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PROLOGUE

	 

	The Outcast tumbled through the void along the Path.

	Once, it had been whole. Back in an age before recorded history—when the distances between then and now were measured with units that could no longer be expressed in this time-filled multiverse—the Outcast had been mighty. Entire galaxies, long since vanished without a trace into the eons, had trembled at each of its movements. It had experienced reality through thirteen different senses, only seven of which were still known in the shallow, twisted place the cosmos had become. It had crushed and devoured suns that made the puny stars of now look like the flickering light of mortal souls.

	It would have been a god, if all the beings of its age were not endowed with similar abilities.

	But now the Outcast was diminished. Lessened in mind and body, crippled and helpless. The greatness of its past nothing more than half-remembered impressions. Most of its senses had been gouged out, leaving it to fumble through the abomination this universe had become during the long trip from then to now.

	It spun along the Path, a painstakingly engineered route that had made the universe its prison for ten billion years. Its broken mind knew almost nothing except cold and loneliness and hunger. Such a deep, unending hunger. As far as this universe knew, it always had been hungry and always would be.

	But then...

	Physical contact. Another object in the void. A spindly, brittle thing fashioned from elements and energy. The remains of the Outcast pushed through it almost without hesitation.

	The Outcast’s splintered consciousness realized that, with contact, the Path had changed. No longer did it lead through the eternal nothing between systems. Now it led close to one of the dim stars. It led to light and heat.

	And life.
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	IN TRANSIT

	 

	Cali Washington remembered being a little girl with a big dream. She remembered the excitement and the hope and the thrill of those small, early steps on the road to that dream. Some of her best memories were of sharing the dream with friends and classmates all through her school years and into college.

	She could also remember the moment when she realized she was just another adult who needed a job.

	None of the kids on the carrier with her had experienced that moment yet. They bounced between the rows of seats and off the cheap carpet. They still thought they were going to be ballerinas and scientists and presidents and veterinarians. They hadn’t even hit their teens.

	They still believed life was fair.

	A long, dark curl drifted across her face, and she swept it back behind her ear. Several people had warned her that long hair would be a problem in microgravity, but she couldn’t bring herself to cut it. It kept her face looking “heart-shaped” rather than “wide.”

	She looked down at the book in her lap, realized she hadn’t read the page, swept to the next one anyway. She shifted in her seat. The charcoal-gray Caretaker jumpsuit didn’t fit right. Her legs were too long and thin for it, her hips and chest a bit too wide. The excess material bunched up in uncomfortable places. Not enough for her to demand a new size—what would be the point?—just enough to pinch a bit. She tried to subtly adjust it for the fourth time. One prepubescent boy blatantly watched with wide eyes, fascinated by where her hands were going.

	The kids had been pretty good for the first two days or so, especially for kids on the greatest field trip ever. Although Cali wondered if it was even that great anymore. It hadn’t been uncommon when she was their age, and fourteen more years had made the trip even smoother, safer, and cheaper. The first segment—riding the space elevator into orbit—had been close enough to a train ride that they all stayed in their seats. The view distracted them for a long time, watching Maracaibo and the Caribbean drop away, vanish behind clouds, and then reappear even smaller, showing more of South and Central America. When that got dull, their teacher kept them busy with quizzes and reading and simple exercises.

	Of course, once the carrier detached from the elevator this morning and zero gravity set in, the kids had gone crazy. They’d burned up energy bouncing around the cabin, until two or three of the passengers from the first-class pod had complained. Their teacher couldn’t get them back in their seats, but they’d calmed down enough for him to resume his duties. Cali had learned half their names through osmosis as they giggled and laughed and got sick in the weightlessness.

	The teacher, a white guy named Mr. Berenson, wasn’t much older than Cali. Despite his age, the handful of parents acting as chaperones seemed to defer to him with a fair degree of respect. She wondered if teaching had been his dream, or just something he’d ended up doing when his real dream died. He floated in the middle of the aisle, studied the children with a practiced eye, and pointed at a little girl with red hair. The gesture made him drift slightly, and he bumped against a chair.

	“July 20th, 1969,” she answered proudly.

	“Excellent,” he said. His students bobbed and floated through the blue-and-white cabin, bouncing off the rows of seats and the overhead compartments. “After the Apollo missions, who can tell me the next major Moon landing?”

	Hands shot up, down, and off at various angles. Two or three kids spun in the air from the movement. One banged his head on an armrest, but kept smiling. Berenson gave him a nod.

	“April 8th, 2027,” said the boy, rubbing his dark frizz.

	“Good,” said Berenson. “Why don’t you strap in, Reggie? That’s your third head injury in two hours.”

	The students giggled, and the boy dragged himself down into his seat. The harness clicked around him.

	“What was the name for those missions? Luis.”

	“Altair.”

	“No, that was the name of the ship model. What was the—”

	“Constellation!” snapped a blonde girl.

	“Good, Fern. I thought we’d have to go the whole field trip without you interrupting again.” The class snickered, and Berenson looked for a new student. “When did they set up the first base? Matt.”

	“2069. Armstrong Base.”

	In the back of the cabin, Cali peered over the screen of her book to watch the history lesson. She remembered pleading with her parents to let her go on one of these field trips. Now she was doing it for work.

	Not where she’d expected to end up.

	Someone dropped into the seat next to her. One of the other new Caretakers. She’d seen him between classes, and at the final orientation meeting before they boarded. Since then he’d come out from the first-class pod every few hours to glide through the aisles and make it clear this wasn’t his first zero-G flight.

	“Hey. I’m Kurt. Kurt Hausmann.” He had pale eyes, pale skin, and a mop of blond-brown hair that had been meticulously arranged to look like he didn’t care about how it looked.

	She made a point of not looking up from her book.

	“Ahhh, the joys of youth,” he said, nodding at the field trip kids. “Were we ever that innocent?”

	She raised a brow, eyes still on the page. “I just met you three days ago.”

	“But it feels like so much longer, doesn’t it?”

	“Not really, no.”

	“You don’t feel a bond between us? Caretakers. Co-workers. Friends.” A long pause. “Man and woman.”

	She turned her eyes to him. “You’re starting now? Not even waiting until we’re there?”

	He shrugged and showed off gleaming white teeth that had probably cost more than her freshman year of college. “Anything goes on the Moon, and we’re as good as there. Well past halfway. I think we’ve easily passed the socially acceptable marker.”

	“Y’know,” she said, “I had you pegged as this type in the final orientation.”

	He beamed another grin at her. “So you were thinking about it, too?”

	“Thinking about dealing with someone like you, yes.”

	“Flatterer.”

	“What’s your rush? Worried you’re not going to get to sleep around enough in two years?”

	He stretched back in his seat. “I’ve set a personal goal,” he explained with the tone of someone making a business pitch. “I’m going to sleep with every woman on the Moon before my rotation’s up.”

	Cali rolled her eyes. “Are you serious?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“You don’t find that degrading? To you, me, and every woman on the Moon?”

	“Not really. Would you be frowning if I said I wanted to play chess with everyone on the Moon?”

	“No.”

	“What if I said I wanted to eat dinner or play golf or polo or something?”

	“Polo? Really?”

	“The thing is, you’d be fine with it if I’d said any other sort of activity people do for enjoyment. You’ve just got a bunch of those old-school sexual hang-ups.”

	She raised an eyebrow at him.

	Kurt shrugged. “Let me guess. Boyfriend or girlfriend back home? Promised you’d stay faithful, it’s only two years, maybe you can come visit once or twice?”

	“None of your business.”

	“And so you’re going to pass up the chance of a lifetime. One of the most exotic locations a person can go to. A place where low gravity opens up a whole world of possibilities. A place where no one will judge you. No one else will know. No consequences whatsoever. And you’re just going to let it pass you by?”

	Cali studied his face for a moment. “This is the only reason you applied to be a Caretaker, isn’t it?”

	Kurt shrugged. “Family tradition. Go out and spend some time in the field, work a real job, gain some perspective, blah-blah-blah. I just figured I might as well make the best of a bad situation.”

	“Good luck with that. Maybe you can score with one of the flight attendants.”

	He laced his fingers together behind his head. “Already did.”

	“You’re lying.”

	“Keri, the Asian one.” He nodded his head at the woman strapping down the drinks cart. “In one of the crew closets, just before we detached from the elevator.”

	“So you’re overeager and I’m your second choice?”

	“I wanted you to be first, if it matters.”

	“Well, we don’t always get what we want, do we?”

	“I usually do.”

	Something bitter and angry rolled over in her mind. “Must be nice.”

	“Any chance you’ll change your mind before we land?”

	She raised the book and tapped the screen to reactivate it. “Not really.”

	“Not really, but not no?”

	“I think we’re done.”

	Kurt grinned. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.” He fingered the red trim of his jumpsuit. “I’m at Hades.”

	“Hades? You’re kidding.”

	“Nope. Are you there, too?”

	“No, I’m at Osiris.” She tapped the white trim of her own uniform. “We may never see each other again. If I’m lucky.”

	“I’ll head back to my seat then,” Kurt said with a wink. He pulled his legs up to his chest, turned in the air, and pushed himself back across the cabin.

	“Okay,” said Berenson as Kurt sailed past him, “who can tell me when the first cemetery opened on the Moon? Matt.”

	The boy’s eyebrows crinkled together. “2149.”

	“Good. Where was it?”

	The forest of hands shot up again. “Katie.”

	“Pluto Station.”

	The teacher nodded. “Right, but where is that?”

	“The Sea of Serenity.”

	“Good.” Berenson drifted down and hooked his foot into the base of a chair. It let him stand solidly in the aisle. “What are three reasons they started doing burials on the Moon? Give me one, Hayato.”

	“No more room on Earth.”

	“Right. Fern, give me another one.”

	“Pollution. Carbon emissions when they burned dead bodies.”

	“It’s called cremation, but yes. Last reason, Luis.”

	The boy grabbed a strap and dragged himself back down into his seat. “Ummmm...”

	“Not fast enough. Katie.”

	“It made jobs?”

	“Right. The economy. People could make money on the Moon now. They had a reason to live there. Anyone remember what that period of lunar migration was called a hundred years ago? Named after a famous expansion in North American history.”

	“The Grave Rush,” said Luis, popping back up out of his seat.

	“Good. What was the second cemetery the Caretaker Foundation opened?”

	“Lazarus,” said Hayato.

	The teacher nodded. “Third?”

	“Arawn?”

	“Nope. Somebody else?”

	“Osiris?”

	“Good, Reggie. Then Arawn. What was the most recent one to open?”

	Half the kids racked their brains. Others wore their ignorance plain on their faces.

	“Come on,” said Berenson. “Somebody here knows it. Katie.”

	She sounded the name out one syllable at a time. “Mict-lan-tec-uh-tli.”

	“Excellent. Last question for now: approximately how many people are buried on the Moon?”

	“Four million?”

	“Higher, Fern.”

	“Twenty?” blurted Hayato.

	“Too high.”

	“Sixteen,” said Katie.

	“Correct again. Best estimate is just over sixteen million people are buried there, with three times that many having been cremated in the past hundred years. Katie, I’m just going to let you teach for the rest of the field trip, okay?”

	The ambient music cut out in mid-song and the speakers let out a faint pop. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking,” said a soft voice. “The Branson is on approach, and we’re about to begin deceleration procedures. Please make sure you are securely strapped in, and stow all loose items in either your chair pouches or the overhead compartments. Virgin Spaceways flight Eight-Fifteen should be landing at Luna City in about fifty-five minutes.”

	“Okay, you heard the captain,” Berenson told his students. “Everyone get in your seats and buckle up. Next stop, the Moon.”

	In the back of the cabin, Cali turned off the book she hadn’t been reading and slid it into the wide pocket on her thigh. She swept the curl of hair behind her ear again and stared down at her feet.

	“Next stop, the Moon,” she echoed. “Our final destination.”
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	LUNA CITY

	 

	The newcomers followed the flight crew through the long airlock hallway. A few turns. A ramp up and a slope down. The long walk let them all practice their low-gravity strides and get a feel for the physics of the Moon. Subliminal acclimatization, Cali’s books called it.

	She fell into a quick, easy rhythm, measuring out each movement. The other new Caretakers moved with cautious steps. A few swung their bags and studied the motion. The schoolkids gleefully jumped up to touch the ceiling. Cali couldn’t help but notice the walls and ceiling were well padded and the lights all shielded beneath protective bubbles. How many arms and legs got broken in this hallway every year?

	No, not a hallway. They called them avenues up here. And boulevards for the bigger ones.

	The third sanitizer misted them with a tangy mix of antivirals, antibiotics, and anticarcinogens. It was a bit of overkill—even the children needed a battery of preventive shots to visit the Moon—but Cali understood the emphasis on health. In the closed lunar systems, infections spread faster than rumors.

	The final hatch slid open, almost theatrically, and revealed Luna City.

	Like many frontier settlements—even the largest, fastest-growing ones—Luna City was a city in name only. The moon base barely qualified as a village. The main plaza could’ve been the center of a high-end shopping mall or the lobby of an expensive hotel. The flagstone plaza stretched thirty meters across, with eight sloping walls leading up to the domed ceiling three stories above them.

	At the cardinal points of the plaza, four large arches led out into broad hallways—the boulevards. The arches stood four meters tall, easy, and their blocky, raw lunacrete design gave them a vaguely Mesoamerican feel. Cali had read the boulevard names during orientation, and in a few of the colorful brochures pressed into her hands over the past few months, but had only paid enough attention to pass the required tests.

	Looming over it all was the Armstrong Tree. The first tree planted on the Moon, with roots that reached down into the lunar soil. The lower gravity let the oak’s branches sprawl out, reaching across the plaza like a dome within the dome, breaking up the light with hundreds of shifting shadows. A few kids hopped, but even the lowest branches were too high. Probably by design.

	The tree dominated the view, but plants grew everywhere Cali’s eye happened to settle. A dozen tall ferns and bushes stretched up between the tree’s roots, and others sat in large lunacrete planters around the plaza. She knew they were supposed to help with air quality, but it still seemed amazingly fresh inside the city. She’d expected the faint chemical hint of processing, but the air in Luna City was clean and alive.

	People in jumpsuits and coveralls wandered through the plaza, and between businesses and apartments down each one of the boulevards. Off to her right from the airlock hall, sandwiched between two boulevard entrances, stood the tall facade of a hotel. Ivy crept up and over the structure, giving it an odd vibe, balanced between Southern mansion and lost city, that went well with the boulevard arches.

	The crowd of passengers spread out among the huge planters. Families headed for the hotel. Berenson and the chaperones tried to round up the bouncing twelve-year-olds. A slim, green-haired woman who’d boarded the carrier with crutches walked off with them slung over her shoulder.

	Cali shifted the oversized duffle on her shoulder again. It had weighed almost eighty pounds when she climbed into the carrier back on Earth. Now it was so light she couldn’t escape the feeling she’d left something behind. She sighed with relief at the idea, an actual weight off her shoulders, even as it gnawed at her mind.

	Kurt was a few meters in front of her. It was amazing how well he could swagger in one-sixth gravity. Near him was one of the other new Caretakers from the flight, a blonde girl named Paige that Cali remembered from a spacesuit practice class. Paige’s jumpsuit didn’t fit right either, but in a much more flattering way. It helped that she’d unzipped it a bit. The blonde smirked at something Kurt whispered in her ear.

	There was a snort near Cali’s elbow. “Do you think he’s telling her having sex with him in low gravity is the chance of a lifetime? He told me that twice on the elevator ride and then once just before we landed.”

	Cali glanced at the woman standing near her. The white trim of their jumpsuits matched. “You were at the Osiris orientation,” Cali said. “You’re...” Her brain just barely stopped her from saying “Snaggletooth.”

	“Tessa,” said the girl with a quick, sharp nod that made her bangs ripple. They stretched from ear to ear. A large set of pince-nez eyeglasses gripped the bridge of her nose. She gave a small hop and went half a meter into the air. “We were in some classes together, too. I remember you sat in the back and didn’t talk to anyone. You’re Cali, right?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Did he try his line on you, too? The one about having sex with him? I’d think he would’ve asked you.”

	Cali nodded. “About an hour before landing.”

	“He’s very determined. You almost have to admire that.”

	“No I don’t.”

	A bronze-skinned woman with dark hair and a blue designer jumpsuit waved and joined the crowd of schoolchildren. “Hey, kids,” she said, her face splitting in a wide smile. “I’m Lana Gathol, and I’m the mayor of Luna City. Welcome to the Moon.” She and Berenson led the field trip away.

	A white man with the blue patches of Lazarus Base corralled two of the new Caretakers, guiding them off down the broad street to the west. A woman with charcoal-gray stripes and patches had already pulled the new Pluto recruits off to the side of the plaza. Half a dozen of them were left standing amidst the huge planters. Paige looked around. “Now what?”

	“I think that’s a bar over there,” said Kurt, gazing across the plaza. “We could all get a drink.”

	“I don’t drink,” said one of the other recruits.

	“Neither do I,” said Tessa.

	Cali dropped her bag on the flagstones. It settled in slow motion. “Has anyone seen any other Caretakers yet?”

	Nobody answered.

	A Latino man next to her spoke up. “I thought there was supposed to be someone here for all of us, too.”

	Across the plaza, a steel-haired man with a few days’ worth of stubble walked toward them. He moved with a slow lope, like a man used to skipping but determined to keep his habit under control. The mayor had moved the same way. Moon legs, someone had called it in orientation.

	As he approached, Cali could see a silver badge on his worn coveralls, and an old Taser pistol riding on his hip. He wore his tablet on an arm brace just above his left wrist. People kept trying to start up that style on Earth, but tabs were just a bit too heavy to be comfortable. Not an issue up here, though.

	“You must be the last of our new Caretakers,” the steel-haired man said with a glance at his tab. Up close, Cali could see the star-and-crescent shape of his badge. He skimmed a few names off a list on the screen and gestured at his badge. “Sam Gordon. I’m the sheriff. Should be one for Hades, three for Arawn, and two for Osiris, right?”

	Tessa adjusted her shoulder strap. “Is something wrong?”

	Gordon shook his head. “Nothing big. Your rides are running about twelve hours behind schedule, that’s all.”

	“Why the delay?”

	“Just some flat batteries. They had a convoy coming out here to pick you all up, and one of the buggies went dead. They’re recharging at Osiris, be here in the morning. There are rooms for you at the hotel.”

	“Excellent,” said Kurt, grinning. Paige smirked.

	Gordon’s lip twisted into something almost like a smile as he stared at the young man. “You’re the Hausmann kid, aren’t you?”

	Kurt’s expression faltered, just for a second. “Yeah. That’s me.”

	The sheriff dipped his chin in a slow, thoughtful nod. His gray eyes never left Kurt’s. “I was told you were coming up here.”

	That confirmed what Cali had suspected. Kurt was one of those Hausmanns. It explained a lot.

	“I know you’ve all heard a lot of shit about life up here being one big party,” Gordon said. “Let’s be clear—it isn’t. It’s three hundred people working under constant stress who can’t get away from one another. So we all try to keep it casual and let a lot of stuff slide that folks frown at Earthside. Doesn’t mean there aren’t rules and common courtesy. So remember most of the supply closets are bigger than the jail cells, and try not to think with your dick too much.”

	The sheriff waited a long moment for Kurt to nod before he continued. “Your rooms are reserved under your bases, and they comped you a couple of meals. Don’t order the beef at the hotel restaurant. Welcome to Luna City.”

	They watched him lope away.

	“What a killjoy,” muttered Kurt. “So, who wants to get that drink?”

	* * *

	Cali sat on the hotel patio and picked at the scraps of her dinner. Imported chicken and locally grown green beans, a specialty of the hotel kitchen. They tasted just like all the other green beans she’d eaten in her life.

	Her book sat on the table next to her, but she hadn’t even turned it on. For the past twenty minutes she’d just watched people wander through the plaza, like dancers on a stage. Most of them moved with the same slow, steady gait as Gordon—the practiced pace of lunar residents. A few moved in short hops, covering one or two meters at a time. A small group of schoolkids, defectors from the field trip, spent ten minutes leaping up at the branches of the Armstrong Tree before their teacher appeared and whisked them away.

	They all had their lives ahead of them.

	Cali’s jumpsuit still scraped the inside of her thighs. She was pretty sure she had a rash by now. She let her hand slip under the table, pinched a few centimeters of nylon twill near her crotch, and tried to wrench it down her thigh.

	“Pardon my intrusion,” called a voice behind her, “but you wouldn’t happen to be one of the new Caretakers, would you?”

	She sighed, glanced up, and tried to subtly move her fingers. The speaker, a husky man of fifty or so, sat at another table closer to the door. A bristle brush of red and white hair stretched across his scalp and cheeks like moss on a rock. His orange coverall was unzipped to show a Hawaiian shirt. A black utility vest hung off his shoulders. It may have been able to close across his stomach years ago, but those days were long gone.

	“Yeah. Can I help you?”

	“Thought you were a new face,” the man said with a broad smile. He stood up and approached her, holding his free hand out. “Russell Gillyman. Call me Russ.”

	She hesitated, then shook the hand. “Cali Washington.”

	He held up his glass, and the liquid rocked back and forth in slow, hypnotic arcs. More magic of lunar gravity. “May I buy you a welcome-to-the-Moon drink, Mrs. Washington?”

	“Miss. No thanks.”

	“Really? I’d think a young woman like yourself would’ve had a dozen proposals by the age of twenty.”

	She sighed. “Look, Mr. Gillyman—”

	“Russ.”

	“Mr. Gillyman,” she repeated, “I don’t know what kind of person usually shows up on the Moon, but I’ve got no interest in sleeping with you or anyone else. Okay?”

	There was an awkward silence as Gillyman took a slow, measured drink from his glass. “I was just saying hello, Miss Washington.”

	She shifted in her chair. “Sorry.”

	“And for the record, I like my women not quite so skinny.”

	“I’m sorry. Really.” She sighed. “There was this pushy guy on my flight. He kind of left me on edge.”

	Gillyman gave a sage dip of his head. “There’s one in every lot. Let me guess. He’s going to sleep with every woman on the Moon?”

	“Not the first, I’m guessing?”

	“Hardly,” he snorted. “They all think it. Hell, I think I thought it when I first moved up here. Young, dumb, and full of cum, if you’ll pardon my language.”

	“Sure, just this once.”

	“Then we’ll forgive each other.” He eyed the patches and bright trim of her jumpsuit. “I see you’re going to be at Osiris.” His cheeks flinched back and forth as he said the words.

	“Yeah. I applied last minute, and they were the only ones who still had an opening.”

	“It’s a fine base,” said Gillyman. “Good people. Waghid’s a sharp man. I’ve been out there half a dozen times.”

	“You’re a Caretaker?” Even as she asked, she wondered if picking up the book would end the conversation. Would he take the hint?

	“Allah, no.” He shook his head. It made his drink sway again, crawling up and down the sides of the glass in slow-motion waves. “No, couldn’t take the responsibility. And I hate death. Prospector. Some minerals and rarities here and there, but mostly ice at the poles.”

	“Ice,” she said, lifting the book. “Really?”

	Another sage nod. “The city pays ten euros per liter for whatever you bring in. Still cheaper than having DisCorp send it up the elevator.”

	Curiosity got the better of her. “Can you actually make a living like that? I didn’t think there was that much ice on the Moon.”

	“There’s enough, if you know where to look. I rarely come home with less than two hundred liters in the tanks. It’s more about keeping your own personal iceberg secret. I’ve lost a few big claims to ... more underhanded types.” He glanced at his tab. “You’ll have to pardon my babbling. Getting a bit late for an old man like myself.”

	“Again, sorry about—”

	“Don’t give it a second thought,” he said with a shake of his head. “Perfectly understandable. You’ve probably been putting up with it your whole life.”

	“You could say that.”

	“Have that drink on me. Tell Jessica to put it on my tab.” He gestured at the waitress inside the hotel bar. He took Cali’s hand and raised it up, giving a quick look for her approval. He kissed just above her knuckles. “Welcome to the Moon, Caretaker Washington.”

	“Thanks.”

	He caught himself two steps away. “Oh,” he said, “by chance is there someone in your group going to Arawn?”

	“Yeah,” she said. “Two guys and a girl. Last I saw they were heading off with the dumb guy for a few drinks.” She pointed down Gleti Boulevard. After half an hour on the patio, she’d recognized some of the stylized “carving” on the arches as lettering.

	Gillyman smiled. “Perhaps I’ll struggle to stay awake a bit longer and welcome them as well. Good night, my dear.”

	“Good night.”

	The prospector vaulted gracefully over the patio rail and ambled across the plaza toward the boulevard. He stopped to give her a friendly wave. She waved back.

	“Let me guess,” said a voice to her right. “A drink on his tab?”

	She looked over her shoulder. The waitress kept her eyes on Gillyman as he vanished from the plaza.

	“Yeah,” Cali said. “Not the first time he’s used that line?”

	The waitress smirked. “Not even the first time today.” She had the smooth skin and round features of someone who’d spent a lot of time in low gravity. “Just a friendly warning. Don’t get too chummy with that one.”

	“Sorry?”

	The waitress nodded out at the plaza. “He offer you a job?”

	Cali shook her head. “No. Why?”

	“Russ Gillyman’s a charmer, but he’s got a habit of screwing people over. Not in the fun way. Probably the most disliked man on the Moon.”

	“Yeah?”

