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              BINGWEN

            


          


        


      


      The librarian watched the vid on Bingwen’s monitor and frowned and said, ‘This is your emergency, Bingwen? You pulled me away from my work to show me a spook vid about aliens? You should be studying for the exams. I have people waiting to use this computer.’ She pointed to the line of children by the door, all of them eager to get on a machine. ‘You’re wasting my time and theirs.’


      ‘It’s not a spook vid,’ said Bingwen. ‘It’s real.’


      The librarian scoffed. ‘There are dozens of stories about aliens on the nets, Bingwen. When it isn’t sex, it’s aliens.’


      Bingwen nodded. He should have expected this. Of course the librarian wouldn’t believe him. Something as serious as an alien threat would need to come from a credible source: the news or the government or other adults, not from an eight-year-old son of a rice farmer.


      ‘Now you have three seconds to get back to your studies, or I’m giving your time to someone else.’


      Bingwen didn’t argue. What good would it do? When adults became defiant in public, no amount of evidence, however irrefutable, would make them change their minds. He climbed back up into his chair and made two clicks on the keyboard. The vid of the alien disappeared, and a complex geometry proof appeared in its place. The librarian nodded, gave him one final disparaging look, then crossed the room back to her desk.


      Bingwen pretended to busy himself with the proof until the librarian was occupied and her mind was elsewhere. Then he tapped the keypad and reopened the vid. The face of the alien stared back at him, frozen in place from when Bingwen had paused the vid. Had the librarian seen something he hadn’t? Some glitch or inconsistency that flagged the vid as a fake? It was true that there were hundreds of such vids on the nets. Space duels, alien encounters, magical quests. Yet the mistakes and fakery of those were glaringly obvious. Comparing them to this one was like comparing a pencil sketch of fruit to the real thing.


      No, this was real. No digital artist could create something this vivid and fluid and alive. The insect-like face had hair and musculature and blood vessels and eyes with depth. Eyes that seemed to bore right into Bingwen’s and signal the end to everything. Bingwen felt himself getting sick to his stomach, not from the grotesque, unnatural look of the thing, but from the realness of it. The clarity of it. The undeniable truth of it.


      ‘What is that?’


      Bingwen turned around in his seat and saw Hopper standing behind him in that awkward way that Hopper had, leaning to one side because of his twisted foot. Bingwen smiled. A friend. And not just any friend, but Hopper. Someone who would talk to Bingwen straight and tell him that of course it’s a fake, look, see right there, there’s a glitch you missed, silly, there’s proof that you’re working yourself into a frenzy for no reason.


      ‘Come look at this,’ said Bingwen.


      Hopper limped forward. ‘Is that a spook vid?’


      ‘What do you think?’


      ‘Looks real. Where’d you get it?’


      ‘Yanyu sent it to me. I just checked my mail.’


      Yanyu was one secret that he and Hopper shared. She was a research assistant to an astrophysicist on Luna. Bingwen had met her on the nets a few months ago in a forum for Chinese grad students looking to improve their English. Bingwen had tried other forums in the past, logging in as himself and showing no pretense. But as soon as he divulged his age, forum administrators always kicked him out and blocked his access.


      Then he had found the forum for grad students. And rather than be himself, Bingwen had pretended to be a second-year grad student in Guangzhou studying agriculture, the only subject Bingwen thought he could speak to with any believable degree of competency. He and Yanyu had become friends almost immediately, emailing and instant messaging each other in English several times a week. Bingwen always felt a pang of guilt whenever they communicated; he was, after all, maintaining a lie. What’s worse, now that he knew Yanyu well, he was fairly certain she was the type of person who would have befriended him anyway, whether he was eight years old or not.


      But what could he say now? Hey, Yanyu. Guess what? I’m really a kid. Isn’t that hilarious? What shall we talk about today?


      No. That would be like admitting he was one of those pervs who pretended to be young boys so they could chat with teenage girls.


      ‘What did she say in her message?’ asked Hopper.


      ‘Only that she had found this vid and that she had to talk to me about it.’


      ‘Did you message her?’


      ‘She didn’t respond. It’s sleep time on Luna. Our schedules only cross in the morning.’


      Hopper nodded at the screen. ‘Play it.’


      Bingwen tapped the keyboard, and the vid began from the beginning.


      On screen a figure emerged from a hatch on the side of a ship. Its pressure suit had an extra set of arms. A tube with plenty of slack extended from the figure’s spacesuit and snaked its way down into the hatch, presumably carrying oxygen and heat and whatever else the creature needed to sustain itself in the cold vacuum of space.


      For a moment the creature didn’t move. It stayed there, sprawled on the side of the ship, stomach down, arms and legs out like an insect clinging to a wall. Then, slowly, it lifted its head and took in its surroundings. Whoever was filming was about twenty meters away, and the front of the creature’s helmet was still in shadow, concealing its face.


      In an instant the calm of the moment broke as the creature rushed toward the camera with a sudden urgency. Hopper jumped just as Bingwen had the first time he saw it. There was a burst of a foreign language on the vid – Spanish perhaps, or maybe Portuguese – and the man with the camera retreated a step. The creature drew closer, its head bobbing from side to side as it shuffle-crawled forward on its arms and legs. Then, when it was a few meters shy of the camera, it stopped and raised its head again. Lights from the camera operator’s helmet fell across the creature’s face, and Bingwen freeze-framed the image.


      ‘Did you see how the hair and muscles of its face moved?’ said Bingwen. ‘How fluid they were? Hair only moves that way in zero gravity. This had to have been filmed in space.’


      Hopper stared at the screen, saying nothing, mouth slightly agape.


      ‘You two are asking for trouble,’ another voice said.


      Bingwen turned around again. This time Meilin, his cousin, was behind him, arms folded across her chest, her expression one of disapproval. At seven years old, she was a year younger than Bingwen, but since she was so much taller than both him and Hopper, she acted as if she were older and thus in charge.


      ‘Exams are in two weeks,’ she said, ‘and you two are goofing off.’


      Provincial exams were the only chance the children from rice villages had at getting a formal education. Schools were scarce along the river valley, the closest being north in Dawanzhen or south in Hanguangzhen. Space was limited, but every six months the district admitted a few students from the villages. To be eligible, you had to be at least eight years old and score at least in the ninety-fifth percentile on the exams. Those names were then thrown into a lottery, and the number of names chosen was based on the number of seats available, which was rarely more than three. Chances of getting in were slim, but school was a ticket out of the fields, and every child in the nearby villages, from the moment they turned four years old, spent all their spare time studying here at the library.


      ‘This is your first chance to take the exam,’ said Meilin, ‘and you’re going to blow it.’


      ‘Bingwen won’t,’ said Hopper. ‘He aces every practice test. They won’t even put his name in the lottery. They’ll take him immediately.’


      ‘To ace a test means you get every answer right, mud brain,’ said Meilin. ‘That’s impossible. The test self-adjusts. The more answers you get right, the more difficult the questions become. If you got every answer right, the questions by the end would be so complex nobody could answer them.’


      ‘Bingwen does.’


      Meilin smirked. ‘Sure he does.’


      ‘No, really,’ said Hopper. ‘Tell her, Bingwen.’


      Meilin turned to Bingwen, expecting the joke to end there, but Bingwen shrugged. ‘I get lucky, I guess.’


      Meilin’s expression changed to one of disbelief. ‘Every answer? No wonder Mr Nong gives you extra computer time and treats you like his little pet.’


      Mr Nong was the head librarian, a kindly man in his seventies whose health was poor and who only came to the library two days of the week now as a result. His assistant, Ms Yí, who despised children and Bingwen most of all, covered for Mr Nong on days like today when he was out. ‘She hates you because she knows you’re smarter than her,’ Hopper had once said. ‘She can’t stand that.’


      Meilin suddenly looked on the verge of tears. ‘But you can’t ace the test, Bingwen. You just can’t. If you do, you’ll raise the bar. They’ll only consider children next year who ace the test. And that’s when I take it. They won’t even consider me.’ And then she was crying, burying her face in her hands. Several children nearby shushed her, and Hopper rolled his eyes. ‘Here we go,’ he said.


      Bingwen hopped down from his seat and went to her, putting an arm around her and guiding her into his cubicle with Hopper. ‘Meilin, you’re going to be fine. They won’t change the requirements.’


      ‘How do you know?’ she said through tears.


      ‘Because Mr Nong told me so. They’ve always done it this way.’


      ‘Hey, at least you have a fighting chance,’ Hopper told her. ‘They’d never take me. Even if I did ace the test.’


      ‘Why not?’ said Bingwen.


      ‘Because of my bad leg, mud brain. They’re not going to waste government funds on a cripple.’


      ‘Sure they will,’ said Bingwen. ‘And you’re not a cripple.’


      ‘No? Then what would you call me?’


      ‘How do you know your legs aren’t perfect and the rest of us have bad legs?’ said Bingwen. ‘Maybe you’re the only perfect human on Earth.’


      Hopper smiled at that.


      ‘But seriously,’ said Bingwen. ‘They want minds, Hopper, not Olympic athletes. Look at Yanyu. She has a gimp arm, and she’s working on Luna doing important research.’


      ‘She has a gimp arm?’ Hopper asked, suddenly hopeful. ‘I didn’t know that.’


      ‘And she types faster than I do,’ said Bingwen. ‘So don’t say you don’t have a chance, because you do.’


      ‘Who’s Yanyu?’ asked Meilin, wiping away the last of her tears.


