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			I toed the rubber in the bottom of the seventh, about to throw what I hoped and prayed would be the last pitch of a no hitter. My heart pounded. My fingers tingled as they gripped the seams of the baseball. I looked over at my dad. He gave me an almost imperceptible nod and his “you’ve got this” look. I took a deep breath and started my windup.


			A buzzing noise sounded.


			The mound faded away as I woke up and hit the snooze button on my alarm. I still had a few minutes before I had to get up. The lights brightened slowly in my room. My uncle’s doing. He doesn’t like me oversleeping. I glanced at the picture of me and my dad. It’s a few years old, taken after I pitched my first shutout in the Little League AAA playoffs. I suppressed a sniffle and glanced at my mitt and ball sitting on the bedside table next to the picture. I slipped my legs off the side of the bed, picked up the ball and gently lobbed it against the far wall. I had plenty of time to slip on the glove as the ball floated toward the wall, hit and slowly drifted back. Hard to play catch on the Moon, with one-sixth gravity and all.


			You’d think that living in Clarksville would be fun. That’s what I thought when I’d moved here. The problem was, being the new kid’s never easy, even when you’re living on the Moon. I moved up here a few months ago to live with my uncle. I was glad to move, to get out of my old house. Now that I’m here, I wish I could go home. I was always a better than average student, but up here everyone’s smart. Made me feel like an idiot. 


			The alarm went off again. I slipped on my iLet, got up, brushed my teeth and went to our living room/dining room. As usual, I found breakfast waiting with a note from my uncle. 


			“Special treat today, Charlie, in celebration of your field trip. Have fun, but remember, this is the Moon: one wrong move and . . .” He’d drawn a poor picture of a skull and crossbones. Sometimes my uncle’s a bit weird. 


			The oven popped open and the smell of bacon and eggs wafted through the air. My mouth watered. This must have cost my uncle a bunch of food coupons because the farm dome had just recently added hogs. While eggs were rare, pigs were even rarer. I began to wolf down the eggs and bacon when my uncle’s cat, Nim, jumped up on the table. How my uncle convinced anyone to let him bring a cat to the Moon was beyond me, but he did. Nim rubbed up against me, purring. 


			“Here you go.” I slid my plate over and rubbed between her ears.


			Nim seemed satisfied as she licked at the yolk. She licked her paw and gave me an “is that it?” look. When I picked up the plate, she leapt off the table and floated through the air into my uncle’s bedroom. It still amazed me the way Nim had adapted to the Moon’s gravity. Better than me. 


			Somebody began to bang on the door, startling the heck out of me. 


			“Just a minute.” I jumped up and opened the door. Jamie stood there grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “Let’s go. Don’t want to be late for the field trip.”


			I followed him to the Tube station, struggling to keep pace with Jamie’s loping stride. For some reason they called the maglev subway a Tube station here. Maybe some British influence in the design of Clarksville. A couple of the kids that lived on the outskirts of town were already on the train as Jamie and I got on. School was located near the middle of town, in the center of the small crater where they’d started building Clarksville. We had about a ten minute commute on the train.


			“So, what d’you think? Whose group will we be in?” Jamie glanced my way.


			“Don’t know. Hope we’re not with Richard.” Richard was one of the cool kids and had given Jamie his nickname—the bear. I was curious as to why until I saw Jamie in the showers after gym. He had the thickest matt of brown hair across his back that I’d ever seen. It rivaled the hair on the back of one of my baseball coaches who we’d also called the bear. 


			Jamie rolled his eyes up. “Acts like he owns the place. But don’t let him get to you. That’s what he wants.”


			I nodded. “After weeks of sims, I’m ready to get outside.”


			“It’s not that different from the Gym Dome or the Hangar.” Jamie’d been outside before. In fact, he was scheduled to get his moonwalk permit after this field trip.


			“Think they’ll throw a test at us?” The first time I’d been in a vacuum in a suit was in the main hangar. Half the class ended up with one malfunction or another. I got lucky, but Jamie’s suit had a doozy. His legs swelled up when the pressure seal reacted as if he’d developed a leak in both legs. He collapsed to the ground, grunting in pain. I went to help, but Trolga made him crawl to the airlock on his own.


			Jamie shook his head. “Doubt it. This is for real. But you never know with Trolga.”


			I scowled at the thought. “Hope we don’t have her leading our team.” Olga Larsen was our history teacher. She was Swedish. Sounds good, right? Blond, Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition? No way. There was a reason she was called Trolga—short, fat, jet black hair and skin that looked as tough as leather. She must’ve looked like a crow amongst a flock of snow geese in school in Sweden. Her favorite hobby seemed to be lecturing us.


			Jamie grunted in response.


			“So, how goes your memorization of pi?” Jamie was convinced that memorizing pi to five hundred decimal places would help him get a scholarship to MIT or Cal Tech.


			He shook his head. “Saw on line that a fifteen-year-old just got a scholarship to Cal Tech after memorizing pi to 750 significant figures. Don’t think it’ll work twice.”


			“Go figure.” I smiled, but Jamie just scowled at my lame joke. 


			I tapped my fist against his arm. “No biggie. You’re the brainiest kid here, and that’s saying a lot. You’ll get in wherever you want.” Jamie’s parents worked for Dahak mining, and, while everyone up here made good money, it was not enough to pay for a top-notch college without a scholarship. He did great in all of the sciences and math, but had trouble in Trolga’s history class. While he memorized all the facts, he couldn’t put them together in an essay—and Trolga loved essays.


			“Maybe your ridiculous knowledge of baseball stats will get you in. You could easily be on ESPN.” I’d first met Jamie shortly after arriving when he’d found out that I was a baseball player. He quizzed me on my favorite teams, players and stats. We’d get together to watch as many MLB games a week as we could. He’d know the stats of every player on every team as they came up to bat. If he didn’t become a scientist he knew enough to become an MLB manager.


			Jamie’s eyes widened. “You really think . . .” But then he shook his head. “Hey, have you asked Rhea out yet?”


			I looked down at the floor of the train, at the wrapper of gum lying next to the seat, and kicked it. 


			Jamie chuckled. “I didn’t think so.”


			When we arrived at the school’s station, we went straight to the assembly hall. There weren’t many seats left, but, then again, calling it an assembly hall was a joke. My ninth-grade homeroom class back in Seattle had more seats than this auditorium. The only seats available were next to Richard’s clique. Richard smiled at us. 


			“Come on, Oso, have a seat.” He tilted his head toward the end of the row. 


			Richard stuck his leg out as Jamie tried to squeeze past him. If Jamie hadn’t expected the move, he might have tripped and fallen onto Richard’s girlfriend, Imee. That would have caused a real row. 


			Jamie tentatively stepped over Richard’s legs, half expecting Richard to raise his knee up and goose him. He probably would have if half the faculty wasn’t up on the stage in front of him and if Imee hadn’t hit him in the arm. 


			“You too, Rook.” I guess Richard hadn’t come up with anything worse than rookie for me—yet. I was the newest kid in school and a baseball player, so it made sense.  


			Richard pulled his legs back and smiled. I squeezed past Richard, then Imee. Jamie’d left a space between himself and Rhea, forcing me to sit next to her. 


			Rhea smiled at me as I attempted to slide past her. I glanced down at her, but tripped over one of her feet, falling toward her. I whirled my arms around, trying to regain my balance. I must have looked like an idiot, as I heard a few chuckles. Rhea reached up and stabilized me, enabling me to grab the chair in front of her. 


			“Sorry.” My face flushed. I looked into Rhea’s ruby-red eyes. Little flecks of gold seemed to glitter in them.


			Rhea smiled. “No problem. Is that what your windup looks like?”


			I gave a half-hearted laugh and took the seat next to her. I glanced over at Jamie. He gave me a thumbs up as if I’d orchestrated the whole thing. I turned to say something to Rhea, but she’d leaned toward Imee and whispered something in her ear. Imee giggled and then leaned over and whispered into Richard’s ear. He glanced over at me and laughed. My face flushed.  


			Fortunately, Principal Blaubecker walked up to the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen . . .” He cleared his throat as if to signal that he didn’t really think we were ladies and gentlemen. “You will be divided up into three groups of nine students and one of ten.”


			I swear he looked at me when he said that. There had been a perfect even number of thirty-six sophomores and juniors in the school until my arrival. I had thrown a monkey wrench in the entire buddy or, as my uncle would say—he’s British—bloody system. My uncle did point out to our pin-headed administrator, Dr. Valerie Jackson, that I increased the numbers in the two classes to a prime number, thirty-seven. Dr. Jackson didn’t find that at all amusing. Did I say that my uncle’s the math and science teacher at the high school and the college? In fact, he was sitting in one of the chairs behind Principal Blaubecker. I hoped he wasn’t going to lead my team. If he did, he’d never let me out of his sight.


			“I know all of you are looking forward to the trip outside Clarksville. It’s a rite of passage for all of our students here. After this, most of you will be certified to moonwalk on your own.”


			I looked around. Kids were shifting in their seats. Principal Blaubecker’s “most of you” did not include me. This would be my first trip outside.


			“Dr. Merl Ambrose will outline the science project for the trip and then read off the list of mentors and their teams. Doctor?”