	“He pays off people to do his work for him. Caretakers, surveyors, anyone else who goes outside. They spot something and either grab it for him or tell him where it is. He gives them a couple hundred bucks, and he makes a couple thousand. He’s the only prospector who spends more time at the bar than in his buggy.”

	“He was looking for someone from Arawn.”

	“Probably lost a contact there when the last bunch of rotations ended.” Jessica shook her head. “Take his free drinks when you can, and stay clear of him the rest of the time.”

	Cali nodded. “In that case, I’ll have a rum and Coke.”

	“We’ve only got Pepsi on the Moon, hon.”

	“That’ll be fine.”

	The waitress slipped away, and Cali turned her attention back to the plaza. A couple shuffled by, holding hands and laughing. The Armstrong Tree rustled in the breezes of circulating air. Like the slow liquids, it was hypnotic, watching the leaves and thinner branches waft up and down.

	Almost straight across the courtyard, green all but spilled out of the opening of the southern boulevard, Khonsu. The arboretum. One huge garden on the Moon. Supposedly very good, psychologically, to have a place to go with open space and cathedral ceilings, grass and plants and even some insects.

	She hadn’t been prepared for so much life. The Moon was supposed to be all about death.

	“The first of everything on the Moon gets named Armstrong. That’s what my mom always said.”

	Cali bit back a sigh and looked over her shoulder. The snaggletoothed woman—Tessa—stood there, clutching a book in both hands. She stared past Cali toward the tree.

	“Really?”

	“It makes sense if you think about it. Armstrong Base. Armstrong Tree. Armstrong Generator. There’s probably an Armstrong Toilet here somewhere, if we looked around for it.”

	Cali felt her lips twitch.

	“Can I sit with you? You can say no if you’d rather be alone.”

	“I...” Thoughts twisted and fought in her mind. In the end, she set the book back down. “Yeah. Of course.”

	Tessa stepped around the table and slid into the spare chair.

	They looked at each other.

	The waitress came back with Cali’s drink. “Hi, there,” she said to Tessa. “Can I get something for you?”

	“Just tea, please.”

	“Hot?”

	Tessa gave one sharp nod. The waitress vanished back inside. Silence covered the table again.

	“So,” Cali said after a few moments, “the tree’s actually growing on the Moon? That’s the actual surface of the Moon over there?”

	“Yes, but it took almost ten years to get it to grow in the soil. They had to keep pumping in water and liquid nutrients to help the roots. There are even small heating elements buried in the ground to help it make it through the nights.”

	“So you ... you study plants?”

	“No. I just studied everything I could about the Moon to prepare.”

	“Is this... Are you planning to be here for more than one rotation?”

	“Yes. Hopefully for a lot of them. This is going to be my career.”

	“Being a Caretaker?”

	“Yes. I’ve wanted to do it since I was a little girl. I decided when I was eight.”

	Cali waited for her to say more. Tessa reached up and removed her pince-nez. She polished the lenses with the edge of a napkin, then clipped the glasses back onto the bridge of her nose.

	The tea came. Steam swirled up and scattered on a dozen different air currents. Tessa sniffed the small cup, let it sit. “Usually,” she said, “people have a bunch of follow-up questions when you tell them you’ve always wanted to be a Caretaker. They think it’s a weird choice.”

	Cali shrugged and sipped her own drink. Mixed strong, but she’d made stronger in the past few months. “I’m sure you have your reasons.”

	“Yes, I do. I’m guessing you’re only here for the one, based on how you asked me.”

	“Yeah. I just want... I’m doing it for the money.”

	Tessa’s chin bobbed up and down again. “Almost two-thirds of all new Caretakers are. Are you studying?” She stretched out one finger to point at Cali’s book.

	“Kind of. Just going over a few things.”

	“So am I.” Tessa put her hand on her own book. “Environmental subsystems. Burial rituals. Variant lunar laws.”

	Cali looked down at her book. “I don’t remember any of that from orientation.”

	“It’s not. I took a lot of the advanced courses, and I’ve been doing free study on my own.”

	“You’re really excited about this.”

	“Yes. I think it’s a wonderful career. We’re providing a service and helping people in a time of grief.”

	Cali had another sip of her drink.

	“I could help you go over things, if you like. I had all the orientation materials down by my second time through, but I don’t mind helping you.”

	“You went through orientation twice?”

	“Yes. I wanted to be sure I didn’t miss anything. Did you know there are still seventeen religions on Earth that prefer burial for the deceased?”

	Cali looked out at the Armstrong Tree. “It must be nice,” she said, “knowing what you want to do with your life and just ... doing it.”

	Tessa tapped her fingers against the back of her own book. “I’d never thought of it like that. It’s just what I always wanted to do.”

	Cali bit her lip and nodded. “I think I’m going to go for a walk in the arboretum and call it a night.”

	“I could come with you. I’ve read a few pieces on the species they’ve grown here. As Caretakers, we’re allowed to tour the whole area, not just the public sections.”

	“Thanks, but I’d rather be alone.”

	“Oh. Of course.” Tessa looked at her tea, then stood up and pressed the book against her belt buckle. “I’m sorry if I came on too strong. I’ve been told I don’t have the best social skills, but I want us to have a good working relationship at Osiris.”

	“We will,” said Cali. “I just ... I want to walk alone, that’s all.”

	Tessa let fly with one of her military-precise nods. Her mouth pulled into a quick, tight smile, and her oversized tooth slid out between her lips. “Maybe we could meet tomorrow before the caravan arrives. We could have breakfast. If you eat breakfast.”

	“Sure. That’d be nice.”

	Tessa gave another nod and vanished back into the hotel.

	Cali let out a sigh. She plucked the straw from her glass and tilted her head back. Two large swallows of rum burned their way down her throat.
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	OSIRIS GRAVEYARD

	 

	“Hurry it up,” called Jake over the earpiece. “Two more and we’re done for the day.” He waved Cali toward the next open lot in the Osiris cemetery.

	She pulled herself away from staring at the landscape and gave the shift boss a hasty wave from the back of the Gravedigger. Her elbow bumped the side of the cab as she brought her arm down, and the sound echoed inside her suit. She’d adapted quickly to moving in a spacesuit. Most of her mistakes now were only about the added bulk. She’d never had to consider bulk before.

	She leaned forward so she could see the dashboard through her visor. The machine had deceptively simple controls. She raised the blades, unlocked the wheels, and drove forward.

	The Gravedigger looked like a ready-to-pounce giant insect on huge roller skates. Its six scaffold-and-piston legs stretched almost three meters above the Moon’s surface, and the resin tanks at the back could be swollen egg pouches. She moved it into position, locked the wheels, and pulled back the twin levers. The machine drove its four blades down into the regolith. It shook as the steel edges sank one, one and a half, two meters down. She twisted a knob and the blades pivoted, wrapping beneath the block of lunar dirt they’d sectioned.

	“Come on, come on,” Jake’s voice echoed in her ear. She could hear the smile on the edge of his words. “Thought you were qualified on that thing.”

	“More qualified than you,” Cali called back.

	“My grandmother could go faster. And we cremated her.”

	The pistons shuddered, the Gravedigger trembled, and a two-meter-tall block of moon was lifted out of the ground. She pulled back on the yoke, and the machine trundled back, out of the way.

	She stole a moment to look across the Moon again. Osiris base was a hundred and fifty kilometers from the city, and the cemetery itself spread a good thirty kilometers from the base. It gave the area a sense of desolate grandeur and beauty. Just row after row of tombstones, as far as she could see, with the darkened Earth looming in the sky above.

	In front of the Gravedigger, Jake Yazzie carried the coffin bag over with slow, deliberate steps. The spacesuit hid his long, dark hair but added another foot to his already-impressive height. He twisted the air cartridge on the bag and it inflated, taking on the traditional shape in his arms. “Cynthia Danzig,” he read off the tag.

	Across from him, their third, Daniel, dipped his helmet in acknowledgement. “Services?”

	“None.”

	“Marker?”

	“Nope.”

	“Logged,” said Daniel.

	The two men lowered the coffin into the hole and let go. It drifted down and settled at the bottom of the grave. Cali guided the big machine forward again, and the pistons released their load of regolith and dust back into the hole.

	“Easy,” said Jake’s voice in her ear. “Remember, ease back on the levers.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Don’t want to crush the body under an avalanche. You want to bury it. Ease the lever back, and you’ll feel it when the blades start to release.”

	“Right. Sorry.”

	“Don’t let him give you crap,” said Daniel. “I’ve never seen anyone drive a Gravedigger this well after just three weeks. Screw the rotation, you should stay up here.”

	“We’ll see,” she said. “I don’t want to plan anything that far ahead.”

	“That’s what I told everyone six years ago,” said Jake. He bounced back to the hearse-crawler and slid out another rack. “Last client for the day.”

	Cali guided the Gravedigger until it stood poised over the next lot. She pushed the lever forward, and her seat shook again as the blades sank back into the ground.

	Jake examined the tag. “Got a marker on this one. Richard King. Loving husband and father.”

	Daniel’s gloved fingers tapped out the words on an oversized keyboard mounted near the Gravedigger’s resin tanks. “Got a date?”

	“2171 to 2243.”

	“Got it.” He tapped in the last digit just as the machine rolled away with its block of lunar dirt.

	The two caretakers lowered the body into the hole. Cali guided the Gravedigger forward, and the lunar dirt and rocks streamed in to fill the grave.

	A blue light flashed three times on the dash, and on the edge of her visor she saw a matching flash below. A tray dropped down holding the finished slab. Each resin tombstone was half a meter square. Blue and gray veins ran through the faux marble. She’d made a lot of them over the past three weeks. Seen even more.

	Daniel pulled the slab loose from the machine. The Gravedigger rolled out of the way, and he pressed the marker into the fresh grave. He murmured a few words the microphones didn’t quite pick up, then crossed himself. He made the gesture look graceful and effortless, even in a bulky spacesuit.

	Cali cleared her throat. “Thought they didn’t pay for services.”

	“Just a courtesy,” said Daniel, turning to look up at her. “They cared enough to have a marker put down. And the collar doesn’t mean much if I only use it when someone pays.” He tapped the ridge where his helmet locked onto the suit.

	Jake pounded on the side of the Gravedigger. “Open the recharge panels and shut down,” he told Cali. “We’re done for the day.”

	Her fingers ran across the dashboard, locking the wheels and blades. “Are we in a rush?”

	“It’s movie night,” said Daniel.

	“Movie night?”

	“Time-honored tradition,” Jake explained as he pushed racks back into the hearse. “Once a month we get together to watch and critique bad films. With drinks.”

	“Isn’t that what you do every weekend?”

	“No,” said Jake. “That’s when we watch good movies.”

	“We could go easy on her,” suggested Daniel. “After all, she hasn’t even been here a month.”

	Jake grunted and waved a dismissive hand.

	Cali hopped from the Gravedigger’s platform and landed with a faint puff of dust. Landed on the Moon. The actual surface of the Moon. The feel of standing there still gave her a thrill. She’d never expected to feel that kind of joy again.

	Daniel cleared his throat. “I’m sure no one would mind if we put it off for a week or three. Even till next month.”

	Cali walked over to him. Walked across the Moon. “I’m still not sure I understand.”

	“Movie night is when Jake subjects us all to his collection of awful 21st-century movies.” Daniel smiled inside his helmet. “We let him do it because he buys snacks.”

	“Amazing how much leverage a good chocolate chip cookie gets you up here,” said Jake. “Want to ride in the buggy or the hearse?”

	“I’ll go with you in the buggy,” she said. “I need the practice getting in and out.”

	Daniel waved to them as he climbed up into the hearse-crawler’s cab.

	Cali bounded over to join Jake at the buggy. Hathor looked like a huge white bullet, just over eight meters long, sitting up on six large wheels of segmented metal. One of the other Osiris Caretakers, Old Henri, had described the buggies as “space RVs,” but Cali hadn’t been quite sure what that meant. A wide platform—the porch—made up the back two meters, where a pair of empty spacesuits hung, separated by rectangular ports.

	She climbed the steep steps up onto the platform. Jake helped her line up her suit’s pack with the bracket for one of the ports. “Just look at the platform,” he reminded her, waving a thick arm down at the aluminum mesh. “Get yourself between the lines and you’re good.”

	She took a step back. She heard and felt her backpack settle into the bracket. A clack echoed through the suit, and her ears popped.

	“Ready?”

	Cali nodded. He guided her arm back and set it on the red lever by her hip. She nodded again and yanked it up. There was a loud hiss. Cool air rushed over her back. She dropped her chin to her chest and let herself tip back out of the suit, through the open port, and into the buggy’s tiny airlock. There was a bar just above the opening, and she used it to drag herself the rest of the way out of the spacesuit.

	A moment after her feet touched the deck, the port next to her opened and Jake crawled out. “Made it without any help this time,” he said. “Good job.” He stretched and ran his hands across his black mass of hair, pressing it down against his scalp. He had the longest hair of any Caretaker Cali had met. Except for her own. It almost brushed his broad shoulders.

	She shook herself and tried to adjust the jumpsuit back to its somewhat comfortable position on her body. It had been itching her for over an hour. “I still don’t know how you can do your own suit. I’d be scared I’d miss the bracket or something.”

	“Just a confidence thing,” he said. “Takes a couple of months. Suit won’t open if it’s not in the bracket. Port won’t open if there’s not a suit there.”

	“Yeah, I know,” Cali said as they entered the buggy’s main cabin. There were two long couches that could double as beds, and a half-dozen equipment lockers. As in most open spaces she’d encountered on the Moon, plants hung in each corner for air quality. “It’s just a lot different when you’re actually in a hard vacuum on the Moon instead of a gym, you know?”

	“Hell yeah,” Jake said. “Suit only weighs twenty-five kilos up here.” He grabbed a dark blue baseball cap from the front driver’s seat and pulled it on as he settled into the chair. His slender fingers skipped over the comm panel, routing it through his earpiece. “You ready to go, Daniel?”

	“Just waiting on you two.” The hearse pulled up alongside and he gave them a wave. Cali waved back from the passenger seat.

	Jake tapped in a new channel. “Osiris Base, this is Hathor. We have sixty-seven clients in the ground and logged. Heading home.”

	The deep voice of Waghid, the base’s head Caretaker, echoed over the buggy’s speakers. “About time. Everyone else was done half an hour ago.”

	“They weren’t saddled with a rookie,” Jake said. He winked at Cali.

	“Isme and Henri had Tessa with them. They were the first done.”

	“Tessa makes all of us look like rookies,” Jake said. “I think she’s a robot. DisCorp’s using her to keep an eye on us.”

	There was a crackle of static as Waghid laughed. “Sure, keep making excuses. Get your useless selves back here. I’m making pasta if anyone wants some.”

	“Copy that. Hathor out.”

	The buggy’s motors hummed to life and it rolled down the trail to Osiris, picking up speed as it went. The acceleration was just high enough for Cali to feel it. With each faint shudder, she imagined the wheels flexing over and around the random stones.

	Jake lifted his chin. “Hathy, give us a little traveling music.”

	“Of course, Jake,” the buggy’s AI replied. “Do you have any preferences?”

	He glanced at Cali for possible objections. He hadn’t made a music selection yet that she didn’t like, so she just shrugged.

	“You know what I like.” He settled back into the seat.

	“Okay, Jake.”

	Soft, wordless music filled Hathor, something with lots of strings. It sounded vaguely familiar to Cali’s ears. Probably the score from one of Jake’s “good movies.”

	One of his hands stayed on the throttle while the other tapped in time with the music.

	The other reason Cali liked traveling with Jake: He didn’t ask questions. He almost never started casual conversations.

	They’d been driving for ten minutes when, out of the corner of her eye, something flashed. She looked out the side window and saw clouds of dust trembling just above the ground. “What the hell was that?”

	Jake shut the music off with a swipe of his hand. “Meteor. Big one, too.” He tapped the console. “You see that, Daniel?”

	“Yep. Out by Frigoris?”

	“That’s what I thought, too. If something big hit part of Hades they’re going to be pissed.”

	“Better call it in.”

	Cali glanced out at the golden, shimmering sky again. “So what do we do?”

	“We call it in. We go home,” said Jake. “It’s movie night.”

	“That’s it?”

	His fingers danced on the console again. “Hey, Waghid, you catch that?”

	“Yeah, tripped a couple sensors. I was just going to give you a call. Meteor?”

	“Looked like one. We think it might’ve hit out by Hades.”

	“I’ll give Kristine a call over there. What’s your ETA?”

	“About an hour.”

	“See you then.”

	Jake tapped the comm silent. Another pass with his hand brought the music up again, and he leaned back into the driver’s seat.

	“You all seem really calm about this,” Cali said.

	“What, the meteor?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Nothing special,” Jake said with a shrug. “Moon’s a big place. Gets hit a hundred times a day. Two thirds of them are smaller than my thumbnail, but there’s no atmosphere to burn them up. Maybe every four or five months a graveyard gets hit by something you’d actually notice.”

	“And that’s not a big deal?”

	“Most of the time it’s nothing. Something the size of a baseball hits, musses up a grave or two, that’s it. Been doing this just over six years and I’ve seen three tombstones get cracked.” He reached up and tugged the brim of his cap. “Worst one was sixty years ago. Lazarus got hit in ’82. Iron meteorite, weighed in at seven hundred and thirty kilos, earthside. Made a crater sixty meters across. Unearthed over three hundred bodies. Just threw ’em everywhere. They had to hire extra crew, and it still took over three months to sort it all out and repair all the damage.”

	“This one felt like a big hit,” Cali said.

	Jake shook his head. “Different tectonics up here. You’ll get used to it.”

	“I just can’t believe you’re all acting so blasé about it.”

	“One universal truth I’ve learned in my life.” He gestured out at the lunar landscape, lit by harsh sunlight. The dust had settled, and the distant shimmer in the sky had dispersed. “Everywhere gets boring eventually.”

	* * *

	Fifty-five minutes later, as Hathor docked at Osiris base, Waghid’s voice came back over the speakers.

	“Kristine’s going crazy. They lost six cameras out at the southern edge of Hades, right at Lacus Mortis. Satellite shows a dust cloud almost two kilometers across. If sensors are right, the impact may have taken out six to seven hundred graves.”

	“Wow,” murmured Cali.

	“No shit,” said Jake. “It didn’t seem that bad.”

	“Yeah, that’s what we all thought, too. Still might just be a dustball, but the more they looked, the more damage it seems to have caused. She’s sending a team out in the morning to look. Get in here, we’re all looking at the images.”

	The comm channel closed out with a quick beep.

	“Lacus Mortis,” said Cali as the buggy’s side hatch slid open. They stepped out into the chilly docking hall that led into Osiris Base. She ran through lunar maps in her head and tried to remember all the names and locations from her classes. “That’s on the edge of Frigoris, right?”

	“Yep,” he said. “It came down at the Lake of Death.”

	“Guess it was something to worry about after all,” Cali said.

	“Yeah, I doubt it. You’ll see. A couple of days, we’re all be laughing about how much we overreacted to this.”
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	LACUS MORTIS

	 

	Kurt sat on one of the back couches of Orpheus and crossed his legs again. Then uncrossed them. Then thought about contacting his father for the third time.

	He couldn’t see out any of the buggy’s windows and could only barely hear Mark and Debbie talking. Twice he’d tried to stand between the front chairs, and twice they’d ordered him back to the couch. Like he was some kind of kid or something.

	In fact, Mark had been calling him “kid” since the day he arrived at Hades Base, and it was really starting to get annoying. He was pretty sure the older man fell into that large category of people who held a grudge against the Hausmanns for one reason or another and saw Kurt as a great way to let off some of that frustration. His father had warned him some people would react that way. He’d given Kurt a special address to contact if things got too rough for him to handle.

	It had also been clear he expected that to happen almost immediately.

	Kurt had sworn to himself he wouldn’t use the address. Using it would just prove his father right. But not using it meant going along with the old man’s ramblings about “toughening him up” and “doing time in the trenches.”

	Still, nearly a month into his time at Hades, he’d been tempted.

	They’d been driving for almost an hour when Mark raised his voice in the cockpit. “We’re almost there, kid. You better come up front now.”

	Kurt glared at one of the buggy’s hanging plants and counted to ten. Then he put on his best “couldn’t care less” expression and strolled up to stand between the two seats. Debbie barely filled half of hers, while Mark’s broad shoulders and hips stretched the safety harness. She gave him a token nod and then turned her attention back to the carnage.

	He saw a battleground through the windshield. A haze of dust still drifted above the ground. Bodies were splayed across the landscape as far as he could see. Rounded blobs of glistening white dotted the gray soil like swollen maggots.

	Kurt looked for landmarks. “Where are we?”

	“Sector seventeen,” said Mark. “You were out here yesterday.”

	“I don’t recognize any of this.”

	“Yeah, well, yesterday there were a lot more monuments, and that wasn’t here.” The big man pointed out at the crater ridge looming half a kilometer in front of them.

	“There’s too many bodies,” said Debbie. “We’re going to have to go on foot from here or we’ll start running over them.” She was a slim woman in her late thirties with raven hair and eyes that always seemed half-lidded. Kurt was determined to get her in bed before his next month at Hades ended.

	Mark muttered something under his breath. “You want to stay here or go out with the kid?”

	She glanced at Kurt. “I’ll take him out.”

	“Hey, no favors,” said Kurt.

	“Honestly, kid, I’d rather leave you here,” Mark said, scratching his bald head, “but I don’t feel good about you driving the buggy if something happens.”

	“What could happen?”

	Debbie smirked. “What’s the last thing a rookie says before dying?”

	Mark laughed. Kurt smiled despite himself.

	“Hades Base,” said Mark, “this is Orpheus. It’s a mess out here. Debbie and the kid are going to go in on foot, see what they can see.”

	Kristine’s voice echoed over their earpieces. “Copy that, Orpheus. I’m going to be online with DisCorp trying to get us some extra people. Let me know how bad it looks as soon as you can.”

	At the company name, Mark gave Kurt a quick side-eye. “Gotcha, boss.”

	Ten minutes later they were in their suits and climbing off the buggy’s platform. Kurt wrestled the emergency kit out of its case, and they started down what remained of the path to the crater’s rim. He let Debbie lead, and noticed that even in a spacesuit her hips had a great rhythm when she moved.

	Shreds of coffin bags and their occupants covered the dusty ground. A few loose limbs were scattered here and there. An arm. A foot wrapped in a dark, expensive shoe. A well-manicured hand with three rings on the fingers. They passed a half-frozen corpse in a dark blue suit missing both of its legs. The dead man’s cloudy, frozen eyes almost matched his pearly skin, and tiny ice crystals dotted his face like frost. Bodies didn’t decay on the Moon, but most of these had a pale, emaciated look. Whatever moisture they’d held had boiled off in the vacuum of space.

	Scorched, shapeless blobs were scattered every few meters. Debbie dropped to a knee and gave one a poke with her gauntlet. A few stones stuck to it, but it shifted at her touch.

	Kurt tilted his head back and forth. “What is that?”

	“I think it was a tombstone,” said Debbie. She flipped the blob over and pointed at three numbers—217—that had escaped melting.

	He looked at a few other nearby blobs and saw a large one that had the rough mass of an angel statue he’d seen yesterday. A head with long black hair lay next to it. “So this thing came in hot enough to melt all the monuments, but there are bodies and coffin bags everywhere that just got torn up. That doesn’t make sense.”

	“Huh,” Mark said in their helmets. “Kid’s not as dumb as he looks.”

	“Let’s thank God for that,” said Debbie. She gave Kurt a wink through her visor and climbed back to her feet. “Let’s go look in the cra— HEY!”

	She spun and flailed. In the low gravity it sent her into a bounce, and she crashed against Kurt. Their helmets thudded together and they fell to the ground. Dust rose up around them.

	“What’s going on?” shouted Mark.

	“Son of a bitch,” muttered Kurt. He shook his head inside his helmet. The hard sound of the impact rang in his ears.

	“Debbie, what happened?”

	“Something grabbed me.”

	“What?”

	“Something grabbed my leg while I was standing up.”

	They rose to their feet and looked at the ground. A half-frozen arm reached up from the disturbed lunar soil. It still swayed back and forth with the momentum of her kick.

	“Creepy,” said Kurt.

	“I’m telling you, something grabbed me.”

	“You probably got your boot caught on it when you knelt down,” he said. “You tried to move away and it felt like it pulled you.”

	Mark cleared his throat in their speakers. “I hate to say it, but the kid’s probably right. Check each other out, make sure your suits are okay, and get a move on.”

	Debbie brushed the lunar dust from her visor and suit. “Whatever. You’re both assholes.”

	“Yeah, well, you scream like a girl,” said Kurt as he picked up the emergency kit.

	“I’m not going to bother checking the kid out,” she announced. “It’d be an improvement for him if his suit sprung a leak.”

	“Oh, Debbie,” he sighed. “All you do is check me out. I’ve noticed.”

	She rolled her eyes at him while Mark coughed out a few laughs that echoed in their helmets.

	A gentle slope dotted with more resin blobs and body parts led to the mouth of the crater. It took them ten minutes to climb the rough terrain. They rested at the top and looked across the scarred lunar landscape.

	“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” said Debbie. “You getting this, Mark?”

	“Fuck yeah. On the plus side, I think we just beat the Lazarus disaster record.”

	The crater was a perfect circle, at least a hundred meters across and ten deep along the edge. Only the thinnest coat of dust layered the surface, and there were none of the bodies or blobified monuments that marked its outer edge. Closer to the center they could see radiating lines of dirt and pulverized stone.