      ‘Bingwen’s girlfriend,’ said Hopper. ‘But I didn’t tell you that. It’s a secret.’


      Bingwen slapped him lightly on the arm. ‘She’s not my girlfriend. She’s a friend.’


      ‘And she works on Luna?’ said Meilin. ‘That doesn’t make any sense. Why would anyone on Luna want to be your friend?’


      ‘I’ll try not to take offense at that,’ said Bingwen.


      ‘She sent Bingwen something,’ said Hopper. ‘Tell us what you think. Show her, Bingwen.’


      Bingwen glanced at Ms Yí, the librarian, saw that she was still busy, and hit play. As Meilin watched, more children gathered. When it finished, there were no less than twelve children around the monitor.


      ‘It looks real,’ said Meilin.


      ‘Told you,’ said Hopper.


      ‘What do you know?’ said Zihao, a twelve-year-old boy. ‘You wouldn’t know an alien if it bit you on the butt.’


      ‘Yes, he would,’ said Meilin. ‘If something bites you on the butt, you’re going to notice. There are nerve endings just below the surface.’


      ‘It’s an American expression,’ said Bingwen.


      ‘Which is why English is stupid,’ said Meilin, who always hated it when someone knew something she didn’t.


      ‘When was this vid made?’ said Zihao. He climbed up into the chair, clicked back on the site, and checked the date. ‘See?’ he said, turning back to them, smiling triumphantly. ‘This proves it’s phony. It was uploaded a week ago.’


      ‘That doesn’t prove anything,’ said Hopper.


      ‘Yes, it does, mud brain,’ said Zihao. ‘You’re forgetting about the interference in space. No communication is getting through. Radiation is crippling the satellites. If this was filmed in space a week ago, then how did it get to Earth with all the satellites down? Huh? Tell me that.’


      ‘It was uploaded a week ago,’ said Bingwen. ‘That doesn’t mean it was filmed a week ago.’ He clicked through a series of screens and started scanning through pages of code.


      ‘Now what are you doing?’ asked Meilin.


      ‘Every vid file has mountains of data embedded into it,’ said Bingwen. ‘You just have to know where to look.’ He found the numbers he was looking for and cursed himself for not checking this sooner. ‘Says here the vid was filmed over eight months ago.’


      ‘Eight months?’ said Hopper.


      ‘Let me see,’ said Zihao.


      Bingwen pointed out the dates.


      Zihao shrugged. ‘That’s just further evidence that it’s bogus. Why would someone record this and sit on it for eight months? That doesn’t make sense. If this were real they’d want everyone to know about it immediately.’


      ‘Maybe they couldn’t tell people immediately,’ said Bingwen. ‘Think about it. The interference has been going on for months now, right? Maybe these aliens are the ones causing it. Maybe their ship is what’s emitting all that radiation. So the people who recorded this vid couldn’t send it to Earth over laserline. Their communications lines were down.’


      ‘Then how did it get here?’ said Meilin.


      ‘Someone must have hand carried it,’ said Bingwen. ‘They got on a ship and they flew to Earth – or, more likely, they flew it to Luna. There’s no atmosphere there, and gravity is less. So it would be much easier to land there. And since the Moon’s close enough to us that communication between us and Luna is still getting through, we would hear about it here on Earth.’


      ‘Someone flew eight months to deliver a vid?’ said Zihao.


      ‘The discovery of alien life,’ said Bingwen. ‘What could be more important than that?’ He tapped his monitor. ‘Think about the time line. It makes complete sense. Eight months on the fastest ship could take you pretty far out, maybe even to the Kuiper Belt. Precisely to the people who would first encounter something like this.’


      ‘Asteroid miners,’ said Hopper.


      ‘Has to be,’ said Bingwen. ‘They’ve got the best view of deep space. They’d see something like this long before anyone else did.’


      Zihao laughed. ‘You pig faces think with your knees. You’re all jabbering about stuff you don’t know anything about. The vid is a fake. If it were real, it would be all over the news. The world would be in a panic.’ He put a cupped hand to his ear, as if listening. ‘So where are the sirens? Where are the government warnings?’ He folded his arms and smirked. ‘You weed heads are idiots. Haven’t you ever seen a spook vid before?’


      ‘It’s not a spooker,’ said Hopper. ‘That’s a real alien.’


      ‘Oh?’ said Zihao. ‘How do you know what a real alien looks like? Have you seen one before? Do you have a pen pal alien friend you’ve been swapping photos with?’ A few of the boys laughed. ‘Who’s to say aliens don’t look exactly like paddy frogs or water buffalo or your armpit? If you guys believe this is real, you’re a bunch of bendans.’ Dumb eggs.


      Several of the children laughed, though Bingwen could tell that most of them weren’t laughing with any confidence. They wanted Zihao to be right. They wanted to believe that the vid was a spooker. It had frightened them as much as it had frightened Bingwen, but it was easier to dismiss it than to accept it as real.


      Meilin narrowed her eyes. ‘It is real. Bingwen wouldn’t lie to us.’


      Zihao laughed and turned to Bingwen. ‘Cute. Your little girlfriend is sticking up for you.’ He looked at Meilin. ‘You know what aliens like to eat, Meilin? Little girl brains. They stick a straw in your ear and suck your head empty.’


      Meilin’s eyes moistened with tears. ‘That’s not true.’


      ‘Leave her alone,’ said Bingwen.


      Zihao smirked. ‘See what you’ve done, Bingwen? You’ve scared all the kiddies.’ He bent down from the chair, got close to Meilin’s face, and spoke in a singsongy voice, as if addressing an infant. ‘Aw, did Bingwen scare the little girl with his alien vid?’


      ‘I said leave her alone.’ Bingwen stepped between them and extended a hand, nudging Zihao back. It wasn’t a hard shove, but since Zihao was leaning forward in the chair and his center of gravity was off, the push was just enough to twist him off-balance. He stumbled, reached for the counter, missed, and fell to the floor, the chair scooting out and away from him. A few of the children laughed, but they instantly fell silent as Zihao jumped to his feet and seized Bingwen by the throat.


      ‘You little mud sucker,’ said Zihao. ‘I’ll cut out your tongue for that.’


      Bingwen felt his windpipe constrict and pulled hard at Zihao’s wrists.


      ‘Let him go,’ said Meilin.


      ‘Girlfriend to the rescue again,’ said Zihao. He squeezed harder.


      The other children did nothing. A few boys from Zihao’s village were chuckling, but they didn’t seem amused, more like relieved that it was Bingwen who was taking the abuse and not them.


      Hopper grabbed Zihao from behind, but Zihao only scoffed. ‘Back off, cripple. Or we’ll see how you do with two twisted feet.’


      More laughter from the other boys.


      Bingwen’s lungs were screaming for air. He kicked and pounded his fists on Zihao’s shoulders, but the bigger boy seemed not to notice.


      ‘What is going on over here?’ Ms Yí said.


      Zihao released Bingwen, who fell to the floor, coughing and gasping and inhaling deeply.


      Ms Yí stood over them, holding her bamboo discipline stick. ‘Out!’ she said, waving the stick. ‘All of you! Out!’


      The children protested. It was Bingwen. He started it. He called us over here. He attacked Zihao.


      Bingwen grabbed Meilin’s hand, turned to Hopper, and said, ‘Meet us in the fields.’ Then he pushed through the crowd toward the exit, pulling Meilin along behind him.


      ‘He was showing a spook vid,’ said one of the children.


      ‘He was trying to scare us,’ said another.


      ‘He pushed Zihao out of his chair.’


      ‘He started a fight.’


      Bingwen was through the front door, Meilin right at his heels. It was late in the afternoon, and the air outside was cool and damp, a light wind blowing up from the valley.


      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Meilin.


      ‘Home,’ said Bingwen. He led her to the village staircase built into the side of the hill, and they began descending toward the rice fields below. Every village in the valley was built onto a hillside, the valley floor being too fertile and valuable to be used for anything other than rice. Meilin’s village was three kilometers to the west. If Bingwen hurried, he might be able to escort her home and then cut south to his own village before it got too dark.


      ‘Why are we running?’ said Meilin.


      ‘Because once Zihao gets outside,’ said Bingwen, ‘he’ll come finish what he started.’


      ‘So I’m to be your human shield?’


      Bingwen laughed, despite himself. ‘You’re quite the little strategist.’


      ‘I’m not little. I’m taller than you.’


      ‘We’re both little,’ said Bingwen. ‘I’m just littler. And I dragged you along because you’re my cousin and I’d rather not see you get your head pounded in. You stood up to Zihao. He’ll come for you, too.’


      ‘I can take care of myself, thank you.’


      He stopped and let go of her hand. ‘You want to go home alone?’


      Meilin seemed ready to argue, but then her expression softened and she looked at the ground. ‘No.’


      Bingwen took her hand again, and they continued down the stairs.


      Meilin was quiet a moment. ‘I shouldn’t have cried back there. That was childish.’


      ‘It wasn’t childish. Adults cry all the time. They just hide it better.’


      ‘I’m scared, Bingwen.’


      Her words surprised him. Meilin never admitted to weakness. If anything she went out of her way to prove how smart and strong and unafraid she was, always pointing out to Bingwen and Hopper and others how they were doing a math problem wrong or solving a thought puzzle incorrectly. And yet here she was, on the verge of tears, showing a fragility that Bingwen had never seen before.


