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​The Martian Orphans and the Moons of Jupiter



[image: ]




Vanessa and Michelle sat huddled together in the hold of a cargo carrier. Vanessa couldn’t remember the name of it. The two of them had been on so many cargo ships since their parents died three years ago that they all sort of ran together for them. Even though she didn’t know the name of the ship, she did know that they were out among the moons of Jupiter, although she couldn’t remember where their next stop was going to be. She was hoping for Ganymede. There they’d be able to get another ship to someplace else, someplace that might eventually become home.

In the three years since their parents had died of the Tharsian Flu on Mars, Vanessa and Michelle had been jumping from ship to ship, sometimes with the ship’s captain’s knowledge, and sometimes without it. They’d been to four different space stations and more than a dozen moons, but they hadn’t found any of them to be safe.

Each time they transferred ships, they had to make sure that the ship wouldn’t get anywhere near Mars. That was the one place in the solar system that they couldn’t go. When their parents had died, the courts had awarded custody of the two girls to Jeam Pjom. He was a distant uncle and a very powerful man on Mars. A lot of people said he owned a quarter of Mars, and at least a quarter of the Martian people.

Vanessa had been eleven and Michelle had been seven. There was no way that either of them were going to live with Jeam Pjom, so Vanessa bought two tickets to Titan, and the two were off planet before Jeam Pjom even knew that he’d won custody.

There was a sudden clanging noise from outside of the cargo hold. Michelle wrapped her arms tightly around Vanessa.

“It’s okay,” Vanessa said. “We’re on this ship legally.”

Michelle nodded her understanding, although her eyes stayed big. Vanessa ran a hand through her hair, hoping it would calm her down. It didn’t.

“What if...” Michelle said with a tremor in her voice. “What if...”

“Shhh,” Michelle said. “They won’t find out we’re from Mars.”

Kids hitching rides on ships wasn’t something that happened very often, and Vanessa knew that they were in danger every second of their lives, but if anyone found out that they were from Mars, then there’d be real trouble. Most people in the solar system looked down on Martians, or Marsies as they were often called, although kids would never say that word in front of their parents. 

Mars was the only planet that allowed people to own other people, and that plus several other reasons that Vanessa had never really understood, gave the rest of the solar system a reason to hate Martians. Vanessa knew that her and her sister’s dark skin would make it hard for anyone to figure out they were from Mars. Most Martians were very pale, but their parents had been second generation Martians. Vanessa and Michelle’s great-grandparents had emigrated from the Earth.

The hatch to the hold finally opened, and the stooped form of Luke Van der Poel came in. “You kids doing okay?” he asked. Luke had been the one that had helped to convince the captain to let the girls onboard. Luke had told the girls that his wife had left him and taken his two kids back to Earth. He said it gave him a soft spot for kids. When the girls had explained that they were on the run, Luke had been happy to help, and so had the captain. Vanessa hadn’t told them the details, but she made it clear that some very bad people were looking for them, and she and her sister couldn’t be found because they didn’t have parents to protect them anymore.

“Yeah, we’re okay,” Vanessa answered.

“Good,” he said. “We’re going to be making a stop in about six hours, so you might want to get some rest. If you want, you can do some sightseeing when we get to our next stop.”

“Where’s that?” Vanessa asked.

“Calisto,” he answered. “After that, we’ll be stopping at Ganymede in a few days. You’ll love it there.”

“I bet,” Vanessa said, and she felt Michelle breathe a sigh of relief.

Vanessa knew that Ganymede would be the best place to get a larger ship, but Calisto had a pretty big port too. They might be able to find a way out of the Jupiter system from there. Maybe they’d even find a way to get to Earth.
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Crowds of people bumped against the two girls as they tried to make their way through the Calisto Spaceport. They studied the displays near the gates, each display showing its destination in half a dozen languages, and most of them even showed an image of the world the ship was going to. Vanessa had heard that there were a lot of illiterate people in the solar system, but she’d never really believed it...until now.