			My uncle slid his feet along, taking little pee pee steps as if he was worried that he’d float away if he walked normally. As he got up to the rostrum, I hunched down in my seat. He wore the typical jumpsuit that most residents of Clarksville wore, but, somehow, his always looked crumpled. He pushed his round, wire-rimmed spectacles up on his nose—and no, don’t ask me why he wears glasses this day and age or why he calls them spectacles—and cleared his throat.


			“This year we have two science projects for each team. In addition to the traditional geological sampling for helium-3, we will be looking for magnetic anomalies. As usual, the team that comes up with the highest concentration of helium-3 will be exempt from my next test and will be allowed to spend the class period in the Gym Dome. In addition, I have arranged with Dr. Larsen that the team that maps out the most magnetic anomalies will be exempt from her next history test as well. Good luck!” 


			My uncle looked my way as I tried to shrink further down in my seat. One time he actually waved at me. I didn’t hear the end of that for weeks. Principal Blaubecker came to the rescue. 


			He edged up to my uncle and cleared his throat. “The list, Professor.”


			Startled, my uncle turned back to the podium. “Ah, yes, the teams.”


			My uncle pulled a wrinkled list out of his wrinkled jumper and laid it out on the podium. He straightened his glasses again and squinted at the list. 


			“This year we will have four teams, three groups of nine and one of ten. With Dr. . . .”


			I tuned my uncle out and started to think about the quest. My uncle had always been fascinated by the small magnetic anomalies that surrounded the city. He told me about them all the time. Every time someone discovered a new one, he couldn’t wait to get to the site. When the anomaly turned out to be ferrous rocks, he’d go into a funk. It was as if he expected to find the remains of some alien technology out there. There’d been some excitement, years ago, when I’d still lived in Seattle with my parents. They’d found a magnetic anomaly close to one of the old lunar bases buried a couple of feet underground. Turned out to be an old Russian lunar probe from the sixties that had never been documented. The Soviets had hidden the failure and it took some digging to track down the launch. After that, the talk shifted from aliens to uncovering the bodies of dead cosmonauts on the Moon.


			Jamie elbowed me and rolled his eyes. I mouthed, “Trolga?” He nodded. He keyed a message into his tablet. I opened mine and read: “Rhea’s in our group.”


			“Richard too?” I glanced down the row. Richard’s glare answered the question.


			I looked up at the podium. Fortunately, my uncle was engaged in conversation with one of the other teachers. The screen behind the stage indicated that Dr. Larsen’s group was to meet in ready room four. Trolga had already headed for the door.


			“Move it, Charlie. I’d like to be the first team out.” Richard reached past Rhea and shoved me as I stood up. Due to the low gravity, I lost my balance again and stumbled into the aisle. Rhea glared at Richard.


			She looked down at me and smiled. “You ok?”


			I couldn’t help but smile until I saw the look on Richard’s face. I nodded, grabbed Jamie’s hand and stood quickly, too quickly. I bumped into Imee, but Rhea grabbed me before I stumbled. She chuckled as my face reddened. 


			“Takes some getting used to. Took me six months.”


			I’d been there almost four months. 


			Now Richard looked ready to yank my head off. I smiled meekly at Rhea. “Thanks. My uncle’s cat’s doing much better than me.” We funneled toward the ready room. 


			“He’s got a cat? You’ve got to be kidding. I didn’t know anyone had pets up here.” Imee looked back at us. 


			I nodded dumbly. 


			Rhea chimed in, “I used to have a cat before we moved up here.”


			Jamie elbowed me.


			“Why don’t you come by some time and see her. I’m sure she’d love the attention.” I smiled lamely. 


			Rhea smiled back. “Ok, it’s a date.”


			Before I could react, Richard banged into my shoulder as he hustled past me.
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			I had planned to be one of the first to get to the ready room since it still took me longer to put a suit on but walking with Rhea made me forget. Everyone was in their suit standing by the hatch to the hangar where the rovers were parked. I worked the final glove on, leaned over to pick up my helmet and stood. My shoulder bounced off what felt like a wall. 


			Although I was much taller than her, Trolga seemed to loom over me.


			“Since you’re last, Mr. Thomas, you will be my buddy.” 


			Fortunately, I didn’t have my helmet on. Otherwise I’d have had to listen to the laughter of the others. I was sure that Richard was gleeful. He looped his arm over Rhea’s shoulder, but she pushed it off as Imee gave him a glare. Richard and Rhea had broken up just after I arrived at Clarksville.


			“Here, hand me your helmet.” Trolga extended her meaty hand. Despite being a head shorter than me, her hands were huge.


			I waited for her to put the helmet over my head, but she just stood there.


			“Well?” She held one hand on her hip.


			I glanced around. The girls were pulling their hair back into ponytails. The only other guys that had hair as long as mine had their hair pulled back in man buns. My jaw dropped open. 


			“While we’re still young, Rook.” Richard slapped the arm of one of his friends as Trolga gave me the evil eye. 


			I hesitated. I’d kept my hair long for a reason. I’d been born with a congenital defect—pointed ears. My parents had them bobbed by a plastic surgeon, but they kept growing back. At first they thought it was a tumor, but the doctors said that it was merely some strange genetic quirk. I was teased so badly in grammar school that my parents finally moved. That summer, I grew my hair out enough to cover my ears. I’d kept my hair long ever since. 


			“Mr. Thomas . . .” Trolga glared at me. “I’d like to get on with the field trip.”


			“I, I, I . . .”


			“What!”


			“Need a ponytail holder?” Rhea walked toward me with one in her hand. 


			I didn’t know what to do, but Richard did. He’d walked up behind me, yanked my hair back with one hand and reached for the ponytail holder with the other. 


			Rhea gasped as everyone went silent. Even Trolga remained speechless. My ears aren’t that pointed—not like Spock or anything—but they do come to a small point. 


			Not knowing what to do, I did the only thing I could. I grabbed the ponytail holder, pulled my hair back and fixed the ponytail. “What?” I raised my hands. 


			Richard came up and put his arm around my shoulder. “Well, Rook, guess you’ve earned yourself a new moniker—Dobby.”


			Everyone in the room other than Jamie and Rhea started to laugh until Trolga’s voice boomed out. “ENOUGH! Mr. Thomas’s ‘condition’ has cost us enough time. Now, helmets on and let’s get to our rover.” She slid the fishbowl-like helmet over my head and, with a quick twist, latched it into place with a force that could have broken my neck if she’d been holding my head. 


			“Follow me.” Trolga strutted toward the airlock. She looked down at the computer screen built into the fabric of the left arm of her suit. Nine green lights flashed next to a list of names. She pressed the code on the sleeve of her suit and the door opened. Trolga herded us into the airlock and then followed us in. When she pushed a button against the wall, I felt the vibration of the pump in my feet. The skin of my suit began to pull away from me as the pressure dropped. When the pump finished, Trolga hit another button, opening the outer door. 


			We walked into the hangar. One of the rovers was already heading out the door, its six large wheels kicking up some lunar dust. I followed our group to the closest rover. It was much larger than the dozen single-seat lunar cycles resting against the wall or the half dozen four-person rovers parked in the rear of the hangar. I walked around it like my father used to do when he’d taken us for a flight in his single-engine plane. The wheels came up to my chest. The clear glass bubble at the front contained two seats. As I walked by, Richard sat down in one and began to strap himself in. He grabbed a handle, and the robotic arm shot out just to my right. I almost stumbled as I jumped back. I could see him laughing through his helmet. I glanced at the robotic arm. The metal claws were aligned so it looked like Richard was robotically shooting the bird at me.


			I finished my walk around the rover as the last of my team climbed on board. Trolga waited for me to climb aboard before she got in and sealed the door. She flipped on her radio and cleared her throat.


			“While the rover’s being pressurized, everyone WILL leave their helmets on. Take your seats and strap in.”


			I sat down on the bench seat next to Jamie. The seats were large to accommodate the spacesuits. I strapped in. Once Trolga had made sure we were all strapped in, she took off. 


			“The trip will be about thirty minutes. I’ve picked a location close to the hills to the southeast of Clarksville that holds good prospects for high concentrations of helium-3. My team has won four out of the past five years. We will win again this year. If you want to talk, switch to channel three so I don’t have to listen to your puerile blather.” She cut off the mic and hit the accelerator.


			I looked around. Nobody seemed to be looking at me. I replayed in my mind Rhea’s gasp. I guess that was the end of her coming over to see Nim. Dobby . . . I liked Rook a lot better. I’d read Harry Potter in middle school just like practically everyone else and I liked the character of Dobby, but being called Dobby was something totally different. Unlike at home, I couldn’t change schools here.


			A beep interrupted my brooding. 


			“Call from Jamie,” a computer-generated woman’s voice announced.


			“Accept.”


			Jamie’s face appeared in the heads-up display instead of the camera. “How come you never showed me . . . you know, your ears?”


			Jamie was my best friend on the Moon, but I hadn’t told him. Even Uncle Merl didn’t know. I shook my head, but that didn’t mean anything in my helmet. “I don’t know. Didn’t know you that well at first and then, well, I didn’t think about it. Been hiding my ears for most of my life.”


			“You’re talking to the bear, man. I’ve been the butt of hirsute jokes since I hit puberty and the hair on my back started growing. My mom tried waxing it, but that hurt like shit and it just grew back.”


			“Sorry, should’ve told you. But hair’s normal, pointed ears aren’t.”


			“Look, this is a small community. Everyone’s smart, Richard notwithstanding, and everyone’s a bit nerdy. Once they get used to it, they’ll get over it—Dobby.”