	At the middle, something sent shafts of sickly yellow light around the crater and back into the sky.

	Kurt and Debbie glanced at each other, then back to the sparkling prize at the center of the crater. She turned back toward Orpheus. “You seeing that, Mark?”

	“The light? Yeah. Wasn’t sure if it was just a lens flare.”

	“Nope.”

	Thoughts of radiation and sterility and cancer rushed through Kurt’s mind, followed by the address to contact if he wanted out. But he didn’t want to give his father the satisfaction. Plus, Debbie and Mark didn’t seem scared.

	“You going to be able to climb back out?” asked Mark. “Those walls look pretty steep from here.”

	“It’ll be tough,” said Debbie, “but not impossible. I’m pretty sure we could jump it if we had to.”

	“Your call,” said Mark. “I can come tow you out if worse comes to worst.”

	She looked at Kurt. “Feeling adventurous?”

	He shook his head inside his helmet. “You’ve got to stop making these offers when Mark is listening.”

	Debbie smirked and hopped into the crater. Her boots hit the slope and she slid down, kicking up a trail of dust. She waved her arms for balance and came to a halt just a few meters down.

	Kurt leaped after her, but slipped. He pitched forward and smacked his helmet on the ground. His heart raced as he slid down into the crater, dust and rocks leaving long scratches in the reinforced plastic. At full gravity he would’ve cracked the visor. He’d be dead.

	“Kurt!” Debbie yelled, lumbering over to him. “Are you okay?”

	He got his breathing under control. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

	“You don’t deserve to be,” Mark snapped in his ear. “Stop trying to show off and do your fucking job.”

	Kurt made a mental note to have Mark fired—with extreme prejudice—as soon he had the power to make that happen.

	Debbie helped him to his feet and they checked his suit again. The helmet was fine, the visor scratches cosmetic. A gouge marred his left shoulder seal, but it still registered as solid.

	It took the two Caretakers another ten minutes to make their way across the crater, counting off paces as they went. Kurt tried to size the depression twice, but the floating dust deflected the laser and gave him bad readings.

	Mark grunted. “All those particles in the air. Is it hot in there?”

	“Nope,” said Kurt. “Geigers show nothing.” He tilted his head inside the helmet, looking at the heads-up display again. “Actually, I think both my Geigers are dead. I’m getting a reading of absolute zero.”

	“So am I,” said Debbie, studying her own HUD. She looked at Kurt and shrugged. “Either four Geigers died at once or we’re safe.”

	“Not even background radiation?” asked Mark.

	“Nothing,” Kurt said. “That’s a little weird, isn’t it?”

	“Maybe they got miscalibrated,” said Debbie.

	“All four at once?”

	She shrugged in her suit.

	They reached the center of the crater. The yellow light turned their spacesuits to gold. Debbie pulled a brush from one of the emergency kit’s pockets, crouched down, and swept the dust off the meteorite.

	Mark’s whistle echoed in their helmets.
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	OSIRIS BASE

	 

	“So, Cali, I just think we need to be clear on this,” said Waghid. He was a tall, lanky man with large eyes, a thick mustache, and dark hair that curled tight against his scalp. “It’s been a while, we’ve all been polite about it, but it’s time for the truth. You’re up here because you need the money ... what, to keep your folks in some kind of home for abusive parents?”

	The other people at the breakfast table laughed. She pushed a curl away from her face and managed a tired smile. “Not exactly,” she said, already feeling the exhaustion from a lifetime of previous explanations.

	Henri shook a piece of bread at her. “You want to put them in a home?” At sixty-three, the bald man was supposedly one of the oldest people on the Moon. He’d been at Osiris longer than anyone else, having turned down at least three promotions.

	“No,” she said, “of course not.”

	“Of course not?” Isme laughed. She had long black braids and a flawless complexion. She dipped her head at her husband. “When Waghid first showed me your paperwork, I saw the name and thought it was a joke.”

	Another chuckle skipped around the room. The dining hall-slash-meeting room was one of the biggest spaces in the Osiris base. If not for the lack of windows, it could have been any large family room on Earth. Long, spidery plants hung in each corner, spots of bright color against the soft pastel walls.

	It had taken Cali a little over a week to match names to faces and make them stick. Much of the information had been in her orientation packets, but it had seemed like a waste of time. She’d wanted to avoid getting too attached to anyone.

	But she hadn’t been able to avoid it.

	Cali usually got assigned to work with Jake and Daniel, but she’d done a few shifts with Thomas and Megan, the base’s de facto medic. Waghid, the head Caretaker for their base, was married to Isme. Old Henri had his bare scalp, Anna was the redheaded white woman, and finally Mikhail, the Siberian ox.

	Tessa had known them all by name on first sight. She’d studied all the staff records in the packets. Of course. Somehow, over the past month, she’d managed to become more enthusiastic about their job.

	“My parents are...” Cali began. She thought about the words on her tongue, traded them out for new ones. “They’re good people. They just love their work a little too much.”

	“And hate their daughter, apparently,” Jake said. He gave Cali a quick wink and half a smile.

	“It’s the loving use of ‘my parents’ that gives it away,” said Daniel.

	A large bowl of oatmeal made its way across the table, followed by a plate of toast. A pitcher of pressure-cooked coffee traveled defiantly in the other direction. Cali took a slice of toast and studied the faces around her. They all looked relaxed and happy and self-assured.

	She turned her attention back to her toast.

	“To be honest,” she said, not looking up from her plate, “I got off easy.”

	Jake banged his palm on the table, bouncing the salt and pepper shakers into the air. “Siblings! Knew it!”

	“So,” Isme asked, “what’d they get?”

	Cali’s shoulders loosened a little. “My older brother is Texas Washington,” she said. “My older sister is Georgia. And my little brother is Michigan.”

	“That,” Henri said after a moment, “is truly awful.”

	“I might need to kill your parents for you,” said Waghid.

	Anna slid from the kitchen with a jug of milk. Even with the top half of her jumpsuit tied in a bulky ring around her waist, she moved so smoothly the milk barely rippled. “What were they thinking?”

	“They work on maps all the time,” said Cali. “They think place names are beautiful.”

	A chime sounded over the comm, and Waghid checked his tablet. “It’s Tony at Arawn. Looks official.” He stood up, brushed his mustache with his fingertips, and zipped his jumpsuit a little higher. “Right back.” He gave Isme a kiss on the cheek and ducked out into the hallway.

	Daniel poured some milk onto his oatmeal. His jumpsuit was black with a polished white collar rather than Caretaker gray, although he still wore the Osiris patch on his shoulder. “How often did you get beat up in school?”

	“Enough I’d suggest no one try it on the Moon.”

	Another laugh rolled around the table. Mikhail, the thick Russian, gave her a tight smile. He’d shown up for breakfast wearing boxers, a tank top, and boots—his usual breakfast outfit.

	The chuckles were replaced by the sounds of breakfast. Forks on plates. Butter knives scraping on toast. Spoons ringing inside coffee cups.

	Waghid came back in, dipping his head under the door frame. Some of the morning cheer had fallen from his face. He held his tab in his hands, and his fingers drummed against the edge. “Jake, are you pulling a joke with whatshisname, Chuck?”

	Jake looked up from his coffee. “Joke?”

	“Something early for Halloween, maybe? Tony got a weird call last night. He was wondering if you two had something to do with it.”

	“Not that I know of.”

	“Who’s Chuck?” murmured Cali.

	“Another film fanatic over at Hades,” Henri said.

	Tessa tried to catch a glimpse at the images on Waghid’s tab. “Is there a problem?”

	Waghid set a finger on the tablet and flicked a file to the dining room’s screen. “Kristine sent out a medical alert to Arawn yesterday afternoon. Three of the Hades people got hurt pretty bad out at the impact site, possibly killed.”

	“Who was it?” asked Jake.

	“Debbie Garron, Mark Polk, and their new guy. The Hausmann kid.”

	“Kurt,” said Cali as most of the others around the table groaned. She gave Tessa an uneasy look.

	Waghid’s lips tightened into a line. “Sorry. He was on the flight up with you two, wasn’t he?”

	Cali nodded.

	“Sorry,” he repeated.

	“Why are they saying ‘possibly’ killed?” asked Tessa. “Don’t they know what’s happened to them?”

	“Kristine was vague. Said she was still trying to get the details right.”

	“Of course,” said Megan. “She gets that call wrong and her career’s over.”

	“That boy gets scratched and her career’s over,” said Henri. “I remember when his dad was up here. That whole rotation was one big headache.”

	“So why’m I getting the stink-eye, boss?” Jake reached up to tweak his cap. “Never even seen the kid.”

	“Tony got another call from Kristine last night,” said Waghid, “just before midnight.”

	He tapped the file on the screen, and it expanded to a paused vidcomm window. Cali thought the woman on the screen looked terrified. The still shot had caught her with wide eyes, her silver-streaked hair frozen in a frantic halo around her.

	Waghid started the file. The image shook and broke into digital static. “—dead people all around the base! I don’t know how much longer the seals are going to hold. You’ve got to send help before they—”

	A loud whump echoed from the speakers, like something soft but very heavy being dropped, followed by a shriek of wind. Kristine screamed and was yanked out of frame. The image blurred as a thin coat of frost formed over the lens.

	“Allah,” said Isme. “They ruptured.”

	Waghid nodded. “That’s what Tony thought at first, too.”

	“Thought?” echoed Henri. “What part of it confused him?”

	Their commander nodded to the screen. “Wait.”

	The file continued to run, showing the static-broken image from Hades Base. Nothing happened for another half minute.

	Then someone walked into the frame.

	Daniel squinted at the blurry screen. “Who is that?”

	“Is that Chuck?” asked Anna, tilting her head.

	Jake shook his head. “Too thin to be Chuck.”

	“More to the point,” said Waghid, “it’s too thin to be someone in a suit. So how are they walking around if their base just ruptured?”

	Another figure wandered into frame. This one staggered a bit, and the image pixilated for a moment. Then a third figure entered the shot. All three of them milled in the room for a few moments before one stumbled away.

	The file ended and reset to Kristine’s face.

	“If there are still people walking around inside,” said Daniel, “it couldn’t’ve been a rupture.”

	“You could still walk around for a good minute,” said Megan from the far end of the table. “Vacuum doesn’t kill you instantly.”

	“If you were prepared,” said Henri. “You’ve got maybe fifteen or twenty seconds if you’re not ready for it.”

	Cali cleared her throat. “Maybe they just had too much to drink? They’re kind of stumbling a bit.”

	“Nobody knows,” said Waghid with a shrug. “Tony can’t raise them from Arawn. Neither can we. There’s an auto signal but no one’s answering. None of their LPS trackers have switched on, so they’re all still in the base. He’s deferring the next decision to me, as ranking company man in the north.”

	Jake looked at his boss. “This some kind of joke?”

	“You tell me, Jake.”

	The younger man shook his head. “Nothing to do with me. Might be Chuck on his own. He likes all those old disaster films. Maybe he talked them into acting something out.”

	“She doesn’t look like she’s acting,” said Tessa.

	Jake studied the screen. “Isn’t that kind of the whole point of acting?”

	“Kristine isn’t the type to play a joke, though,” said Isme. “Especially not if someone’s died.”

	“Have a lot of people died up here?” Cali asked.

	“Millions of them,” deadpanned Jake.

	“Lots of dead people, yeah. But how many people have died?”

	Waghid scratched the back of his head with both hands. “Unless I’m forgetting someone, there hasn’t been a fatality on the Moon in about eight years. A few weeks after I first arrived, autumn of ’34, a prospector tipped his buggy in a crater. It rolled and lost a window.”

	Cali waved a hand at the screen. “Maybe she’s just not dealing well with losing someone. Grief can make you do weird things.”

	“Or maybe their base ruptured,” said Henri. “Sure looked like it, and it’d explain why they’re not answering.”

	“You think they’re all just holding their breath there at the end?” Isme said.

	“Power of the camera,” said Jake. “You only see what it wants you to see.”

	“So what did you guys do?” asked Megan.

	“I repeat,” said Jake, “I had nothing to do with this, but it’s not like any of this would be hard to pull off. Drop something to make a loud noise. Pull Kristine out of the camera frame by her belt. Wind and the frost could be a CO2 extinguisher.”

	“But you had nothing to do with it?”

	Jake held up his palms. “Not a thing, boss, I swear. Just pointing out a likely explanation.”

	Waghid ran the file again. They all studied it. It reset to Kristine’s terrified face again.

	Isme glanced from the still frame to her husband. “Why do you think she sounded so panicked about there being dead people around the base?”

	Waghid shrugged again. “I don’t know. None of this makes much sense to me.”

	“What was there before this?” asked Daniel. “Why’d you start it there?”

	“Nothing but static. Two-minute transmission with sixty-seven seconds of usable data. Tony thinks Hades may have an issue with their main antenna.”

	“Did anyone try cleaning it up?” asked Tessa.

	“This is the cleaned-up version. It was a really low-power signal.”

	“I could take another pass at it, if you like. I took a few communications courses.”

	“Be my guest.” Waghid split a copy off the file and flung it over to Tessa’s tablet. She expanded it on the table and started poking at it.

	“Maybe they were screwing around,” mused Cali. “Trying different things to work through grief and didn’t realize the camera was on.”

	“Maybe,” said Waghid. He scratched the back of his head again. “Okay, I’m going to give Tony the go-ahead to go check it out. We’ll hold off contacting Gordon or DisCorp until we know something for sure. No point declaring an emergency if it just turns out everybody got stinking drunk over there last night.”

	Isme frowned. “Tony’s going to be furious if he loses a crew for the day because they’re all hung over.”

	“I’ll be pissed if they’re all hung over.” Waghid sighed. “Anna, you just lost your day off. Go out with Megan and Thomas.”

	“What?”

	“You can have Wednesday.” He nodded at the screen. “I need to stay here and see how much paperwork I’ll have to shuffle around to save all their jobs.”
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	Cali woke up early. Four weeks and she hadn’t gotten used to the Moon’s slightly off hours yet. She rolled over in bed and checked her tablet. Another three hours until her shift started and they headed out. She stretched under the covers, then stood up. The air was a bit chilly, and she still wasn’t used to the idea of sleeping in pajamas. She rubbed her bare arms and went digging for clean underwear.

	Her room at Osiris was as large as her university room, and she’d shared that with a roommate. It had the bed, a desk, two sets of shelves, and a pair of overgrown snake plants in opposite corners. There were five rooms open when she and Tessa arrived, and Waghid had told them to pick whichever ones they liked. The extra rooms let people move around at will and took the edge off any mild claustrophobia.

	She stood tall and stretched up, reaching for the ceiling. Bent over and pressed her palms flat against the floor, counting to twenty. She reached back, grabbed her ankle, and pulled it up until the bottom of her foot almost touched her shoulder blade. Then the other leg. She didn’t have a barre in the room, but she brought each leg forward, one at a time, raising it until she could hug it to her chest. Then she stretched her legs out to the side, taking turns setting them on the desk and leaning into them for a thirty-count.

	She pulled on a tank and shrugged a fresh jumpsuit up around her shoulders. Isme had found her two that fit much better, but there’d still be chafing in Cali’s future for another week or so. A woman back at Luna City did alterations, and by the end of next week she’d finally have a half-dozen comfortable uniforms. Until then, she tried to leave her jumpsuits unzipped and as loose as possible.

	She headed for the dining room with her boots in her hand. The cold in the floor seeped up through her socks. Tall bamboo palms stood between each door in the hallway. One of the orientation classes—Sociology and the Moon, if she remembered right—had talked about the amount of psychological planning that went into the residences.

	A faint, rhythmic clink reached her ears. Jake in the gym. He didn’t seem to do anything outside of the job, movies, and working out. He didn’t even go with the others for the weekly trips to Luna City. She wondered if he’d been some kind of athlete back on Earth. He did love his old baseball cap.

	At the end of the hall, another door opened and Tessa stepped out. Her hair made a wavy halo around her head. She closed the door behind her and saw Cali. They stared at each other for a moment.

	“I did not expect this,” said Cali.

	Tessa’s mouth twitched as her expression bounced between surprise and confusion. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Isn’t that Mikhail’s room?”

	“So?”

	Cali let the silence expand to fill the hall.

	“I needed to fix my glasses,” Tessa explained, holding up the pince-nez. “That’s all. I just returned some tools he loaned me.”

	“At four-thirty in the morning?”

	“Yes.”

	“Without your pants?”

	“What I wear—or don’t wear—on my own time is my business,” said Tessa, tugging her tank top down over her thighs. “And if I had been doing what you’re insinuating, we’re on the Moon. There’s nothing inappropriate about it. It’s actually very healthy, psychologically speaking.”

	Cali pressed her lips together and tried to look serious. “So, does Mikhail have a good set of tools?”

	Tessa crossed her arms, clearly attempting to look professional under her morning hair. “Now you’re being childish.”

	“I’m sure Kurt would’ve been proud to be remembered this way, knowing you’d taken his teachings to heart.”

	“Oh, now that’s just uncalled for. In so many ways.” But she gave Cali a quick, tight smile before she marched down the hall and turned the corner toward her own room.

	Cali wandered the rest of the way to the dining room and saw shifting lights from the next door down. She walked past the archway and peeked into the base office.

	Waghid sat at his desk, scratching the back of his head in thought. The screen in front of him displayed a satellite shot of the Moon’s surface. A dark gray haze covered a large section of the image, blurring the landscape. As she watched, a new frame jumped up, showing a variation of the same image.

	The boots in her hand bumped the door frame, and Waghid threw a half-glance over his shoulder, not even making eye contact. “I just need to figure out what we’re going to do,” he said. “We’ll cuddle before the day starts, I promise.”

	“I’m flattered,” said Cali, “but I don’t think I’d be up for it with Isme right next door.”

	He swung around and looked at her. “Sorry.” He smiled and rubbed some sleep from his eyes. “She’s come to check on me twice.”

	Cali pointed at the screen. “What is that? A cloud?”

	He looked back at the image and nodded. “It’s a dust storm. A big one.”

	“I thought lunar dust storms were little fluke things that only happened at sunrise and sunset.”

	“Yeah. So did everyone else. Surprise.”

	“How big?”

	Waghid tapped a few buttons, and a grid appeared over the image. “About a kilometer across here at the head, but it’s stretched out over almost seventy K back.”

	“The head?”

	He nodded again. “It was heading south-southeast. The official theory is it may have started up with all the dust kicked up by the meteor strike.”

	She studied his weary face. “What’s the real problem?”

	“It stopped,” he said. “It just came to a halt last night around ten-thirty. A lot of the dust has already settled. It was twice as big when I finally got satellite images.”

	Cali looked at the image again. She could see something through the blurry dust, right where the storm had come to rest. The shape was the size of a small coin at this scale.

	“That’s a base, isn’t it?”

	“Yep,” he said. “Arawn.” His fingers did a quick dance and a series of thin white lines highlighted the base on the screen. It sat at the center of the storm front. The path of the storm traced a straight line across the Moon’s surface back to Hades Base, also outlined and labeled by the computer.

	“Have they said what’s going on?”

	“They’re not saying anything. They’ve gone silent.”

	“What?”

	Waghid stared at the screen. “Last message I got from Tony was yesterday afternoon, telling me their buggy was about twenty K from Hades. When I didn’t hear from him for a while, I figured he was putting together some kind of official statement or report. That’s the kind of guy he is, and I’m sure he’s as nervous about this whole Hausmann thing as everyone else.”

	“Understandable.”

	“Yeah. When it’d been a few hours I tried calling. Tried a few times, on different channels. Nothing. I called for comm satellite checks, and they’re all fine. Even had them double-checked. Arawn’s gone silent, just like Hades.”

	“What about using satellites to look? There are three or four observation satellites, right?”

	“There are, but they’re slow, and there’s a line. It took me three hours to get general satellite coverage.”

	“Two stations going dead isn’t a high priority?”

	The corner of his mouth flinched into a weak smirk. “Believe it or not, we don’t rate very high up on the ladder. We bury dead people. It’s an important service, but at the end of the day we’re just talking about two Caretaker bases not immediately answering their comms. Tourist requests get higher priority than us.”

	“What about Kurt?” she said. “A Hausmann? Wouldn’t they bump you up if you said this involved him?”

	“Oh, yeah,” said Waghid. “Of course, that means officially, publicly admitting something might’ve happened to him. I don’t want to make that call any more than anyone else does, unless I’ve got a pile of facts and pictures and signed statements backing me up.”

	Cali couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so she just nodded.

	“So,” Waghid said, “do you have any clever ideas about what we should do?”

	She tried to figure out if he was joking or not. “Two bases go silent in two days,” she said, “and one of them sends out a weird vid. And a missing-possibly-dead DisCorp heir. We should probably go check it out.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. I kept hoping I was overreacting.” He tapped in a command, and a droning alarm echoed through the halls. “I’m taking a team of four out to Arawn in an hour. You’re awake and up to speed, so ... welcome to the team.”

	* * *

	Anubis pulled away from the docking hall. Jake drove, with Waghid in the seat next to him. Cali sat on one of the buggy’s rear couches. A bulky emergency kit bulged out from beneath each couch, held in place with a strap. Mikhail’s oversized body leaned back on the other couch with his eyes closed. Sleepy, or maybe avoiding her gaze? Who knew how much sleep he’d gotten last night.

	She watched one of the spider plants swing back and forth while the vibration of the wheels worked its way up through the couch. Jake had Anubis moving at top speed. Somewhere around forty kilometers an hour.

	“There’s no faster way to get there?” she asked.

	“We could take the trike,” Mikhail replied from the other couch. His eyes didn’t open. “Twice as fast, but not much room to take anything. Or bring anyone back.”

	“Yeah, but this is slow,” Cali said. “There must be something faster at Luna City.”

	“Yep,” said Waghid. “A low-orbital hopper. I’d just need to spend a day or two convincing Gordon we really need it. You’d think the damned thing ran off his grandchildren’s blood or something.”

	Mikhail smirked, still without opening his eyes. “Would you want to tell DisCorp you burned up fifteen hundred kilos of fuel to learn relay tower was out?”

	“Beats telling them the CEO’s son is dead because we didn’t,” said Cali.

	“Damned if we do,” Jake called back, “damned if we don’t.”

	“Exactly,” said Waghid. “It’s all about finding the least degree of damnation.” He twisted back to look at Mikhail. “You really think it’s a relay tower?”

	“I don’t think, boss,” said the ox with a shake of his head. “That’s what I have you for.”

	“Thanks.”

	Mikhail settled back a little more onto his couch.

	Cali stood up and grabbed at one of the railings. She took a few shuffling steps up to the cockpit. Waghid glanced up at her as she balanced between the two seats. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?”

	He shook his head. “It’s a four-and-a-half-hour drive to Arawn. Nine all the way to Hades. Relax, read a book, water the plants, get some sleep.”

	Cali made her way back to her couch. She threw herself down on the pads. “Damn slow for a rescue mission.”

	“That’s why he’s been so reluctant to go,” Mikhail said. He cracked an eyelid and cast a sympathetic glance up at their boss. The burly man dropped his voice another few decibels. “No matter what, this is not rescue mission. And he knows it.”

	She glanced at Waghid’s arm, sticking out past his seat. “What do you mean?”

	“All the bases, our equipment”—he gestured around the cabin—“there are so many safeties and redundancies. Problems are either so minor they’re not worth mentioning or they’re very, very serious.”

	Cali looked at him for another moment and then understood. “Very serious,” she said, “meaning no survivors.”

	“And no rush.”

	* * *

	An hour out, just as they were passing the edge of the Osiris cemetery, Isme’s voice crackled over the comm. “You out there, Anubis?”

	Waghid tapped the console. “Anubis here. What’s up, hon?”

	“Weird stuff. We finally got an LPS signal off someone from Arawn.”

	“Who and where?”

	“Arturo Mendes. Heading your way fast, probably on a trike, but he’s not answering any channels.”

	Jake furrowed his brow. “Who’s he?”

	An image of a young Latino popped up one of the screens. “New guy,” said Isme. “Don’t have much on him.”

	“I think I know him,” said Cali. She leaned against the back of Jake’s chair, watching the landscape out the windshield. “He was on the carrier up here with me and Tessa.”

	“Is his comm down?” asked Waghid.

	“Nope,” said Isme. “There’s a definite return. He’s just not answering. The storm’s moving again, too. Also heading your way.”

	Cali and the others exchanged glances.

	“Are you serious?” asked Waghid.

	“I wish I wasn’t.”

	“How fast?”

	“It started off kind of fast, but it’s settled down a lot. It’s only moving about three or four kilometers an hour now. I’m sending you the new satellite pics.”

	Cali studied the new images. It was the same view she’d seen on Waghid’s screens earlier. The cloud completely hid Arawn now. New vectors illustrated the direction and speed.

	“If nothing changes,” said Isme, “it’ll be more than two hours before it reaches you.”

	“Oh, joy,” murmured Cali.

	“You should meet up with Mendes in a little less than an hour. We’ve told him to keep an eye out for you, but ... well, he’s not saying anything.” Cali heard Isme exhale over the speakers. “And I’m afraid there’s more bad news.”

	“Of course there is,” sighed Waghid.

	“Gordon got smart and called the supply train. They were supposed to finish at Arawn yesterday morning and be on the way to Hades.”

	“‘Supposed to’?” echoed Jake.

	“The train stopped answering yesterday afternoon,” Isme said. “No one thought to check on it until now.”

	Waghid closed his eyes for a moment. “So is Gordon sending the hopper?”