      For a moment he considered lying to her, telling her the whole vid had been a prank. That’s what an adult would do, after all: laugh and shrug and dismiss the whole thing as fantasy. Children couldn’t stomach the truth, adults believed. Children had to be protected from the harsh realities of the world.


      But what good would that do Meilin? This wasn’t a prank. It wasn’t a game. That thing on screen was real and alive and dangerous.


      ‘I’m scared too,’ said Bingwen.


      She nodded, hurrying to keep pace beside him. ‘Do you think it’s coming to Earth?’


      ‘We shouldn’t think of it as an “it,”’ said Bingwen. ‘There’s probably more than one. And yes, it’s coming to Earth. The interference is only getting worse, which suggests their ship is headed this way. Plus it looked intelligent. It must be intelligent. It built an interstellar spacecraft. Humans haven’t done that.’


      They took the last turn in the staircase and reached the valley floor. Hopper was waiting for them, clothes soaked and covered in mud.


      ‘Took you long enough,’ said Hopper.


      ‘How did you get down before us?’ asked Meilin. ‘And why are you so filthy?’


      ‘Irrigation tube,’ said Hopper. He patted the side of his bad leg. ‘Steps take too long.’


      Meilin made a face. ‘People throw their dishwater in the tubes.’


      Hopper shrugged. ‘It was that or get beat to a pulp. And it rained yesterday, so the tubes aren’t dirty. Much.’


      ‘That’s disgusting,’ said Meilin.


      ‘Agreed,’ said Hopper. ‘But it’s easier to clean clothes than to clean wounds.’ He ran and jumped into the nearest rice paddy, which was filled waist-deep with water. He submerged himself, thrashed around a moment, getting most of the mud off, then shook his upper body and crawled back out of the paddy, dripping wet. ‘See? Fresh as a flower.’


      ‘I’m going to throw up,’ said Meilin.


      ‘Not on me,’ said Hopper. ‘I just bathed.’


      They took off at a jog along the narrow bridge of earth that separated two of the paddies, heading out into the vast fields of rice. They ran slower so that Hopper could keep up, but it was a good steady pace for distance running.


      After a few hundred yards Bingwen glanced back at the staircase to see if Zihao was following. There were a few children coming down, but Zihao wasn’t among them. They didn’t slow their pace.


      ‘What’s the plan?’ said Hopper.


      ‘For what?’ asked Bingwen.


      ‘Warning everyone,’ said Hopper.


      Bingwen smiled. He could always count on Hopper. ‘I don’t know that anyone’s going to believe us. I showed Ms Yí, and she shrugged it off.’


      ‘Ms Yí’s an old water buffalo,’ said Hopper.


      They ran for half an hour, cutting across the fields that followed the bends and turns of the valley. When they reached Meilin’s village, she stopped and faced them at the bottom of the stairs. ‘I can make it from here,’ she said, gesturing up to her house near the bottom of the hill. ‘What do I tell my parents?’


      ‘The truth,’ said Bingwen. ‘Tell them what you saw. Tell them you believe it. Tell them to go to the library and see it for themselves.’


      Meilin looked up into the sky where the first few dozen stars had already appeared. ‘Maybe they don’t mean us any harm. Maybe they’re peaceful.’


      ‘Maybe,’ said Bingwen. ‘But you didn’t see all of the vid. The alien attacked one of the humans.’


      Even in the low light Bingwen could see Meilin grow pale.


      ‘Oh,’ she said.


      ‘But maybe they won’t come here to China,’ said Bingwen. ‘The world is a big place. We’re only a tiny, microscopic dot on it.’


      ‘You’re only telling me what I want to hear,’ said Meilin.


      ‘I’m telling you the truth. There are a lot of unknowns at the moment.’


      ‘Even so,’ said Meilin, ‘we’d be stupid not to prepare for the worst.’


      ‘You’re right,’ said Bingwen.


      She nodded and looked more insecure than before. ‘Good luck. Stay safe.’


      They watched her ascend the stairs and waited until she was inside her home before they started running again. They stayed in the fields, jogging along the narrow earth bridges that crisscrossed the fields horizontally and vertically, creating a huge patchwork quilt of irrigated paddies. When they were almost to their own village, the first boy appeared behind them, several paddies back. Then a boy to their right appeared a few paddies over, matching their speed in a run. A third boy on their left appeared next, watching them as he kept pace with them.


      ‘We’re being corralled,’ said Hopper.


      ‘Boxed in,’ said Bingwen.


      Sure enough, the boys around them began closing in.


      ‘Ideas?’ said Hopper.


      ‘They’re taller than us,’ said Bingwen. ‘And faster. We can’t outrun them.’


      ‘You mean I can’t outrun them,’ said Hopper.


      ‘No, I mean both of us. You actually have greater stamina than me. You have a better chance of getting through than I do.’


      ‘Plan,’ said Hopper.


      ‘You run ahead and get my father. I hang back and keep them busy.’


      ‘Self-sacrifice. How noble. Forget it. I’m not leaving you.’


      ‘Think, Hopper. Stay and we both get pummeled. Run ahead, and we might not. I’m saving my skin as much as yours. Now go.’


      Hopper picked up his speed, and Bingwen stopped where he was. As expected, the other boys closed in, ignoring Hopper. Bingwen turned to his left and stepped down the embankment into the nearest paddy. The water was cold and reached his waist. The mud was thick and squishy beneath his feet. The rice shoots were packed tightly together and tall as his shoulders. Bingwen scanned the edge of the paddy until he found one of the paddy frogs half submerged near the embankment. He scooped it up, stuffed the frog into his pocket, and made his way to the center of the paddy. By the time he reached it, the boys had arrived. Each of them took up a position on one of the paddy’s sides, leaving the northernmost side, the side toward Bingwen’s village, unguarded. Less than a minute later Zihao arrived at that end of the paddy, breathing heavily from the run. It was almost full dark now.


      ‘Out of the water,’ said Zihao.


      Bingwen didn’t move.


      ‘You ruined our time at the library, mud brain,’ said Zihao. ‘How are we supposed to leave this hole if mud brains like you keep ruining our computer time?’


      Bingwen kept his eyes toward the village, looking for an approaching lantern light to appear.


      ‘I said out of the water,’ said Zihao.


      Bingwen said nothing.


      ‘Get out now or I’m coming in after you.’


      Bingwen stood still and silent.


      ‘I swear to you I will break your fingers one by one if you don’t get up here now.’


      Bingwen didn’t move. He wasn’t about to leave a defensive position. The water wasn’t much, but it was all he had.


      The boys around him shifted uncomfortably.


      ‘You think you’re so much smarter than everyone, don’t you, Bingwen? I’ve heard you speaking English into your computer. I’ve seen what you study. You’re a traitor.’ He spat into the water.


      Bingwen didn’t move.


      Zihao was shouting now. ‘Get up here and face me, coward boy!’


      Bingwen looked toward the village. No lantern light approached.


      ‘I warned you,’ said Zihao. He charged into the paddy, splashing water and not caring what shoots he pushed aside and damaged.


      Bingwen didn’t flinch. He stood waiting, hands in his pockets.


      Just before Zihao was within arm’s reach – and therefore hitting range – Bingwen turned on the tears. ‘Please don’t choke me. Please. Hit me if you want. Just don’t choke me again.’


      Zihao smiled.


      Poor Zihao, thought Bingwen. So loud and strong and yet so predictable.


      Zihao’s hands seized Bingwen by the throat, which Bingwen had extended and turned at a slight angle so that this time Zihao’s thumbs would press against the side and muscle of Bingwen’s throat instead of directly into his windpipe. Not that Bingwen expected to be choked for very long.


      Bingwen allowed himself to look panicked and then muffled his words, as if begging for mercy. ‘Pleaskk akk.’


      Zihao’s smile widened. ‘What’s that, Bingwen. I can’t hear—’


      Bingwen shoved the paddy frog, face-first, directly into Zihao’s mouth. He had needed Zihao to speak, and Zihao had walked right into it.


      Zihao released Bingwen and recoiled, splashing backward and gagging, clawing at his face to get the frog free. But Bingwen was faster. Now he had his left hand behind Zihao’s head to steady him while his right palm pressed the frog deeper into Zihao’s mouth. The frog was too wide to fit completely, but that was ideal; Bingwen wasn’t trying to choke Zihao; he only wanted to distract him. Zihao gave a muffled scream, and Bingwen released the frog, grabbed Zihao by the waist, and brought up his knee fast and hard into Zihao’s crotch.


      Zihao buckled and fell forward with a splash, his body limp, the frog slipping from his mouth and plopping into the water. Bingwen didn’t wait to see how the others would respond. He had to act oblivious to them, as if so filled with rage, they weren’t even a consideration. He screamed and raised a fist as if to bring it down hard on Zihao, who was now half submerged in the water and moaning. As intended, Bingwen’s fist hit the water just to the left of Zihao’s face and plunged downward, the momentum of the punch carrying his whole body straight down to the paddy floor, completely out of sight.


      Before the water could settle, Bingwen turned his body and moved underwater in the direction Zihao had come. The shoots were parted and broken, giving Bingwen a wide enough path to move through without rustling many shoots and revealing his position. He didn’t swim or kick or do anything to disturb the water, but rather crawled along the bottom with his fingers and toes, pushing himself forward, digging at the mud. Twice he paused and turned his head to get a silent gulp of air, but even then he kept moving forward.


      He didn’t know if they were coming for him, but he didn’t rise out of the water to see. The darkness and shoots would conceal him or they wouldn’t.


