted leading this mission.

The others in my group were
Lt. Natalia Kibardina and Sgt. Henri Lassalle, a man I had no
interest in being around. He had an arrogant way about him that
annoyed me, always thinking he was too good for the rest of us,
even though there were a number of times in training when his lack
of attention got the entire unit in trouble.

I knew Lt. Kibardina very
well. We had spent many long and boring lunar nights keeping each
other occupied. Natalia could look sexy even in a spacesuit. Don’t
get me wrong, she was more than just a great body to me. She was a
bright woman and someone I could talk to as well, but not someone I
could fall in love with.

“Ramsey, still have your
space legs?” Maj. Alexander asked me.

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, let’s get to it,” he
said after checking all of our seals. He walked towards the airlock
looking like he was more comfortable on the sandy seas of the moon
than in the steel and rock corridors of the lunar bases.

Natalia came up and put her
arm around me. She stared at me with her doe-like eyes, and I felt
the tension beginning to leave my body. “We’ll find him, Andrew.
There’s nothing to worry about. He’s going to be fine.”

I really believed
her.

“Watch your oxy-nitro
levels,” Maj. Alexander barked.

“Keep within 50 meters of
the group.”

“Ramsey, keep your height on
your jumps down…don’t want you exhausting yourself.”

“Make sure you’re hydrating
regularly.”

The Major kept barking out
orders. I knew it all, and I was only half-listening. I was more
intent on tracking Jerome’s homing beacon.

It wasn’t more than ten
minutes before it became clear that Sgt. Lassalle hadn’t been
paying attention. He collapsed to the rocky surface, not something
I’d recommend. Our suits are unbelievably thick, but we’ve lost a
few people to sharp rocks, and believe me, you don’t want to see
someone that’s been exposed to vacuum.

Lassalle hadn’t been
monitoring his oxy-nitro levels, allowing too much nitrogen into
his system. A little extra oxygen, and he’d be up in no
time.

“That was a stupid mistake,
Lassalle.” Major Alexander barked at him. “Your mistake could cost
Lt. Eickerson his life. I’ll have you drummed out if he dies
because of your stupidity.”

The Major was pissed. This
wasn’t one of his typical high-spirited lectures, but I didn’t need
to hear it. I couldn’t imagine Jerome being dead.

Once Lassalle was up and
coherent again, we continued to bound across the lunar surface,
leaping high and traveling far. We’d told Jerome not to communicate
with us, in the hopes of saving some of his air, so our only way of
finding him was with his homing beacon, and we were getting
close.

“There,” I shouted as we
approached the crater Heinsius. He was reclining on a boulder,
resting, it would seem. I jumped as hard as I could to get to him;
jumping too hard. It can be difficult to judge vectors in lunar
gravity, and it was only with a little bit of last minute luck that
I managed to stay on my feet.

I pulled him up to face me,
and almost filled my helmet with my breakfast. He’d run out of air
almost half an hour before we found him. Worse yet, his suit had
failed and de-pressurized. The vacuum mangled face didn’t look like
Jerome, but I knew it was.

The rip back to the base
was uneventful, except in my mind. I couldn’t stop thinking about
the days Jerome and I had spent together at the Academy. Mostly, I
was thinking about the nights we’d stayed up late studying, and the
nights we’d stayed out drinking until dawn. The town of Compiegne
will probably never forget the night we stole a general’s personal
jeep and terrorized the citizens. I don’t think that general will
ever forget either. That’s probably why I’m not a
captain.

Jerome made captain,
posthumously. He’d died serving his countries, but he’d died a
hollow death. He died because he wasn’t paying attention, not
because he was a hero. I never asked Major Alexander if he would
mourn Jerome’s death. I didn’t need to know his answer.

*

After the services, and
after being “consoled” by Natalia, I returned to duty.

Gen. Van der Linden was
waiting for me, and no he’s not the general form Compiegne. He took
me in his office, and sat me down.

“Lt.,” he began. He was
trying to look sympathetic and caring, which coming from a general
told me that trouble was on the way. “I realize that this has been
a terrible experience for you. Because of the trauma, I think that
it’s in everyone’s interest that you accept a transfer to
Tranquility Base.”

I jumped out of my seat,
“But sir…”

“No buts. I insist,” he
said with a smile.