A couple of the gates said Mars or Phobos. Those were definitely out.

Michelle pulled, not too gently, on Vanessa’s hand, obviously wanting to show her big sister something. Vanessa looked where Michelle was pointing, but couldn’t see anything. Vanessa was a foot taller than Michelle, so she bent down to her sister’s height, so she could more easily see around the hundreds of travelers. She saw there was a food court with foods from all over the solar system. The restaurant that Michelle was pointing at was a Martian delicacy restaurant, and there was a big sign that read “Martian Honey Biscuits.”

It had been more than a year since either of them had had a Martian honey biscuit, so Vanessa couldn’t pass up the chance. She took Michelle’s hand and pulled her through the crowd, saying, “Excuse me,” from time to time, and other times just trying to elbow people out of her way. Everyone else was doing it, why couldn’t she?

“Two please,” Michelle said before Vanessa could even get the credits pulled from her pocket. She still had a credit chit with more than 10,000 credits on it, but as soon as she used it, she knew that Jeam Pjom would be able to track them down, so she used a few of the credits that they’d found or panhandled as they’d traveled.

The biscuits were the size of a large man’s fist, and they were baked a golden brown. They were still warm, and the girls could smell the honey just waiting for them to dive in. Vanessa took a huge bite and felt the honey run down her chin. It was hard to believe that out beyond the asteroid belt she could still find a real Martian honey biscuit. She looked down at her sister to see how much she was enjoying hers, but Michelle had stopped mid-bite and was staring into the crowd, a look of sheer terror on her face.

Vanessa quickly turned and saw three large men heading their way. She didn’t recognize the two largest men, but the scrawny black haired pale man was someone she knew all too well. It was Devin something or other. She couldn’t remember his last name, but she didn’t need to. She only needed to know that he was Jeam Pjom’s right hand man.

She grabbed Michelle’s hand and darted towards the exit of the food court. Pjom’s goons were too far away to stop them, so the two girls dove into the crowd. They needed to get back to their ship, but unfortunately, Pjom’s men were in between them and the ship, and they were heading in the wrong direction.

Michelle pulled on her hand, “Isn’t the...”

“Yes.”

“Shouldn’t we...”

“Not right now.”

Michelle seemed satisfied with the answers to her unfinished questions and she grabbed Vanessa’s hand even tighter. They both knew that they couldn’t be separated right now, or ever for that matter.

“Excuse me, excuse me,” Vanessa kept saying as she did her best to make her way through the slow moving crowd. Even though she was tall for her age, she was still shorter than most of the adults in the spaceport. For a moment, she thought about asking for help, but since they were both orphans, they wouldn’t get the kind of help they needed. They’d be put in an orphanage somewhere, and probably separated, and there was no way that Vanessa was going to allow that. Even worse, if it was discovered that they were actually Martians, someone might decide to hurt them for thinking they should be out among “normal” people, or worst of all, they’d send them back to Mars and to Jeam Pjom.

Michelle pulled on Vanessa’s hand and pointed towards a fast moving line. Vanessa wasn’t sure where the line was going, but she liked the fact that it was moving fast, so they hurried into the line. They walked forward with the others, while Vanessa kept an eye out behind them. When she saw Devin and his goons pass by, she pulled her sister out of the line, and they hurried as fast as they could back to their ship.

Luke Van der Poel was standing outside the ship’s hatch. “We were just about to leave. I’d thought we’d lost you guys.” He studied them for a few seconds. “You young ladies didn’t get into any kind of trouble, did you?”

Vanessa took a deep breath. “No, we just lost track of time.”

Luke nodded slowly and smiled a little. He probably didn’t believe them. Adults were like that.

*
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Once they’d reached Ganymede, Luke escorted the two sisters through the hatchway of the ship. “Now, you girls remember, if you ever need anything, just look for the S.S. Little Beagle, and the captain and I will do whatever we can for you.”
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