      He reached the earth wall of the paddy, lifted his head, and allowed himself a look back. The boys were in the water around Zihao, helping him to his feet. Even if they ran for Bingwen now, they wouldn’t catch him. They’d be too hampered by the water; he’d have too much of a lead.


      He crawled out of the water and ran, his clothes heavy and wet.


      There was shouting behind him but no pursuit.


      He reached the stairs of the village just as Hopper and Father were coming down, a lantern in Father’s hand.


      ‘You’re wet,’ said Father.


      ‘But not bleeding,’ said Hopper. ‘That’s a good sign.’


      Bingwen bent over, catching his breath, fighting back the urge to vomit. ‘Did you tell him about the vid?’ he asked Hopper.


      ‘There was no time,’ said Hopper.


      ‘Tell me about it inside, where it’s warm,’ said Father. He turned to Hopper. ‘My son is safe. Thank you. Your parents will want you home.’


      Hopper looked as if he wanted to object and tag along, but he knew Father well enough not to argue. They parted ways, and Father led Bingwen home, where Mother and Grandfather were waiting inside. Mother took Bingwen into her arms, and Grandfather went to fetch a towel.


      ‘Are you hurt?’ said Mother.


      ‘No,’ said Bingwen.


      ‘Here, by the fire,’ said Grandfather, wrapping him in the towel.


      Bingwen took off his shirt and dried himself by the hearth. Mother, Father, and Grandfather watched him, their faces lines of worry. He told them about the vid then, letting it all pour out of him. The alien. The extra pair of arms. How the creature’s hair and muscles moved in zero gravity. All the reasons why he believed it.


      When he finished, Father was angry.


      ‘I taught you better, Bingwen. I taught you to respect your elders.’


      ‘Respect?’ said Bingwen. Why was Father angry? He hadn’t even told them about Ms Yí.


      ‘Are you smarter than the government now?’ Father said, his voice rising. ‘Smarter than the military?’


      ‘Of course not, Father.’


      ‘Then why do you profess to be? Don’t you realize that by reaching this conclusion on your own you are calling everyone who has seen the vid and not believed it a fool?’


      ‘I call no man a fool, Father.’


      ‘There are experts for this, Bingwen. Educated men. If they thought it was real, they would have taken action. There is no action, therefore it is not real. Know your place.’


      Mother said nothing, but Bingwen could see that she took Father’s side. There was only disappointment and shame for him in her expression.


      Bingwen bent low, putting his face to the floor.


      ‘Do not mock me,’ said Father.


      ‘No mockery, Father. Only respect for those whose name I carry and whose approval I seek. Forgive me if I have brought offense.’


      He wanted to argue, he had to argue. Aliens were coming, whether Father believed it or not. Bingwen knew it sounded ridiculous, but facts were facts. They had to prepare.


      But what could he say that wouldn’t make Father angrier? The discussion was closed. Father would never watch the vid now, even if Bingwen brought it to him on a platter.


      Bingwen remained prostrate for several minutes, saying nothing more. When he finally sat up, only Grandfather remained.


      ‘Don’t anger your father,’ said Grandfather. ‘It spoils the evening.’


      Bingwen bent low again, but Grandfather got a hand under his shoulder and sat him back up. ‘Enough of the bowing. I’m not going to talk to the back of your head.’


      Grandfather reached out to the table and took his cup of tea. They were silent a moment as Grandfather drank it.


      ‘You believe me,’ said Bingwen. ‘Don’t you?’


      ‘I believe that you believe,’ said Grandfather.


      ‘That’s not a complete answer.’


      Grandfather sighed. ‘Let us assume for a moment that something like this might be possible.’


      Bingwen smiled.


      ‘Might,’ repeated Grandfather, raising a finger for emphasis. ‘Extremely unlikely, but possible.’


      ‘You must go to the library, Grandfather, and see this vid for yourself.’


      ‘And anger your father? No, no, no. I would rather enjoy my tea and sit by the fire in peace.’


      Bingwen was crestfallen.


      ‘What good would it do anyway?’ said Grandfather. ‘Even if it were true, what could we do about it? Can we fight with sticks? Fly into space? Or should we pray?’


      ‘Prepare to run away,’ said Bingwen. ‘Pack what we need, and then bury it where we can get it quickly.’


      Grandfather laughed. ‘Bury our belongings? Why? The aliens won’t care about our traveling food and clothing and tools.’


      ‘We’re hiding it from Father,’ said Bingwen. ‘Since he told me not to do this, I’m being very disrespectful, trying to save our family’s lives by making it possible for us to run away at a moment’s notice.’


      ‘Your father will be furious when he finds out,’ said Grandfather.


      ‘He will only find out if and when we need the buried items,’ said Bingwen. ‘By then, he will be grateful for them.’


      They spoke quietly after that, making an inventory of the items they would need. It wasn’t until much later, as Bingwen was climbing into bed, his pants long since dried, that he realized that no one had even asked him why he had been wet.
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      ‘Look at them, Imala,’ said Victor. ‘They’re all going about their business as if nothing is wrong, as if this were another day in paradise.’


      He was gazing out the window of the track car as it zipped by the buildings and pedestrians of Luna, Imala sitting opposite him, holding her holopad. ‘The whole world could be headed to ashes,’ said Victor, ‘and nobody cares.’


      Outside, the walkways were crowded with people: men and women in suits, maintenance crews, merchants at kiosks selling hot pastries and coffee. Nearly everyone wore magnetic greaves on their shins, which pulled their feet down to the metal walkway and forced them to move with a steady stop-and-go, robot-like gait. Only a few people were bounce-walking, relying solely on the Moon’s low gravity to hop about, and these were getting plenty of annoyed looks from those in greaves, as if to move about in such fashion were indecorous.


      ‘They don’t know that anything is wrong, Victor,’ said Imala. ‘The vid still only has around two million hits. I checked the numbers before we left.’


      Victor closed his eyes and let himself gradually sink back into his chair. Two million hits. So few.


      ‘It’s been ten days, Imala. Ten. The whole world should know by now. You said it would go viral.’ He knew he was being unfair; Imala wasn’t to blame. But it was maddening to think that billions of people were completely oblivious. It was like being in a burning ship and he was the only person acknowledging the flames.


      No. He wasn’t the only one. Imala believed him. Everyone in the recovery hospital thought he was certifiably loco, but not Imala. She had accepted the evidence the instant he had shown it to her. And here he was throwing her efforts back in her face.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m not blaming you. I’m grateful to you. Honest. I just thought more people would know by now.’


      ‘I thought everyone would see what I saw,’ said Imala. ‘I thought this thing would explode on the nets. I never imagined people would be this skeptical.’


      ‘Skeptical is putting it lightly, Imala.’ He gestured for the holopad.


      ‘Don’t read the comments, Victor. They’ll only annoy you.’


      He gently took the pad from her, pulled up the posts under the vid, and started reading. ‘“What a joke. This is the worst makeup and costuming I’ve ever seen. Who put this expletive expletive together? What a load of expletive.”’


      ‘Thanks for the tasteful editing.’


      ‘They don’t believe us, Imala. They’re either dismissive, critical, or downright malicious. They think we made it up.’


      ‘There are people who do this kind of thing as a hobby, Victor. They dress up and make fan videos. Aliens, lost underwater cities, magical realms. They invent whole universes. I’ve followed a few of the links. Some of their vids look nearly as real as ours.’


      ‘Yes, but ours is real, Imala. The hormigas are living breathing things. The destruction they cause? Real. The weapons they have? Real. Their ship? Real. This isn’t fantasy time.’


      ‘Not everyone dismisses the vid. Some people believe us.’


      ‘Some, yes. But have you gone to their sites? A lot of them are conspiracy theorists and loquitos. Crazies. They’d believe a cup of sour cream was an alien if someone told them so. They aren’t earning us any credibility.’


      ‘They’re not all conspiracy theorists, Victor. We have over twenty thousand followers now. The vast majority are intelligent, respectable people. They’re stockpiling supplies, sharing ideas, alerting local governments, pushing the scientific community to get involved. We’re not alone on this.’


      ‘We might as well be,’ said Victor. ‘Twenty thousand followers, Imala. From two million people that have seen the vid. That’s a one percent success rate. And not one percent of the global population, mind you. On global terms, twenty thousand people is…⁠’ He paused to do the math in his head. ‘Point zero zero zero zero zero one six. That’s not even a drop in the bucket, Imala. That’s a water molecule clinging to the drop in the bucket. No, that’s the electron circling the hydrogen atom on the water molecule on the drop in the bucket.’


      ‘You’ve made your point.’


      ‘It’s why I can’t stand to look outside,’ said Victor. ‘I see all these people doing nothing, fearing nothing, preparing for nothing, and I think I’ve failed them. Their lives are in my hands, Imala, and I’m failing. I’m letting them die.’


      ‘You’re doing everything you can, Victor.’


      ‘No I’m not. I’m not doing anything. I’m a prisoner in a recovery hospital. You’re the one doing all the work. You’re the one going to the press.’


      ‘And mostly getting ignored.’


      ‘Yes, but at least you’re engaged. At least you’re doing something. I’ve done nada.’


      ‘You’ve done plenty. You crossed the solar system in a tiny cargo rocket and nearly killed yourself in the process. You let yourself waste away to nothing to get here. You left your family and loved ones. You brought us critical evidence. I say that counts for something.’


      ‘I mean I’m not doing anything now. If no one pays attention, if no one takes us seriously, what I’ve done doesn’t matter.’