	“He was going to, until I told him you were already heading out that way. Now he’s waiting to hear your report.”

	“Lazy motherfucker,” muttered Mikhail from behind them.

	“That’s Sheriff Lazy Motherfucker,” Waghid called over his shoulder. “Show some respect.”

	The buggy’s front wheel worked its way over a large rock, then the second wheel, then the third. Cali studied the pictures as the cabin swayed like a ship at sea.

	“Okay, keep me posted, hon,” said Waghid. “Anubis out.”

	“You guys be careful out there,” Isme said. “Osiris out.”

	Cali cleared her throat. “So, just to be clear, there’s a big, weird dust cloud. We’ve lost contact with everyone who goes into it. Somebody’s running away from it. And we’re driving toward it.”

	“That about sums it up, yeah,” said Waghid.

	“Yeah,” Jake said. “Sometimes this job just sucks.”
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	They were in the no-man’s-land between Osiris and Arawn, half an hour later, when the comm chimed again. Cali sat in the passenger seat while Waghid drove. Jake had decided to take a quick nap on one of the couches, his cap pulled low over his eyes.

	“Osiris to Anubis.”

	“Go ahead, hon,” said Waghid.

	“New reports,” Isme replied. “It’s not a dust storm.”

	“What?”

	“One of the scientists at Luna has been studying the images. She’s positive there’s something moving on the surface, kicking up dust.”

	Cali sat up in her chair. “A couple of trikes or a buggy or something?”

	“She’s not sure. She’s trying to get one of the high-res satellites moved. It should let us see through the dust clouds.”

	“Who is it?” asked Waghid. “Gridley?”

	“Paxton.”

	Cali didn’t recognize either of the names, but she watched Waghid’s expression as he mulled over the news. “Paxton probably knows what she’s talking about,” he said.

	“And it’s moving faster,” added Isme.

	“Of course it is,” murmured Cali.

	Waghid reached up and kneaded the back of his head. “How much faster?”

	“A lot. The lead edge is doing this weird ripple,” said Isme. “It just leaps ahead in little spurts and bounds.”

	A new set of images appeared on the screen.

	“You got a new ETA for us?”

	“Hard to say. Fifty minutes? Maybe less.”

	Cali cleared her throat. “Is it going to catch up with Mendes?”

	“Probably,” said Isme. “Mendes stopped moving.”

	“He what?”

	“He stopped moving about ten minutes ago.”

	* * *

	Twenty minutes later a warning pinged on the console, and Waghid straightened up. Cali looked from the console to her boss. “That him?”

	“Yeah.” He skimmed a few instruments and pointed out the window. “About four hundred meters that way.” His grip shifted on the yoke, and Anubis veered off toward the signal. The buggy rolled across two small craters, climbed over a small wrinkle ridge, and they saw the trike sitting on a small plain. A man slumped behind the controls.

	They had two trikes at Osiris, but Cali hadn’t ridden either of them. It was a simple vehicle, not much larger than a table or desk. An oversized spun-wire wheel in the front, two in the back. The driver’s seat rested on top of the electric motor, and a solar cell that doubled as a sunscreen stretched over the driver.

	Waghid guided Anubis up until it was just a few meters away. The figure in the spacesuit never budged. Five minutes later Cali, Jake, and Waghid approached the trike on foot. Anubis crept along behind them with Mikhail at the controls.

	This close, Cali could see the spacesuit had the markings and black stripes of Arawn. The helmet and trim were dark silver, and the way the figure slumped, she could see the fluid Celtic text circling the patch on its shoulder. It was a slightly newer suit than the one she wore. The helmet had a wider visor for increased field of vision. The fingers of the gloves were thinner and better articulated. Two equipment bags, also in Arawn black, had been wedged into the small cargo space behind the driver.

	The man in the spacesuit hadn’t moved once as they gathered around his trike. His arms hung at his sides. When his hands had dropped from the controls, the deadman’s switch had killed the trike’s motor.

	Jake peered into the frosted visor, then heaved the body upright in the seat to get more sunlight inside the helmet. A thin coat of ice crystals covered the young man’s face. His eyes had gone bloodshot from the pressure drop before they froze.

	“That him?” Jake asked Cali.

	“You think it might be someone else?”

	“Just trying to get a confirmation.”

	She joined him in front of Mendes. “Yeah. That’s him.”

	Waghid examined the suit’s chest and thighs. He lifted the dead man’s arm. It moved like frozen meat. He bounced to the other side of the trike, lifted the other arm, and sighed. “Here it is.”

	A thin line of ice had built up on the dead man’s side, going from his waist up into his armpit. A lump of frozen air a little smaller than a baseball nestled in the folds between his upper arm and torso. Waghid pried at it with his gauntlet and part of the lump broke away, revealing a wide gash in the suit’s material.

	“Looks like he got snagged on something,” the boss said, shaking his head inside his helmet. “Started off small down low, but turned into a big gash up here. His suit might not even have registered the pressure drop at first. The sealant probably got most of it, but not enough.”

	“But he was driving for hours,” said Cali. “He must have had alarms going off in his suit the whole time. Why didn’t he call for help?”

	“He was scared,” said Jake. He and Waghid traded a look through their visors.

	“So why not call for help?” Cali repeated.

	Jake lowered himself next to the trike. He broke away some more ice to get a better look at the tear in the suit. The sealant looked like wads of bright green chewing gum wedged in the Ortho-Fabric and underlayers. “Don’t think he got snagged on something. Something cut him. That’s way too clean to be a rip. Too big, too. Who’d keep tearing their suit once the alarms started going off?”

	Waghid looked down at him. “What are you saying?”

	Jake stood up. “Just saying this doesn’t look like an accident. Guy was so scared he was more concerned with getting away than he was about his suit leaking air.”

	Cali looked between them. “You think somebody tried to kill him?”

	Inside his helmet, Jake tipped his chin down at the body. “Just saying it doesn’t look like an accident.”

	Mikhail’s voice popped in their helmets. “Dust storm on the horizon, boss.”

	Cali turned and found the hazy gray line to the north. It stretched like a cresting wave between two low mountains. The clouds rippled and rolled in the sunlight, threatening to crash down on her and the others.

	“There’s something you don’t see every day,” murmured Jake.

	“Okay,” Waghid said. “Okay, let’s get him and his gear up on the roof rack. We can deal with all this back at Osiris. We’ll set the beacon and get out of here.”

	Cali stepped to the back of the trike as Jake set a gauntleted hand on the front tire. “Why don’t I just drive it back? Batteries must have a good charge.” He waved at the clean, shining solar cell.

	“Because I’m getting really weirded out,” said their boss, “and I don’t like the idea of us splitting up.”

	“Wuss.”

	“Damn straight. We stick together until we find out what the hell’s going on. Beacon’ll run for three weeks once night falls. We’ll get back out here before then.”

	Cali pulled one of the bags out of the cargo space and tossed it near Jake’s boots. She dragged out the other one, slung it over her shoulder, and they plodded back over to Anubis. She climbed up to the buggy’s roof and Jake flung the bags up to her. Once she had them strapped down, they rejoined Waghid at the trike. He’d pulled Mendes out of the seat, and the dead man lay on his side in the lunar dust.

	“Cali, help me roll him over and get his other arm. Jake, grab the legs.”

	“Why do I get stuck with the legs?”

	“Just pick him up.”

	They rolled the body onto its chest and felt a faint vibration as the dead man’s head swung forward and hit his visor. Jake lifted the boots and they worked their way back to the buggy, Mendes hanging face down between them.

	Cali glanced at Anubis over her shoulder. “How are we going to get him up onto the roof?”

	“Could run the winch over the top,” said Jake. “Or just grab some rope from the locker. I can haul him up without too much trouble, especially if someone keeps him steady.”

	Waghid stopped and looked up at Cali. “What?”

	She looked back. “What do you mean, what?”

	“What are you pulling for?” her boss asked.

	“I didn’t pull. What are you—”

	Mendes’s arm twisted in Cali’s grip and her fingers flinched away. He thrashed his arms and legs. All three Caretakers leaped back, and he dropped to the ground.

	“Allah!” shouted Waghid.

	“He’s got air!” shouted Cali. “He’s still got air.”

	“No way,” said Jake. “No fucking way.”

	Mendes fumbled on the ground like a newborn. His hand reached out to paw at Cali’s foot.

	Waghid dropped to one knee. “Mikhail,” he called, “can you tie us into his suit?”

	“Pulling it up.”

	He placed his hand on the crawling man’s shoulder. “Mendes,” he said. “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay. Let’s get you into the buggy.”

	“Boss,” barked Mikhail’s voice. “There’s no telemetry from his suit. It’s not working.”

	“What do you mean, it’s not working?”

	“It’s not on,” Mikhail said. “His suit is completely shut down.”

	“It can’t be,” said Cali.

	Mendes pulled a knee up under himself and lunged to his feet. He swayed for a moment and then turned to Cali, letting the sun light up his face. It still hung slack, the frozen eyes staring blankly past her to the ground.

	“Oh, Jesus,” she said.

	He took a few staggering steps forward and raised his arms. Cali stepped back and tripped over a rock. The lunar surface spun in her visor and then slammed into her backpack. For a moment she was helpless, like a turtle flipped over and left to die. She swallowed and felt her breathing slow down.

	Mendes stumbled another few paces, reached for her, and vanished as Jake slammed his shoulder into the dead man’s backpack.

	Cali rolled to the side, looked up, and saw Mendes spin once, twice, three times before he crashed down into a jagged pile of rocks a few meters away.

	Waghid grabbed her hand and pulled her up. “You okay?”

	“What the hell just happened?” She looked over at Mendes’s body. It struggled back to its feet.

	Waghid pushed and pulled at her shoulders, turning her left and right. “Suit looks good,” he said. “You’re okay.”

	“Okay?” shouted Jake. “There’s a dead man walking around over there, boss!”

	“He can’t be dead,” said Waghid. “There’s got to be some air left in his suit, just enough left for him to—”

	Cali pointed at Mendes. The rocks had shattered his visor, leaving him exposed to the Moon’s vacuum. A few Lexan fragments had lodged in the dead man’s face. One had opened a bloodless wound in his cheek. Another had cut his frozen left eye neatly in half.

	Mendes didn’t seem to notice. He staggered toward them again.

	“I think you should all come back inside,” said Mikhail.

	“I agree,” said Cali.

	Waghid nodded once inside his helmet. “Yeah.”

	They headed for Anubis with the dead man stumbling after them. Cali was halfway onto the rear platform when she heard Jake grunt. She held onto one side of the ladder and swung around. Mendes had grabbed Jake’s backpack, and the two of them stumbled backwards.

	Waghid grabbed a prybar from the locker and slammed it against the dead man’s arm. When that didn’t do anything he sent two more blows into the side of the ruined helmet. Mendes staggered away from Jake.

	Waghid dropped the bar, leaped, and shoved. Mendes tumbled away, rolling over three times in the dust. He came to rest and immediately struggled back to his feet.

	Cali tried to fit her suit into the bracket. Jake was halfway up the short ladder. Waghid took a few bounding steps and jumped as hard as he could. His spacesuit sailed up onto the platform, but his boots caught on the edge. He slammed face first onto the grating just as Jake reached the platform.

	“Go,” yelled Waghid. “Help her. Get inside.”

	Jake grabbed Cali by the shoulders and shoved her suit back into the bracket. He yanked the lever and she felt the rush of air behind her as the suit opened up. She ducked her head and dragged herself into Anubis.

	The hatch snapped shut behind her. The light over the next port lit up, and she heard Jake and Waghid through the speakers.

	“You okay, boss?”

	“Yeah. I just want to finish pissing myself before I get out of the suit.”

	“Fuck that. Wet your pants inside, away from that thing.”

	The hatch opened and Jake’s arms reached out to grab the rails. Cali stepped to help him out and he waved her away, sliding out in one smooth motion. The far hatch opened and Cali took two quick steps to help Waghid out. The port system wasn’t friendly to taller Caretakers.

	The panel clanged shut and the trio pushed each other into the main cabin. A dull thud echoed through the buggy—a vibration transferred through the frame until it could become noise. The sound of something running into the edge of the rear platform.

	Mikhail glared at them. “What the fuck is going on out there?”

	“Wish I knew,” said Waghid. “How long until the dust storm hits?”

	“Not long.”

	Something tickled Cali’s nose. Stress, fear, or both had given someone in the buggy a pungent body odor. She wondered if it was her.

	Waghid took a breath and looked at each of them. “Okay,” he said, “calmly now. What are we going to do about that?” He nodded at the airlock as another impact sounded from outside.

	“What are we going to do about it?” echoed Jake. “Back the buggy over it four or five times until it’s a sticky puddle, that’s what I think.”

	“Sounds good to me,” said Mikhail.

	Cali sniffed the air again. Definitely getting worse, and definitely not stress-sweat. “Do you guys smell... Oh, shit.”

	Behind Jake, one of the spider plants withered before her eyes. The leaves blackened and curled even as the stems and branches shriveled. A few of the rotting leaves broke apart and splattered on the floor. She looked over her shoulder and saw the other one in the same state.

	“What. The. Fuck,” said Jake as another vibration echoed through the buggy.

	In less than a minute both plants were dead. Their soggy remains hung limp over the edges of their pots. They dried out and became tan, gnarled sticks.

	“We need to get out of here,” said Cali.

	“No argument from me,” said Waghid, dropping into the passenger seat. “Mikhail, turn us around and get us the hell out of here.”

	Mikhail gave a sharp nod as he grabbed the yoke. Anubis swung around in a tight circle.

	Cali examined the plants. “Should we bag these up or something? What if they’re ... I don’t know, infectious or something?”

	“They’re infectious, we’re past fucked,” Jake said.

	“It’s probably not a bad idea,” said Waghid. “Someone’s going to want to study them.”

	“Then someone can come and bag them,” said Jake.

	“Don’t be such a wuss,” said Cali, trying to sound confident. “You deal with dead things all the time.”

	“They’re usually not trying to attack me!”

	Anubis lurched to a halt, and they swayed in the cabin. Mikhail stared out the windshield, his eyes wide. “Mother of God,” he whispered.

	The buggy had turned and now Mendes stood a few meters in front of them. He’d shattered most of his front teeth slamming himself against the rear platform. The shards of his visor gleamed in the sunlight, glossy white against his ice-blue face. He came at Anubis with slow strides.

	“Don’t worry,” Waghid told Mikhail. “He doesn’t seem ... it doesn’t seem too smart. I don’t think it can hurt us in here.”

	Mikhail shook his head. He closed his eyes and whispered something that sounded a lot like a prayer. He repeated it again and again.

	Cali leaned against the back of the driver’s seat. “Oh my God.”

	On the far side of the plain, a little more than a kilometer away, hundreds of dead people marched across the surface of the Moon.

	Men in dark suits lurched ahead. Women in simple yet elegant dresses threw their legs forward one after another. Children of all sizes staggered between the adults. Some looked old and frail, others young and solid. Silk and jewelry gleamed and flashed in the sunlight, as did the pearls of ice in their eye sockets.

	As promised in all the DisCorp commercials and documents, burial on the Moon had kept them intact.

	The frozen bodies lumbered forward on stiff legs. A few still had their arms crossed over their chests. They bounced against each other like stones in an avalanche, changing direction slightly but never halting. They kicked up dust as they stumbled and dragged their feet. Clouds billowed behind them, hiding their full numbers.

	The dead covered another hundred meters while the living stared through the windshield. The ground trembled under countless footsteps. The Caretakers could feel the vibrations coming up through the floor of the buggy.

	“Mother. Fucker,” whispered Jake.

	“Mikhail,” said Cali. She kept her voice flat and precise. “Get us back to Osiris.”

	The driver kept praying.

	Waghid reached over and slapped the back of his head. Mikhail opened his eyes. “Now!” Waghid snapped. “Back to Osiris.”

	“Right,” said Mikhail. “Right.” He stared out the window. A moment later he started whispering his prayers again.

	“Jake,” said Cali, “help me.”

	They dragged Mikhail from the driver’s seat and Waghid took the controls. The motors hummed back to life and Anubis continued its turn. Their view swung away from the dead and the dust-filled sky, and the empty lunar landscape filled the windshield. Waghid pushed on the yoke, and the buggy began to accelerate back up to its top speed.

	It had never seemed so damned slow before today.

	Cali and Jake strapped Mikhail to the couch and came back to the front.

	“So,” she said, “now what?”

	“We get home,” said Waghid. “First priority is getting us home.”

	Jake dropped into the passenger seat.

	A few moments at the console gave them a view behind them on one of the screens. They watched the dead as they dropped farther and farther behind. “I’d guess they’re doing about five or six kilometers an hour,” Jake said. “They keep coming this way, they’ll reach Osiris just after midnight.”

	“And we should be back there just after noon-thirty,” said Waghid.

	No one spoke as Anubis rolled across the barren plains. The figures on the screen vanished, with only the gray clouds of dust to mark their presence. Jake kneaded his cap in his hands. Mikhail still muttered prayers in the back.

	Cali looked at her boss. “What do we do when we get back?”

	“We’ve got about two hours to figure that out,” said Waghid.
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	“You have to admit,” said Old Henri, “this sounds pretty ridiculous.”

	Waghid bit his lip and nodded. “Why do you think we waited until we were all face to face to tell you?”

	The Osiris team had gathered in the dining room after securing Mikhail in his room. During the trip back, Cali had run the footage from Anubis and their helmet cameras into a single file. They’d played it for the crew three times now on the large screen. It reset to the start, her helmet-camera view of Mendes starting to move on the ground.

	“It looks like that ancient film Jake showed at Halloween last year,” said Thomas. “What was it? Return of the Living Dead?”

	Jake shook his head. “They’re fucking real. Believe me.”

	“We were hoping Paxton would have her high-res satellite pics done by now,” Waghid said.

	Isme shook her head. “I think she hoped for the same thing. She’s still bitching to people Earthside about losing her time slot during an unprecedented lunar dust storm. Maybe in another six or seven hours.”

	“I’m really hoping you all don’t want to wait that long to get out of here,” Waghid said. “What’ll convince you all to leave as soon as possible?”

	“I’m convinced,” said Isme. “If you believe it, I believe you.” She squeezed his hand. He squeezed back.

	“This isn’t a hazing thing, is it?” Tessa asked. “I think if it is, you should tell us now.”

	Waghid blinked at her. “What?”

	“I’ve heard sometimes the new Caretakers get hazed. Maybe this is all just a game to see if we’ll panic and freak out.”

	Across the table, Cali shook her head. “Unless part of the game is Arturo Mendes surviving in a vacuum and Mikhail having a nervous breakdown, I don’t think so.”

	“Mikhail’s acting like he had a breakdown,” said Tessa. “He could just be in on it.”

	“Thought you were the smart one,” Jake said. “You think we wasted hundreds of man-hours and brought services to a halt just to see if we could make two women cry?”

	“It makes more sense than saying dead people have crawled out of their graves and are walking on the Moon.”

	“Honestly, none of this makes any sense,” said Megan. “If these things are making the dust cloud, they’d have to be moving at thirty-five or forty K an hour. It looks like Mendes and those other ones had trouble walking.”

	Henri nodded. “And how could they have overwhelmed two bases so quickly that the crews couldn’t do anything?”

	“Well, Mendes got away,” said Cali. “And Kristine at Hades sent out a warning, but we all wrote it off as a hoax.”

	Daniel nodded. “Because of people walking around drunk in a vacuum.”

	“The point is,” Megan said, “in twenty-odd hours they walked almost two hundred and fifty kilometers, from Hades past Arawn. How can they be on foot and move as fast as a buggy?”

	“On foot,” said Thomas, “and without spacesuits.”

	Jake threw up his hands. “If you really want to know, they’ll be here tomorrow and you can ask them.”

	“We need to figure out what we’re doing, folks,” Waghid said. “Jake and Cali and I know what’s coming. I need to know if we’ve got your help.”

	Tessa looked at Cali. “You’re really serious about all this.” It was confirmation, not a question.

	Cali nodded.

	“Okay,” said Tessa. “I’m in.”

	Daniel shook his head. “I don’t know if I can believe in the dead rising, but I believe you.”

	“I believe you, too,” said Anna.

	Thomas shrugged and nodded once. Megan did the same.

	“Fine,” said Old Henri. “I’m in.”

	Jake blinked. “Really?”

	The old man puffed a little air out through his nose. “Like Daniel said, I believe the three of you believe what you’re saying. You’re either telling the truth or you need serious help. Either way, we need to get you to Luna City.”

	Waghid closed his eyes and let out a short breath. “Okay, then. Here’s the plan. Everyone take ten minutes to pack up any personals you need to bring. Then Daniel, Jake, Megan, and Anna will get all three buggies loaded and prepped. Make sure they’re fully charged and ready to go. Cali and Tessa, you make sure we’ve got food and water stocked for everyone.”

	“What about the rest of us?” asked Henri.

	“What about Mikhail?” asked Tessa.

	Waghid scratched the back of his head.

	“He’s not doing too well,” said Jake, with a glance at Megan. “We may want to keep him restrained for now. There’s a stretcher in one of the storage lockers, right?”

	She nodded.

	“It’s got straps on it?”

	“Yeah,” Megan said, “but they’re only meant to keep someone steady while you move them, not for ... you know, holding them down.”

	“Strap’s a strap,” said Jake. “Just matters what side of it his arms are on.”

	Waghid nodded. “Isme, Henri, Thomas, I want you with me when I call Sheriff Gordon. Once we’re done, get your stuff packed and meet up with everyone else at the buggies.”

	“You still haven’t told Gordon?” said Thomas.

	Waghid shrugged. “Osiris was closer and more urgent. And if I couldn’t convince all of you, what luck am I going to have with him?”

	“Fair point,” said Henri.

	“He sure wasn’t going to believe me with half a dozen people behind me looking at me like I’m nuts.”

	* * *

	“Come on, Waghid,” said Gordon from the screen. “You can’t expect me to believe this?”

	“I know it sounds crazy, Sam. I probably wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t been there.” Waghid glanced over his shoulder. Isme set a hand on his arm.

	“Are you sure this isn’t one of Jake’s practical jokes?” asked Gordon. “Maybe he projected it out a window or something just to mess with you.”

	“I sent you the file. Does it look like a movie to you?”

	The sheriff shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe? How many of these things are we talking about?”

	Waghid stared at his desk for a moment. “There’s no way to be sure. We only saw a few hundred, but if all the clients in Hades are ... moving ... there could be over a million of them.”

	There was a brief silence while the number sank in.

	“Shit,” muttered Gordon. One hand rubbed the bridge of his nose. The other one fiddled with something from his desk. A shell for an old shockgun that he spun over and over in his fingers. “You didn’t see the Hausmann kid?”

	“No, we didn’t see him,” Waghid said. “We barely made it halfway to Arawn. There’s a small army of those things heading this way. Hausmann is the least of our worries.”

	“They’re probably all dead,” said Henri.

	“Hey,” snapped Gordon. He pointed at Henri through the screen. “Don’t even say shit like that over the web. Until we know otherwise for a fact, the kid is alive and waiting to be rescued.”

	“Gordon...” Waghid began. He tried to keep the sigh out of his voice and failed. “We don’t have time for this.”

	“You’ve seen the dust cloud,” said Isme. “Have you ever even heard of something like that happening here?”

	“No, but it still doesn’t prove anything,” said Gordon. “And it won’t until Paxton gets her images.”

	Waghid pulled up a map of the Moon showing the bases and the dust cloud. He flicked it through the screen to Gordon. “Have you heard from Kristine or Tony?”

	“No, but that could be anything. Hell, maybe a meteor took out a relay tower somewhere between here and there.”

	“Have you seen a report of a strike anywhere near a tower?”

	“We wouldn’t get a report if it took out the tower.”

	“Are there any signs there’s a tower out?”

	The sheriff took in a breath and spun the shockgun shell between his fingers again. “We can’t get any signal from Hades or Arawn. Not even basic life support or LPS signals.” He raised a finger. “I’m not saying they’re all dead, I’m just saying right now I can’t absolutely confirm they’re all alive.”

	“Look, Sam,” said Waghid, “at this point it doesn’t matter what you believe. I’m declaring Osiris unsafe. We’re abandoning the base and coming to Luna City. What happens after that is up to you.”

	Gordon spent several long seconds studying something just off-camera.

	“I get you’re scared, Waghid. I do. You’re scared enough I half believe you. Look at it from my end, though. The CEO’s kid’s gone missing, but instead of finding him you come back with a story about some kind of ... vampire army or something? And your only proof is some jerky video, a comms failure, and a dust cloud.”

	“I think technically they’d be zombies,” murmured Thomas.

	“There’s also four eyewitnesses,” Isme said.

	“One of whom has a history of elaborate practical jokes, and one you say can barely talk.”

	“Because he’s in shock!”

	Gordon shook his head. “This isn’t just a career-ender. This means all of us going back to Earth and spending the rest of our lives in padded rooms. If we’re lucky.” He caught the shockgun shell between his fingertips, then flicked it away. It soared away out of sight.

	“You’re not going to order an evacuation,” said Waghid.

	“Not without real proof. I can’t risk it, for any of our sakes. I’m sorry.”

	“I think you’re going to be.”

	“I guess we’ll see.”

	Thomas suddenly jerked his head to the hallway.

	“What’s up?” murmured Isme.