			I gave a weak chuckle as I remembered the laughing and Rhea’s expression. “I hope so.”


			“Well, I know so. Rhea won’t care. When she was dating Richard, he never called me bear or oso.”


			Jamie must’ve been reading my mind. I hoped he was right. 


			After a brief pause, Jamie added, “Listen, everyone else is playing Invasion Force V. Want to join in?”


			I’d played the game a few times at home on Earth, but never got into it. When not playing baseball and football, I’d spent the time hiking. My parents loved it, and they used to drag me along. Once in a while I’d take a friend along, but my parents would always embarrass me by telling the story of the time they’d seen a sasquatch off in the distance. They’d whip out the fuzzy photo as proof and I wouldn’t hear the end of it for weeks. Pretty soon, I stopped inviting friends. Lesson learned.


			Never got into video games, but up here there wasn’t much else to do. The Dome was a must. The big, open holographic blue sky and clouds made me feel like I was outside in a park, but there was no baseball diamond or even a place to throw a ball. You couldn’t even run on the grass. While the Gym Dome was fun, particularly the sky-ball games, I was so new that I got crushed every time I tried it. Besides, most of the kids were either total bookworms (most of their parents were scientists, after all) or really into video games.


			“Charlie, you in or not?”


			“Sorry, I was thinking. Don’t really feel like it right now.”


			Jamie’s eyes were sliding to the left. “Damn, she got one of my androids. Okay. Maybe on the way back. May need your help.”


			“Deal.” Jamie’s face faded away giving me a clear look through the hyperplast faceplate of my helmet. From the gold sheen on all the helmets, it looked like everyone was doing something other than just sitting around. I couldn’t lean forward due to the shoulder straps, so I couldn’t see through the hyperplast bubble at the front of the rover.


			“Rear camera display.”


			The heads-up display shifted to the rear camera. I could see the Dome, the Spire and a few of the other larger buildings peeking up over the lip of the crater behind us. The rover kicked up a bit of dust, but not enough to mess up the view of the camera mounted on the rear of the rover. Trolga was making good time because the Dome and the Spire were smaller than I would have thought. 


			“Location of other rovers?”


			A map replaced the camera’s view and green dots appeared on the map. It looked like the view from a satellite above Clarksville and probably was. 


			“My location in red, please.”


			A red dot appeared to the southeast of Clarksville. The dots were all spreading out, away from the city. 


			“What’s the distance from Clarksville?”


			“Twenty-four point eight six kilometers.”


			“In miles please and switch the default to miles.”


			“Acknowledged. 15.45 miles.”


			“Distance to destination?”


			“Seven point two three miles.”


			“Front camera display.”


			The scene shifted from the map to the front camera. Still relatively flat terrain, but I could see a few boulders in our path. Trolga began a series of turns around them. When we got past a large one, the hills began to slope in front of us. Helium-3 was more abundant in shadowy areas, but most shaded areas were also less accessible. Trolga must be heading for one of those. As if on cue, my display cut off and Trolga’s siren-sweet voice interrupted my thoughts. 


			“Ladies and gentlemen, please stop your incessant jejune prattling and pay attention. For some of you”—she glared at me—“this will be your first time on the lunar surface. While these suits are practically indestructible, you will be walking in an extremely inhospitable environment. Temperatures will vary from 100 C to -181 C at night. Your suits will protect you, but they are day suits. They are not rated for overnight exposure. In order to find rich concentrations of helium-3, we will be in an area with lots of shadows. Temperatures will be much cooler there. Keep watch on your temperature gauges. Your suit will warn you well before you can get into any trouble. Keep with your buddy. While we’ve never had a suit failure, there’s always a first time.”


			With that cheery note, she shut off her radio.  


			I was never very good at metric, but everyone up here used it. Fortunately, computer conversions were simple. Even I knew that 100 C was the same as 212 F, but the surface reaching the boiling point of water? That was hot!


			“What is -181 centigrade in Fahrenheit?”


			“It’s-293.8 Fahrenheit.”


			I let out a whistle. I knew these suits were good, but that was like going from a pot of boiling water into a bath of liquid nitrogen. I hadn’t really thought about this as anything more than a typical school field trip, but now Trolga had given me second thoughts. I looked around. No one else seemed too concerned. But, then again, my last field trip had been to the Seattle Zoo. The rover pulled to a stop. Trolga had stopped just outside the shadow of a large boulder.  


			“You ready?” I recognized Jamie’s voice. 


			“Sure. Been looking forward to this. Just like in the Gym Dome, right?”


			“Right.” Jamie patted me on the back. 


			A suited figure ambled down the center row of the rover toward the door. I didn’t need to see the name on the suit. Richard was the only kid I knew that owned his own suit. Despite having plenty of room, he made sure to lean his shoulder into me as he walked past. Reminded me of my days playing first base when some jerk would intentionally bang into me at the bag, even though the ball beat him there by a mile. One time, I did drop the ball and the umpire actually called the guy safe. Couldn’t believe it.


			“I’m at the hatch, Dr. Larsen. Permission to open?” Richard sounded smug, as usual.


			I checked my suit again. All lights were green. 


			“Granted,” was all that Trolga said. 


			Richard opened the door and jumped down to the lunar surface. One by one the others followed with their buddies. A different color hovered over each helmet to make it easy to know who your buddy was. My color, picked by my buddy, Trolga, was puce, an ugly purple that she wore all the time. I had to wait until Trolga finished in the cockpit before exiting. She walked down the aisle with a gadget in her hand. 


			“Here.” She handed it to me.


			“What is it?”


			“Your uncle asked me to give it to you. It’s some kind of magnetometer.”


			I looked at the device. Seemed simple enough. My suit’s display linked into it the minute I touched it. 


			Trolga walked down the stairs. The rest of the group was waiting for us. I walked forward and bumped my helmet against an overhead cabinet. I didn’t think anybody saw me do it.


			“Coming, Charlemagne?” Trolga was just trying to get my goat. At least she didn’t call me Dobby. From the chuckles in the background, I knew that she’d used the open radio channel.


			“It’s Charlie, Dr. Larsen.” I jumped out the door and floated gently to the surface. At least I did that gracefully. 


			“Whatever.” She ushered me into line with my classmates. “Now, each of you has a sniffer, and you’ve been trained on how to use it. I want you to spread out in groups of two and cover the quadrants that I’ve assigned to you.” A display of the area appeared in our helmets. Each quadrant was assigned a color that matched the color for each team of two. “I have it on good authority that this area should be rich with mineable helium-3. Charlie will be with me and, since he lacks training with the sniffer, I’ve assigned him the task of tracking magnetic anomalies.”


			Despite knowing how to use the sniffers I knew better than to interrupt Trolga. 


			“Ok. Fan out. I’ve programmed one of the rover’s nanosatellites to hover over us so communication shouldn’t be interrupted by any topography.”


			I looked up but couldn’t see the nanosatellite. Richard and his teammate took off toward their assigned area. The others followed suit. I waited for Trolga to make a move.


			I knew that she was staring at me through the mirror-like sheen on her faceplate. I could feel her eyes boring into me.


			“Well, what are you waiting for? You can go play with your uncle’s toy.” She turned, not waiting for a reply. Technically, she was my “buddy” and we were supposed to stay together, but I didn’t dare say anything to her. She followed the group fanning out in front of her. From the chatter on the radio, I knew that Richard had already located a thread of helium-3. They began to follow it. 
I looked down at the device that Trolga had given me. It looked like something my uncle had cobbled together—makeshift and homemade. I flipped the button at one end. It didn’t seem to do anything. I turned toward the rover. The device began to beep loudly. Lots of magnetic alloys there. I turned away and began to follow the group. The magnetometer would beep every time I pointed it in the direction of Trolga or one of my classmates. The clutter from the rover and from my classmates’ suits blocked any other readings. As we approached a large boulder, my classmates and Trolga stayed along the shady side. Since the boulder didn’t look that large, I decided to cut around the sunward side to see if I could pick anything up while the boulder blocked the clutter from the suits and the rover.


			As I stepped away from the shade of the boulder, my visor immediately darkened. With no air to cut its brilliance, the sun bore down on me. I began to sweat, but the reading on my suit said that the coolant was working and that, while the outside of my suit was heating up rapidly, my suit’s temperature remained a pleasant seventy-two degrees. I began waving the magnetometer around as I walked. At first it didn’t beep, but when I passed in front of another, smaller boulder to my right, it gave off a faint beep. A small arrow appeared in my visor, pointing in the direction of a giant boulder. I was over halfway around it. Nobody had missed me yet. I headed in the direction of the next boulder. As I bounced toward the other boulder, the beeping grew louder and the arrow kept pointing deeper into the boulder field. Something magnetic was out there and I was getting closer. I glanced over my shoulder. A few of my classmates had rounded the giant boulder. The magnetometer began to point me back toward them. I hurried to get behind the next boulder. 


			Once I did, the magnetometer pointed me further into the boulder field. I hurried, loping forward in long, ten-foot strides. I almost fell once, when my stride brought me down on a small rock. Fortunately, I caught my balance before falling. Had I fallen, my suit would have sent a warning beep out to Trolga. That was the last thing I wanted. 