      ‘Which is why we’re going to the Lunar Trade Department and getting you released. You’re healthy enough to walk now. Your strength is back. The adjudicator for your case has agreed to see you early. If we play this right, she’ll throw out the charges against you, and you’ll be a free man. Then you can help me. We have a few good leads, and if you’re with me, if we can get you in front of the right audience, maybe we can get to someone with real authority.’


      ‘Who’s the person we’re seeing? What are our chances?’ asked Victor.


      ‘Her name’s Mungwai. She’s the department’s chief adjudicator. I tried to get someone else, but she reviewed your file and insisted on seeing us both.’


      ‘Why did you want someone else?’


      ‘Mungwai is a hard-liner. She’s from West Africa. Don’t speak unless she asks you a direct question, and keep your answers brief and factual. She’s not a prosecutor, but she ought to be. She despises rule breakers.’


      ‘Wonderful,’ said Victor.


      Three minutes later they reached the LTD, and Imala quickly led Victor through security and up a floor to Customs. They waited another ten minutes in the lobby before a young receptionist called them back and ushered them into Mungwai’s office.


      Mungwai was tall and slender with her hair braided tightly to her head in narrow rows. She stood at her desk, feet anchored to the floor, tapping her way through a series of holoscreens hovering at eye level. She didn’t look up.


      ‘Mr Victor Delgado,’ she said. ‘You sure know how to make an entrance. In your first five minutes on Luna, you managed to commit one count of entering Luna airspace without a license, one count of improper flight entry, one count of failing to provide entry authorizations, one count of interrupting a government-restricted radio frequency, and one count of trespassing.’ She made a hand movement above the holofield, and all the windows of data vanished. Victor was still wearing the cotton scrubs the recovery hospital had supplied him, and when Mungwai looked him up and down disapprovingly, Victor felt self-conscious.


      ‘The “improper flight entry” is the most serious charge,’ Mungwai continued, ‘since failure to comply with Luna traffic controllers poses a safety risk to other vessels on approach and the fine upstanding citizens of Luna. People around here get quite upset when you drop ships on their heads.’


      ‘It wasn’t a ship,’ said Victor. ‘At least not a passenger ship. It was a quickship, a cargo rocket, a lugger. As soon as I approached Luna, your lunar guidance system took over. It was on autopilot when it entered the warehouse. That’s why the trespassing charge strikes me as unjust. I couldn’t have stopped the ship if I had wanted to.’


      ‘Yes, but you piloted the quickship to Luna,’ said Mungwai. ‘You brought it here. That makes you responsible.’


      ‘It would have come here anyway,’ said Victor. ‘That’s what luggers are programmed to do. They carry cylinders of mined minerals from the Kuiper Belt and Asteroid Belt on preprogrammed flight paths.’ Victor had actually changed the flight parameters by hacking the ship’s system, but he wasn’t about to point out that fact now. ‘The quickship would have acted exactly the same once it reached Luna airspace with or without me on board. The only difference is that I was the cargo instead of cylinders. Surely you wouldn’t have arrested cylinders for trespassing.’


      Mungwai raised an eyebrow, and Victor sensed he had gone too far.


      ‘What I mean,’ he said, keeping his voice calm, ‘is that I could make a very good case that I was not the pilot of the quickship. Which, it stands to reason, would render the charges dismissible.’


      ‘I’ll determine the validity of the charges, Mr Delgado. That’s what the taxpaying citizens of Luna pay me for.’ She waved her hand through the holospace again and windows of data appeared in front of her. ‘You disrupted a restricted radio frequency. Are you going to argue that the quickship made you do that as well?’


      ‘That was clearly my own doing,’ said Victor, ‘but I had no idea the frequency was restricted. I was being buried in a warehouse by damaged quickships. I was desperate for help. Every frequency I had tried before was silent.’


      ‘Ignorance of the law is no excuse for breaking it, Mr Delgado. This isn’t the Kuiper Belt, where it’s every man for himself and laws be damned. This is Luna. We maintain order. We’re civilized.’


      Victor felt his face getting hot. ‘With all due respect, ma’am, free miners are not lawless barbarians. I’d argue that our society is far more civilized than Luna.’


      Imala cleared her throat, but Victor pretended not to have heard.


      Mungwai looked amused. ‘Is that so?’


      ‘In the Kuiper Belt if someone needs help, you help them,’ said Victor. ‘If their ship needs repairs, if they’re low on supplies, if their lives are threatened, you rush to their aid and do whatever you can to keep them alive. And once you’ve helped them, they don’t humiliate you or arrest you or threaten you with lengthy prison terms. They thank you. I find that more civilized than what I’ve experienced here.’


      ‘You have been given the finest medical attention at no cost to you, Mr Delgado,’ said Mungwai. ‘Muscle- and bone-building medications. Rigorous physical therapy. Room and board. Your criticism of that treatment strikes me as incredibly ungrateful.’


      Victor exhaled. This wasn’t going well. ‘I am grateful for the care I have received. But I would rather have a listening ear than a pill. I know what has crippled space communications. I know what’s causing the interference. A near-lightspeed alien ship is heading to Earth. It’s in our solar system already. It has weapons capabilities far beyond anything we’ve seen. It destroyed four ships of free miners and killed hundreds of people, including a member of my own family.’ He was trembling now but keeping his voice calm. ‘I saw the bodies. Women, children, all of them dead.’


      Mungwai raised a hand to silence him. ‘I’ve read your file, Mr Delgado. I know what you claim to have seen.’


      ‘I don’t claim anything. I don’t have to. The vids and evidence speak for themselves.’


      ‘I’ve seen your vid,’ said Mungwai. ‘I also saw four other vids from the scientific community refuting yours as a likely hoax.’


      Victor opened his mouth to speak but Mungwai cut him off.


      ‘However, rather than pass judgment, I forwarded your evidence to a friend at STASA.’


      Victor nearly leapt at the words. STASA, the Space Trade and Security Authority. Imala had been trying to get their attention for days. STASA monitored all space traffic and commerce and had deep ties with every government on Earth. If anyone could add credibility to Victor’s evidence, it was STASA. Earth would instantly respond.


      ‘What did they say?’ asked Imala.


      ‘My friend said he would pass the information on to the proper department. STASA apparently has a whole division dedicated to addressing these kinds of anomalies.’


      ‘Anomalies?’ said Victor.


      ‘Tricks of the light,’ said Mungwai. ‘Hallucinations. It happens all the time. A miner doesn’t regulate his oxygen levels correctly or is suffering from fatigue, and he sees all sorts of things.’


      ‘These aren’t hallucinations,’ said Victor. ‘This isn’t based on testimony—’


      Imala cut him off. ‘When will you hear back from your contact at STASA? Can we contact him directly?’


      ‘You won’t be contacting anyone, Imala,’ said Mungwai. ‘You are on administrative leave effective immediately. I’m removing you from this case. And don’t look so surprised. You’ve been neglecting your other duties, and what’s worse, you aided a criminal and uploaded his vids onto the nets.’


      ‘To warn Earth!’ said Imala.


      ‘That is not your job,’ said Mungwai. ‘Your job is to inform illegal entrants of their rights and to prepare the necessary documentation for their deportation.’


      ‘You’re deporting me?’ said Victor.


      ‘You’re an illegal entrant, Mr Delgado. And a lawbreaker. I have decided not to give your case to the prosecutor, but I cannot allow you to remain on Luna. You will stay in the recovery hospital until the next ship leaves for the Asteroid Belt in four days. If STASA wants to contact you or request a stay before then, they may do so. Otherwise, you’re on that ship. Once you reach the Asteroid Belt you’ll have to find your own passage back to your family. I don’t have a vessel going that far. As for the vids you uploaded onto the nets, I’m having them removed immediately.’


      ‘What!’ said Victor.


      ‘You can’t,’ said Imala.


      ‘I can and will,’ said Mungwai. ‘This department will not be held responsible for inducing a worldwide panic. You helped upload those vids, Imala, which makes us partly responsible for any adverse effect they may have on the citizenry. That showed extremely poor judgment on your part.’


      ‘People need to know,’ said Imala.


      ‘There are protocols for this, Imala.’


      ‘Are you sure?’ said Imala. ‘Because I don’t recall reading “How to Warn Earth of an Alien Invasion” in the employee handbook.’


      Mungwai stiffened. ‘You are dismissed, Imala. And you’re lucky I don’t have you fired outright. That is still a possibility. In which case, you would be on the first ship back to Earth. I suggest you don’t push the matter.’


      Imala said nothing, jaw clenched tight.


      ‘You saw the vids,’ Victor said to Mungwai. ‘How can you do this?’


      ‘What I am doing, Mr Delgado, is keeping the peace and maintaining order, what should have been done in the first place. Screaming “fire” in a crowded theater will only get people killed, even if there is a fire. Informing STASA is the best course of action. Isn’t that what you wanted? They’re the best people to handle this.’


      ‘Unless they dismiss it,’ said Victor. ‘Unless they blow it off like everyone else.’


      ‘You are excused, Imala,’ said Mungwai. ‘I will see to it that Mr Delgado is escorted back to the hospital.’


      She was dismissing them. The conversation was over.


      Imala stood still a moment, then nodded, coming to a decision. ‘See you around, Victor.’


      Victor watched her walk out and close the door behind her. Was she really abandoning him like this? Didn’t she realize what was at stake here? What if STASA didn’t take it seriously? They needed to fight this. They needed to see it through.