You can’t say not to a
smiling general. I left for Tranquility Base that afternoon without
saying good bye to anyone.

*

Tranquility is the least
exciting place in all of the explored universe. An Allied Nations
Parliament meeting is more exciting. Don’t get me wrong, I love my
countries, just not the bureaucrats that run them.

Tranquility is the worst
place to be because nothing ever happens here. The base’s entire
mission is to control a series of orbiting satellites that house an
arsenal of weapons. They put the control stations on the moon
because the Chinese can’t hit them like they could an Earth-bound
base.

This lack of work gave me a
lot of time to think, and I’ve spent most of the last six months
thinking about my ex-girlfriend on Earth. I’ve seriously considered
writing her, but I doubt that she wants to hear from me.

Her name was Michelle Lang,
and we dated seriously from the time we were in high school. We
loved each other so much that she decided we should get married. I
thought it was too quick, so I did what any logical man would do, I
put some distance between us, almost 400,000 kilometers.

I’d abandoned the greatest
woman I could ever hope to meet, so that I could come to the moon.
While on the moon, my best friend had died a senseless death.
Because of that accident, I’d been assigned to the worst duty
station in all of the Patrol. Transfer wasn’t an option I was told,
due to an unstable political outlook. I didn’t think things could
get much worse.

*

The ugly
specter of war raised its disgusting head on July
27th when Cap. Jannus Kraus shoved his old and haggard face in my
door.

“Ramsey, code red
emergency! Get to your battle post immediately.”

I grabbed a passing
compu-car and re-routed it to the communications headquarters. I
rushed inside and found myself in a hurricane of activity. I asked
around to find out what was going on. I finally managed to find a
fellow lieutenant that had a moment. He looked as though he’d aged
ten years in the last hour.

“What’s all the fuss?” I
asked, trying to seem nonchalant. This was Tranquility Base, what
could be so important.

He stared at me for a
second. “The Chinese Empire’s invaded Kazakh. They’ve already taken
the capital of Alma-Ata. At the same time, a combined Turkish and
Iranian force stormed into Georgia, Armenia, and
Azerbaidzhan.”

I did a little mental
geography, which actually was pretty easy. I knew the old Russian
Republics about as well as I knew the North American states. It was
obvious that they were going to try to take the southern republics
and then join forces near the Kubyshev Reservoir. From there,
they’d march on Moscow. They just might take it.

I tried to relay my
brilliant deductions to an officer in charge. He told me to shut up
and get to work. It seemed they’d already figured out the enemy’s
tactics.

I got in my cubicle and
started monitoring intently. Voices from all over the Earth, Luna,
and the space stations started to filter in…

“Tycho reporting, all
targets are locked into computer in case…”

“Moscow reporting, Kazakh
has…”

One message caught my
attention, as well as all the other listeners of the
world.

“New York reporting, Allied
Nations president Enrico Javier Indurain has declared war against
the Chinese Empire and all of their allies. The president requires
that any and all actions be taken to halt this barbarous advance of
the enemy.”

For the next eight hours, I
sat at my post intently monitoring a potpourri of gibberish. The
main gist of what I was getting was that the Empire was still
advancing, and the Allied Nations were in conference trying to
figure out what to do.

Lt. Walters relieved me at
1600. I went back to my quarters to get some much needed rest. I
was so sore that my aches and pains even had aches and pains. I
watched the latest microwave broadcasts from around the system and
became more depressed. The syntho-tatoes that had been my dinner
sat stiff and rigid, waiting to be sani-cleaned.

*

After a night spent with
little sleep, I reported back to my post at 0800 the next morning.
Lt. Larry Engles was the officer on duty.

“Larry, any new
developments?” I asked him. I could tell by his haggard appearance
that he’d had a rough night.

“We’ve fought them to a
stand still at the Sura River. I found that out at 0650. I don’t
know anything else, except that I need some sleep. I’ll see you
tomorrow.”

“Have a good sleep,” I said
to his back.

I sat down and started
monitoring again. There were already at least 10,000 dead on both
sides. I also learned that several lunar bases, including
Tranquility, were set to unleash a full barrage of missiles into
the Empire and its allies’ lands. Larry had obviously forgotten to
mention that to me. Most of the people around me didn’t seem to
have a problem with the idea.