	“I just...” He wrinkled his brow. “Did anyone else just hear somebody banging on something?”
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	Jake finished strapping down Hathor’s load. A few meters away, Anna stood on top of Anubis in her spacesuit, tightening the cargo net, and past her, Daniel and Megan fastened a few last bags onto Isis’s roof rack. The dust they’d kicked up hung like a low fog around their ankles.

	Megan’s voice echoed in their helmets. “Is this the last of it?”

	Jake raised his gauntlet in a thumbs-up. “Tighten it down and let’s get moving.”

	“Still can’t believe we’re running to escape a zombie horde,” said Daniel with a shake of his head.

	“Believe it,” Jake said. “Anna, get down below and check the batteries. Start with Anubis. Make sure we’ve got a full charge on everything. Swap them out with the spares if you have to.”

	“Got it.” She turned and felt for the ladder.

	“Daniel, you’ve got Isis. Megan, do a wheel check, all six on all three.”

	“We just did a wheel check last week,” she said.

	“And today we’re being chased by an army of walking corpses. I don’t want to lose a wheel halfway to Luna City.”

	“Okay.”

	Something leaped up and flashed in the sunlight between Megan and Daniel. They both jumped back. She fell onto the pile of duffels and cases. He teetered on the edge of the roof. One of the straps on Isis had popped free and bounced back and forth between them.

	“Easy,” said Jake. “Megan, give him a hand.”

	Daniel swung his arms, shifting his weight in the low gravity. He twisted at the hips, and his voice echoed over the comm. “Oh, JESUS!” He tipped slowly out over the edge.

	“Grab him!” Jake saw a glimpse of movement down at ground level, Anna or someone moving to help. At the moment, he couldn’t spare the attention.

	Megan rolled to her knees and lunged for Daniel. She got one thick arm around the bulky legs of his suit and reached up to grab his belt with her other hand.

	Isis lurched as if it had struck a rock at full speed. Then it shook again. And again.

	“THEY’RE HERE!” Daniel yelled, as he fell in slow motion, straight out from the roof and tilting lower. Megan’s grip on his legs twisted, and her hand dropped from his belt to paw at his knees, then grab his ankle. He swung upside-down from the roof, Megan clinging to his boots.

	Jake looked between the parked buggies, where dozens of pale fingers reached up for Daniel.

	* * *

	Inside Anubis, the shout from the speakers made Cali’s head snap around. The box of freeze-dried emergency rations dropped to the floor. She ran to the front of the buggy and looked out the curving windshield.

	A dead man stared back up at her. He had dark skin, made pale by death and cold. He wore a black suit, and his maroon tie had a silver pin through it, a retro style that had been big seven or eight years back. He raised a hand with a thick wedding band on it and slapped it against the lower edge of the windshield.

	Cali leaped back. The dead man smacked the glass again and again. He left frozen bits of himself on the clear material.

	Another corpse walked up behind the man and joined in the pounding. Then a third.

	She felt pretty sure the buggy was strong enough, but she took another step back. It crossed her mind that being another half-meter away wouldn’t save her if the windshield did break. She reached down to activate her tab.

	A faint noise from the main cabin caught her attention and forced a swear out through her lips.

	The first thing she’d done in Anubis had been to replace the dead spider plants with clean, healthy ones. Now, before her eyes, they withered and curled. The narrow leaves turned brown and rained onto the floor with dry scrapes and rustles.

	Daniel’s voice blasted over the open channel again. “Pull me up! PULL ME UP!”

	* * *

	Jake saw them stumbling in the spaces down between the bulk of the buggies. Dozens of well-dressed dead things. The tallest one stood almost a meter and a half below. No wonder nobody’d noticed them.

	“Stop thrashing,” shouted Megan.

	“They’ve got my helmet,” yelled Daniel. Thuds echoed inside his suit as he tried to bat the grasping fingers away. “Pull me up!!”

	Megan gave a huge heave. Daniel’s body came up and was jerked right back down. “They’re pulling him!” she screamed. “Help me!”

	Waghid’s voice came over the comm. “Jake, what’s going on out there?”

	“Help!” yelled Megan. She tried to throw one leg up, to plant a foot, to get more leverage. The things below pulled again and jerked her back to her knees.

	Jake took a breath, two quick steps, and threw himself across the three meters separating Hathor and Anubis. Dead things reached up for him as he passed over their heads. He slammed into Anna and they both went down. He felt his knee wrench around inside the leg of his suit.

	“Oh, Jesus,” yelled Daniel. The sound of fingers drumming on his helmet muffled his words. “They’ve got the latches. Jesus, they’re undoing the LATCHES!” He tried to beat the prying fingers away.

	“Somebody talk to me!” shouted Waghid over the radio. “What’s going on out there?”

	Jake pulled himself to his feet. His knee hurt, but he didn’t need to put much weight on it.

	A sharp click echoed through the earpieces. “They opened another one!” Daniel gasped. “Oh, Jesus, pull me up! Get me out of here!”

	“What do we do?” wheezed Anna. She made small, quick movements with her hands. “What do we do? What do we—”

	Jake limped to the edge of Anubis and made another lunge across the open space. The dead reached for him again, fine cufflinks and rings and bracelets glinting as their arms came out of the shadows.

	He landed on Isis’s roof and threw himself next to Megan just as a loud, dull bang echoed across the channel. Daniel’s shouts cut off. He lurched upward, propelled by a last few frozen bits of atmosphere puffing out from his open collar. The two Caretakers wrestled him onto the buggy’s roof. The vehicle shook as the crowd of the dead resumed their pounding.

	Blood sizzled from Daniel’s nose and his ears and froze into dark pearls. His eyes clenched shut. His mouth worked frantically, spitting nuggets of blood as his gloves clawed at the empty space around his head.

	“Inside!” shouted Jake. He grabbed Daniel and dragged him to the end of the buggy’s roof. Down below, the well-dressed zombies around the rear platform stretched up their arms at him. On either side of the ladder hung another spacesuit and an empty bracket.

	Jake wrapped his arms around Daniel and jumped, aiming for the center of the platform. The impact made his knee flare and knocked the other man from his arms. Daniel dropped to the edge of the platform and twitched on impact. The dead grabbed at him. Jake seized a handful of spacesuit and pulled against the horde. Megan landed next to him and joined in the gruesome tug-of-war.

	They jerked Daniel’s body away from the dead and shoved him back at the brackets. His suit hit the edge. Then the other edge. On the third try they both felt the clack as the suit snapped into place.

	“We’re too late,” said Megan.

	“No!” shouted Jake. He looked at Daniel’s bloody face as he yanked the lever. It resisted his pull. He yanked again. And again. His eyes found the empty collar of the suit where the helmet had been removed.

	Suit won’t open if it’s not in the bracket. Hatch won’t open if the suit’s not there.

	“Dammit!” He spun and pawed at the helmet on one of the empty suits. He smacked at the latches, popping them open one by one.

	“Jake,” Megan said. “It’s too late.”

	“I can do it!” He wrestled with the last latch and tried to pull the helmet away. It twisted against the top of the suit.

	“It’s too late,” Megan repeated.

	“Jake,” said Waghid’s voice, “I’m getting nothing from Daniel. He’s gone.”

	Daniel’s head hung low against the collar of his spacesuit. His eyes were open. Freezing had made them pale gray, and a thick web of burst capillaries spread across them.

	Jake looked at the dead man’s face for a minute and then slammed his fist into the empty suit he’d been wrestling with. “SHIT!” He punched the suit again.

	Megan sniffled.

	“Jake,” said Waghid, “you and Megan get back on top of Isis.”

	“Yeah, okay,” Jake said. He took in a deep breath, filling his lungs, and let it whistle out through his teeth. “We’re good out here, boss.”

	“Really?”

	“All things considered.”

	“What’s going on over there?” asked Anna. “Are you coming back up?”

	“Anna, just give us a minute, okay?”

	A forest of outstretched arms surrounded the platform on three sides. Pressed against the back wall of Isis on either side of Daniel’s body, the Caretakers were just out of the crowd’s grasp.

	“Okay,” Jake said, locking eyes with Megan. “You going to be all right?”

	She glanced at Daniel’s bloody face and gave a weak nod.

	“Hey,” said Jake. “Don’t look at him, okay? You don’t want to remember him that way, and he wouldn’t want us thinking about him like that. He’d want us to be safe, right?”

	She gave another nod, a stronger one. “Right.”

	“Okay, then. Let’s get back up to the roof, away from these things. You first.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

	Megan looked at the grasping hands of the undead surrounding them. Some of them could just brush her boots with their fingers. Gold and diamond rings glinted everywhere. “I’m not sure I can get over to the ladder without them grabbing me.”

	“You can do it. Just ... stay close to Daniel. Work your way around him, and then you and I will switch places. Okay?”

	“Okay.”

	She reached her arm around the dead man and grabbed Jake’s hand. Pressing herself up against the body, she started to shuffle her feet across the platform. She was gasping a bit, and it was making her helmet fog up.

	“Calm down,” said Jake. “It’s awful, yeah, but just be calm. It’ll be fine.”

	“I’m trying.”

	“You’re doing great. Think about how easy this really is. This is nothing.”

	Another voice crackled on the comm. “Are you guys almost back up?”

	“Not now, Anna.”

	Megan was face to face with Daniel when his head jerked up to stare at her. The dead man’s arms swept her away like a bug. Her hand slipped out of Jake’s before he knew what was happening. She stumbled off the back of the platform and fell into the horde.

	She screamed long and loud, drowning out everything else on the comm.

	“Shit!” Jake looked at her spacesuit floating on top of a sea of arms and hands and heads with patchy hair. She thrashed and tried to climb across the bodies back to the platform.

	Daniel’s head swung to glare at Jake, and the heavy arms of the spacesuit came up again. Jake blocked the blow and grabbed the arm. The dead man’s other arm flailed at him, unable to reach across the bulk of the suit.

	Megan screamed as she sank into the crowd of bodies. The dead clawed at her with greedy fingers, and she thrashed and batted at them as best she could. They grabbed at the latches and seals of her spacesuit, twisting, pulling.

	A harsh hiss spat out of the comms. Then the channel went silent as her suit came apart in the dead hands. Every latch released, every seal opened. Helmet, shoulders, gloves, boots. Jake glimpsed her terrified face as she dropped to the ground, surrounded by a cloud of frozen air. Completely exposed on the surface of the Moon. Then the dead pushed in around her, and she vanished.

	Jake clenched his teeth. The fingers of Daniel’s free hand brushed his helmet again and again. He batted them away. One of the dead man’s legs kicked him clumsily and he drove his boot into its thigh. It made his knee burst with pain again.

	“What happened?” asked Anna. “What happened to Megan?”

	“Shut up, Anna,” said Waghid’s voice. A deep breath whispered over the channel. “Jake. Get on top of Isis. Please. I need you to do that for me.”

	“Just a minute.”

	Jake tightened his grip on the dead man’s arm and released the bracket holding the suit’s backpack. The thing that had been Daniel dropped away from the port. It tried to turn, but his grip on the sleeve kept it twisted away from him. He gave a good shove that sent the zombie off the platform and into the crowd. The dead made no move for him. Daniel vanished into the mass of bodies and struggled to his feet a few moments later.

	Waghid’s voice buzzed in his helmet again. “Jake?”

	“Climbing up,” he said. He grabbed the rungs and pulled himself back to the buggy’s roof. Below him, the dead slammed into the buggy again. Isis shuddered under their assault.

	“Oh, thank God,” said Anna as his helmet came back into view. “Thank God.”

	Jake struggled to his knees on the vehicle’s roof, ignoring the pain. He climbed to his feet and limped to the corner of Isis, looking out across Osiris base. The buggy gave another jolt, and he stepped back from the edge.

	At least two hundred zombies swarmed the three buggies. They surrounded each one and filled the spaces between them. They pressed up against the rear platforms and docking hallways. Hundreds more pounded at the walls and hatches of Osiris base. As far as Jake could see, countless others stumbled across the lunar plains toward the base.

	“They’re everywhere.” Anna’s voice had a brittle, crackling edge. “I think they’re all around the base.”

	“How?” muttered Jake. He tipped his helmet forward to look down at the crowd below. “How the fuck did they get here so fast?”

	“We’ll figure it out later,” Waghid said. “Let’s finish loading the buggies and get going to Luna City. Plenty of time to talk on the way.”

	Jake watched the horde of corpses. He could see Daniel in the crowd. The preacher looked up at him with frozen eyes. “Boss,” said Jake. “We have to go now.”

	“We’re almost ready,” said Waghid. “Do you think you can sit tight for another twenty minutes or so?”

	“No,” said Jake. “Now. Right now.”

	“What’s up?”

	“These things,” he said, “whatever they are ... they’re not stupid. They didn’t rip open anyone’s spacesuits. They just opened the seals.”

	Waghid made a quick sputtering noise. “What?”

	“You heard me. Right now there’s fifty or sixty around each docking hallway. I think if they get a sense of people going back and forth to the buggies, they might figure out what’s going on and uncouple them.”

	A new voice cut in. Henri. “They can’t know to do that.”

	“They knew enough to undo the latches on Daniel’s and Megan’s suits,” said Jake.

	“Jake, this is Cali. I’m already onboard Anubis.”

	“Sit tight. Anna’s on your roof.”

	“Okay,” said Waghid, “everyone calm down and shut up. Here’s what we’re going to do. Tessa had Isis ready to go about ten minutes ago, just before all of this went mad, and came back inside with us. We’ve already got Mikhail on a stretcher. Thomas and Henri are going to carry him on board and then they’re ready to go. Jake?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Can you get back over to Anubis?”

	Down below, another face rose out of the horde, framed with blonde hair. Megan stared up at Jake. Her blue eyes had turned chalk white when they froze, and a fan of blood spread from her nose and mouth across her lower face. The last sections of her limp spacesuit draped over her. She raised her bare arms to him, welcoming him to her. She’d made a similar gesture a few times in the past after particularly long and stressful days.

	He shuddered. “Pretty sure I can make it, yeah.”

	“That’s you, Cali, and Anna then. As soon as you’re over there she can move out. Tessa, Isme, and I will load up with supplies and get on Hathor. One trip and we’re all onboard.”

	“Sounds good,” said Henri.

	Jake waved Anna to the side, and she moved to give him a landing zone. He backed up, took a bounding step, and Isis shook hard.

	His knee flared during launch. A bad jump, even for him. The top of Anubis was too far and he dropped too fast. He knew he wasn’t going to make it, and then the vehicle’s low railing caught him in the thighs just below his hips. He slammed forward and grabbed at the cargo straps, his legs dangling in the air. He felt the dead beating on the side of the buggy in excitement. A moment later Anna had his arm and dragged him all the way onto the roof.

	“I felt that,” said Cali in his ear. “All aboard?”

	“Yeah,” Jake said.

	“Hang on. I’m going to release the dock and pull away. Maybe some of them will follow us.”

	Anna clutched his arm, and Jake could see the panic in her face.

	They felt the tremble as the docking hallway unlatched and swung clear. The vibration of the motors buzzed through the hull as Anubis rolled out of the docking bay. The dead slapped and pawed at the vehicle; it bumped and swayed a few times as they fell beneath the tread-like metal tires.

	Part of the horde broke away to stagger after them. Then more. Close to a hundred corpses lumbered after Anubis.

	“The damned stretcher doesn’t fit,” Thomas announced over the comm. “We can’t get it through the main hatch. We’ve got to dump it.”

	“Just do it,” said Waghid. “We’re in. Hathor is powering up.”

	Back at the base, the next buggy flared to life. The dock retracted. The dead flowed into the space it opened. They clawed at the exposed hatch on the vehicle’s side.

	“We should go back,” Anna said suddenly.

	“What?” asked Cali from inside.

	“It’s okay,” Jake told Anna. He took her shoulders and turned her to meet his eyes. He touched his visor to hers so she could feel his voice. “We’re going to be okay now.”

	Her eyes broke his gaze and flitted around Anubis’s roof rack. “It’s not worth it,” she said. “We should just get back inside where it’s safe.” Anna tried to climb to her feet, and Jake yanked her back down.

	“Take it easy,” he said. She tensed under his hands, and he pressed down a bit more on her shoulders. “As soon as we’re a bit farther away we’ll climb down and get inside.”

	“No,” she said. “We can’t stay out here with these things.” Her head shook back and forth inside the helmet.

	“It’s okay, Anna,” said Cali. “We’re all clear now. It’s going to be a smooth ride.”

	Jake heard a click, and Cali’s voice whispered to him over a private channel. “She sounds like she’s losing it.”

	“Doesn’t look that great, either,” he murmured. “Think she’s going to be okay once we’re inside with you and she doesn’t have to keep looking at them.”

	A flash of white reflected in Anna’s helmet. Jake turned back to see the last of a geyser of frozen air spraying from Isis’s side. The dead dragged the jointed hallway away from the buggy.

	Hathor rolled to a stop. Anubis moved on a few more meters before it halted, too.

	“Son of a bitch,” said Waghid. “Was that what I thought it was?”

	“Yeah,” said Jake. “They blew the hallway seals. Probably used the emergency releases.”

	Waghid cleared his throat. “Thomas? Henri? You guys on board Isis?”

	A crackle of static sounded over the channel. “I’m here, boss,” said Henri. “I’m back in the base. We got Mikhail on board and brought the stretcher back inside. Force of habit, not to clutter the docking hallway.”

	“And ... Thomas?”

	A long silence stretched out over the radio. “The emergency hatch engaged,” Henri said. “Thomas was still in the hallway.”

	A few muffled noises echoed over the coms. A faint gasp from Cali, almost muffled by the louder one from Anna. A loud bang that Jake felt sure was Waghid smacking the arm of his chair. Their boss spoke a moment later. “Mikhail?”

	“He’s inside the buggy. Should be okay, if Isis did an emergency seal and restore.” Henri coughed. “He’s strapped down pretty solid on the couch. If he comes out of it ... I’m not too sure he’ll be able to get free.”

	Jake cleared his throat and stared back at the buggy. The cloud of frozen air drifted down around it like slow snow. “Are we even sure Isis got her hatch sealed in time?”

	“Not really. Systems were on, but we hadn’t woken her AI up yet.”

	“Okay,” Waghid said. “Okay, we’re only about three hundred meters away. I’m going to back up and get Hathor docked again. You’re going to have to move fast.”

	“Boss,” said Henri, “don’t.”

	Another few beats of silence passed by. “What do you mean?”

	“You know what I mean. I’m in your office, looking at the cameras. You’ll never make it back and you know it. Hell, looks like most of them are going after you now anyway.”

	From his position on top of Anubis, Jake looked out at the dusty plain separating them from the base. Over a thousand former clients staggered between Osiris and the buggies. A few dozen still pawed at the walls, but most of them were focused on the two moving vehicles. More flowed out from around the base, like a swarm of monstrous ants.

	Isme’s voice chimed in over the comm. “What are you going to do?”

	“I’ll just stay in here. I’ll lock the inner bulkheads, make it good and safe. I’ve got plenty of food and water and air. I can live here for months before things even get tight. I’ll be fine.”

	“No,” said Anna. She stepped past Jake toward the ladder at the rear of the buggy. “No, no, no, no...” He wrapped his bulky arms around her as best he could and rocked her gently until she was quiet.

	“What if they get in?” asked Waghid.

	“I will cross that bridge when I come to it,” said Henri. “You’re all away, that’s what’s important. Send help when you can.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“I’m sure. I’ve been in the death business a long time now. These things don’t scare me as much as they probably should.”

	“We could still—”

	“Go,” said Henri. His voice caught for a moment, but he made it sound like a cough. “I’ll see you all when you get back. Until then, I’m sealing the hatches and going through everyone’s things.”

	A few chuckles echoed over the channel. None of them sounded very amused. They were cut off by Anna.

	“No,” she hissed. “Why does he get to stay?” Her wide eyes darted from Jake to the base to the crowd of dead people staggering after them.

	“Not like he’s got a choice,” Jake told her. He keyed the private channel again. “Gonna try to bring her in. She’s about two inches from snapping.”

	“Sounds about an inch past it to me,” said Cali.

	Jake guided Anna to the ladder. She swung the bulk of her spacesuit over the edge and climbed down with slow, stiff movements.

	“Okay, then, old-timer,” Waghid said on the main channel. “If you’re sure.”

	“Go, already. They’re getting close to you.”

	Hathor’s wheels dug at the dust, and the buggy started forward again. Cali waited for the other vehicle to pass and then Anubis fell in behind it.

	Jake shot a last look back at Osiris from on top of the buggy. At least twenty or thirty dead people pawed at the hatches. He swung himself around to grab the ladder. “Henri.”

	“Yes?”

	“Bottom left drawer of my desk. Some retro porn, half a liter of Jamaican rum, and a bottle of sleeping pills.” He let the inventory sink in. “All yours.”

	“Thank you, Jake. It’s appreciated.”

	Anna reached the bottom of the ladder, turned, and screamed. Jake wrenched around on the ladder so he could get a look. His knee throbbed as his bulky suit swung out. The dead followed from a distance, but still close enough that he could pick out features and details.

	“We have to get back inside,” Anna shrieked. “It’s not safe out here.”

	“We’ll be inside in just a minute,” Jake told her. He swung back and let himself drop down two more rungs. “I’ll help you get in the bracket. Just wait for me, okay?”

	“Don’t you understand?” The question didn’t seem to be aimed at him. “It’s not safe!”

	“Jake,” Cali said, “what’s going on?”

	“Yeah, what the hell is going on back there?” asked Waghid.

	“Shock,” said Jake as his boots touched the platform. “Just a little stressed, but she’s going to be fine.”

	He reached out to guide Anna into the port’s bracket. She twisted away as his hand brushed her shoulder, and took two big, rushed steps. Not the kind of movements someone thinking clearly would make on the Moon.

	“Don’t!” snapped Jake.

	Anna leapt from the buggy’s rear platform.

	“Shit,” he said.

	She sprawled on the ground in a blast of dust. A foot to the left and she would’ve come down visor-first in a patch of stones. She wrenched herself to her feet and ran for the base with huge, lunging strides. “We have to get back inside!”

	Anubis lurched to a halt. Cali had either seen the leap in the rear camera or made an educated guess to slam on the brakes.

	“Back up,” Jake ordered. “Back up after her.”

	Anna bounded toward the walking dead, cutting the meters that separated them in seconds. She aimed for a thin part of the horde, dodged one pair of outstretched arms, then another. Her spacesuit pushed deeper and deeper into the mass of bodies.

	For a moment, Jake thought she might make it.

	A pearl-skinned woman grabbed Anna’s backpack and slowed her just enough for a dead child to wrap its arms around her leg. Anna struggled on for another two or three meters, dragging the child, and then a man with wild gray hair seized her arm. The woman took hold of the backpack again, and another dead man set his stiff hands down on Anna’s shoulders, just like Jake had done a few minutes earlier.

	Anna disappeared behind a wall of corpses. Jake saw the top of her helmet bobbing amidst the heads for a moment, and then it vanished too. She never screamed, but her panicked babbling collapsed into incoherent syllables.

	Then the helmet flew free, riding a plume of freezing air almost two meters into the lunar sky.

	“Jake,” Waghid said, “we just lost Anna’s suit. Is she—”

	“Drive,” said Jake.

	“Do we want to try to—”

	“DRIVE! We can’t sit here and see who dies next.”

	Anubis and Hathor covered almost a kilometer before Jake slotted his suit into the bracket. The horde swelled behind them. Three or four thousand zombies, at least, lumbering after the vehicles. Osiris was already a distant white island floating in a sea of the dead.

	He pulled the lever and dragged himself into the airlock.
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	ANUBIS

	 

	“So,” Cali said after an hour.

	Even with the passenger seat tilted back, her long legs still sprawled out under the console. Her fingers tapped at invisible buttons at the end of each armrest as she looked at the rearview screen again. The horizon sat less than three kilometers behind them. The dead had vanished below it hours ago.

	Part of her wanted to take off her shoes and stretch her toes, but it felt like that would leave her vulnerable somehow.

	Jake gave her a look from the driver’s seat. “So ... what?”

	She didn’t meet his eyes, but her fingers stopped their constant dance. “Were you and Megan close?”

	His eyes went back to the landscape and Hathor’s rear end. “It’s the Moon,” he said with a shrug. “Everybody’s close.”

	“You know what I mean.”

	“What makes you ask?”

	“I don’t know,” she said. “Little things. Body language. The way you’d kind of go out of the way not to look at each other sometimes.”

	“We spent a few nights together. Never meant much to either of us. Was more like having a workout partner you could call in the middle of the night when you needed to burn off some steam.” He let a minute stretch out before he added, “She called it off almost a year ago. Getting serious with a guy back in Luna City.”

	“Ahhh,” said Cali. She pulled her legs up onto the seat and crossed them beneath her. “I liked her. I mean, I didn’t know her long, but she seemed really—”

	“Look,” he interrupted, “you want to talk about everyone who died back there, I’m not really the kind of guy who likes to talk his grief out. Rather bury it for now, drink it away once we’ve got time.”

	“Sorry.”

	He nodded once without looking at her.

	“Maybe we can have a couple drinks at Luna City,” she said.

	“Maybe,” he said. “Guess it depends on what shows up there after us.”

	“Yeah.”

	He jerked his thumb back at the couches. “Got about three hours before we reach Luna City. Want to grab some sleep?”

	“I’m fine.”

	Another silence fell between them. The low hum of the engines filled the cabin. Cali could feel the vibration along her thighs and in her lower back.

	She twisted in the seat and looked over her shoulder. The spider plants were dead, their leaves scattered on the floor. A few had landed on the couches. One of the plants had turned black and slimy.