      Mungwai spoke a command into her holofield, but Victor barely noticed. He was staring at the door, willing it to open. Without Imala he had nothing.


      The door opened.


      It wasn’t Imala. It was two men in security uniforms. They took Victor outside to a car and put him in the back. One of the men climbed in after him, and the two of them rode in silence back to the hospital. The man then led Victor back to his room and made sure the door was locked before leaving Victor alone.


      Victor sat on the side of his bed. They were sending him back. He had come all this way, risked everything, and they were tossing him out like space junk.


      He thought of Janda, his cousin. If she were here, she would know what to do – or at least she would have Victor laughing and feeling confident again. He thought of Mother and Father and of Concepción and of the money they had left him to start his education on Earth. Now even school was impossible.


      Later that evening an orderly brought dinner. As the man locked the tray down onto Victor’s bedside table, Victor considered trying to subdue him and taking his key cards. It would be a pointless attempt, though, he knew. Victor was still getting his strength back, and the orderly looked strong enough to restrain four people at once. Besides, where would Victor go? His data cube held all the evidence and vids, and that was locked up at the nurses’ station. He was useless without it.


      When the door opened a half hour later, Victor was lying on his bed with his eyes closed. It would be the orderly, come to recover the untouched food.


      ‘So you’re giving up?’ said Imala.


      Victor opened his eyes. Imala stood before him, holding a small duffel bag. She tossed it onto the bed beside him. ‘I wasn’t sure about your size. The clothes you came in didn’t have tags on them.’


      Victor opened the bag. Pants, a shirt, undergarments, shoes, a heavy jacket, a pair of greaves.


      ‘What, you’ve never seen new clothes before?’ said Imala. ‘Don’t just stand there. Get dressed.’


      She stepped away from the bed and turned around, putting her back to him.


      ‘You’re breaking me out?’ he said.


      ‘LTD records will show that you were moved to a holding facility for healthy illegals awaiting deportation. The holding facility will have no record of this, so unless Mungwai checks or the two offices compare records, we’ll probably go unnoticed for a while.’


      ‘How long is a while?’


      ‘A few days. Maybe less.’


      Victor began to change. ‘What about the cameras? There are three in this room and more throughout the building.’


      ‘I’ve taken care of the ones in here and those out in the hall. Once we’re outside, it’s a different story. Wear the hood.’


      There was a hood on the jacket. Victor slid it on over the shirt and hurried into the pants. She had taken care of the cameras. She had thought of everything, handled everything. And in only a few hours, no less. He suddenly felt a sense of awe toward Imala. She was more like a free miner than he had given her credit for.


      ‘Is this smart?’ he asked. ‘What if STASA comes looking for me for more intel?’


      ‘I doubt they will,’ said Imala. ‘Not before your ship leaves anyway. I checked Mungwai’s messages. Her contact at STASA is a low-level associate. No clout. His response to her didn’t sound too promising.’


      ‘You hacked her messages?’


      ‘It’s not difficult. Point is, this guy didn’t seem like a strong lead. If he passes the evidence along, it’ll take time to move up the chain and be verified. But don’t sweat it; I’ve built an alert into our system. If STASA tries to contact you, they’ll do it through the LTD, and if that happens, my holopad will let me know. We’ll go directly to STASA then.’


      ‘You really have thought of everything,’ he said, fastening the straps on his shoes. ‘But why don’t we go to STASA now? We’ve got an in.’


      ‘We don’t have an in. We have a halfhearted nobody with job preservation on the brain. I’m not putting the fate of the world in that guy’s hands, and I’m not sitting around and waiting for STASA to get their act together. We’re following another lead. Maybe a better one.’


      ‘Who?’


      ‘She’s waiting outside.’


      ‘What about Mungwai? If you do this your career is over.’


      ‘The fate of the world trumps any concerns about my career, Victor, though I appreciate the sentiment. Don’t worry about Mungwai. She can’t pull our vids down, not all of them anyway. They’ve been copied and reposted far too many times. Two million hits may not seem like a lot on a global scale, but it means the train has left the station. You dressed yet?’


      He snapped the greaves onto his shins. ‘How do I look?’


      She turned and faced him. ‘Like a punk teenager. Put your hands behind you.’


      She pulled wrist restraints from her pocket and snapped them onto his wrists.


      ‘I’m assuming this is part of the ruse,’ he said.


      She took him by the arm and escorted him out into the hall. They moved straight for the exit, not rushing, but not poking along either. No one paid them any attention.


      Victor stopped. ‘My data cube.’


      Imala pulled at his arm and got him moving again, keeping her voice low. ‘Already got it. Keep moving.’


      They were through the doors and outside. The domed canopy high above them was bright and blue like the skies of Earth, or at least like the skies of Earth Victor had seen in films. A car was at the curb. Imala opened the door and helped Victor inside. An Asian woman in her early twenties was waiting for them, sitting opposite, her right arm much smaller than her left. Imala crawled in next to Victor and closed the door. The car slipped onto the track and accelerated. Imala turned Victor’s shoulder, reached behind him, and unfastened the restraints. ‘Victor, this is Yanyu. She contacted me after I left Mungwai’s office. She’s a grad assistant for an astrophysicist doing research for Juke Limited. She’s here to help.’


      Yanyu leaned forward, smiling, and offered Victor her left hand, which he shook. ‘Nice to meet you, Victor. I recognize you from the vids.’


      Her English was good, but her accent was thick. ‘You’ve seen the vids?’


      Yanyu smiled and nodded. ‘Many times. And I believe you.’


      Victor blinked. Another believer, and a seemingly intelligent, non-crazy one to boot. He felt like leaping across the seat and embracing her.


      ‘I’m not the only one either,’ said Yanyu. ‘In the forums, a lot of researchers are talking about it, though most of them post anonymously so as not to damage their reputation in case the whole thing proves false.’


      ‘It’s not false,’ said Victor.


      ‘You don’t have to convince me,’ said Yanyu, smiling.


      ‘Yanyu has been studying the interference,’ said Imala.


      ‘The media keeps broadcasting all kinds of theories,’ said Yanyu. ‘The prevailing one at the moment is that the interference is caused by CMEs.’


      Victor nodded, unsurprised. If he had to invent a theory, he’d probably go there as well. Coronal mass ejections, or CMEs, were huge magnetized clouds of electrified gas, or plasma, that burst out of the sun’s atmosphere and shot across the solar system at millions of miles per hour, oftentimes expanding to ten millions times their original size. They had been known to disrupt power and communication in space before, though never on this scale.


      ‘It’s not CMEs,’ said Victor.


      ‘No,’ said Yanyu. ‘But the idea is right. The gamma radiation this alien ship is emitting moves much like a CME, constantly expanding as it spreads across the solar system. If I had to guess, I’d say the ship has a ramscoop drive, sucking up hydrogen atoms at near-lightspeed and using the subsequent gamma radiation as a propellant, shooting it out the back to rocket the ship forward. It’s brilliant engineering since the ship would have an infinite supply of fuel.’


      ‘If that’s true,’ said Imala, ‘then why is the radiation coming in our direction, toward Earth? If it’s propulsion, shouldn’t it be emitting away from us, toward deep space?’


      Yanyu smiled again. ‘That’s just it. It’s not accelerating. It’s decelerating. It’s desperately trying to slow down.’


      ‘It wouldn’t emit the radiation from the front,’ said Victor. ‘Even to slow down. That would be suicide. It would fly right into its own destructive cloud of plasma.’


      ‘True,’ said Yanyu. ‘But the ship might emit the radiation from the sides. It would do so in equal bursts so as not to deviate it from its course, and that would explain why the interference happened so fast and spread so quickly in all directions before anyone knew what was happening.’


      Victor considered this. It made sense. He had known superficially that the hormiga ship was causing the radiation, yet until now he hadn’t known how.


      ‘So this ship,’ said Imala, ‘is acting like a volatile mini-sun rocketing toward us.’


      ‘Basically,’ said Yanyu.


      ‘That’s comforting,’ said Imala.


      ‘How did you figure this out?’ asked Victor.


      Yanyu pulled a holopad from her bag. ‘It’s the only explanation I could think of for this.’ She tapped a command and extended two thin poles from opposite corners on the holopad’s surface. A moment later, a holo consisting of hundreds of tiny, random dots of light flickered to life above the pad. At first Victor thought he was looking at a star cluster, but as he leaned forward and got a closer look, a sickening feeling tugged at the pit of his stomach. He had seen such a cluster before. Deep in the Kuiper Belt.


      ‘What is it?’ asked Imala.


      ‘Wreckage,’ said Victor.


      Yanyu nodded, grave. ‘I’m still running scans because the readings from the scopes aren’t particularly clear, but I think Victor’s right. These objects appear to be moving away from each other at a constant speed from a center point. Like ship debris from an explosion.’


      ‘How many ships?’ said Victor.


      Yanyu shrugged. ‘No way to be certain, but probably dozens. If you trace the movement of all of the debris, the point of origin is here in the Asteroid Belt, near an asteroid named Kleopatra. Juke has facilities on the asteroid’s surface, so there’s always a lot of traffic there. If a burst of radiation from the alien ship took out the mining ships in that vicinity, then we have to assume that it took out all the facilities on Kleopatra as well.’


      ‘How many people are stationed there?’ asked Imala.


      ‘Between seven and eight hundred,’ said Yanyu.


      Imala swore under her breath.


      ‘And who knows how many people were on those ships,’ said Yanyu. ‘Maybe double that. We have no way of knowing.’


      ‘How old is this data?’ said Victor.