A new voice came over the
communications channels stating that the Allied Nations would not
use nuclear weapons at this time, but they didn’t say anything
about missiles from the orbiting platforms.

For three hours, I sat
there listening to casualty reports build. It was obvious we were
winning, even without orbital missiles, but the honor-bound Chinese
refused to give up. It seemed like they were prepared to fight to
their last man. And as the casualty numbers grew, so did the knot
in my stomach.

By 1500, the tension on the
base and across the communications channels was intolerable. That
was when it happened…

“Tranquility Base, come in.
This is Allied Nations Headquarters.”

My voice cracked as I tried
to respond, but I maintained most of my composure. “This is
Tranquility Base, go ahead.”

“You are to proceed,” the
voice droned,” with full arsenal assault on the following cities;
Ankara, Kayseri, Sari, and Tehran. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir. I’m relaying
those orders now.”

I relayed the orders to the
general. Two minutes later, the launch command went out. I felt
like I could feel the launch of those thousands of death brining
bombs, even though they were being launched several hundred
thousand kilometers from where I was. I knew in just a few minutes,
as many as eight million people would die from the rain of death
that had been released. A deadly storm that I had helped
deliver.

A huge cheer went up
throughout the war room as the first missiles impacted. I stayed
silent.

*

Two hours have passed.
Those eight million Turks and Iranians are now dead. The Chinese
are withdrawing back to their borders. We’ve put an end to the war
for now, but the Chinese have promised to regain their
honor.

In only three days of
fighting, almost 30 million people were killed. You would think
that if we’re able to colonize the moon, we’d be able to find
peace, but I don’t think that’s possible anymore.

As for myself, I’ve had my
moment in history. Maybe now I’ll be able to find peace with
myself. At the moment, I’m going to take a walk on the surface.
When I get to the airlock, I’ll decide whether or not to wear a
suit.
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Andrew Clambert rounded the
corner and realized he’d been there before. “Damn,” he muttered to
himself.

Peering around the corner
to check on his pursuit, he wasn’t surprised to see seven men
bounding towards him. Trying to run in lunar gravity was never
easy, but Andrew had just arrived from Earth, and was finding it to
be nearly impossible. Still, he didn’t have much of a choice, so he
bounded off again.

The seven jump-suited men
had no trouble seeing him, and quickly picked up speed to try and
overtake him. Andrew briefly turned around to check their progress,
and wasn’t pleased with what he saw. They were gaining on him
faster than he’d anticipated. He turned back around just in time to
see the approaching wall. There was no time to stop, so he crashed
straight into it, knocking himself out.

*

Regaining consciousness, he
found himself pinned to a table by restraining beams. Trying to
move was impossible, the beams couldn’t be broken. Two burly guards
protected the door unnecessarily, so he yelled at them.

“Get me off this table. I
demand to see the mayor!”

“Pipe down.”

“You can’t hold me. I’m an
Earth citizen.” He knew they probably could hold him. After all,
Luna was a “frontier nation” and as such, the general laws of the
Allied Nations didn’t have to be strictly adhered to. There was
nothing legal about the assessment. That was just
reality.

He also knew that his
pursuers had been from a group opposed to the Society’s plans,
which meant they probably wouldn’t care about legal matters. What
they were going to do with him now that they had him, he wasn’t
eager to find out.

“I demand to see the mayor,”
he said again.

The largest of the two
guards came over and slapped him across the face. “You’re a damn
spy. Now shut up.” Andrew complied.

Ten minutes later, the two
guards were joined by a gangly gray-haired man. He had a beak of a
nose that reminded Andrew of a bird he’d seen at the zoo just
before he’d left Earth.

“Mr. Clambert, it is a
pleasure to finally meet you. My name is Alister. You don’t need to
know my last name, although I’m sure you already do.” He chuckled
to himself. “It won’t help you now, anyway.”

Andrew stared at him for a
few seconds. “I have no idea who you are,” he lied. Andrew knew
this was the man that had been behind the attempted revolution two
weeks earlier. This was the man he’d been sent to
eliminate.

“Mr. Clambert, you may
think you’re a convincing liar, but you’re not that good. I know
who you are and why you’re here. I hate to inform you, but you
won’t be able to fulfill your mission. I don’t plan on letting you
live long enough.”