	The air filters kept the scent of rot out of the air, but in return they made it smell more flat and sterilized. A term had cropped up in a few of the old historical accounts of space travel: canned air. Cali had never quite understood it until now.

	She looked at Jake. Every few minutes his own eyes would flit down to the rearview screen. “What do you think abo—”

	“I mentioned the whole ‘burying this’ idea, didn’t I?”

	Her finger dipped down to point at the screen.

	Jake shook his head. “Oh. Yeah, them.”

	“Yeah,” she said.

	“Pretty fucked up, huh?”

	“Why do you think this is happening?”

	“Why ask me?”

	Cali shrugged. “You’ve been a Caretaker for years.”

	He snorted out a laugh. His shoulders relaxed for the first time since he’d joined her in the cockpit. “Yeah, well ... this shit had ever happened before, I sure wouldn’t be one, believe me.”

	“Want to know what I think?”

	His shoulders dropped a little more. “Noobi?”

	“Yes, Jake?” responded Anubis’s AI.

	“Thrall us to Hathor. Keep a twenty-five-meter distance.”

	“Of course, Jake.” A pair of red lights lit up on the yoke. “Controls are now thralled to Hathor’s navigation systems.”

	He turned to look at Cali and swung a leg up over the seat’s arm. “Shoot.” He tugged the brim of his cap, shifting it on his head.

	She locked eyes with him. “You sure? This is going to sound a bit crazy.”

	“You want to get Waghid in on it?” He gestured at the comm controls.

	Cali shook her head. “Wait and tell me how crazy it sounds.”

	“I’m all ears.”

	“I think it’s the meteor. The one that hit Hades.”

	“Why? There’s close to a hundred meteor hits a day.”

	“You think it’s just a coincidence?”

	“No, but I don’t want to make the leap, either. We start acting on random assumptions, we’re going to lose more people. I’m still not even sure I’m buying into the walking dead idea.”

	“That’s what they are, though, right? The undead? Zombies?”

	He shook his head. “No. Don’t know what’s after us, but they aren’t zombies.”

	“How can you say that?”

	Jake pushed up his cap. “Because I’m a grown-up living in the 23rd century. I know zombies don’t exist.”

	“I thought you really liked all this stuff? The movies and everything.”

	“You like chocolate. That mean you believe in the Easter Bunny?”

	She shrugged. “I probably would if he showed up and killed a few dozen people.”

	“Fair point,” he said.

	“Okay, then. Something hits Hades, and the next day—”

	“You’ve already leaped from ‘meteor’ to ‘something,’” he said.

	“Well, if I’m right about it being connected, it’s probably not just a lump of iron and nickel, is it?”

	“What do you think it is?”

	Cali shook her head again. “I don’t have a clue. Stop interrupting.”

	He grunted.

	She took a moment to organize her thoughts. “Okay, so something hits Hades, they go to check it out, and some people possibly die. One of them’s Kurt Hausmann.”

	“Don’t let anyone else hear you say that part.”

	“Still?”

	“Just being honest. If it comes down to screwing a lot of people hard or possibly losing a benefit-filled retirement package, people almost always lean toward choice A. If that kid’s been hurt, heads are going to roll.”

	She sighed. “Unknown people die. Maybe. The next day they send out the panic message, and then the whole base goes silent. A day later, Arawn goes to investigate, and then they go silent. The day after that we go to see what’s going on, and we see a few hundred zombies heading south.”

	Jake nodded once. “Sounds dead on so far.”

	“The weird thing,” she continued, “is how fast they’re moving.”

	“Definitely the weird thing about zombies on the Moon, yes.”

	“It is, though, isn’t it?”

	He crossed his arms and looked at the rearview screen. “Yeah,” he agreed. “They’re not exactly nimble. The Arawn kid, Mendes, he had trouble moving on pretty even ground. We were outpacing him in suits. Nowhere near as fast as a buggy, and definitely not a trike.” He paused for a moment and let it all settle in his mind. “Should’ve had at least a day before they reached Osiris.”

	“If they were coming from the impact site, Hades cemetery, it should’ve taken them almost a week just to get to Arawn.”

	“At least.”

	She took another moment. “How far is it from Osiris base to our own cemetery?”

	“We are the cemetery. It’s all us.”

	“No,” she said, “from the actual base out to the graves. How far?”

	“Twenty-five, maybe thirty klicks. Depends on the direction. Why?”

	She tilted her head back and forth and played with some numbers. “So, a little over four hours for someone to walk it if they were moving pretty slow, right?”

	“Yeah. Shit.” He looked at the rearview screen.

	“They didn’t catch up with us,” said Cali. “That’s why they seemed to move so fast on the satellite pics. The dust wasn’t all movement, it was more of them waking up across the cemeteries. They were digging themselves out of the ground.”

	“Just fucking great,” he muttered.

	“Whatever that thing at Hades is,” she said, “it’s getting stronger. Its range is getting bigger, extending south.”

	“Toward Luna. Lucky us.” Jake shook his head.

	Cali looked out at the lunar landscape. “What are there, sixteen million graves up here?”

	“Give or take a few thousand,” he said with a nod. “Sixteen million dead people versus three hundred living ones.”

	“How long do you think we can hold out?”

	Jake shifted in his seat and slid his leg off the chair’s arm. “Luna City’s got no real defenses. Dead people don’t seem to need air or heat, and they’re smart enough to release safety latches on suits and docks. I’d give us a day or two.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Yeah. Three days at best. Good news...” He waited for her to finish the sentence.

	“The shuttle,” she said.

	“Yep. Every day.” He pointed at the screen. “Those stumblers in the front are maybe doing two or three kilometers an hour. Take ’em over two days to get to Luna. We get there in a couple hours. Next shuttle comes in ten or twelve hours after that, if we’re lucky. Plus, hopefully Waghid’s convinced Gordon or the mayor to call for emergency evac by now.”

	Her fingers tapped on the armrest of her chair. “Assuming all the bodies in storage there don’t wake up first.”

	“If you’re right, the space voodoo from Hades took about five days to reach Osiris. It keeps spreading at the same rate, we’ve got a couple of days before it hits Luna City. ”

	Habit made him pause to check all the gauges and controls.

	“I wasn’t sure I heard right,” Cali said after a moment. “When Daniel said they were undoing the latches on his helmet.”

	Jake took a breath, let it whistle out between his teeth. “They were clumsy about it, but it’s what they did. It’s how they killed Megan, too. And Anna. They released all the seals on their suits.”

	“The safeties didn’t stop them.”

	He shook his head. “Safeties are for accidents. It’s almost impossible to open those things if you don’t mean to. But if you mean to...” He looked at her.

	“I thought zombies were supposed to be brainless.”

	“Yeah, well ... I said these aren’t zombies, remember?”

	“Still,” she said, “they’re frozen corpses. They’ve got no brain functions or anything, right?”

	“If my old first aid training was right, then, yeah—the people walking around on the Moon without spacesuits are dead. Which means they don’t have any brain functions.”

	“Come on. You’ve got to have more than that. You’re our zombie expert. How many of those movies have you watched?”

	“Doesn’t matter,” he said, “because they’re just movies. This is what I’m talking about, saying they’re not zombies. Worst thing we can do is think we understand these things because we made some stupid assumptions based off old films. It’ll get us all killed.”

	She studied his face for a moment. “You weren’t always a Caretaker, were you?”

	“I don’t know if you figured it out yet, Cali, but nobody starts out as a Caretaker. It’s not exactly a career people fight for.”

	“Except for Tessa.”

	“Yeah, well, I still say Tessa’s a robot.”

	“So what did you do before this?”

	He made a show of checking a few of the power gauges and the speedometer again.

	“Jake?”

	“Staff Sergeant Jacob Yazzie,” he said. “United North American Marine Corps. Served from ’28 until ’36. Spent a year kicking around the planet. About six years ago I ended up at Osiris.”

	“Why?”

	“Usual reasons. Isolation, good pay, easy women.”

	“Why’d you leave the Corps?”

	“Because I didn’t belong there anymore.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“Means I didn’t belong there anymore.”

	She nodded and stared out at the lunar landscape for a few minutes. “Don’t suppose they taught you anything about zombies?”

	He let out a low, humorless chuckle. “Want to know the one point the Corps and almost every zombie movie agree on?”

	“What?”

	“Blow something’s head off and it’s done. In the old movies it’s almost always head shots. Destroy the brain, they drop. Plain old unwalking dead.”

	“Which would be great if guns were allowed on the Moon.”

	“Yep. That’d be nice.”

	“Any other thoughts?”

	“Nope,” Jake said. “All I want is to get us to Luna City without losing anyone else.”

	“And then?”

	“Head shot’s probably a solid—”

	“Anubis,” called Waghid’s voice. “Jake, you there?”

	“We’re here. What’s up?”

	“We’re running low. Our batteries are almost completely flat. We’ve got maybe another ten kilometers left in her.”

	Jake glanced at the console. “We’re not even a hundred klicks out. What’s going on?”

	“They never got switched out for fresher ones,” interrupted Tessa’s voice, “and we’re burning power too fast for them to get a good charge. The sun’s too low to the horizon right now.”

	Jake reached up and scratched at his baseball cap, as if he could feel an itch on the brim. “So, what do you want to do, boss?”

	Waghid sighed in their ears. “I think we should all go on in Anubis. It started out pretty fresh, right?”

	“Just hit eighty-three percent, yeah. You know five people in here is going to tax the systems. We’ll start losing power, too.”

	“I know,” said Waghid, “but Isme’s pretty sure we can still make it. There’s a lava plain ahead we can just make. We’ll stop there, suit up, grab our gear, and come over there. We can be moving again in less than an hour or so.”

	Jake gave Cali a weary look. “Don’t waste time with the stuff on the roof, Waghid. We’ve only got two open suit ports. It’s going to take long enough to shuffle suits around as it is.”

	“We’re just going to grab a few things. Don’t worry about it.”

	“I’m more worried about the things following us, boss.”

	“Understood.” The channel chimed as it closed.

	Jake sat up and gave the brim of his cap a gentle tug. “Didn’t think about that,” he said with a sigh.

	“What?”

	“We’re driving into the night. Steeper angle on the sun. Going to take longer for the batteries to recharge. Especially going flat out with extra people on board.” He coughed once and set his hands on the yoke. “Noobi, I’ll take control again.”

	“Of course, Jake,” said the AI. “Manual control in four. Three. Two. One. Manual control has been restored.”

	Cali stretched her legs back out in front of her. “Waghid’s not much of a leader, is he?”

	“No,” said Jake. “No, he isn’t. Don’t get me wrong. He’s a great boss. Great. Love the man like my father. But people who are big on conflict and action usually don’t become Caretakers.”

	“You did.”

	“One exception to every rule.”
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	Anubis’s side hatch slid open to reveal Sheriff Gordon in the pressurized hallway, arms crossed beneath his badge. “Hope you realize what a goddamned mess all this has caused.”

	Waghid waved it off and stepped out of the buggy. “What’s happening with the evacuation?”

	“Next shuttle comes in tomorrow morning. Not many seats, but we’ll send home who we can.”

	“Which is how many?”

	“Maybe a dozen.”

	“A dozen?” echoed Cali from inside Anubis. “That’s it?”

	“It’s not like carriers come up here half empty.” Gordon turned his attention back to Waghid. “Where’s your other buggy?”

	“We had to leave it. Low battery. We’ll pick it up after daybreak.”

	“Someone’s feeling optimistic,” murmured Jake.

	Waghid rubbed the back of his head. “When’s the evac coming?”

	The sheriff sucked in a breath. Let it hiss out between his teeth. “There isn’t an evac coming.”

	“What?”

	“Why not?” asked Jake. He grabbed a recharge cable and dragged it back to the buggy. Cali met him there, still listening in to the discussion.

	“Because,” Gordon said, “our dear Mayor Gathol hasn’t asked for one.”

	“What?” repeated Waghid.

	“She doesn’t want to say anything until we know the status of the Hausmann fuckwit for certain. We all know it’ll be the first thing they ask about, and she doesn’t want to get stuck saying ‘I’ve got no idea, we’ve got other priorities right now.’”

	“Did you at least alert DisCorp?” asked Isme. She climbed out of Anubis and moved to stand by Waghid.

	“I’m just the sheriff. They’re not going to listen to me without official confirmation from her.”

	“Gordon,” Waghid said, “we’ve been talking about this for hours. We don’t have a lot of time—we need to evacuate Luna City.”

	“I’m not the one you need to convince.” He tipped his head. “I still don’t know what the fuck that is out there, but I can admit it’s enough to rate an evacuation.”

	“Smart man,” said Jake, twisting the cable into one of the ports just outside Anubis’s hatch.

	“Let’s be honest, though,” Gordon said. “Lana’s company way more than she’s a Lunar. One loud question from DisCorp and she’ll flip. She’s near meltdown over the Hausmann kid as it is.”

	“Great.”

	“She’s waiting for you.” Gordon turned and loped down the passage into Luna City.

	Waghid watched him go. Then he looked at Isme, and his gaze jumped to Jake. “What are we going to do? If Lana’s not going to listen—”

	“Just go after him,” said Jake. He waved an arm at the buggy’s side and the pressure tunnel sealed against it. “Leave all this for later.”

	Waghid glanced at Anubis, nodded, and headed down the hall with Isme at his side.

	Jake turned back to Cali and Tessa. “You heard him. Leave it. Let’s go.”

	“I heard you,” said Tessa, still in the buggy’s doorway. “Waghid didn’t actually say—”

	“Let’s,” Jake said “go.”

	Tessa opened her mouth. Shut it. Lifted her chin. “Noobi, rest-and-recharge mode.”

	“Of course, Tessa,” said the AI.

	She hopped down from the hatch and reached back to double-tap the outside controls. The hatch slid shut behind her. A pair of red lights lit up on either side of the recharge port.

	A few minutes of long, lunar striding brought them to the Luna City main plaza. Up ahead, Waghid, Isme, and Gordon had already passed the Armstrong Tree, heading for Chandra Boulevard.

	Cali looked around the plaza. It didn’t seem any less populated than it had when she’d been there four weeks ago. Everyone seemed at ease and relaxed. A group of tourist children bounded up and down, trying to grab the Armstrong Tree’s lowest branches.

	She nudged Jake as they walked. “So the city doesn’t have any defenses at all? Not even walls or fences?”

	“Fences?” Jake shook his head. “What the hell for? It’s the Moon. Not like anyone’s been worried about space raccoons getting in the trash cans.”

	“But there are protocols,” said Tessa. She pointed at the big arch ahead of them. “Emergency bulkheads can seal off the boulevards, or more at-risk areas.”

	“Which,” Cali said, “I’m guessing can’t be activated without alerting DisCorp there’s a problem.”

	“Got it in one,” said Jake.

	“Ahhh, Mr. Yazzie,” a voice called out. Gillyman came skipping across the plaza. He flashed a too-big smile at Cali and didn’t seem to notice Tessa. “I thought I just saw Waghid go dashing by. I wonder if I could trouble you—”

	“Not now, Russ,” Jake said.

	“It’s just a small matter of proper—”

	“Later,” growled Jake.

	They left him behind as they headed down Chandra Boulevard. Jake steered them to the ramp for Upper Chandra, and a few minutes later they were before a door marked MAYOR’S OFFICE. He knocked twice and it slid open.

	Lana Gathol’s office was larger than Cali’s room back at Osiris, but not by much. Waghid and Gordon held the center spot, with Isme close by, all three of them staring across the desk at the mayor. Cali found herself edged into a corner next to a freshly watered plant with lots of vine-like branches and leaves like swollen teardrops. Tessa was in the opposite corner, her head ringed by an antique clock face with large Roman numerals.

	When Cali had first seen the mayor, almost a month ago, the woman had been bright and cheerful, polished and ready for her latest photo op with a bunch of visiting schoolchildren. Getting a second, longer look, Cali realized Lana was older than she’d first guessed. Tiny creases around her eyes, the scattered gray hair that had pushed up through her dark-auburn dye, things the reduced lunar gravity still couldn’t stop. She had the bearing and body of a woman in her thirties, but might be closing in on her fifties.

	And right now she had a certain frantic energy to her words and movements that Cali recognized from school. Lana’s big production was falling apart around her, and she hadn’t admitted it yet. Not enough understudies, the set wasn’t done, and the air conditioner in the house had died, but she still thought she could make it work.

	“I’m not going to help you commit career suicide,” said Lana once the door had closed again.

	“I don’t think it’s suicide when something kills you,” Isme said.

	“We can’t declare an evacuation without determining if there’s an actual threat.”

	“They killed Daniel right in front of Jake,” said Waghid.

	“Your preacher?”

	He nodded.

	“And Megan,” said Jake. “And Anna.”

	“And Arturo Mendes,” added Cali.

	“Don’t forget Mikhail and Thomas,” murmured Tessa.

	“They’re a threat,” said Waghid. “They’re dangerous. They’re smart. And they’re headed this way.”

	Lana swiped at her desktop and brought up one of the satellite images. Cali’s eyes found the timestamp, and it took her a moment to read it upside down. Three hours ago.

	“Okay,” Lana said. She closed her eyes for a moment, accenting the dark rings beneath them. “Okay. Priorities. Do we know, with any degree of certainty, where Kurt Hausmann is?”

	Cali closed her eyes. Jake groaned. Loudly.

	“Lana,” said Waghid, “I know you don’t want to hear this, but we need to forget about him. We have a serious—”

	“No.” Her head snapped side to side. “Absolutely not. Until we’re one hundred percent certain he’s dead, we have to go under the assumption he’s alive.”

	“He’s not,” Jake said.

	“Do you know that? No questions, stake-your-life-on-it know that?”

	“Of course not, but—”

	“So he might be alive.”

	Waghid glanced back at Jake and shook his head. “There’s a chance he’s alive, sure. There’s always a chance. But I wouldn’t bet on it.”

	“Wouldn’t bet big or wouldn’t bet at all?”

	“Honestly, Lana, I wouldn’t even walk past the table.”

	“Dammit.” The mayor pressed her hands over her eyes and let her head sag toward the desk for a moment. “Do you know what losing this kid means? They’re going to hold all of us responsible. Every single one of us.”

	Waghid took another breath. Straightened his fingers at his sides. “Lana, whatever hit out by Hades has brought all the clients back to life. They’re heading in this direction, they’re going to be here by tomorrow night, and they’re killing everything in their way. That’s what’s happening.”

	Sweat had dampened one of Cali’s sleeves. She plucked at it, and the material slid between her fingers. The residue slicked her fingertips.

	Lana sighed. “What’s happening is we’ve somehow lost the fuckwit son of DisCorp’s CEO.” She sighed again. “I can’t tell them we’ve got a goddamn vampire horde on the Moon. You realize how insane that sounds, right?”

	“They’re not vampires,” Cali said. “They’re zombies.”

	“They’re not zombies, either,” said Jake.

	Tessa made a wet noise somewhere between a sigh and a snort.

	“If you had any proof, it’d be different,” said Lana, “but I can’t auth—”

	“There’s tons of proof,” barked Jake. His words echoed in the small office.

	“Stop interrupting me, Jake,” said Lana in an icy voice.

	“There’s five witnesses. There’s helmet-cam footage. There’s the original message from Hades. The communications blackouts. Satellite footage of the dust storms.” Jake leaned forward, glaring at her. “You just don’t like what the proof says. You’re so worried it’ll make you sound dumb, you’d rather ignore it until it’s too late.”

	Tessa sniffed and looked over at Cali. Then down at Cali’s sweat-slick arm. She snarled and twisted to look behind herself. Cali tilted her head to see what had the other woman’s attention.

	“What if it wasn’t zombies?” offered Waghid. “What if we told them something else?”

	Cali looked down at her sleeve. The dark, wet stain reached from her elbow down to the cuff of the jumpsuit. Grease? Blood? Could she have gotten cut and not noticed?

	“Yeah,” Jake said to Lana. “Forget anything anyone said about clients getting up or dead Caretakers walking around. There’s still enough evidence to justify some kind of threat to DisCorp and the tourists. Just say it’s radiation or something and call for the damned evac while there’s still time.”

	Cali’s gaze went past her sleeve, and she saw what Tessa had seen. “Jake,” she murmured.

	He held up a hand, the pinkie and ring finger slightly curled. Asking her to wait, but not dismissing her. It amazed her how precise his gestures could be. “We can evacuate, they can deal with it, and—”

	“Jake!” insisted Cali.

	“What?”

	He turned to look at her, and she stepped away, letting him see the plant she’d been leaning against. Its rotted leaves turned black and curled. The stems withered into tough strings.

	“We’re too late,” said Cali.
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	Cali looked from the decaying plant to the mayor’s desk. Jake scowled between them, and the few traces of politeness slipped from his face. Waghid shuddered. Lana bit her lip.

	An annoying chime echoed in the small office. Gordon’s tab flashed on his forearm. “What?” he snapped, swiping his finger across it.

	“Gordon,” yelled a voice. “There’s people outside.” The words were swimming in panic and confusion. Cali couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman.

	“What?” repeated Gordon. He raised his arm as his gaze flitted between Waghid and Jake. “Say again, Roshan?”

	“People. Without suits. I mean, spacesuits. There’s dozens of them. They’re at every dock.”

	“Lock this place down,” said Jake. “Hardlock everything. Now.”

	Gordon waved at him to shut up, but his expression didn’t look as self-assured anymore. “What are you talking about?” he asked his tab.

	“There’s people in nice clothes. They look ... they look like clients. Dresses and suits and ... oh, hell, there’s kids out there. Little kids.”

	“Now,” echoed Cali. “Set the hardlocks.”

	“Gordon, they’re working on the manual controls.” The muffled sounds of distant keystrokes and screen contacts wafted from the tab. “The airlocks, the emergency releases—they’re trying to get in!”

	“Hardlock,” Jake snapped again. “Do it now!”

	“Damn it, Jake,” said Lana, “you’re just going to panic people.”

	“We don’t have time to argue,” said Isme. “They’re here!”

	Cali stepped behind the group of senior Caretakers, settling next to Tessa. “We should get out of here.”

	Tessa wrinkled her brow. “And go where? Anubis hasn’t repowered, and we don’t have access to the—”

	“We need to warn people.”

	“Oh.” Tessa looked at the ongoing argument. “I’m not sure what warning anyone is going to do if other steps aren’t taken.”

	“Is that a no?”

	They slid out the door. Cali looked back and forth in the hall. She’d been so intent on listening in, blindly following Jake up to the office, she hadn’t paid attention to their path from the dock.

	“This way,” Tessa said, seeing her expression.

	They strode down the hall and the sound of arguing faded. They turned a corner. Cali vaguely recognized an arch flanked by some plants.

	“What are we going to do?” asked Tessa. “Warn people one on one? Try to take over the public-address system? Stand in the main plaza and shout?”

	They came to a familiar ramp. Tessa took one wide step and slid down it. Cali went down in two long hops. “What’s breach protocol?” she asked. “If they get in, there’ll be a breach, so that should be first priority.”

	“People need to get to sealable areas. Homes, offices, shops. Stay out of halls and plazas.”

	“Perfect.”

	“How’s that perfect? If that happens it means—”

	“Just tell everyone there’s a potential breach. We don’t need to tell them what’s causing it.”

	“But what if they—”

	“Just get them somewhere safe, Tessa!”

	They bounded out of Chandra Boulevard and into the main plaza. People filled the broad space. Tourists. Graveside visitors. Another field trip’s worth of children gathered around the Armstrong Tree.

	Cali glanced at Tessa, gestured her down toward Khonsu Boulevard, Luna City’s sprawling arboretum. She took a breath, tried to calm herself, and took two big strides toward Selene Boulevard and the hotel. A cluster of tourists stood there, dressed in Earth clothes, swaying in the lunar gravity with every movement of their arms or turn of their heads.

	She cleared her throat. “Folks,” she said, “there’s been a potential breach. We need you to head back to your rooms.”

	A murmur of panic slithered through the crowd.

	“Is it bad?”

	“How ‘potential’?”

	“I don’t have all the details,” Cali said. “Sorry. We just need you to head back to your rooms until the all-clear sounds.”

	The panic became grumbling about poor safety standards, inconveniences, and refunds. The crowd shuffled off toward the hotel.

	The field trip closer to the Armstrong Tree was even easier. The teacher listened, nodded, and started corralling kids. The ones who’d heard her warning sent nervous glances at the docking hall doors and up at the dome.

	Her tab chimed. “Cali,” said Waghid’s voice. “Where’d you and Tessa go?”

	“We’re in the plaza. We’re trying to get people somewhere safe. Out of the open.”

	“Good call. Jake had the same thought. He’s headed your way.” His voice dropped, the words softened. “I think Lana’s finally convinced what she needs to do, but she just doesn’t want to admit it.”

	“What did it take?”

	“Roshan, Gordon’s deputy—he sent the video feeds from outside up here for us to see.”

	“That’s good, I guess. Hang on a second.” She approached another group, a mismatched quintet of people who seemed to have drifted together. “Folks, we’ve got a potential breach. We need for everybody to head back to their rooms or a designated safe area.”

	“Is this going to mess up the shuttle schedule?” asked a woman in a slick business suit. “I’m supposed to be leaving tonight.”

	“I don’t know,” Cali said. “For now, we just need everyone to—”

	“Isn’t that a Caretaker’s uniform?” The questioning guy looked her up and down, checking out more than just her jumpsuit. His hair zigzagged up like a lightning bolt, one of those special low-gravity arrangements. An over-wide tie, almost a narrow bib of red silk, covered his chest. “Why are you the one warning us about a breach?”