      ‘I got the first scans back this morning,’ said Yanyu.


      ‘Who else knows about this?’ said Victor.


      ‘I shared it with my supervisor. He’s reviewing the data now. He made me come find you and bring you back to the lab.’


      ‘We need to contact the media,’ said Imala. ‘Your supervisor needs to hold a press conference.’


      Yanyu frowned and shook her head. ‘No. I am sorry. That will not happen. We are not independent researchers. We work for Juke Limited. If anyone holds a press conference it has to be corporate.’


      ‘Corporates?’ said Victor. ‘You want to bring in a lying snake like Ukko Jukes? He’ll twist this somehow, he’ll use it for his own gain. That’s the last thing we need.’


      ‘I can’t stand the man either, Victor,’ said Imala. ‘But these are his employees. He’s responsible for these people. Their families on Luna or Earth deserve to know what has happened to them.’


      ‘We don’t know what’s happened to them, Imala,’ said Victor. ‘We’re speculating.’


      ‘Ukko can help us, Victor. He has connections throughout the world. He’s the most powerful man alive. If he knows the truth, the whole world will know.’


      Victor sat back. Ukko Jukes, father of Lem Jukes, the man who had crippled Victor’s family’s ship and killed his uncle. What had Father said at the time? The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree? If Victor couldn’t work with Lem, how could he possibly work with the father?


      Yet what choice did Victor have? He was a fugitive, with nowhere to run and no other leads. It was only a matter of time before the LTD found him and Imala and sent them both packing.


      ‘If we do this, I want to talk to Ukko Jukes myself,’ said Victor. ‘I want to tell him to his face that his son is a murdering bastard.’


      ‘Don’t bother,’ said Imala. ‘Knowing Ukko, he might take that as a compliment.’
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      Lem Jukes stood before the crew of his asteroid-mining ship with his hands clasped reverently in front of him. He watched as the last people to arrive floated through the entrance and made their way to the back of the room where the rest of the crew was gathered. Each of them wore a blue jumpsuit with the Juke Limited corporate logo embroidered over the left breast. The magnetic greaves on their shins and vambraces on their forearms anchored them to the floor once they were in position. Other than the quiet rustle of fabric as everyone took their places, the helm was completely silent.


      Lem hadn’t made the memorial service mandatory, but he knew everyone on board would come, including those who didn’t normally work in the helm: the cooks and miners and launderers and engineers. When you lived for nearly two years with people in a cramped environment, you got to know each of them rather well, even if your individual assignments didn’t have you working alongside each other. Sooner or later, your paths would cross, and as a result, any loss of life on board was a loss felt by everyone. No one would miss the chance to pay their respects.


      ‘I called this memorial service to honor those we have lost,’ said Lem. His voice was loud enough to reach the back of the room, yet calm and solemn enough for the occasion. ‘I speak not only of the members of our own crew who are gone, but also of the many others in space who have so selflessly fought and died trying to stop the Formics from reaching Earth.’


      Formics. The word still felt bitter and foreign in his mouth, like a large chalky tablet that he couldn’t force himself to swallow. Dr Benyawe, the leader of the science team, had suggested the name because of the creatures’ ant-like appearance, and as far as Lem was concerned it was as good a name as any. But he still hated it. The word gave the creatures legitimacy, an identity. It was a reminder that they were real, that this whole thing was not merely a dream.


      ‘Nearly two years ago,’ Lem continued, ‘we left loved ones on Luna and set out for the Kuiper Belt. Our mission was simple: test the gravity laser. Point it at a few rocks and blow them to dust, prove to headquarters that the glaser can and will revolutionize the mineral-extraction process. Thanks to your diligence and unwavering commitment, we completed that task. It wasn’t easy. It wasn’t without mistakes and setbacks. But each of you persisted and did your duty. Each of you proved yourself. It has been my highest honor as your captain to serve beside you and watch you perform your tasks with such persistent exactness.’


      Lem knew he was laying it on thick, but he also knew that no one would doubt his sincerity. Mother had always said that were he not the heir to the largest asteroid-mining fortune in the solar system, he could have had a career on the stage. Lem had found that amusing: Mother was always thinking so small. The stage was for the pretentious and unattractive, all those who didn’t have a face for the vids.


      ‘But eight months ago our mission changed.’ Lem tapped his wrist pad, and the system chart behind him winked to life. A holo of the Formic ship appeared large and imposing. ‘This became our mission. This abomination. No one gave us the order to stop it. We gave that order to ourselves.’


      Technically, that was a half truth since it was the captain of the free-miner ship El Cavador who had asked Lem to help them stop the Formics. But what did that matter? Lem had accepted the invitation. No one had forced his hand.


      He tapped his wrist pad again. The Formic ship vanished, and the faces of twenty-five men appeared. ‘Some of you may think that attacking the Formics was a mistake. We lost twenty-five of our crew, after all. Twenty-five good men. Twenty-five future husbands and fathers.’


      A woman near the front wiped at her eyes. A good sign, Lem thought. His real purpose here was not the memorial service, after all. It was to retake command of the ship, true command, not to serve as captain in name only, but to have his orders followed, to hold absolute authority. To achieve that, he needed to stir up their emotions a bit.


      ‘But I say attacking the Formics was not a mistake,’ Lem continued. ‘Sending a message to them that we would rather die than see our world taken from us was not a mistake. Proving to Earth that we would do anything to protect her was not a mistake. Taking steps to save our families back on Luna and Earth was not a mistake.’


      He could see he had them now. A few of them were nodding along.


      ‘But then something changed,’ said Lem. ‘We stopped focusing on Earth. After following the Formic ship closely, we pulled back. We retreated way out here to the ecliptic, a great distance from the Formics and thus a great distance from those we could have warned and saved.’ He paused a moment and lowered his voice, as if it pained him to say the words.


      ‘We knew more about the Formic ship than anyone. Its weapons capabilities, its speed, its likely destination. We had even calculated when and where it might emit its next burst of radiation. If we had stayed close to it, maybe we could’ve warned all those ships in its path.’


      He tapped his wrist pad. The faces in the holo vanished, and a cloud of debris appeared in the holofield.


      ‘Like these ships. The ships at Kleopatra, home to a Juke outpost and processing facility. Nearly eight hundred of our own people lived on that rock, plus however many people were in the ships around it. Most of them free-miner families. Women, children, infants, the elderly. We could have warned them. But we didn’t.’


      More taps. More holos. More wreckage. One by one, Lem displayed scenes of destruction. One by one he recounted the lives lost. Most of the crew had already seen these images; the ship had collected them over the past few months as they tracked the Formic ship by following its path of destruction toward Earth.


      Lem described what it must have been like to be on those ships, explaining how a blast of gamma plasma at close range would vaporize blood and bone. And how, at longer ranges, flesh burned and cells broke down as a result of radiation poisoning.


      ‘And while we were hiding in the shadows,’ he continued, ‘these people were fighting for Earth. While we retreated and protected ourselves, they faced the enemy, fighting for us, dying for us.’


      A few of the crew shifted uncomfortably. He was hitting a nerve.


      A part of Lem felt a touch guilty for manipulating them this way. It was tacky and opportunistic to use a memorial service for personal gain, but then again this was war, not only between humans and Formics but also between Lem and Father, the great and glorious Ukko Jukes.


      It had been Father who had given Chubs the secret orders to monitor everything Lem did as captain and to override Lem’s orders should Lem do anything to put himself in danger, which made Chubs, in essence, a secret glorified babysitter.


      Father would no doubt call this good parenting, looking out for his son, protecting him from the dangers of the Kuiper Belt. But Lem knew what was really at play here. Father was doing what he always did: asserting his control, pulling the strings, playing his little game of power, and making Lem look like the fool.


      The whole thing had been especially humiliating since it was a year into the mission before Lem had realized that he wasn’t exactly in charge. Chubs had been a stand-up guy about the whole situation. He had meant no hard feelings. He had even gone out of his way to keep Lem from losing face with the crew by keeping the whole thing a secret. But that hadn’t taken the sting out of being made to look the fool. For a whole year, Lem had been convinced that Chubs was his most trusted adviser. And then surprise! I’m really working for your father, Lem, and no I won’t relay your order to the crew because I can’t allow you to make it. Sorry, your dear daddy said so.


      Oh Father, you can’t help yourself, can you? You can’t stand the idea that I might actually accomplish something on my own without your involvement. You have to secretly insert yourself into my affairs. Sly, Father. Whatever the outcome, you win. If the mission fails, it’s all my fault, if it succeeds, it only succeeded because you were there helping me along.


      The thought was like a rod of steel added to Lem’s spine. He was all the more convinced that he could never trust anyone on board and that the only way he would be free of Father was to beat Father at his own game, to take the company, to remove Father from his vaulted throne and politely show him the door.


      That war began now, here on board Makarhu, weeks and months from Earth.


      ‘Why did these people charge headlong into danger?’ Lem continued, gesturing back at the debris cloud in the holofield. ‘Why did they risk their families? Because they felt a duty to protect the human race. A duty greater than themselves. I know many of you feel that same duty. I feel it too. I feel it so strongly that for the past several months I have lain in my hammock at night, overcome with shame.’


      Their faces showed their surprise.


      ‘Yes, shame. I am ashamed that we sit here and do nothing except follow at a safe distance, while others fight to protect Earth. I wanted to warn Kleopatra. I wanted to rush in and tell them exactly what they were up against. But Chubs could not allow it.’ At the mention of his name, everyone turned to Chubs, who stood off to the side near the front, face forward, revealing nothing. ‘Yes,’ Lem continued, ‘that is a secret I recently learned that none of you know. Chubs was told by my father to keep me out of harm’s way at all cost.’