He paused and watched
Andrew’s reaction. Andrew just stared back at him.

“Come now, Mr. Clambert,
your precious Society has done hours of research on me, I’m sure.
You must know that I’m a man to be taken seriously.”

“I still don’t know what
you’re talking about. I’m here on vacation, nothing else. You must
have me confused with someone else.”

“Shut up!” Alister slapped
Andrew across his face. Alister’s slap didn’t hurt as much as the
earlier one had. “I don’t think you want to be sucking vacuum, now
would you?”

“For what? I haven’t done
anything.”

“Don’t play with me any
longer, Mr. Clambert.” Alister paused and smiled, “Tell me, have
you ever heard of a radioactive half-life explosive?”

Andrew didn’t answer, but
he knew what Alister was talking about. A small amount of an
unstable radioactive isotope would be stored in a uranium plated
shell. The isotope has a rather short half-life, and once it
reaches a low enough mass, it reacts violently with the uranium and
explodes.

“It doesn’t matter,”
Alister said with a smile. “I have a special structure built about
100 kilometers from here. A vacuum filled shanty, you might say. It
will be you tied in a spacesuit with one of my bombs and a Geiger
counter. Why a Geiger counter?” He actually chuckled. “That way
you’ll know when your time is running out.” He laughed. It was a
horrible cackling laugh.

“You’ll also have a radio,
in case you decide you want to talk.” He turned to one of the
guards. “Drug him, and take him out there.”

The large goon came at
Andrew with a hypodermic needle and a smile. Andrew tried to
struggle, but he couldn’t move. Seconds after the needle went in,
he was out.

*

Andrew awoke to the
monotonous ticking of the Geiger counter. The ticking was slow and
steady. There was no immediate danger. His hands and feet were both
tied together, and these in turn were bound to each other. Movement
seemed impossible, but he had to try.

He checked the gauges in
his helmet. There was more than four hours of air left, but the
bomb would certainly go off before then. Alister wouldn’t want him
to suffocate when he could blow him up instead. Already the ticking
of the counter was starting to increase. It was barely noticeable,
but Andrew was sure he could hear it.

If he strained the bonds
too hard against his suit, it could rupture the suit, and he’d die
tied up. That wasn’t how he wanted to go. Tugging hard on the
cords, he found they weren’t tied as tightly as they could be. “No
problem,” he muttered to himself. Pulling harder, the restraints
broke, but his suit remained intact.

The ticking of the counter
was definitely increasing now. He had to get out, but he wasn’t
sure he’d be able to put enough distance between himself and the
explosion. There was only one choice.

He activated the radio
toggle switch in his helmet. “Alister, if you’re listening, I’m
ready to talk.”

He left without waiting for
a response. The lunar landscape would have taken his breath away,
but there wasn’t time to stare at it, and he’d seen it before. In
his profession, travel was a necessity. Andrew was the top agent
for the Society for Interplanetary Peace. He’d been to most of the
colonized worlds in his ten years of service, and he couldn’t even
count how many times he’d been to the moon.

The radio chatter of
pursuit brought Andrew back to the present. Evidently there had
been someone close enough to diffuse the bomb. Turning, he saw a
small posse already chasing him across the lunar plains.

“Damn, here we go again.”
He tried to pick up as much speed as he possibly could, but his
pursuers were gaining on him. Scanning the horizon for any kind of
sanctuary, his eyes fixed on the only possibility. There was a
small range of mountains that weren’t more than two kilometers
away. He could probably reach them ahead of his pursuit, but what
he was going to do once he got there would have to be decided upon
later.

As soon as he reached the
range, he started his ascent of the closest hill. The footing was
treacherous at best. Rocks jutted at various angles, all of them
trying to rip holes in his suit, and the worst of them covered by
dust and invisible until he was on them. Knowing his pursuers were
probably armed, he kept climbing.

Andrew found a cave half
way up the climb. Ducking into it, he knew it would probably be his
only means of defense. The cave was actually the entrance to a
series of caverns created by long dead lava tubes. Andrew started
down one of the passages, knowing he couldn’t go far. There was no
light, and his air was running low from the exertion of running.
Picking up a sharp rock, he hid in a bend in the cavern, waiting
for his prey.