			The beeping got louder. The device almost pulled me forward. I rounded another mid-sized boulder and the arrow pointed downward. I stopped but didn’t see anything. I bent down and began to brush the dust away. A glint of metal shone through. I pulled it, but it wouldn’t come loose. I took the multi-tool from the side of my suit and pushed the button on the picture of a shovel. It popped out just like in practice. The multi-tool was cooler than anything I’d had as a scout, but, then again, it probably cost more than my dad’s car back home. 


			I dug around the object. The first few inches of dust were easy to get through, but then the ground became solid rock. I pushed the pickaxe button and began to chip away at the hardened ground around the metal object. It didn’t look like a piece of space junk. From the way it was stuck in the ground it must’ve been there a long time. Involuntarily, I lifted my arm to wipe the sweat from my face. My arm banged against the faceplate of the helmet. It reminded me how easy it was to forget where you were. I stopped for a minute to catch my breath before redoubling my effort with the pickaxe. I worried about damaging the object, but I was getting frustrated. Besides, it was almost impossible to swing hard in the spacesuit. I felt a crack on my final swing. I bent down to see what I’d done, but my faceplate had fogged up. I’d been working so hard that the air conditioner of the suit couldn’t keep up. I stepped into the shadow of the rock, agonizing as I waited for my suit to clear.


			After what seemed like forever, I could see again. I bent down and brushed the loose dirt off the object with my glove. I picked it up and held it out in front of me. The way it glinted in the light, it had to be metal, but what? Given the size it seemed lighter than aluminum. Hexagonal in shape, it was about the size of the silver-dollar pancakes my mom used to make. I flipped it over. A thin layer of dust adhered to it. I brushed it with my glove and gasped. A black symbol stared at me—a symbol that I’d seen before. 


			“You’re in deep trouble, butt-wipe.”


			I knew that voice. Richard. I glanced to my left. Richard and Eric stood there.


			“We’d found a heavy concentration of helium-3 when Trolga noticed you were missing. Didn’t you hear us calling you?”


			I shook my head. “No. But . . .”


			“No buts. Head back to the transport—now! Dr. Larsen, we’ve found Dobby. Dr. Larsen?” Richard faced in the direction of the rover.


			Nobody answered. “Now you understand why I couldn’t hear you. Something in the rocks must be blocking the radio signals.”


			“Doesn’t matter. Head back—NOW.”


			Something inside me told me to palm the artifact. I returned the tool to my suit and slipped the artifact into my collection pouch. 


			“Okay, let’s go.” I didn’t wait. Instead, I headed back along the trail that we’d left in the lunar dust. When we turned around the second large boulder the radio began to crackle and then burst into life. 


			Before I could respond, Richard did. “We found him in the boulder field, Dr. Larsen. Too—”


			Larsen’s voice interrupted on her override channel. “Mr. Thomas, you’ve wasted half our field trip. You’ll be missing the next one. Now get back here, immediately!”


			“You heard the lady!” Richard shoved me from behind. I stumbled forward, just catching myself against the edge of the boulder.


			“Yeah, you heard her.” Eric shoved me too. They both loped back toward the rover. 


			I followed quickly after them but couldn’t keep up. I was stewing as I came around the last boulder, not paying attention. Richard stuck out his leg and tripped me. I stumbled forward. I instinctively tucked, but that only made things worse in the low lunar gravity. I did two flips before my helmet bounced off a boulder. Laughter filled my ears. Enough. I grabbed a rock lying next to me and pushed myself up. Everyone had turned away, heading toward the rover. I gripped the rock. Even though it was the size of a softball, it felt like a whiffle ball. I stood up, did a wind up and threw the best fastball that I could in a space suit. It looked like a perfect strike. Rhea’s shout brought me back to my senses.


			“Charlie!”


			I suddenly realized that the rock could kill Richard. “Richard, look out!” I extended my arm as if to grab the rock before it hit Richard. I willed the rock to slow down. Unbelievably, it did. Others had heard Rhea. They turned toward us as Richard began to turn around. The rock decelerated and arced to the surface, landing at Richard’s boots, kicking up a small amount of dust.  


			Richard laughed. “I thought you said you were a ball player.” He glanced around. “Dobby can’t even throw a rock!”


			I was too stunned to react. The rock should have hit Richard. Instead it had slowed down, as if I’d willed it to slow. Rhea stared at me in horror.


			“I didn’t mean . . .” But Rhea loped toward me in what constituted a run on the Moon. Then I heard Trolga’s voice.


			“Walk slowly toward the rover, Mr. Thomas.”


			Her voice sounded different, almost panicked. That was when I noticed the red light—and the hissing noise too. I began to walk. 


			“Computer, what’s the red light mean?”


			In its usual calm voice, the computer answered, “You have a leak in your suit. You have seven minutes and thirty-six seconds to repair the leak before your air supply is depleted.”


			I began walking quickly toward the rover. Even Richard looked worried as I passed him. I took a deep breath. It didn’t help. 


			“Seal the leak!”


			“Not possible. Please make your way to a pressurized location.”


			Where was the leak? If Rhea could see it, then it must be pretty bad. My feet felt colder. Was it my imagination or was there a leak in my boots?


			I glanced down but could see nothing. Trolga grabbed my arm and walked with me back toward the rover. It seemed farther away with each step, but I knew that was my imagination. I glanced up. I saw it. A crack in my facemask. That wasn’t supposed to be possible. I tried to run, but Trolga held me back. 


			She stopped in front of me. “Walk, don’t run. We have plenty of time.” I looked up. While I couldn’t see her face through the gold coating of her visor, I could see myself in its mirror-like sheen. A star-shaped crater glared at me from the upper right-hand corner of my visor. Cracks shot out from it. While I was looking, one of them began to inch its way down in front of my eyes!


			“I’m having trouble breathing.” I gasped.


			“That’s just your imagination.” Trolga turned and pulled me toward the rover. It was over a hundred yards away. 


			My classmates gaped at me. Trolga put an end to that.


			“Everyone, in the rover. Now!” 


			The kids started loading up, but the crack continued its creep across my visor. One suit ran toward us. He had something in his hand.


			“I’ve got the tape, Ms. Larsen.”


			It was Jamie. Tape?


			“Stop, Mr. Thomas.”


			“But . . .”


			“Stop!”


			Every muscle in my body wanted to run for the door of the rover, but somehow I managed to stand still. My mom used to keep a roll of duct tape in her desk drawer in the kitchen. She said she could fix anything with it. I hoped she was right. Trolga took the tape from Jamie and quickly pulled it over my visor. The crack had almost reached the other side when she pulled the tape across it. She kept applying more tape until I couldn’t see. 


			“Good. That’ll slow the leak. We have time to get you to the rover.”


			“But I can’t see and it’s hard to breathe!”


			“Don’t worry, we’ll guide you.” I felt an arm on either side of me. I began to walk with them. I didn’t know whether it was my imagination, but I began to feel dizzy. I tripped, but they held me up. My head throbbed.


			“I don’t think . . .” I began to go limp. 


			“Quickly, lift him into the rover! Now!”


			Arms grabbed me. I blacked out.
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			I awoke in a darkened room.


			Uncle Merl looked down at me, concern creasing his brow. “So, kiddo, how do you feel?”


			I lifted my head. It throbbed. My uncle fluffed a pillow and slid it under my head.


			“Take it easy. You’re suffering from hypoxia.”


			I looked perplexed.


			“Your suit suffered rapid depressurization. It’s like you climbed Mount Everest without any oxygen.”


			I nodded, but my head throbbed more. “What happened?” 


			My uncle got up and paced for a minute. “Somehow your faceplate developed a crack. Almost all of your air leaked out. If your friend, Jamie, hadn’t thought about the emergency tape in the rover, you may not have made it.”


			“I tripped and fell. Took a few tumbles, but I thought those faceplates were practically unbreakable.”


			“They’re supposed to be. Your helmet’s getting tested. Dr. Larsen was white as a ghost when I met her at the rover hangar. Never seen her like that.”


			“She’s white as a ghost all the time.”


			My uncle chucked. “You’re right. Seems to have an aversion to sunlamp therapy. Must be due to the way she’d look in a bikini.”


			I laughed weakly. “Please, my head hurts. Picturing Trol—Dr. Larsen—in a bikini isn’t doing me any good. What’d the doc say? How long do I have to stay in bed?”


			“As soon as your headache goes away, you should be good as new. No long-term issues at all. Here, have some tea.” My uncle handed me a cup. He was big on tea. I shook my head.


			“You need it.” He pushed the cup toward my lips.


			I took a sip. It tasted surprisingly sweet, not like the bitter stuff he sometimes drank.


			“Tastes good. What’s different?” 


			“I added a bit of honey and agave nectar.”


			I took another sip and handed the cup back to him. I looked up at him and pulled my hair back. “So, what do you think of the ears?”


			Uncle Merl laughed and patted my arm. “It’s a genetic trait in your family. Your ears are just a bit more pointed than normal.” He pulled back his grey hair, revealing slightly pointed ears. 


			My jaw dropped. “Is that why you wear your hair long?”


			Uncle Merl shook his head. “Not really. I just like it this way.” He gave me a wry smile. “The ladies seem to like it.”


			I didn’t know how to reply to that so an awkward silence enveloped the room. 


			“You know your mother had slightly pointed ears. It runs way back in her family, all the way to Scotland.”


			I shook my head. “I never noticed.” 


			“That’s because she got her ears bobbed as a child.” Uncle Merl looked deeply into my eyes as if trying to find something. “For some reason yours seem to grow back.” 