	“I...” She organized her thoughts. “Sheriff Gordon’s asked all of us to help out when we’re here. He’s short-handed this rotation.”

	The Tie Guy glanced up at the plaza’s domed ceiling. “So short-handed the PA system doesn’t work?”

	Cali made a point of ignoring him. “If you could all just get to your rooms, there should be an announcement soon.”

	“Where’s the breach?” asked Tie Guy.

	“What does that matter?” asked an older woman.

	“I just want to be sure my room isn’t near the dangerous, potential breach.” He smiled. Proud of himself for being clever. “Maybe I should go to a shop or somewhere else.”

	“That’s a good point,” said a grandfatherly man. “Where should we be headed?”

	They all looked at her. Cali cleared her throat. “I don’t have any specifics,” she told them. “I just know everybody needs to—”

	“It’s a joke,” Tie Guy said, his voice bright and sharp.

	Cali scowled. “It’s not a joke.”

	The grandfather blinked twice behind his spectacles. “A what?”

	“Caretakers are always doing practical jokes. I had a great-uncle who was one for a couple of rotations. It’s one of the ways they deal with stress.”

	The businesswoman’s face got hard. “If I’d missed my shuttle because of some stupid joke, I would’ve sued. You, your boss, even DisCorp. I’ve got a major meet—”

	“I can assure you,” Cali said, her palms up and out, “this isn’t a joke. Please, you all need to—”

	“It’s a joke,” Tie Guy told everyone confidently. Then he caught her eye and winked in a way Cali knew too well. He thought he was being funny, that this was somehow cute. He thought they were flirting. She wondered how high he’d go if she kicked him hard between the—

	A sharp howl cut off any more thoughts or comments. Wind dragged across the sharp corner of a building. A breeze picked up, gaining strength as alarms went off and red lights flashed. The rush of air got faster, tugged at Cali’s hair, her collar, and then vanished with a heavy, distant thump.

	The grandfather blinked again. “Was that...”

	“A breach,” said Tie Guy. The wind had toppled his lightning-bolt hair sculpture, as well as draining most of his color and confidence.

	The businesswoman’s eyes opened wide. “You said it was a—”

	Another shriek, and the air rushed back the other way. Cali felt it drag across her eyes this time, felt it rush out between her lips before she squeezed them shut.

	One more distant thump. Another emergency lock sealing. The alarms howled at a slightly different pitch. She was hearing them through thinner air.

	Something small and black dropped past Cali’s face. Something else tapped her shoulder. The black, slimy thing could’ve been wadded-up paper or...

	More leaves dropped from the Armstrong Tree in a slow, dark rain. One of its branches withered and sagged a few inches as its bark faded to a dry, dusty gray. Around the huge tree’s base, the grove of plants and greenery withered.

	Whispers and murmurs grew quickly in the huge dome of the plaza, blossoming into nervous chatter and panicked words.

	Cali looked around. Found Tessa over by the big arch of Gleti Boulevard. The other woman stared back at her with wide eyes.

	“Get somewhere safe,” Cali told the group of tourists. “Hurry.” She ran to join Tessa without waiting to see if they listened to her.

	“They got the docks open,” said Tessa. “At least two.”

	“Are they ... could they have gotten inside?”

	“Maybe?” Tessa gazed at the nearby entrance to Tereshkova Avenue, the only docking hallway without a red beacon flashing above it. “The emergency seals are fast, but they’re not super-fast. The goal isn’t to shear off someone’s arm or leg if it can be avoided.”

	“So they could’ve gotten in.”

	“Maybe? I don’t know.”

	Across the plaza, Jake bounded out of Chandra Boulevard, found them, and leaped across the lunar cobblestones. “Was that a breach?”

	Cali nodded at the warning lights. “Two of them.”

	“Fuck. Did they get in?”

	“We don’t know.”

	“We need to know,” he said, pointing at the far docking hallway. “We’re going to have to split up. Cali, you head down Aldrin. I’ll take Gagarin. If you see anyth—”

	A scream echoed across the plaza.

	A tall, thin white man in a dark suit had stumbled out of Gagarin Avenue. Sweat ran down his face and slicked his hair against his head. A stocky, bald man in a robe and a woman in a shapeless dress of gray gauze flanked him.

	No. Not a dress. Cali had seen those lines so often lately; the funeral shroud looked just as familiar as a dress.

	The three corpses lumbered forward. Despite the warnings and the breaches, it didn’t look like anyone had actually left the plaza. No matter what, since the dawn of time, human nature made some people stop to look when they should be running.

	Jake charged forward. The room blurred around Cali as the zombies swelled in her view. Her legs knew the moves they had to make without her thinking about it.

	The stocky dead man grabbed a teenager by the arm, yanked, and slammed her face-first into the wall next to the Gagarin Avenue arch. The dazed girl—probably another tourist, judging by her clothes and hair—hit the lunacrete with a crunch and left a splash of red. Her head sagged, her shoulders went limp, and the dead man smashed her head into the wall again before letting the body drop and turning to look at Cali.

	The details of his eyes ran together into gray smears. Beads of water condensed and glistened on the hard flesh, and it made Cali think of rain on statues. It turned the dust on his fine clothes into mud.

	She rammed into him, arms out, pushing him back. The blow knocked him off his feet and sent him back into the wall. He crashed against the lunacrete less than a meter from the red stain the teenager had left. Cali leaped up and shoved him back again with all her strength. The dead man slid to the ground and reached for her ankles.

	She lifted her knee up and brought her heel down on the dead man’s grasping hands. His knuckles made a noise like breaking ice. She stomped down again, aiming at his wrist, and the impact made her hop up into the air, away from the figure she’d been brutalizing.

	The girl on the floor twitched once. Blood seeped out around her head, making little streams between the cobblestones. Her fingertips flexed on the uneven stones.

	A scream came from behind her. Heavy sounds of meat hitting meat. More sounds of ice and wood breaking.

	The dead man pushed himself up on the crushed fingers, crawled back up onto all fours. It wasn’t a person, she told herself. Just a dead body. She’d handled hundreds of them in the past few weeks.

	Cali stepped to the side and snapped her foot out, a perfect grand battement that caught the corpse in the side of the head and twisted its skull around. The impact dropped it to the floor, and she brought the heel of her boot down hard on its head. The rubber sole absorbed a lot of the impact, but it still smashed the zombie’s face against the floor. She stomped down again and again. The head crunched on the cobblestones each time. On the fifth it went limp and slumped on the floor.

	The teenaged girl’s body twitched again.

	Cali’s blood sped out to her fingers and toes, raced back to her heart. It moved too fast for her to slow down. She twisted around, looking for more threats.

	The woman in the shroud hit the ground a few meters away, and Jake stomped hard on her chest. Bones cracked under his heel. The dead woman kept moving, kept reaching for him with an arm that twisted unnaturally at the shoulder. He shifted targets, brought his boot down again, and two hard, wooden noises echoed across the plaza before another crack stopped the dead thing’s movement.

	A wet, gurgling sound rippled through the air. Cali turned and saw the tall man, gnarled fingers wrapped around a woman’s neck. The angry woman in the business suit. Her hands flailed at the dead man’s arms, even as its thumbs pressed in on her throat and its wrists twisted.

	Cali tackled the zombie, her arms around its waist. Jake hit it a moment later, driving an uppercut into its jaw as the tall corpse fell. Cali took it to the floor and it dragged the businesswoman with them, never releasing its grip.

	Jake kicked it in the face.

	The businesswoman’s desperate eyes found Cali’s. They lost focus and drifted away. The woman let out a weak, rattling sigh.

	The dead man let go of her throat.

	“Move,” said Jake.

	Cali rolled to the side and Jake dragged the tall man away by his coat. A few meters away he shifted his grip and smashed the dead man’s face into the floor three times. The zombie blindly pawed at his boots and Jake slammed its skull against the cobblestones again.

	Someone shrieked, followed by a deep breath and another shrill scream. Cali looked around and found Tie Guy shrieking through his fingers. A woman sobbed. A flabby man stabbed a finger in Jake’s direction, then another one at the dead woman in the shroud. “You killed her! You kicked her head in!”

	“She was already dead.”

	“You killed her,” shouted the man again.

	Jake scowled and waved a dismissive hand at the man.

	Another shriek from across the plaza, past the withering Armstrong Tree. A man had two children, one in each hand. Tessa tried to pull one of the children away, but it ignored...

	It.

	Cali looked again. The children had the man, a prospector by the look of his jumpsuit. The dead girl wore a dirty sarong with a collection of beads around her neck. The white boy in a little blue suit clawed at the man’s forearm like a cat climbing a tree.

	Tessa pulled at the girl again and managed to get her away from the prospector. The girl turned and swiped at her. Tessa leaped back and shot a quick glance toward Cali and Jake.

	Cali’s legs shoved down at the cobblestones and launched her across the plaza.

	The dead boy crawled up the prospector, snatched something from his tool belt, and thrust it into the man’s left eye. It pulled back, wet and glistening, and plunged into his other eye. The little zombie left it in the socket and forced a tiny fist between the man’s lips.

	Cali misjudged her last leap and slipped past the prospector. In the corner of her eye, she saw Tessa kick the dead girl in the chest and send her sprawling. The prospector dropped to his knees, flailing at the little boy.

	Cali caught herself, turned, looked. The dead girl struggled back to her feet. The dead boy had buried his arm up to the elbow in the older man’s throat. The prospector made weak gagging noises as he tried to suck in air.

	She grabbed the boy and pulled. The dead child twisted in her grip. Tessa lunged forward and wrapped her arms around the prospector’s belly, pulling him back.

	The dead boy’s arm slid out between the prospector’s teeth. Bright red blood coated his wrist and hand. He clutched something wet and meaty in his fingers.

	The prospector coughed, spit up a mouthful of blood that cascaded down his chin, and fell over. The screwdriver stood at attention in the ruined mess of his eye.

	Cali shifted her hips, twisted, and threw the zombie child as far as she could. He tumbled a few meters through the air and collapsed in the rotted remains of the central garden. A moment later he staggered to his feet.

	She didn’t think. The dead prospector had an oversized wrench hanging from his belt. Almost half a meter of stainless steel with a universal hex on one end and a double-pronged claw on the other.

	It fit between her fingers like it’d been made for her.

	Cali swung the wrench and caught the dead girl across the side of its head. She ignored the crunching sensation that traveled up into her hand and swung again, smashing the length of steel into the zombie’s forehead. A third hit drove the small corpse down to the cobblestones, and it stopped moving when its skull caved in on the fourth.

	The dead boy lurched toward them. Cali stood, raised the wrench, and brought its clawed end down on the boy’s head. The zombie’s scalp split open, and it swayed under the impact. He took another staggering step forward and she slammed the tool down again. The wrench swung and caught the dead boy under its chin. Its jaw crumpled, and the impact lifted the zombie off its feet. It glided back, struck the wall, and slid to the floor.

	A shiver raced through Cali as the adrenaline in her system finally began to ebb. She sucked in a deep breath.

	Across the plaza, the tourist still shrieked at Jake. Jake continued to ignore the man. He gazed across the plaza at Cali. Shocked by her violence? Impressed or embarrassed by her skill with the wrench?

	She looked at the wrench. No blood. She’d beaten two children to death with it and it didn’t have any blood.

	She hadn’t really beaten them to death, though.

	Another shriek. Why were there still so many people in the plaza? Did everyone have a death wish? A second and third scream echoed across the dome.

	Two meters behind Jake, the businesswoman crawled to her feet. Her head hung at an odd angle. She turned and took a staggering step toward the closest tourist, then another. Momentum helped her pick up speed, moving like the bulky-suited astronauts from 20th-century space footage.

	Cali pointed with the wrench. Jake turned, saw. He leaped after the woman.

	Cali walked over to the dead prospector. Blood with cloudy swirls filled both eye sockets. More had poured from his mouth after he’d fallen, and even a few thin streamers from his nose. She tapped him in the shoulder with her toe. Not quite a kick.

	His hand flinched. His body jerked twice, then again, like electrical convulsions. His left foot began to tremble. Her mind conjured the image of the big Gravedigger, starting back up after hours of inactivity.

	Gordon’s voice burst from hidden speakers, asking people to go to homes, rooms, or places of business and make sure they were secure. It had the tinny edge of a recording. Cali only half listened as the sheriff mentioned a pair of breaches.

	Tessa crept up on the other side of the prospector. “Is he alive? Should we call someone? The hospital or emergency services or—”

	“I don’t think so.”

	The prospector lurched up, rolling over onto his hands and knees. The screwdriver in his eye socket bobbed up and down like a thick, stubby antennae on a snail. One push carried the dead man back to his feet. A few more threads of blood twisted off his lips and into the air.

	His arm swung out and his fingers closed on Tessa’s forearm. She shook him off and hopped away. The dead man slid one of his legs forward and lurched after her.

	Without the rush of adrenaline, it took a few quick breaths for Cali to raise the wrench and bring it down. The claw struck the man’s scalp, and blood oozed from the gash. He staggered under the blow, then took another step toward Tessa.

	She slammed the wrench down three more times. On the third blow the prospector’s skull shifted and sagged. On the fourth, the dead man twitched once and then collapsed onto the cobblestones. The screwdriver hit with a hard clack.

	More screams echoed across the plaza’s big dome. Cali took a deep breath. She looked at Tessa. “Are you okay?”

	“Yes.” Tessa rubbed her arm where the prospector had grabbed her. “He didn’t break the skin. Or even touch the skin. My skin, I mean.”

	Cali nodded. A tremor worked its way through her body, making it hard to hold the wrench. She shoved it into her hip pocket.

	Tessa’s eyes darted back and forth between the two dead children. “Do you think ... will they get up again?”

	“I don’t know.” She found Jake again across the way. He moved hesitantly back toward Gagarin, where a teenaged girl with a broken and bloody face stumbled to meet him. He slid something from his back pocket and flicked his wrist. The object snapped out, forming a rod almost half a meter long. Jake whipped it three times back and forth, like swatting at a fly, and the zombie slumped back to the floor.

	Jake stared at the body. Then he shook his head, found Cali’s eyes, and gave a “come here” gesture. The baton collapsed as he walked, and he stuffed it back into his pocket. They met under the withered branches of the Armstrong Tree. Black, wet leaves painted the cobblestones under their boots.

	“Think that’s it,” he said. “Three from Gagarin, two from Aldrin.”

	Cali nodded. “I didn’t see any others.”

	“Plus...” Tessa swallowed. “Plus they killed three other people.”

	“Deep breaths,” Jake told her. “You’re a Caretaker, right? Death’s not a big thing.”

	She gave two quick, fierce nods, then shook her head. “Dead people aren’t the same as people getting killed.”

	Jake took a deep breath of his own. “No,” he agreed. “No, it’s not.”

	“We need to get everyone out of here,” Cali said. “Or get all the bodies into the avenues. Both, really.”

	“Why?”

	“Because we don’t know if whatever’s doing this is spread by touch or if it’s airborne or some kind of radiation or what. All we know is they wake up fast.” She cast her hand at the bodies. “Megan and the others back at Osiris. These people here. It only took them five or six minutes to get back up, right?”

	“Not even that long,” said Tessa.

	Jake looked at the bodies in the plaza. “Shit.”

	Tessa fidgeted with the cuff of her jumpsuit while she stared at the dead businesswoman. “It’s going across the surface of the Moon, so we can probably write off airborne. And the clients are reanimating in their graves underground, so touch probably isn’t it, either.”

	“So, most likely radiation,” Jake said. “Which still means the avenues are the best place for them.”

	“Tessa,” Cali said, “get everyone else out of here.”

	“How?”

	“Be yourself,” said Jake. “No excuses, take no shit. Hit them with every rule and regulation you can quote.”

	Tessa managed a tight grin. She turned and strode toward Tie Guy, who was frozen in horror near the withered remains of the Armstrong Tree.

	“We’ve got to be quick,” Cali told Jake. “Drag as many as we can into the hall and seal them in.”

	“You in charge now?”

	“Just thinking out loud.”

	“Hey, as long as one of us is thinking.”

	They moved to the bodies near Gagarin. Cali hooked her hands under the dead teenager’s arms and tried not to look at her ruined face. In the low gravity, she barely weighed anything. Jake grabbed a dead man’s wrist, straightened up, and hauled him toward the docking avenue archway.

	“Hey,” shouted a flabby man over by the hotel. “You shouldn’t move those people. They need medical attention!”

	Cali lifted the dead girl almost upright. Then came the awkward dance as mass and gravity fought it out. Jake probably had the right idea, dragging the body, but it was too late now. She could imagine how the remaining tourists would react if she just dropped the teenager.

	Jake emerged from the hallway and stepped past her. Cali walked the small body back into the cool, sterile avenue and let it slide off her arms onto the floor. She turned back to the door and Jake had already dragged the body of the tall dead man to the hallway. Cali stepped past him.

	The last corpse was the dead woman in the shroud. Cali grabbed the woman’s wrist and heaved. The body slid over the cobblestones. Tremors worked their way up into Cali’s forearms. She heaved again, and the lunar gravity bounced the corpse into the air. A hard yank brought it through the archway and into the avenue. It hit the floor and slid into the stocky man. The first one Cali had put down.

	Jake set a hand on her shoulder and guided her out of the doorway. He flipped up the emergency cover and smacked the plump red button beneath it. The doors of Gagarin Avenue hissed shut. Their central seal spun and locked.

	She shrugged his hand away. “Other side of the plaza,” she said. “Three more over there.”

	They crossed back under the withered tree. Jake grabbed the dead prospector and pulled him into Aldrin Avenue. The screwdriver in the man’s eye clicked as he slid over the cobblestones. Cali grabbed the little boy with the bloody hand, bunching up his lapels in her fists. She saw how close her wrists rested to his teeth and shifted her grip to his shoulders. His heels bounced like half-filled balloons.

	Jake had already dumped the prospector’s body inside the archway. He looked past Cali to the little girl in the sarong. “You got the last one?”

	Cali dragged the dead boy through the arch. “You can’t handle a little kid?”

	Jake’s mouth pressed flat and he gave her a sharp nod.

	She set the body down next to the prospector. When she stepped back into the plaza, Tessa bounded toward her. Waghid followed right behind. He gazed at Jake hefting the dead girl, at the streaks and streams of blood decorating the cobblestones. “You both okay?”

	Cali looked down at the blood, felt the weight of the wrench in her pocket, and shrugged.

	Jake stepped out of Aldrin and sealed the door. “We’re both fine.”

	“Is that all of them?”

	“Think so.”

	“Pretty sure the only two breaches were Aldrin and Gagarin,” said Cali. “I didn’t hear any others.”

	Waghid looked back down at the blood. “They were the only two the system reported. We’re probably safe saying these were the only ones that got in.”

	“Don’t want to just say it, boss,” said Jake. “Want to know they’re the only ones that got in.”

	Tessa’s eyes went wide behind her glasses. “Oh no.” She turned, looked past the Armstrong Tree, across the plaza toward Chandra Boulevard. “No, no, no, no...”

	Cali followed her gaze and saw nothing. “What?”

	“The mortuary.”
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	MORTUARY

	 

	Cali started running, with Jake just behind her.

	While administrative offices made up most of upper Chandra Boulevard, funeral-based businesses dominated the lower half. A florist with elaborate, lunar-gravity arrangements in the window. A somber suit store. Another with muted dresses. A few small prayer rooms, each displaying different symbols and icons by their doors.

	A few people still milled just outside the shops and the chapel and the mosque, speaking in nervous whispers. As Cali and the others ran past, one shopkeeper slid shutters down over the windows. A door slid shut with a heavy thump of magnetic locks.

	Chandra stretched out sixty meters past the plaza. At the end of the boulevard sat a heavy door framed by two half-rotted ferns that had probably been very healthy just a little while ago. A small wooden sign stood straight out a little above eye level, all but invisible until they were right next to it.

	Below the word MORTUARY, in fine print, stretched a list of regular business hours and half a dozen names. A painted sign, not electronic or holographic. A warm, humanizing touch for anyone who had to visit this section of the city.

	No sound came from behind the door.

	Cali looked back at Jake. Tessa and Waghid had followed as well. “Are we sure anyone’s in there?” asked Cali.

	Tessa stared at the door. “When you say ‘anyone,’ are you talking about the staff or about … them?”

	“Either, I guess.”

	“There’s always someone in there,” said Jake, “however you mean it. At least two or three dozen clients at any time. All part of the big machine.” He slid the baton from his pocket and extended it with a flick of his wrist. Waghid flinched at the sound.

	“Do you always carry illegal weapons?” asked Tessa.

	“Usually, yeah. Kind of a security-blanket thing.” Jake shifted his grip, then reached for the door controls with his free hand. “Why? Did you want one?”

	“I’ll take one,” Cali said.

	“Just being a wiseass. It’s all I’ve got on me.”

	“On you?” echoed Waghid.

	“Got a pistol back in Anubis.”

	“I always thought you were just joking about that.”

	“Nope.”

	Tessa’s eyes opened wide. “How did you get a pistol on the Moon?”

	Jake shrugged. “Friend back on Earth shipped it up in pieces. Took two and a half years. Ammo came up one round at a time, but I ended up with—”

	“If they’re in Anubis, they might as well be back on Earth.” Cali pulled the wrench from her pocket and flexed her fingers around it.

	“Fair point.” Jake dipped his head at the big tool. “Gonna be okay with that?”

	“I’m fine,” she said. “Really.”

	“Might change your mind in a minute.”

	“In a minute I’m pretty sure I’ll still want to be back on Anubis with all the hatches hardlocked.”

	“I like that idea,” said Tessa.

	Jake let out a humorless chuckle. “Don’t think it’s an option anymore. Just try to stay calm. Panic in a fight, that’s when you’ll get hurt. And these things don’t stop at ‘hurt.’”

	He reached for the door controls, paused, and looked back. “Anything else, boss?”

	Waghid shook his head.

	The door slid open with a faint whish of air moving toward lower pressure. It gave them a full view of the mortuary reception area. A desk, some benches, a few religious icons on the walls, and—like all rooms on the Moon—a collection of plants.

	Dead plants.

	A petite mortician in black stood by the desk with her back to them. Her bright green hair knocked a memory loose in Cali’s mind. The pink-skinned woman who’d ridden up on the carrier with her, who’d been using crutches on Earth.

	The woman turned to look at them, her head tilted in a quizzical way. She stared at them, waiting for them to say something. They stared back.

	Jake leaned through the door frame, shot a quick glance both ways, and stepped into the mortuary. “Ma’am,” he said, “everything okay in here? Any ... problems?”

	She said nothing. Her head stayed cocked at an angle, her ear close to her shoulder. She took a hesitant step toward Jake.

	Cali and Waghid followed behind him. Tessa stayed in the doorway.

	The sounds of movement came from the doorway leading into the back. A bearded man in a dark suit stepped out. He paused and rocked back, understandably confused by a group of Caretakers brandishing weapons.

	Waghid took a step forward. “Did you hear the announcement? We’re checking to see if—”

	Cali set her free hand on Waghid’s arm. “Wait.”

	The bearded man wore one sock on his foot. No shoes. The sock bunched up around his foot as if he’d never finished pulling it on.

	As if someone hadn’t finished pulling it on him.

	Cali looked up at the woman, who was still cocking her head at Jake. Bruises ringed the woman’s neck, almost hidden by the edge of her collar. As if she’d been choked. Or maybe twisted. “Has she blinked?”

	“No,” said Waghid, taking a step back, “she hasn’t.”

	More uneven steps came from the back room.

	The mortician took two lunging steps forward, her head bouncing on her broken neck, and grabbed at Jake. His baton caught her across the forearms with a sound like wood breaking. He brought it back and hit her in the side of the skull. The mortician staggered from the impact, then lunged forward again.

	The bearded man staggered at Cali and Waghid. She brought her wrench down on his outstretched hand and felt the bone crumple beneath the blow. She brought it down again and smashed it against the dead man’s shoulder.

	Waghid grabbed at the man’s other arm, and the bearded zombie turned to focus on him.

	Jake put his boot in the mortician’s stomach. In the lunar gravity it sent her sailing back into one of the benches. She tumbled to the floor and climbed right back to her feet.

	Movement caught Cali’s eye. A silver-haired man, then a woman lurched out of the doorway behind the desk. The man wore a black coat that matched the mortician’s. A baggy, embroidered robe draped over the woman’s body. Behind them stalked a white man with a bloody nose and what looked like the end of a computer stylus sticking out from one ear.

	Cali left Waghid with the bearded zombie and stepped forward, raising her wrench. She brought it down on the first zombie’s skull as hard as she could. The impact rattled the wrench and numbed her fingers for a heartbeat. The wrench slipped from her grip and bounced on the thin carpet.

	The zombie didn’t pause, taking three more steps, forcing her to retreat from its grasping hands. Fresh blood leaked out through the silver hair. The gash in its scalp revealed a steel plate beneath the flesh.

	Cali planted her foot and threw the other leg up in a high kick. Her toes caught the dead man right under the chin, snapping his head back and lifting him off the floor. He tipped into the bloody-nosed man, and they both collapsed to the ground in a heap.

	The dead woman in the robe found Jake. He smashed her elbows, but the arms kept swinging. Another baton strike sprayed the dead woman’s teeth into the air. Jake brought his hand back, spun the baton, and slammed the butt of the steel rod into the zombie’s forehead three times. The skin tore, the bone caved in, but the woman barely slowed down.