It wasn’t a long wait. He’d
barely managed to hide himself when a form carrying a gun entered
the cavern. As soon as the man was beside him, he struck. There was
a spray of air freezing in the vacuum of the moon, as Andrew waited
for the man to die.

Andrew picked up the neural
disruptor the dead man had been carrying and stole his backup tank.
He now had enough air, and he was armed. Cautiously moving to the
main cave, he was startled to encounter another spacesuited
individual. Andrew’s disruptor fired without any conscious effort.
The man was dead. It wasn’t as horrible as the previous kill, but
death was death.

Andrew moved out of the
cave and found two more of the goons. Two quick shots, and they
were both dead. He raced up the climb, just in case there were any
more goons in the cave. From the top of the climb, he could see
Tycho City in the distance. It was going to be a long trip, but he
was sure he could make it.

*

The Earth climbed high
above him. Looking at the terminator, Andrew realized it was quite
late. The sun was still high in the sky, but it would be there for
another week. The trip across the gray sullen plains was long and
arduous, but it was quiet and uneventful.

The domes of Tycho City
were a welcome sight, stretching out for kilometers, but Andrew
knew most of the city stretched for kilometers below the
surface.

With his air about to run
out, Andrew reached the airlock. No one else was waiting to get
inside, and for that he was happy. It was his hope that he could
sneak into the city, but that wasn’t very likely; you can’t really
sneak through an airlock.

He cycled through and found
himself facing four armed security guards.

*

When he regained
consciousness, he was again restrained as he’d been earlier in the
day. This time there were no guards, but the restraining field was
just as resistant to his struggles as the earlier one had
been.

A portly gentleman dressed
in lavender pants and a pink shirt stepped into the room. It was
obvious the man wasn’t from the moon.

“Good evening, Mr.
Clambert. I’m Rodrick Clement. I’m an attorney.”

Andrew groaned. The only
good attorney was a dead attorney…at least that had been one of the
mottoes he’d always lived by.

The portly man laughed.
“I’d been warned about your opinions of attorneys, but I assure you
that your feelings are misplaced, at least in my case. I’ve been
sent to you by the Society.”

Andrew looked at him in
confusion. Was it true, or was this one of Alister’s men trying to
get him to admit his membership.

“I didn’t expect you to
believe me, Mr. Clambert.” He motioned the secret hand signal and
began using the silent hand and facial language that was so
important in their field. “I want to first apologize for the way
you were brought in. The security teams were informed that you were
potentially dangerous, but we had to get you to me as fast as we
could. You’ll be released in about five minutes, and I have that
time to explain the new mission the Society has set up for
you.

During this “conversation”
the two men were speaking about Andrew’s arrest and whether or not
he would want to press charges for false arrest. That was a
cover-up for the true silent conversation that their hands and
faces were engaged in.

“What is it they want me to
do?”

“Alister must be removed no
matter what. He’s becoming more dangerous every day, and the
Society is worried more and more Loonies will fall in behind
him.”

“That’s the mission I was
already on.”

“Except that now you’re to
take out the whole organization, or as much of it as you can…at
least enough to castrate it. They’ve become a lot more powerful
than we ever expected, and Alister’s death might not be enough
anymore. They blew up the immigration ship from the Earth today,
killing at least 1,000. They have to be stopped, no matter what the
cost,” he motioned while trying to avoid Andrew’s gaze.

Andrew began tapping his
fingers against the table he was pressed against. “I hate to ask
this, but why do you make it sound like this is my last
mission?”

“It probably will
be.”

Andrew stopped his finger
tapping. “Would you mind explaining that? I’m not afraid to die,
but I’d like to know why you’re so certain I will.”

Clement paused. He chewed
his lower lip while looking at Andrew, a gesture not meant to
convey anything, but it did anyway. Andrew could tell the man was
debating whether or not he deserved to know the truth.

“Andy…”

“Don’t call me that. No one
calls me that.”

“Sorry. Andrew, we estimate
that a quarter of Tycho City is in Alister’s organization, and that
most of his strength is there. He’s only recently started
recruiting outside of the city.” He paused, letting Andrew begin to
absorb what he was saying, and Andrew didn’t like where this was
going. “You have to kill Alister personally. We have to know that
he’s been removed. After that, you have to shut down the airlock
systems throughout the city.”