			He patted my arm again and stood. “Enough for now. While I don’t like adulterating my tea, I needed something to hide the taste of the sleep compound that I added.”


			I yawned. “Why?”


			“I know you too well—take after your parents. You’d never sit still long enough. Now you’ll get a good night’s sleep.” My uncle padded toward the door as Nim jumped up onto my bed, curled up next to me and began to purr. By the time he shut off the lights, I was already drifting into dreamland.
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			I awoke to Nim licking my face with her sandpaper tongue. 


			“Nim, stop it.” She didn’t usually do that since she knew I didn’t like it. Nim jumped down, gave a meow and scratched at the door.


			“Ok, ok.” I sat up. Fortunately, my head no longer throbbed. I got up and opened the door so Nim could get to her food, water or whatever else she was after. I was heading back to bed when I saw the light flashing on my iLet. I hit answer and a hologram of Jamie popped up.


			“How’s it going?”


			“I feel fine, other than my uncle drugged me to make me sleep.”


			“Must have been strong because it’s Saturday. You slept for over a day.”


			“What!” I glanced at the clock.


			“Nobody’s told us what was going on. Even Richard’s shown some backhanded concern.” Jamie smiled.


			“Yeah, right.” I shook my head.


			“Well, he did make a big deal about the spastic Earther that screwed up the field trip.”


			“Uh, thanks for getting the tape. My uncle tells me that you may have saved my life.”


			Jamie looked down and kicked one foot against the other. “You’d have done the same.” He looked up at me. “We were all freaked out when we saw that crack growing across your faceplate. That’s not supposed to happen. They’re going over all the helmets now. I heard them say that they think a micrometeorite may have creased it, weakening it just enough for your fall to crack it.”


			I nodded. “What are the odds?”


			Jamie responded quickly. “Oh, about one million four hundred and . . .”


			I interrupted. “Only you would actually know the odds. You should have the pointed ears. You’ve got a brain like Spock’s.”


			Jamie grinned. “Rather have them. The hair’s a throwback. Makes me look like a knuckle-dragger. Just glad I’m up here rather than a high school in Peoria.”


			My stomach growled. “How about heading to Space Waffles? I’m starved.” They served powdered eggs and veggie bacon that almost tasted real, but the hash browns and pancakes were out of this world. 


			“Already ate, but I’ll meet you there.” Jamie hung up.


			I reached for the baseball on my bedside table but spotted the 1964 Kennedy half dollar that my father’d given me years ago. His father had given it to him, and— “Oh my God!” I ran for the door as I activated my iLet to call Jamie back. 


			“What?” Jamie said.


			“Meet me at the Tube station.”


			“No breakfast?”


			“No time. I’ll explain on the way.” I didn’t wait for an answer. I sprinted down the hall toward the Tube station, banging my shoulder against the wall when I forgot about the low gravity. Out of breath, I got there just before Jamie rounded the corner from his apartment block. 


			“Jeez, you must be in a hurry. What’s up?”


			The doors popped open and we got on. I looked around and signaled Jamie to walk to the front of the car, away from the two men in the back.


			“So, what’s so important for you to miss breakfast?” Jamie sat down.


			I sat down next to him and spoke quietly. “What did they do with the pouches?”


			“What?”


			“The pouches from the field trip.” I tapped my side.


			“Don’t know. With everything that happened, man, that was scary. That crack kept growing.”


			“The pouches!” I implored.


			“Well . . .” Jamie scratched his head. “The medics were in the hangar waiting for you. They put you in some contraption, a hyperbaric something or other, and took you away. Trolga got us through the airlock, told us all to go home and then took off. For all I know your collection pouch is still on the rover.”


			“Is the rover in the hangar?”


			“Don’t know. I’ll check.” Jamie typed something on his wristband screen. He nodded. “Yep.”


			“Good. That’s where we’re heading.” I looked out the window down the tunnel.


			“But why? What’s the big deal?” Jamie crossed his arms.


			“Because, idiot, I found something.”


			“What!” Jamie’s eyes widened. 


			I smiled like the cat that ate the canary and folded my arms.


			“You’ve got to be kidding! An artifact?” Jamie almost shouted. Heads at the back of the car turned toward us.


			“Shhh.” I nodded.


			“Holy shit! Russian or Chinese?” Jamie lowered his voice.


			I shook my head. “A metal hexagon about the size of a silver dollar. I pocketed it when Richard found me. After I tripped and my faceplate cracked, I forgot about it.”


			“Doesn’t sound Russian. Chinese?” The train slowed.


			I shook my head again. “It had a raised head of a ram on the body of a serpent.”


			Jamie scratched his head. “Never heard of anything like that.”


			I nodded. “That’s my point.”


			We got out and walked through the first of the airlocks on the way to the hangar. A few adults were around. None of them paid any attention to us. We got to the ready room and hit the key pad to cycle through the airlock. A red light flashed: Access Denied. 


			“What?” I looked at Jamie and then through the small window at the suits hanging there, tantalizingly close.


			“Just give me a minute.” Jamie had his holographic keyboard up. “Done.”


			The red light switched to green and I heard the lock pop open. We turned the handle and walked in.


			“Guess I should be paying more attention in computer class.”


			“No need, bro, not when you’ve got me around.” 


			I chuckled.


			The suits hung against one wall with helmets in a shelf above them. The other wall contained lockers. There were no locks on the lockers, but, then again, who would steal anything on the Moon? 


			My suit was easy to pick out because there was no helmet above it. I walked over to it. The collection pouch was on the side. I slipped my hand into the pouch. Nothing! Where was it? My pulse began to race. 


			“What’s wrong?”


			“It’s not in there. Maybe it fell out when Richard tripped me!” I looked around.


			“Let me take a look.” Jamie used the flashlight app on his iLet and peered into the pouch. “Nothing. Maybe it’s the wrong suit.” Jamie glanced around the corner. “There’s another suit without a helmet.” He headed around the corner. 


			I lifted the pouch again, checking for a crease that might be hiding the artifact. Nothing. I was in such a panic that I didn’t even hear the airlock door swing open.


			“Looking for this?” Trolga was standing there holding up the hexagonal artifact. She smiled and tossed it in the air like a coin. In the low gravity it spun end over end until it stopped just short of the ceiling and then drifted back down to her hand. As it slowly turned, I could see the shadow of the ram’s head/coiled serpent flipping over and over.


			“Give that to me!” I launched myself toward her, but, in my anger, I forgot about the lower gravity.


			Trolga easily side-stepped me as I flew past her, banging my shoulder into the wall. “Now, now, Mr. Thomas, remember who you’re talking to.


			“I was wondering what you were doing off on your own so I searched your suit after they carted you away. Now, as to this piece of junk, I’m keeping it for the time being. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your mouth shut.” She glanced up at the empty shelf above my space suit. “Freak accidents do happen, and your uncle’s an old man.”


			I glanced around, catching Jamie out of the corner of my eye. He shook his head and I quickly shifted my gaze up at the camera. I didn’t think that Trolga could see Jamie from her vantage point. She followed my glance.


			She laughed. “How stupid do you think I am? The cameras are down for routine maintenance.” She pocketed the artifact and walked out the airlock.  
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			After Trolga left, Jamie walked around the corner.


			“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t heard it myself. What’s she got against you?” Jamie’s eyes darted from me to the airlock.


			I shook my head. “No clue. I knew she didn’t like my uncle, but she threatened to do something to him.”


			“Dude, that’s nothing. I think she sabotaged your helmet.”


			“What! No way.” I glanced at the empty shelf above my suit.


			He shrugged. “You tell me. We’ve got to get back out there.”


			“Let’s get out of here before the cameras come back on. You don’t want her to know you were here.”


			Jamie glanced up and then at the door. “You’re right.” He opened the door. “See if anyone’s there.”


			I stepped out. Nobody in the hall. I shook my head.


			“Good. Let’s split up. You head for your apartment and I’ll head for the other station. Meet me at the fountain in Dome Park in an hour.”


			Jamie was walking away before I could say anything. I headed for the train station. I didn’t have long to wait. I got on the train and headed back toward my apartment. The trip was a blur. I didn’t know what to think about Trolga’s revelation that she’d taken the artifact and that she might kill me or my uncle. Why? It made no sense. Why would she hide the discovery that someone or something had been to the Moon way before men? And I was convinced of that. In fact, I had just realized where I’d seen the symbol before. When I got home, I went to the closet where my uncle had stored some of the personal effects belonging to my mother and father. I pulled out the small box that he’d packed for me when he’d come to collect me.


			Opening the box, I lifted the Yankees sweatshirt from the top. I remembered my father wearing it to little league practice. A family picture was wrapped inside it. It showed my mother and father with me after I’d pitched my perfect game. Choking back a few tears, I put it to the side and dug through the box: more pictures, the needlepoint pillow that my mother had made of my family tree, the family photo album. Finally, in the corner, I saw it—my mother’s Atlantis journal. It was a hobby of both my mother and my father. They were amateur archaeologists and were convinced that Atlantis had really existed. Most of our summer vacations had something to do with searching for Atlantis. I remember taking a diving trip to Bimini with them one summer. We had a great time fishing and snorkeling, but my parents had been disappointed by the underwater “Bimini Road.”