      The crew exchanged glances.


      ‘That’s why we’ve been following the Formics at a safe distance,’ Lem continued. ‘That’s why people have died. Because my father values me more than them, and thus prevents Chubs from helping them. That is why I am ashamed.’


      Here was the critical moment, he knew, the moment where he could let his own emotion show. Not as tears, of course – he couldn’t look weak here. It would be much more powerful to give the appearance of approaching tears and then be strong and stoic enough to push them back. It wasn’t easy. A lot of actors thought you had to go big, weeping and wailing and breaking a plate or two, but Lem knew better. It was the contained emotion that moved people. The grief and sadness that was threatening to rise up out of you, but dammit you weren’t going to let it; you were going to be strong.


      He pulled it off flawlessly, staying silent for slightly longer than normal so that they knew he was struggling to keep his emotions at bay. Then he cleared his throat, composed himself, and moved on. A few more near the front were crying.


      ‘Were it up to me, we would be doing our duty to Earth,’ he said. ‘We would be doing more. We would be saving lives other than our own. But I am powerless. I see that now. With Chubs following his order from my father, I’m unable to do what I know is right. That is why, effective immediately, I am resigning my post as your captain.’


      Their faces said it all. Shock. Disbelief.


      Lem couldn’t have asked for a better reaction.


      ‘You’ll forgive me,’ he said, ‘but I can’t continue to be the reason why we turn our backs on people. Should he accept the assignment, Chubs will serve as your captain. If he must adhere to my father’s order, if he must put obedience to that rule above all concerns, then he must bear the shame of it. I hope he forgives me for giving him that burden, but I can’t live with myself knowing that people are dying because he is protecting me.’


      Lem kicked off from the platform, floated over to Chubs, and offered his hand. Chubs saw that everyone was watching, some resentfully.


      Chubs wisely took the offered hand and shook it, uneasy.


      ‘You may not have allowed us to prevent those deaths,’ said Lem, ‘but you were doing what you thought was right. I commend you for that. I only pray God forgives us all.’


      Chubs didn’t say a word. What could he say?


      Lem launched across the room, climbed into the push tube, adjusted the polarity of his vambraces and shins, and said, ‘Fourteen.’


      The tube whooshed him away. When he reached his quarters, he moved straight to his holodesk. ‘Show me the helm.’


      Six video feeds appeared in the air above his desk, all taken from tiny cameras Lem had placed throughout the helm. He didn’t have audio, but he didn’t need it. He saw how some of the crew looked askance at Chubs with pure contempt.


      Lem relaxed. All he had to do now was wait.


       


      He didn’t have to wait too long. Benyawe came to his quarters a few hours later. ‘That was quite a performance,’ she said. Lem was in his hammock, zipped to his waist, a box of chocolates floating in front of him. ‘Is that your reward to yourself?’ she asked, gesturing to the chocolates.


      ‘Nina. One of the cooks makes them for me. She brought me a box a little while ago.’


      ‘No doubt to comfort you as you deal with your shame.’ She forced a smile.


      ‘They’re quite good,’ said Lem, ignoring the jibe. ‘You should try one.’ Without waiting for her to answer he removed one from the box and pushed it through the air to her. It floated into her outstretched hand, and she popped it into her mouth and chewed.


      ‘Little heavy for my taste,’ said Benyawe.


      ‘The chocolate or my performance?’


      ‘Both. When you almost cried, I thought that a bit much. Very convincing, mind you. But a bit much.’


      ‘Everything I said was true.’


      ‘Nearly everything,’ said Benyawe. ‘You said those people died because of us, that we would have warned them if not for Chubs. That’s not true. Most of them we wouldn’t have reached us before the Formics did. In fact, in nearly every case, there’s nothing we could have done. Had we not fled the Formic ship and come out this far, we likely would have died from the Formics venting their gamma plasma. Chubs was keeping us alive. And yet you practically tied him to the stake and set the thing aflame. That wasn’t very sporting. He has been nothing but dutiful to you.’


      ‘Dutiful to my father, you mean.’


      ‘He saved your life, Lem,’ said Benyawe.


      That was true enough, thought Lem. During the attack on the Formic ship, Chubs had acted swiftly and saved Lem from a charging Formic who seemed bent on ripping him limb from limb.


      ‘When this is all over,’ said Lem, ‘I will see to it that my father rewards Chubs for his service.’


      ‘If he gives you the captainship, that is,’ said Benyawe. ‘If he plays his part in this little theatrical production of yours.’


      ‘Maybe you weren’t paying attention at the memorial service, Benyawe. I resigned the captainship.’


      She looked annoyed. ‘Please, Lem. What choice does Chubs have now but to give it back to you and commit to the crew that he will never interfere with your orders again? If he doesn’t do it, there’s already talk of it being taken from him.’


      Lem feigned shock. ‘Mutiny?’


      ‘Don’t pretend to be appalled, Lem. That’s what you want, isn’t it?’


      Now he sincerely looked surprised. ‘You don’t honestly think I want mutiny, do you?’


      She frowned and folded her arms. ‘Probably not. But you might not be too quick to squelch it.’


      He smiled. ‘That is the captain’s duty. Not mine.’


      She laughed. ‘You know, sometimes I look at you and see a younger version of your father, and sometimes I see a better version of your father.’


      ‘Yet you always see my father. I’m not sure how to take that.’


      ‘You are your father’s son… whether you want to be or not.’


      He was surprised by that statement. Was it that evident that he hoped to distance himself from Father? He had been careful never to disparage Father in front of anyone, especially the crew. If anything, he had always spoken of his love for Father, which was not easily expressed but which was true nonetheless. He did love Father. Not in a traditional sense, perhaps, but the respect he held for Father was, he had to admit, a love of sorts.


      There was a chime, and the female voice of the computer announced, ‘Chief Officer Patrick Chubs.’


      Benyawe smirked. ‘Shouldn’t that be Captain Chubs?’


      Lem ignored her. ‘Enter,’ he said.


      The door slid open, and Chubs floated into the room. He looked tired and not at all surprised to see Benyawe. ‘So how do you want to do this exactly?’ he asked Lem.


      ‘Do what?’ Lem asked.


      ‘Finish this fiasco. We’ve got to see it through. I’ll refuse the captainship and promise never to interfere with your orders again. How do you want to do it? You want me to make an announcement, write a mail message, or do we need to have another scene in front of the crew? Frankly whatever the plan is, I’d like to get it over with.’


      Lem felt a pang of guilt then. Benyawe was right. Chubs had been dutiful. He didn’t deserve to be vilified. The man was only doing the job Father had hired him to do. Lem unzipped himself from the hammock and floated over to him. ‘You will always have a place in this company, Chubs. A good place. Your pick of it. I’ll see to that. And should you refuse the captainship and insist that I take it, I would keep you as my chief officer. I’d be foolish not to. You’re the most loyal and capable man on this ship.’


      ‘Is that safe?’ asked Benyawe. ‘A few hours ago, you had the crew ready to string him up.’


      ‘He’d be working with the officers,’ said Lem. ‘They’re completely loyal to Chubs.’


      ‘I wouldn’t say completely,’ said Chubs. ‘Not anymore.’


      Again, a twinge of guilt pecked at Lem’s conscience. He hadn’t ruined Chubs per se, but he had severely damaged him, no question. Whatever friendship might have once existed between them was gone now. Lem could see that. There would forever be an awkward formality between them now.


      ‘I’m sorry you felt the memorial service was a scene,’ said Lem. ‘And if you’re choosing to refuse the captainship, you must understand that I cannot interfere with that decision in any way. I can’t tell you how to proceed. That would imply I orchestrated all this, which of course is not true. This must be your own decision. How and when you do it is entirely up to you.’


      It was unlikely that Chubs was recording their conversation in an effort to catch Lem in some confession, but it was better to be safe than sorry. They could never have any words between them that implied Lem had forced Chubs’s hand.


      Chubs nodded. He understood. Then he excused himself.


      When he was gone Benyawe said, ‘When we return to Luna, I hope we hold another memorial service. One with a little more heart. The dead deserve that.’


      She launched off the floor and left without another word.


      The holo from Chubs came a half hour later, sent out to all members of the crew. In it, he thanked Lem for thinking him worthy of so great an office, but he couldn’t possibly accept. Nor would he interfere with Lem’s commands. He agreed completely with Lem. Earth came first. If Ukko Jukes fired him for his insubordination, so be it. It was a small price to pay.


      It was expertly done. Professional, sincere, and quite touching. Lem even found his eyes misting over, though his relief might have added to the emotion.


      He waited an hour before recording his own holo. He humbly thanked Chubs for his selflessness and insisted that Chubs continue as his chief officer. It was a decent take, but he knew he could do better. Might as well get it right before sending it out. On the seventh take he had it. Every pause and breath and word was exactly as it needed to be. He sent it, waited another hour, then returned to the helm.


      Chubs was waiting for him at the system chart. ‘What’s your first unhindered command as captain?’


      ‘Take us closer to the Formics’ trajectory,’ said Lem. ‘Our scanners can’t read much out here. Let’s learn what we can and get back to Luna as soon as possible.’


      ‘You’re the boss,’ said Chubs.


      Yes, thought Lem. For the first time in two years, I am.
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