Andrew continued to stare
at him, waiting for him to finish, but Clement seemed reluctant to
go on. “I don’t want to hear this last part, do I?”

“After the airlocks are shut
down, you’ll set all of the emergency bulkheads to a locked open
position, and then you breach the bubble.”

“There are 200,000 people
in the city. Do you realize how many innocents will
die?”

“Casualties of
war.”

“There’s no damn war. We’re
an organization designed to protect the peace, and you’re telling
me that I have to kill 200,000 people? That’s murder, and I’ll be
their murderer. You can’t be serious.”

“I’m afraid I am. You can
either accept the mission, or I have a pill for you.” Andrew knew
what the pill was. It was pure cyanide, the only cure for an agent
turned coward.

“I’ll do it, but after this,
you can accept my formal resignation.”

“I told you that you
probably won’t survive. I guess it will be an honorable discharge
instead of a resignation.”

The door opened and two
security guards stepped in. “You’re free to go,” one of them said,
releasing the restraining field.

Andrew slowly got up,
knowing that today had been a long day, but tomorrow would be even
longer.

*

Andrew awoke the next
morning thinking it had all been a bad dream, possibly the late
night linguini. As he began to regain his senses, he noticed the
flashing red light on the visiphone. He pushed the play button to
retrieve the message.

He gazed unhappily at the
face of Rodrick Clement. The portly man had left only the briefest
of messages. “It starts today.”

It hadn’t been a dream.
With a growing sense of dread, he got dressed as the compu-kitchen
made him a breakfast of synth-eggs and synth-bacon.

The food seemed cold and
rubbery as he played his fork through it, even more cold and
rubbery than normal. The thoughts of his next move played through
his mind, and he couldn’t eat.

*

Once at the shuttle port,
he caught a transport to the area where Alister’s goons had found
him the morning before…had it only been 24 hours? He wasn’t sure
where he could find Alister, but he didn’t think it would matter.
Alister’s henchman would find him, and through them, Andrew would
find Alister.

It didn’t take long. He
turned a corner and ran into one of his guards from the day before.
They both went into a slow fall to the ground, both reaching for
their holsters as they fell.

They fired simultaneously.
Andrew’s blaster killed the guard, and luckily for Andrew, the
guard was only carrying a stun pistol, but that was
enough.

*

For the third time in 24
hours, Andrew woke up restrained. This time, however, he was being
held by two colossal men. Unfortunately for Andrew, their hold on
him was just as effective as any restraining beams would have
been.

To make matters worse,
Alister stood in front of him holding a small tube. “Do you know
what this is, Mr. Clambert?” he asked while gently spinning the
tube between his fingers.

Andrew shook his head, and
this time he was being honest; he had no idea what the tube was,
but the obvious glee it seemed to bring Alister made Andrew think
it was some kind of torture device.

“It’s a synapse expander,”
Alister explained, his grin growing as he said it. “It will slowly
spread the neural synapses throughout your body, causing
excruciating pain at first, but then the synapses will expand so
far that you won’t feel a thing, but you will die an unhappy man
because this won’t effect the synapses of your brain. As the rest
of your body goes dead, your brain will be fully cognizant of
what’s going on.”

He put the tube to Andrew’s
chest as he let out another laugh. Andrew screamed in pain, but it
was a pain like nothing he’d experienced before. It felt like his
body was slowly being ripped apart as neurotransmitters spilled
into the expanding synaptic clefts.

Alister took the tube away.
“That was just a small dose of what this wonderful little device is
capable of. The small gaps I created won’t do any permanent
damage.” He smiled again as he twirled the tube of torture between
his scrawny fingers. “I’ll give you ten minutes to think about the
pain. When I come back, I expect a full report on every aspect of
your Society. If you don’t tell me, well, I don’t think I need to
explain what will happen,” he said, holding the tube up before his
eyes.

As he left the room, Andrew
could fell Alister’s hideous laugh penetrating every fiber of his
body.