			I flipped the journal open. My mother’s clear, flowing handwriting greeted me. I choked back the flood of memories and the tears as I thumbed through the journal. About halfway through I found the drawing of the ram’s head on a serpent’s body. It looked exactly like the mark on the artifact. My mother’s notes indicated that they’d found the drawing on several potsherds in a pre-Minoan tomb in Crete. They’d also found similar symbols on trips to Patagonia and Australia. She’d written that the wide disbursement and age led her to believe that the symbols were Atlantean.


			What was an Atlantean symbol doing on a piece of metal on the Moon? I scratched my head.


			Nim gave a meow as I passed the kitchen. Her bowl was empty. That reminded me that I hadn’t eaten either. I got her food out and poured some into her bowl. I then grabbed a bottle of water and a nutrition bar. They actually weren’t bad and I could eat it on the run.


			I headed out the door and finished half the bar before I got to the train. I took a seat. My mind must have been somewhere else because I was totally zoned out when a wad of paper hit me in the head. I looked up. Rhea was standing there with her best friend, Imee.


			“Hey, Rhea, how’s it going?” I smiled weakly.


			“I was starting to worry. I said hello and then texted you, but you just sat there. Maybe that shortage of air addled your brain.”


			My face flushed. 


			“What’s wrong, cat got your tongue?” Imee chuckled. 


			“If I hadn’t fed her before I left, she probably would’ve.” I knew that sounded lame as it came out of my mouth. “You should come by and see her.” I remembered Rhea’s shocked look at my ears and held my breath. 


			Rhea smiled. “We will. Where you headed?”


			I breathed a sigh of relief. “Dome Park. Thought I could use some fresh air.” Dome Park was located in the exact center of the massive hyperplast pressure dome that sat on top of one of the newest sections of Clarksville. In the Dome you could walk around “outside.” The holographic technology was amazing. In addition to the blue sky and clouds, they even had the occasional holo bird flying by. It made life in the tunnels of Clarksville a bit more tolerable. While Dome Park had actual grass areas, you couldn’t walk on them. The park also had a handful of trees, a pond with a fountain with koi swimming in it, and a field of Astro Turf.


			“We’re heading that way too. There’s a super typhoon in the Pacific heading for the Philippines. We’ll be able to see it in about half an hour.” Rhea glanced at Imee.


			“What about the hologram?” I was looking forward to some blue sky.


			“Their doing a recycle on the hologram. They timed it so everyone could get a view of the typhoon.”


			“Great. I’ll look out for it. I’ve seen satellite pictures, but never seen one from up here. Should be cool.” I smiled. 


			Rhea scowled. 


			“What did I say?” 


			“Imee’s from the Philippines.” Rhea had her hands on her hips.


			“Sorry.” I glanced over at Imee.


			Imee smiled. “She’s just yanking your chain. My parents are in London and my grandparents moved to Australia years ago.”


			Rhea began to laugh. “Easy pickings, Charlemagne, or should I say Dobby!”


			I glared at her, but inside I didn’t really mind her ribbing. She had the prettiest red eyes. They sparkled like rubies. 


			“Mind if I take a look at those ears?” Rhea didn’t wait for an answer and leaned forward. 


			I drew back slightly, but then thought better of it. “I don’t mind.” 


			As she leaned in she softly brushed my hair to one side. At her touch, I shut my eyes. I smelled the slight scent of flowers mixed with something I couldn’t quite place. I inhaled deeply and opened my eyes. Her chest rested just in front of me with the top few buttons opened on her blouse. I stared at the beautiful round curves of her breasts, watching them rise and fall with her every breath. I hadn’t been that close to a girl’s boobs since my girlfriend in Seattle had let me touch hers.


			“Mind if I touch them?” Rhea asked.


			I nodded. Exactly what I’d been thinking as Rhea’s fingertips gently touched the tip of my left ear, sending a tingle down my spine.


			“They’re really not that bad. Kind of cute.” She pulled back.


			“Uh huh.” I didn’t pull my eyes off her chest until Imee hit me in the arm.


			“We’re up here, Dobby!” Imee glared at me but Rhea hadn’t seemed to notice my stare. 


			I cleared my throat. “My uncle told me that the trait runs in my family, kind of like your red eyes.”


			Rhea smiled. “My grandmother does have red eyes.”


			I nodded. “And my uncle’s ears are slightly pointed.”


			“Really? Is that why his hair’s so long?” 


			I shook my head. “Don’t know, but he did tell me that the pointed ears has something to do with Scottish nobility.”


			“So, you’re telling us your family’s royalty?” Rhea asked and glanced over at Imee as Imee crossed her arms and tapped her toe on the ground.


			“Really more of a clan thing than royalty,” I backtracked, looking down. 


			Fortunately, the train began to slow to a stop. I let the girls get off first. Rhea’s hips swayed seductively from side to side, drawing my eyes. Her tight blue jeans inflamed my imagination as I pictured the curves hidden beneath them. 


			I stumbled as the floor sloped up toward the escalator. Fortunately, I grabbed the handrail. It could have been embarrassing if I’d stumbled into the girls. We took the escalator up to the surface. The girls stood side by side, talking about something that I couldn’t make out. As they got off the escalator, Imee glanced back at me. Rhea nodded her head. 


			Just before entering the large airlock at the edge of the station, the girls moved toward the wall and grabbed an emergency air mask each. My uncle always made me take one, but, when he wasn’t around, I didn’t.


			“Has anyone ever had to use one of those things?” I pointed at the masks. 


			Imee shook her head. “Don’t think so. Rhea, you’ve been here the longest.”


			“Not since I’ve been here.” She slipped the mask into the bag at her side. “But my mother told me that someone almost died when an air seal jammed right after they finished building the Dome. Ever since then, they’ve required that people get an air mask before entering Dome Park.” Rhea looked me in the eye. “I guess it’s about as rare as a faceplate cracking on a space suit.”


			I nodded, took a mask off the wall and followed the girls down the airlock corridor.


			Rhea looked over at me. “Be ready when we come out into the open. Dome Park’s very different with the hologram off.”


			Rhea hadn’t been kidding. Stars twinkled even though the Sun was up. It felt like I was on the surface without a spacesuit. I took a couple of deep breaths and looked up at the Earth. It was night and the city lights of Europe and Africa sparkled. 


			I looked over at Rhea. She and Imee were looking skyward. “You meeting anyone?” I kept my head up as if I were looking at the Earth, but was really glancing their way out of the corner of my eye.


			Rhea smiled as if she was reading my mind. “Just a few weather buffs like me.” She paused. “We’re going to Richard’s house to watch from his deck, then go for a swim.”


			While relieved that I wouldn’t have to figure out a way to get away from her, I wasn’t happy about her going to Richard’s. Then it dawned on me. I knew Richard’s family had money—he had his own personal space suit after all—but a pool? On the Moon? “Next you’ll tell me he’ll be barbecuing real burgers and dogs.”


			Imee looked down at her feet, but Rhea laughed. “Hope so. I’m hungry and could use a good burger. Veggie burgers just aren’t the same. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you came along. You could borrow a bathing suit.”


			Despite everything, a smile creased my lips. “I’m sure that would go over well.” I thought about Rhea in a bikini and wanted to blow off my meeting with Jamie. I just couldn’t.


			She laughed and smiled at me. “You’re right. Too bad. I’d like you to be there. Here, hold my bag.” She handed her bag to Imee and started to take her top off. She looked up. “May as well get some sun.” 


			I did well to keep my mouth closed. Under what I’d thought was a blouse, but was really a beach coverup, she wore a bikini top. Never thought I’d see a bikini or a beach coverup on the Moon. I couldn’t keep my eyes off the iridescent bikini flashing in hues of red, green, yellow and turquoise, let alone what it covered. I didn’t even notice when Imee took off her cover up, revealing an even skimpier top. 


			“Like it?” Imee turned back and forth as if modeling for me, causing the colors to shift and sparkle as she moved. “Richard had it flown in on the last shuttle from Earth. Too bad you can’t come to the party with us. You should see the bottoms!” Imee blew me a kiss as they turned and walked off, laughing together.
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			As they bounded away in those long, floating lunar lopes, I wondered whether they were just teasing me or whether Rhea actually liked me. I shook my head, wishing I could go with them. I hadn’t seen girls in bikinis anywhere other than in the holos since I’d gotten to the Moon. Reluctantly, I turned and headed for the fountain in the center of the park.


			Jamie waited there, staring at the koi swimming in the pond. The low gravity didn’t seem to affect the fish. I guess they were used to feeling no weight anyway. I walked up to him.


			“Beautiful day, huh? Not a cloud in the sky.” I looked up.


			Jamie gave me a glare. “Cut the crap. I may have figured out what Trolga’s up to.” 


			“You’re kidding. What?” I glanced over my shoulder, but Rhea and Imee were out of sight.


			“While you were off finding your artifact, we were taking samples for helium-3. Turns out, we hit the mother lode. But Trolga didn’t report it right away. I thought it was because of your accident, but after seeing her threaten you, I did a little digging. Looks like Trolga made a huge bet on Dahak Mining right before turning in the results. The company’s stock went through the roof when they announced the helium-3 find. She’s made millions, enough to retire anywhere she might want. If an artifact’s found in the area, it’ll shut down production and she’ll lose everything.”


			I nodded. “Makes sense, but she threatened to kill me and my uncle! That’s a bit much.”


			“Not when millions are at stake. And guess who owns most of the stock in Dahak Mining—Richard’s father!”


			“No way!” I shook my head.


			Jamie nodded. “He’s rich enough without it, but he’s a prick. He doesn’t like that Rhea’s paying so much attention to you.”


			“What? That’s ridiculous. Besides, I thought he and Imee were an item. Why would he care about Rhea?”


			“They are, but Rhea was Richard’s flavor of the month before you arrived.”


			I breathed a sigh of relief, but then shook my head. “Rhea doesn’t like me.”


			“Dude, what planet are you from? She’s eyed you since the day you got off the shuttle.”


			I shrugged. “Why? I’m a lanky six foot two with pointed ears. What could she possibly see in me?” 


			It was Jamie’s turn to shrug. “Who knows when it comes to girls. But I tell you this, she used to lead Richard around by the nose. Can you say ‘whipped?’ Richard claims that he dumped Rhea for Imee, but I think Rhea’s the one that did the dumping.”


			“Not that I’m gay or anything, but Richard’s handsome and rich. Why would Rhea be interested in me after having dated him? She’s the most beautiful girl on the Moon. She has her pick of anyone.” I looked down as a gold and white koi swam an infinity loop in front of me. Neither the mathematical fish nor Rhea liking me made any sense.


			“Like I said, who knows when it comes to girls. Maybe it’s the ears.”


			I was just about to shove Jamie when he held his hands out in front of him. “Just kidding, dude.” He noticed the backpack on my shoulder. “What’ve you got in there?”


			I pulled my mother’s journal out of my backpack, remembering why we were here. “We can’t let Trolga stop us.” I showed Jamie the ram’s head serpent. 
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			“This symbol was on the artifact. My parents were convinced that it was a symbol for Atlantis. Searching for Atlantis was their big hobby.”


			Jamie laughed. “You’re kidding, right?” 


			I put the journal away and turned to walk away. 


			Jamie grabbed my shoulder. “Sorry, but that’s kind of hard to believe.” He looked at my backpack. “Can I see that drawing again?” 


			I nodded, pulled it out and opened it to the page with the drawing. 


			Jamie nodded. “So you found a symbol of Atlantis buried on the Moon. That’s wild. We’ve—”


			Jamie’s voice faded out. My vision clouded over and I felt like I was shooting down a foggy tunnel. As I approached the end, there was Trolga. She glared at me, laughing. Her face had distorted and her nose shot forward, changing color. Her nose and mouth were morphing into a beak. Her eyes intensified and narrowed behind her beak. Her hair became feathered. She looked like a harpy. She let out a high-pitched screech. I began to drift toward her. I flailed my arms to stop, but only picked up speed. There was nothing I could do to stop. She grew in size and snapped her beak. She was going to tear me to shreds. I tried to scream. Nothing came out. I felt heat on my right cheek. I managed to turn my head in that direction. A bright light seemed to be boring a hole through the mist. Trolga let out another screech. A figure was walking through the tunnel cut through the mist by the light. It was Uncle Merl. He wore a long grey robe. As he approached he lifted a staff and pointed it at Trolga. A golden ram’s head topped the staff. The eyes of the ram began to glow. A ruby-red light shot out of them straight at Trolga. The mist engulfed me and I began to fall. I heard a splash and came around with Jamie grabbing me out of the fountain.


			“You all right? I was talking and your face went blank. Then you dropped your parent’s journal and turned white as a ghost. I said your name, but you didn’t reply. I even snapped my fingers in front of your face, but you continued to stare.” Jamie held my arm, steadying me. 


			I was soaking wet. I looked back down in the fountain. A handful of koi swam a complex dance where I’d fallen in. Orange, black, red and white rapidly swirled under the water. They were mesmerizing. Something about the way they were swimming . . . They seemed to be forming a pattern in the water, only I couldn’t quite figure it out.


			Jamie grabbed me. “You ok?”


			I nodded. 


			“Looked like you were drifting off again.” 


			“I don’t know. I feel a little dizzy. Must be something to do with hypoxia.”


			People were starting to come over. Jamie grabbed me. “Let’s get you back home. We can figure out what to do later.”


			I nodded. Jamie picked up the journal, shoved it in the backpack and hung it on his shoulder. We headed for the Tube station.


		


	

		

			Chapter 5


			Rover Rescue
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			I barely remembered coming home with Jamie. By the time I got to the Tube, my head felt as if someone were pounding it with a sledgehammer. It hurt so bad that Jamie wanted to take me to the doctor, but I shook my head and mumbled “home.” 


			When we got there, we found a note on the kitchen table propped up against a glass filled with a cloudy, yellowish liquid. It said: “Drink me.” I recognized Uncle Merl’s handwriting. I gave Jamie an “I told you so look,” drank the bitter-tasting elixir, and hit the sofa. I closed my eyes and didn’t even hear Jamie leave. 


			Pounding on the door woke me up. Thank goodness my headache was gone because the pounding would have really hurt.


			“Just a minute.” I looked around for Nim. When I didn’t see her lurking near the door, I told the computer to open the door.


			Rhea stormed in and stood in front of me, hands on her hips, her face flushed. “What happened to you? I’ve been calling and texting.”


			I smiled. She looked good even when she was angry. I glanced down at my iLet, but the holographic list didn’t come up. “Damn, Jamie must’ve shut it off. Came back from Dome Park with a horrible headache. I was taking a nap.”


			Rhea shook her head. “Nap! I ran into you at Dome Park yesterday!” Rhea’s arms dropped to her side and her voice mellowed. “Jamie asked me to check on you.”


			“Why?” Still a bit foggy from my drug-induced nap, it took me a minute to realize what Jamie was up to. When I did, I flipped on my iLet’s holographic text list. Jamie’s text appeared halfway down the list.


			“Dahak Mining’s shutting down the area later this week. Today’s the last chance we’ve got to get out there. I’ll wait until ten. If you’re not in the hangar by then, I’m going by myself.” It was time stamped first thing in the morning.


			I noticed Rhea reading over my shoulder. “What, he’s gone outside? Why?”


			I sucked in a deep breath, trying to decide what to say.


			Rhea slapped my shoulder. “You’re hiding something. Jamie’s been my friend since we were little kids. Tell me!” Her cheeks flushed as I felt a slight tingle at the back of my head. A thought popped into my head that I should tell Rhea. I shrugged. Weird, but I’d already decided to tell her. 


			She glared at me, her ruby-red eyes almost glowing. “Well?”  


			I felt that little shove again, but ignored it. Perhaps a lingering effect of my uncle’s concoction. Rhea’s cheeks had flushed with anger, so I told her. “I told him about the artifact that I found.”


			“Artifact?” Rhea raised an eyebrow.


			“On the field trip, before my faceplate cracked, I found a piece of metal.” Rhea’s expression didn’t change. “It was buried.”


			“He risked getting suspended for a piece of junk!” She tapped her foot on the ground.


			I shook my head. “It wasn’t junk. It was smooth, with a picture of a ram’s head serpent on it. It wasn’t space junk.”


			“Where is it? Show me!”


			I looked behind me. It felt as if someone had just given me a shove between the shoulder blades. Weird. “I can’t. Trolga’s got it.”


			“Trolga? Why?”


			“Good question. Jamie and I went to look for it after I’d recovered from my hypoxia. Trolga confronted me in the ready room. Fortunately, she didn’t see Jamie since he was around the corner when she came in. She’s got it. She threatened me to keep me quiet.”


			“Why? That makes no sense.”


			“Jamie thinks it has to do with the huge helium-3 discovery that you guys made while I was digging up the artifact. Trolga bought a bunch of stock in Dahak Mining. If the artifact came out, they’d shut mining down and she’d lose a fortune.”


			“Either way, Jamie’s out there. We’ve got to find him and get him back.” She grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the door.


			“Hold on. Jamie’s been gone for hours. He’s got plenty of air. Besides, if Trolga’s watching, she might do something.”


			“What? Hurt you? That’s ridiculous. Besides, we’ve got to get Jamie.” Panic strained her voice.


			“Why?”


			“There’s a meteor shower coming. We’ve got to get him.”


			I hit my iLet. “Call Jamie . . .”


			“I tried that already. I can’t reach him. We’ve got to go. Something’s wrong.”


			“How much time before the meteor shower?”


			“Three to four hours.”


			“That barely gives us time to get out there and back. Let’s go.”


			We rushed to the Tube station, caught the first train and went straight to the hangar. When we got to the airlock to the ready room, I stopped and stared at the keypad.


			“I don’t have the code.”


			“Step aside. I do.” Rhea hit her iLet and then punched a few of the keys. The door swung open.


			“How?” I followed her through the door.


			“You should pay more attention in computer class. Just kidding about computer class. After that last field trip, I earned my right to sign out on my own. A code comes with that right.” Once the door opened fully, she didn’t waste any time and went straight for a suit. I did the same. She was in her suit way before me. I was fumbling at it.


			“Let me help.” She gave the seams and clasps a quick look and gave the one that had been giving me trouble a quick turn. “You’re clearly no Paul Muad’Dib.” 


			I smiled. “And this is no stillsuit.” 


			She smiled back and then grabbed my helmet and raised it over my head. She paused when she saw my expression. A brief wave of panic washed over me, but I suppressed it. 


			I pulled my hair back and nodded. “Go ahead.”


			She popped the helmet into place. All green lights flicked on the display.