The Society’s purpose was
good. He knew it. It might be a warped form of good, but he knew
they were right. Alister’s purposes were diabolical. There was no
way he could tell Alister anything, but the idea of facing the pain
again was something that scared him to the core of his heart and
mind. There had to be a third alternative, but just what that was,
he couldn’t see at the moment.

Alister strolled into the
room with his two giant guards wearing a smile that threatened to
tear his face apart. He was also carrying his cruel toy of torture.
Andrew was sure it hadn’t been ten minutes, but arguing the point
wouldn’t do him any good.

“Release the field, and
hold him,” Alister said to the guards. “I know your mind is made
up, so I won’t bother asking for your decision. I know it wouldn’t
make me a happy man.” He paused for a brief moment. “Of course,
killing you will make me happy, so I guess it doesn’t matter either
way.” Alister’s smile stretched his face even further.

The two guards came over to
Andrew. This was his third alternative, and he had less than a
second to make it work, or he wouldn’t survive.

As the guards released the
field, Andrew lunged for the one on his left, planting a solid fist
into the behemoth’s stomach. The guard grimaced with pain and
started to fall. The other guard tried to make a grab for Andrew,
but Andrew ducked under him and planted a foot on the man’s
backside. The light gravity helped to slowly carry the man into the
wall.

Andrew turned to face
Alister. Gone from Alister’s face was his smug grim of confidence.
It was replaced instead by a look of sheer terror. Andrew
cautiously approached him; Alister was still carrying the synapse
expander. Behind him, Andrew could hear the two guards starting to
stir. His time was running out. Lunging at Alister, he grabbed the
smaller man by the wrist. The two of them fell in a ball of
flailing arms and legs.

There was a horrible wail
as Andrew rolled away from Alister’s grasp. Pressed against
Alister’s chest was the synapse expander, set for maximum, and
turned on.

Andrew was out of the room
before the goons could get up. He was running as fast as his
bounding steps would carry him, not daring to look back. There was
bound to be pursuit, but he didn’t want to know how many or how
close they were. His only thought was to run.

He hadn’t really planned a
destination, and was surprised to find himself in the Tycho City
Spaceport. He approached a ticket consul, trying not to appear
rushed.

He punched in his name,
I.D. number, and his destination, the Ceres Colony. When he’d
decided to abandon the Society and his mission, he didn’t know, but
it was now obvious that was what he was going to do.

The computer beeped several
times as it processed his request. Then it answered him…

“Request denied by orders
of Tycho City Security. Please wait here for a security team.” As
the computer was finishing its speech, Andrew saw the security
troops poring into the spaceport. He started to run
again.

After fifteen minutes of
flight, he found himself in an industrial area, the water treatment
section to be exact. Also a good place to lose himself for a few
weeks. The water treatment workers were looked down on in Lunar
society. Andrew wasn’t sure why, but it might just work in his
favor. He had the computer skills to be a monitor, so it might be
the perfect place to find a temporary home. A place where no one
would look for him.

He found a man dressed in a
supervisor’s jumpsuit and cautiously approached him.

“Excuse me, sir. I was
wondering if you might be able to help me find employment around
here?”

“What are your
qualifications,” the gray haired man asked, looking Andrew up and
down, and frowning.

“I’m fully trained in all
aspects of computer programming.”

The man wasn’t impressed.
“Where’d you learn all of this, boy?”

“On Earth.”

The man stared at Andrew
with obvious distaste. “Boy, where in the hell do you think you
are? This isn’t Earth! This is the Moon! This is Tycho City! Things
are different here. I don’t need any damn Earthers fowling up the
works of this plant. Now get out of here. I’d also warn you to
watch who you say those kinds of things to. Someone might decide
they hate Earthers enough to push you out the closest
airlock.”

Andrew started to back
away, trying to smile as well as he could. “I think I’ll just leave
before I cause any more trouble.”

Leaving the plant as
quickly as he could, he made sure to keep an eye over his
shoulder…never know who might decide to follow him. “Mental note,”
he said to himself, as he often did when he was tense, “don’t
mention the Earth in any positive way.”

*

Andrew managed to find a
comfortable hotel outside of the financial district. He didn’t have
many lunar credits, but trying one of his cash cards was out of the
question. Those numbers had almost certainly been fed into the Nets
of every city in the solar system. He didn’t know who was trying to
catch him, but he was sure he couldn’t let them.
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