			She flipped her shoulder-length auburn hair back, put it in a pony tail and had her helmet on before I could offer to help.


			“I set our radios to short range channel three so we can talk.”


			I nodded, and then realized that nodding in a helmet is ridiculous. We peered through the window. She keyed in her code again and the door to the airlock swung open. 


			“What about the meteor shower? Won’t they stop us?” 


			“I already submitted a travel plan that has us back well before the shower starts.”


			I eyed the single-person moon cycles, but Rhea patted my shoulder. “Not today, hot shot. You don’t have your licenses, and I’m not rated for the cycles yet.” She headed for a four-person rover. I followed. She climbed in the driver’s seat and grabbed what looked like the steering wheel from a car. I sat in the passenger seat, surprised at the simplicity of the controls. I’d expected it to look like the cockpit of an airplane and to steer with some kind of joystick. Instead another steering wheel sat in front of me.


			I looked out the bubble-like hyperplast windshield. The hangar doors stood open as usual. Rhea pushed a button, grabbed the wheel and the rover lurched forward. 


			The area around Clarksville had smoothed out over the years, but once we turned off the road to the helium-3 mines and headed toward the hills where I’d found the artifact, it got a bit bumpy. Despite the bumps, Rhea kept the speed up. 


			I just sat there, useless. “Computer, display the amount of time left before the meteor shower begins in countdown mode.” 


			The generic female voice said: “Acknowledged,” and a green countdown clock appeared on the top right side of my faceplate. We had three hours and twenty-eight minutes remaining. I recalled that the drive out to the site took just over twenty minutes.


			“How’re we going to find Jamie?”


			Rhea shook her head. “This is the Moon, dummy. We’ll follow the tracks of his rover and then his footprints.”


			Being a greenhorn got old. One of these days, I’d stop acting like an Earther and learn the ropes on the Moon.


			I glanced over at Rhea. She’d released the wheel in front of her. I shrugged and grabbed the wheel. Nothing happened. I glanced at the panel in front of me. Between us was a switch that said left and right. It was toggled to the left. I reached down to flip it. 


			Rhea grabbed my arm. “No!”


			I pulled back, not expecting her reaction. “Why? I thought I’d give it a whirl.”


			She flipped off the tint on her visor and looked over at me. I flipped mine off. 


			“Because you’re not trained on rovers. I am.” She tried to sound calm, but her voice got shaky. 


			“Come on. I had my license on Earth and drove to school every day. It looks simpler than my old pickup.” I reached for the wheel again.


			“No!” She grabbed my arm hard enough to feel her grip through the suit, but I didn’t let go of the wheel. I felt that tingle up my neck again. I glanced over at Rhea. The flecks of gold in her eyes seemed to spark in anger, then they mellowed. “Charlie, please.”


			I toggled the switch back to left. “Ok. But why? I’m a good driver.” I looked at her through the helmet and could have sworn that tears were running from her eyes.


			She blinked and looked away. 


			“You ok?” I heard a suppressed sniffle. 


			“Yeah. Look, it’s just . . .”


			I touched her shoulder—all I could do in a spacesuit. “What?” 


			She glanced over at me. Her tears had stopped.


			“It’s just— I grabbed the wheel away from my brother, Rob.” A sob escaped her lips. 


			I released the wheel and looked forward. Autopilot had us following Jamie’s tracks. “What happened?”


			She gave me a furtive glance and then looked forward. I had just about given up on her telling me, when she started to speak. “I was fifteen. I’d talked my brother into driving me down to the liquor store to get beer for me and a couple of my friends. He’d just gotten a ’38 Camaro and was ready to take it for a spin. He took a back road with lots of turns and took manual control of the car. I laughed as he whipped around the turns. He glanced over at me when a deer darted across the road in front of him. I grabbed the wheel and yanked it.”


			Rhea sniffled a couple of times. “I yanked too hard and the car went off the road before the autopilot could take over.” She paused.


			“Did he . . .?” I asked softly.


			She shook her head in the helmet. “No. But he got thrown from the car and broke his back. He’s a paraplegic. And it was MY FAULT.” She broke down and started crying again.


			I patted her shoulder through the spacesuit. I looked ahead. The autopilot on the rover guided us forward. 


			Rhea regained control. “Sorry, but when you grabbed the wheel, you kind of reminded me of my brother. He was a baseball player too.”


			I nodded. “And your brother’s still on Earth?”


			She nodded. “Yep. He stayed with my father after the divorce. My mother and I moved up here when she took a promotion with Dahak Mining.”


			I had no clue what to say, so I took my mother’s advice and said nothing. Unfortunately, when I thought about Rhea’s mother, I thought about where Rhea got her ample cleavage from. Her mother liked wearing tops that pushed her boobs together. Richard joked in the locker room that Rhea’s mother was a MILF. I glanced over at Rhea, glad she wasn’t a mind reader. She stared out the windshield. “So, your mother works for Dahak?”


			“Yep. She worked for Dahak in their Bedminster office. After the accident, she and my father would get into arguments all the time. She caught my father having an affair with one of Rob’s physical therapists. That was that.”


			“Divorced?”


			“Yep. My fault again.” 


			“No. It wasn’t your fault. It was just an accident.” 


			Rhea faced forward, remaining silent. I thought I heard a sniffle but kept quiet. Rhea glanced at the screen. “We’ll be there in ten minutes. That should give us well over an hour to track down Jamie and get back to the rover.”


			I nodded, glad for the change of subject. “It shouldn’t take more than ten minutes to get to where I found the artifact. If Jamie’s there, we’ll get back quickly and beat the meteor shower by a mile.” I glanced at the internal thermometer of my suit. It read seventy-two degrees. It felt hotter. “Computer, drop my suit temperature by two degrees.”


			“Acknowledged.” 


			I took a deep breath and sat back. 


			“So you’re hot?”


			I glanced sideways. “Didn’t know you could hear that.”


			“You just need to move your eyes to the right twice to shut off exterior communication.”


			“Thanks. Didn’t know that.”


			“Sorry for lashing out at you and dumping all my shit on you.”


			I chuckled. “No problem. I’m used to catching shit from people.”


			Rhea gave a little chuckle. 


			“Can I ask you something?” I glanced over. 


			“Sure. Shoot.”


			“Jamie told me that you broke up with Richard before I arrived. Now Imee’s dating him, but you and Imee seem like best friends.”


			Rhea laughed. “That’s it?”


			“When one of my buddies started dating my ex, I didn’t talk to him for a month.”


			“Imee and I hit it off from day one. She’s the type that you can just talk to, you know.”


			I didn’t really, but I nodded. 


			“I liked Richard, and he was/is the alpha dog here, so when he asked me out, I was flattered. After a couple of dates, my mother asked me what I was doing. Rather than lying about meeting Imee and a couple of the girls, I told her I had a date with Richard. She flipped out. Said that was great and that I should make sure to keep him happy.


			“I gave her a funny look. But she just rambled on, sipping on her bourbon, and telling me that Richard’s father was one of the richest men in the world. Everyone knew Richard was rich. He liked to show off the newest gadget, his private spacesuit and throw parties at his house under the Dome, but I had no clue he was that rich.”


			“Was she right? Is Richard that rich?” 


			“Well, his father is and he’s got quite a trust fund. Anyway, my mother just droned on and on about Richard and how lucky I was to be dating him. Just about made me want to throw up. Anyway, despite his arrogance, I liked Richard and could deal with his bragging in the locker room about us doing it.”


			“Did you?”


			Rhea turned and gave me a glare. “Have you done it?”


			I blushed so hard that I was sure Rhea could see it through my facemask. 


			“I thought not. But I’ll bet you second base that you’ve bragged about doing it with your baseball buddies.”


			I was tempted to lie, picturing going to second base with Rhea, but my delay answered the question for me.


			“I thought not. Most kids our age haven’t done it and those that have typically don’t brag about it.” Rhea laughed. “Cat got your tongue?”


			“I guess so. Nim’s quite a cat.” Trying to change the subject. 


			Rhea laughed. “Anyway, I’d considered ‘doing it’ with Richard, but when my mother started trying to pimp me to Richard, I’d had enough. Richard pushed me pretty hard, but I managed to hold him back. That’s when he really started talking up our sexual exploits in the locker room.


			“Imee’d arrived about a month before and we hit it off really well. She actually knew how to make my favorite sushi. Sure, she had to substitute local tilapia for tuna, but that was way cool. She invited Richard and me over to have dinner with her and Steve. Richard shocked all of us by bringing tuna. He knew it was my favorite and it was delicious. We split up into separate rooms after dinner. Richard and I . . . We got to making out pretty heavy. He started trying to get my pants down, but I stopped him. He got so pissed that he said maybe he should try it with my mother. After all, everyone knew she was a MILF and a slut.”


			I gasped. “He actually said that?”


			Rhea nodded. “THAT was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I ran out of the room and the house. When I saw Imee the next day, I broke down and told her about it. That’s when she told me she knew how to take care of Richard if it was ok with me.


			“I was taken aback. I asked if she was going to kill him or something. She laughed and shook her head, explaining that she knew many more pleasant ways to shut a man up. After all, Richard was cute and rich. She grew up on the streets of Manila and had learned how to fend for herself. That’s how she got her scholarship to go to school on the Moon. She asked if I would mind if she took him off my hands. I squeezed her hands and said that I’d be grateful, but to be careful.
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