	Another figure lumbered from the back room, a big bare-chested white man with a glossy “Y” of autopsy glue drawn across his torso. He headed for Jake. A naked woman in her seventies or eighties followed.

	“No,” yelled Tessa from the doorway. “Help him!”

	Cali turned. The bearded zombie had Waghid pinned on the floor, one knee holding down the Caretaker’s arm. Even on the Moon, the dead man had mass and leverage. Waghid’s free hand threw punch after flailing punch. The dead man had one of his pale hands pressed over Waghid’s mouth. The other one squeezed his nose shut.

	The zombie with the silver hair lurched back up to his feet. So did the bloody-nosed man. They both moved toward Cali.

	On the edge of her vision, Jake swung the robed woman into the green-haired mortician.

	Cali took three leaping strides and threw herself against the bearded zombie. It rolled its big shoulders and shrugged her off. She fumbled, slid, and tumbled over the pair.

	Beneath the dead man, Waghid’s punches had become unfocused thrashing. His heels kicked at the floor. The desperate actions of a drowning man, fighting to get one last breath.

	Cali stumbled to her feet, overcompensated, and crashed against the wall. She twisted around, kicked off, launched herself back at the bearded zombie. This time she plowed straight into it. It felt like hitting a wall, but she knocked it off Waghid. The dead man tumbled, bounced twice off the floor, and thudded against the front desk. He shifted twice, thrice, and then flipped over to push himself back to his feet.

	She knelt to check on her boss. His head had been wrenched to the side, and his jaw hung low, not quite lining up with his skull. Blood ran between his lips and through his whiskers.

	“Oh no,” she said. She stared at Waghid’s dull eyes. “No, no, no...”

	She dimly registered Jake smashing his baton into the silver-haired zombie’s neck. He stepped toward the bloody-nosed one and swung his arm again. It fell back.

	“Come on,” Tessa yelled from behind them. “Get out of there.”

	Cali glanced back. Tessa stood with one foot out in the hall and two fingers firmly planted on one of the interior door controls. She gave Cali a desperate, beckoning wave.

	Three more dead people stumbled from the back room. A burial shroud hobbled the first one, binding its legs and slowing the ones behind it. One of them was a young woman, close to Cali’s age.

	The green-haired woman got back on her feet.

	Waghid grabbed Cali’s wrist.

	A half-dozen thoughts flashed through her mind. Death throes. Autonomic reactions. Adrenaline spikes. Medical miracles where people survived traumatic injuries. People who recovered from—

	Waghid’s free hand reached up. It settled on her neck. His fingers squeezed against her throat.

	Cali twisted her hand free, grabbed at his wrist, and levered the choking hand away. He pawed at her thigh, sat up, and went for her throat again. She pushed herself to her feet.

	“Get out here now,” Tessa yelled, “or I’ll lock you both in there.”

	Cali took two big steps back and hit the wall next to the door. Waghid’s corpse rolled over onto its hands and knees, crawling after her. It shifted targets as Jake bounded past it.

	Tessa waved them both into the hall. They squeezed past, Cali looking over Jake’s shoulder as they did. Eight or nine zombies in the mortuary front room now. Half of them looked like they’d barely been dead for an hour.

	Jake turned back. “Waghid—”

	Cali set a hand on his arm. “No.”

	Jake looked at her, at the crawling figure, and took a step back.

	Tessa shifted her weight, took her fingers off the button, and pulled herself back into the hall as the door closed with a hiss. “All locked up.”

	“Unless they hit the door panel,” said Jake.

	Tessa shook her head. “That wouldn’t matter.”

	“Why not?”

	She raised an eyebrow, as if trying to figure out if he was joking with her. “All the systems on the Moon run on capacitive touchscreens. They’re standard tech for DisCorp structures and vehicles.”

	Cali half-remembered the term from a class she’d drifted through. “Which means...?”

	Tessa sighed. “All the screens up here react to the electrical charge in your skin. Or the static pads on some of the spacesuit gauntlets. If a body isn’t alive, it doesn’t have an electrical charge. The screens won’t even register it touching them.”

	Something thumped on the other side of the door.

	“Just tossing this out there,” said Jake, “but in my experience bodies that aren’t alive also don’t walk around killing people.”

	Tessa’s brows furrowed beneath the razor line of her bangs. “What’s that mean?”

	“Means we shouldn’t assume normal rules apply with these things.”

	“Some rules have to apply,” said Tessa. “No skin charge means no screen response. This is right out of Forensic Pathology 101.”

	“That was six years ago for me.”

	“You never took a refresher cour—”

	Gordon appeared in the hall. Close behind him followed another man with a holster on his belt and a star-and-crescent badge pinned to his jumpsuit. “What’s going on?”

	“Dozen or more sealed inside the mortuary,” said Jake, jerking a thumb at the door. “More in the docking avenues.”

	“Waghid’s dead,” Cali added. “And all of the mortuary staff, I think.”

	Gordon glanced at her. “You sure about Waghid?”

	She nodded. “I think... One of them smothered him and then it...”

	“It broke his neck,” Tessa said, “just before Cali knocked it off him.”

	Gordon muttered something under his breath. “We think that’s all of them?”

	Cali looked at Tessa. “Maybe?”

	“We probably want to have a couple teams walking the streets to be sure,” said the deputy. Cali recognized his voice. Roshan? “Get some volunteers from the locals. And we’ll check all the floor plans, make sure we didn’t forget anything stupid.”

	“I can help,” said Tessa. “I’ve studied all the Luna City blueprints and systems.”

	“I think we’ve got it,” Gordon said.

	Jake gave the sheriff a dry look. “Gonna turn down help right now?”

	Cali stared at the mortuary door. Something hit the other side of it. “So. We’re locked in.”

	“We’re always locked in here,” Gordon said with a snort. “Life on the Moon.”

	She heard something else strike the door. “Maybe not for much longer.”

	“Better way to think of it,” said Jake, “is they’re locked out.”

	Cali tugged a few sweat-stuck curls of hair loose from her face and smoothed them back. “So,” she said, “teams walking the streets?”

	Jake’s brow furrowed. “Hey. What happened to your wrist?”

	She let her hand drop. “Nothing. It just got scratched.”

	“By one of them?”

	“It’s not a big deal. I think it happened back in the plaza.”

	He took her hand, turned her wrist. Four ragged scratches dug into her skin. Three pink, one streaked with blood. As he studied it, another pinprick of blood swelled into a bead.

	“Come on,” he said. “Hospital.”
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	LUNA CITY HOSPITAL

	 

	The hospital could have been a small-town doctor’s office. If Cali remembered correctly, it had a total staff of four. One doctor and three nurses. Sometimes an intern doing a rotation on the Moon, but not always.

	The waiting room could have been the same one from the mortuary, just with different-colored walls and chairs. It probably was. At heart, Luna City was a lot of standardized rooms and furniture. A half-dozen people sat in the plastic chairs. A few of them shot angry glares at Cali and Jake.

	“Need the doctor,” Jake told the tired-looking man behind the desk. He tapped the Caretaker badge on his shoulder.

	The nurse opened his mouth as if to begin a spiel, and an older woman stepped out from a back room. She raised her eyebrows, snow white against brown skin, and glanced at the two of them. “Not a good time, Jake. One of you get hurt during the breach?”

	“Sort of,” said Cali, displaying her wrist.

	The doctor peered at it. “These aren’t much more than scrapes. Barely even break the skin. Fingernails?”

	“Good guess.”

	“You’re hardly the first person on the Moon to get clawed by fingernails,” she told Cali. “Wash it out, come see one of the nurses later if it—”

	“No time,” said Jake. “She needs to get it cleaned and then hit with antibiotics, antifungals, anything you’ve got.”

	“It’s not that bad,” said the doctor, “and I’ve got more pressing—”

	“Full blood work, too.”

	The older woman raised one eyebrow this time. “Want to tell me what this is about?”

	“You’ll hear soon enough.”

	The doctor scowled.

	“It’s probably best if you just run the tests for now,” said Cali, with a glance at Jake. “Explaining could take a long time. Better safe than sorry, right?”

	The older woman bit her lip thoughtfully. “You’re new, right? I haven’t seen you before.”

	“Cali Washington. I just got up here a few weeks ago.”

	“Ravima Thavas.” She shot a look at Jake, then guided Cali into a back room. “Wait here,” she called back over her shoulder.

	Jake let out an impatient sigh but stayed behind.

	Thavas pointed Cali at an examination table. “Push your sleeve up as high as it can go. Better yet, just take your arm out of the sleeve altogether.”

	“Why?”

	“You were in a fight, weren’t you?”

	Cali bit her lip. She glanced back at the waiting room. “Sort of.”

	“You scared?” asked Thavas.

	“What?”

	“You’re trembling. Your breathing’s a little off.”

	Cali held out her hand and watched her fingers shake. She took a breath, made a point of letting it out slow and steady, like willing away pre-recital jitters. “I hadn’t really thought about it until now. I think I’ve been too freaked out to actually get scared.”

	The doctor nodded. “Let me take a look at you.”

	Cali unzipped her jumpsuit and pulled her arm free. The inside stitching could have been coarse sandpaper dragging across her wrist.

	“You’ve got some bruises,” said Thavas.

	“Do I?” She twisted her head to look at the red lines. She didn’t remember any of the zombies grabbing her that hard, but she had crashed into a few walls.

	“This is all from the breach?”

	“Sort of,” Cali said, and then made a point of closing her mouth tight.

	The doctor wiped the wounds clean. The antiseptic bit at Cali’s wrist with dozens of tiny teeth. Bubbles formed and vanished along the edge of the torn skin.

	Thavas leaned in closely and studied the scrapes, peering intently through her glasses. Then she pulled a can off the counter, shook it four times, and sprayed a snow-white bandage across Cali’s wrist. She waved her hand over it, let the wet spots dry, then sprayed on a second coat. “Don’t pick at that. It’ll flake off in a couple of days.”

	“Thanks.” Cali flexed the hand twice, reached for her sleeve.

	“Hang on.” The doctor held up an old-model digital syringe. “Let’s get a sample for that blood work.”

	“Right. Sorry.”

	“Make a fist. This’ll pinch.” She pressed the syringe against Cali’s arm. The pinch felt like a stab. The sky-blue cylinder beeped twice, and Thavas lifted it away. It let out three low hums and she tilted it to study the small readout. “Is there anything I should know about? Flu? STDs?”

	Cali shook her head. “Not that I know of. I think I’m clean.”

	“Had all your boosters before you came up here?”

	She nodded. “Five weeks ago? Maybe six, at this point.”

	Thavas pushed off and her stool rolled over to the counter. She dropped the syringe into a socket and half-glanced back at Cali. “Any idea what you might’ve been exposed to? Viral? Bacterial? Poison?” Her gaze lingered on the jumpsuit’s patches. “Necrotic?”

	“I think we’re just trying to cover all the bases.”

	The doctor made a few quick swipes on the screen, then ran her finger down one column. The digital syringe buzzed three more times. The display changed.

	“You’re clean,” she said. “I ran every test I could. You’re disgustingly healthy.”

	“Nothing?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Good,” said Jake from the door. “They’ll want to know that.”

	Cali nodded, slipped her arm back into the sleeve. “Where is everyone?”

	“They’re in Gordon’s office. He’s going to make a full announcement, but he wants everyone who knows the full story with him.”

	“And what is the full story?” Thavas stood up and pushed the stool into the corner with her foot. “My last patient said a few people had some kind of episode and attacked tourists. But I wasn’t called about it.”

	Jake twisted his lip and tugged at the brim of his cap. “It’s probably better if you hear it from Gordon or the mayor.” He headed back out to the small waiting room.

	Thavas watched him go. “How bad is this?”

	“Pretty bad,” Cali answered, zipping up her jumpsuit. She followed after Jake, then stopped to look back at the doctor. “Until they make the announcement, just stay inside. Keep the door locked.”

	“Not really how it works in my position.”

	“Just trust me. Stay inside. Don’t let anyone in if they’re acting strange. Especially if they look really hurt or injured.”

	“Most people act strange when they get hurt.”

	“Not like this.”
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	“So,” Gordon said, “looks like nine dead altogether. Three in the plaza, six in the mortuary.”

	A holo map of Luna City spread across the sheriff’s desktop. A handful of red icons appeared, clustered in the two named locations. Each one had a few rows of data beneath it. One of the icons in the mortuary was a glowing red Osiris badge.

	Jake let out a huff of air. “Nine isn’t bad.”

	“It’s three percent of the population,” said Tessa.

	He glanced up from the floor plans. “All things considered, it’s not bad. Sorry, Isme.”

	She nodded from the other side of the desk. Cali was impressed how well the older woman was holding it together. She’d lost her husband, inherited command of Osiris, and the only sign she’d shown was that she’d cleaned her face. Jake seemed to be taking the loss of Waghid harder.

	Cali glanced around the table. Gordon had his lone deputy out walking the street. The other one had left last week for the tri-monthly back to Earth. Isme and Jake. Tessa and her. Gordon had told them Lana was on the way, but started without her after waiting for ten minutes.

	“There’s probably three more dead in the distribution warehouse,” the sheriff said, gesturing at a dome on the map, “but we can’t confirm one way or the other. Roshan sealed that avenue pretty much as soon as he could. Their LPS chips say they’re moving around, but we can’t get hold of them.”

	Cali looked at the dome, just out past the eastern arm of Luna City. “How many clients in there?”

	“About two thousand, on average,” said Isme.

	“So, that’s four percent of the population dead,” Tessa murmured.

	Cali jabbed her in the side.

	Gordon set his hands on his hips. “Assuming DisCorp leaps right into action, we’re still looking at three days before a rescue team arrives. We need a plan to keep everyone alive until then.”

	Jake spun the map. “Isn’t there...” He poked his finger at a large rectangle on the map, just north of the city. “DisCorp left a carrier up here a year or two ago, didn’t they?”

	Gordon nodded halfheartedly. “Yeah, the Hathaway. A fifty-fifty. Came in about twenty months ago.”

	“Couldn’t we use that? Get maybe a hundred people off the Moon?”

	“Nope. Thrusters work, but its climbers took a hit. Can’t connect back onto an elevator. That’s why it’s here. DisCorp’s been saying for months they’ll send up replacement parts and a tech crew.”

	“Besides,” said Cali, “how would we get a hundred people out to it past all the zombies?”

	“We could move it to the landing pad,” Jake said. “Dock it at Tereshkova.”

	“And go nowhere,” said Tessa.

	“Nowhere might be better than here.”

	Tessa shook her head. “If it can’t connect to the elevator, it means either getting trapped out in space, crashing on the Moon, or burning up in Earth’s atmosphere.”

	Isme cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should try to look at some of the positives of our situation.”

	“Okay,” said Jake. “Good things. They’re just as slow inside as they were outside. They don’t crawl, but they’re not sprinting. Unless we get cornered, we should be able to keep away from them. And they don’t seem to have much in the way of strategy past ‘kill people.’”

	Tessa cleared her throat. “The wave seems to be erratic.”

	“The what?”

	“Well, we don’t know it’s a wave. It might be some kind of particle. But whatever it is at Hades, the field it generates has surges. That’s one of the reasons we’ve had trouble predicting when clients would become, ummm, active. It isn’t expanding at a constant rate.”

	“And that’s good how?”

	Tessa’s lips twitched. “Well, I mean, it’s not good for us. It’s already reached Luna City. But it might be good for Pluto, Lazarus, and Mictlantecuhtli. They might have days before it reaches them.”

	“Lot of good it does them,” said Jake. “They’re just all trapped out at their own bases.”

	Tessa gestured up at the ceiling. “It also means it might take weeks for the wave to reach Earth. Or maybe just days if it speeds up again.”

	“Earth?” echoed Gordon.

	“Well, yeah,” she said. “If it’s just some kind of radiation, it’s going in all directions. It might be very weak when it gets to Earth, but there’s no reason to doubt it would reach it eventually.”

	Isme stared at the map. “That’s very slow for radiation, though.”

	“It is.” Tessa’s chin bobbed up and down. “It may have something to do with intensity, or maybe there are other conditions. We haven’t done any sort of tests.”

	Gordon gazed at the map. “So we don’t know anything about it except it brings dead people back to life and makes them want to kill us. Any other good news?”

	They all looked at each other.

	Cali held up her bandaged wrist, turned it to show everyone. “It doesn’t seem to be contagious, like the old movies. I’m totally clean.”

	“That holds,” said the sheriff. “Looked like most everyone got choked or stabbed.”

	“At least two necks broken,” added Jake, “and head trauma.”

	“So whatever it is doesn’t travel through bites,” said Cali. “They’re just ... killing people.”

	“It may not be contagious,” said Isme, “but it’s fast.”

	“How so?”

	She flipped one of her hands back and forth, showing the palm, hiding it, showing it. “People ... turn? Transition? Whatever you want to call it—it happens almost immediately. Minutes at best.”

	“Mendes didn’t change fast,” said Cali. “It was, what, at least half an hour between when he stopped moving and we found him. Maybe closer to forty-five minutes by the time we got in our suits and tried to move him. Why didn’t he turn sooner?”

	Jake shrugged. “Maybe he got a smaller dose of ... whatever it is.”

	Tessa furrowed her brows. “But Waghid got a larger dose four hundred kilometers away? That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“Maybe they don’t react until there’s something around them.”

	“There’s tens of thousands of them marching across the Sea of Serenity right now. What are they reacting to?”

	“I don’t know,” said Jake. “Maybe Mendes was just waiting to jump up and scare us.”

	“He did a great job,” murmured Cali.

	Gordon coughed. “We got any more good news to add to this pile?”

	“They’re smart,” Cali said after a moment.

	“How do you figure?”

	She reached into the map and pulled the plaza closer. “Like we said, they’re not just clawing at people or biting them. They’re doing deliberate, specific things to kill us. Smashing heads. Stabbing people. Undoing seals on spacesuits.”

	“Smothering people,” Isme said. She wrapped her arms around herself.

	“Right.” Cali waited to see if there would be more from the new widow, then continued. “These aren’t random actions. They have purpose.”

	Tessa nodded. “The screwdriver thing, that’s full-on tool use.”

	“Literally,” said Jake.

	“No, I mean in an anthropological sense. That’s seeing an object, recognizing it as something you can use, and then figuring out another use for it.”

	“And it didn’t stab him randomly,” Jake said. “Went right for his eyes. Grab and stab, one in each. Very...”

	“Very what?” asked Cali.

	He tugged off his cap and then reseated it on his head. “Very professional. Seen a lot of men and women who went through combat training and can’t adapt to a fight that fast. That boy, the dead boy, just walked up, grabbed the screwdriver, and killed him. No hesitation at all.”

	“Great,” said Gordon. “So every single client on the Moon wants to kill us and they’re all really good at it.”

	“Not the clients out by Pluto station,” said Tessa. “Not yet, anyway. They may want to kill us in another day or two, though.”

	“So,” Cali said, “with smartness in mind, how could they get back in?”

	Gordon brushed something off his tab, and a full blueprint of Luna City spread out over the desktop, replacing the map. “We’ve sealed all the docks, and all the avenues leading to them. No first-floor windows, and the ones up here on two and three are all eight inches thick. They’re not getting in that way.”

	Jake rubbed his chin. “Any tools outside?”

	“There’s the usual stuff in buggies. Think there’s a toolbox locked up out at the hopper’s pad.”

	“We don’t have to worry about them rewiring the doors quite yet,” said Cali.

	“There’s still sundown,” said Isme.

	“Shit,” said Jake. “How long do we have?”

	Tessa glanced at her tab. “Fourteen hours, sixteen minutes.”

	Cali glanced at the blueprints. “Is sundown really going to make that big of a difference?”

	“We don’t have a ton of outside lights,” said Gordon. “It’s going to be easier to lose track of them in the dark.”

	“I think that’s like saying it’ll be easier to lose track of the ocean,” Cali said.

	Jake snorted out another humorless laugh. “She’s got a point.”

	Cali looked at the blueprints, then up to Jake. “How would you get in?”

	“What?”

	“You’re the ... the most trained of us, right?” She glanced at Gordon, then back to Jake. “Military training. Tactics.”

	“Unless Tessa lied on her forms, yeah, guess so.”

	“I have great qualifications,” Tessa said. “I didn’t need to lie about anything.”

	Cali waved a hand at the blueprints. “What are we missing? What are we not thinking about?”

	Jake shook his head. “No clue. Anything I say would be going off a bunch of assumptions.”

	“Make assumptions,” said Isme.

	“Bad assumptions. We don’t know anything about these things. They’re smart, but how smart? Are they actually conscious or is this animal smarts? We don’t know if they learn, how long they last, if they need to eat brains or flesh, nothing.”

	“They didn’t try to eat anyone,” Cali reminded him.

	“Not yet. Maybe they’re waiting for sundown.” Jake shrugged. “We don’t know.”

	Tessa adjusted her glasses and pointed at the blueprints. “There are emergency manual overrides on all the docks.”

	Jake blinked. “What?”

	“That’s how they got in before. As long as the avenue’s not compromised, it’s possible to unlock the doors from outside. It’s in case the docking seals have an issue and there’s a vehicle with an emergency. You can use the entire avenue as one huge airlock so people can get inside.”

	Cali glanced from Tessa to Gordon. “Will that override a hardlock?”

	“I’m not sure,” said Gordon, “but the way the past forty-eight hours have gone, it wouldn’t really surprise me.”

	“There are safeties so things can’t be accidentally released,” said Tessa. “They can still be deliberately released. It takes a bit of work, but it can be done.”

	“We need to barricade the avenues,” said Jake. “Maybe weld the doors shut.”

	“Except we need to be able to get out,” Cali said. “If the rescue carriers get here and we’re completely sealed in...”

	“We’ll cut our way out.”

	“Will we have time?”

	Gordon swept his fingers over the desktop and shifted the blueprints around. “I’m going to keep us at emergency status. Hopefully that’ll keep people up in their rooms and off the streets. It’s more doors between them and outside. If it looks like those things are going to get in, then we’ll talk about welding the doors shut.”

	Isme stared at the blueprint. Cali followed her gaze as it drifted down the blue lines of Chandra Boulevard to the end. To the mortuary.

	Jake’s hand reached into view, tapped at a set of lines. “Is there a good welder in the city right now?”

	“I don’t know about good, but we’ve got two or three passable ones who can work fast.”

	“I can weld,” said Tessa. “I took a repair class.”

	“Three or four, then, if we need ’em,” said Gordon. “One other thing I know we’ve got to do.”

	Isme woke from her trance. “What’s that?”

	“I’ve got one full-time deputy here right now. The worst he’s ever had to deal with is domestic disturbances or drunks fighting at the hotel bar. We need more people. Ones who aren’t going to freak out if those things get back in here.”

	Jake put up a hand and shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not me.”

	“Damn it,” snapped Gordon. “We don’t have time for this crap. I know you’ve got some issues, but we’ve got a couple hundred people to protect, and if you need to pop one of them in the jaw to keep ’em safe, I can’t be locking you up over that.”

	Jake gave him a tired smirk. “With only one deputy backing you? Good luck with that.”

	Gordon grumbled, made some quick swipes on his tab, and flicked something at Jake. The other man’s tab chimed. “Jacob Yazzie, you’re legally deputized.” The sheriff slid another data packet through the aether, hesitated, and sent a third.

	Another chime came from Isme’s wrist.

	And one from Cali’s.

	She glanced down and saw a digital badge rotating in the background of her screen. A few icons assured her it could go full screen and that she now had some executive privileges.

	“Welcome to the force,” said Gordon. “Hope we all live to see Thursday.”
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	Cali’s shoulder ached. She rolled away from it, pressed herself a little deeper into the pillow, and resisted the dread rise of consciousness. She tried to keep her thoughts soft and blurry and vague.

	Someone poked her again. “Come on. Get up.”

	She sighed, admitted she was awake, and rolled over.

	Jake straightened up and stepped as far back from the bed as he could. Osiris Caretakers had a reserved room on upper Selene for when they were in town on business, but Cali couldn’t think of a single aspect of it that didn’t deserve the title “small.” Small floor plan, small bed, small table, small closet, small shower.

	After seven hours of patrolling the boulevards and calming anxious tourists, it had felt luxurious.

	“Mayor Gathol wanted more proof,” Jake said.

	“Oh, Jesus, seriously?” She sat up fast enough that her momentum lifted her off the mattress. “You mean she still hasn’t called for an evac?”

	“No. Gordon’s about a step away from locking her up and taking control, but honestly he’s just as scared about all this as she is.”

	“Why can’t we call?”

	“She slapped down a communications blackout. Everything has to go through her office.”

	“She can’t do that.”

	“Did. Claims it’s to keep channels clear for emergency communications.”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

	He let out a snort. “Anyway ... they wanted something to show the DisCorp execs, convince them this is all real. Doc Thavas is going to perform an autopsy on some of the bodies. The moving ones.”

	“Why?”

	“To make sure they’re dead.”

	“Seriously?”

	Jake pulled off his baseball cap and ran his fingers back through his hair. “Don’t know about you, but when we get out of this I wouldn’t mind having a pile of corroborating evidence that says we didn’t just murder a bunch of people and call it a zombie attack.”

	“Fair point. Thanks for saying ‘when.’”

	“No problem. So we raided the mortuary.”

	She swung her legs around and sat on the edge of the bed. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

	“You were dead on your feet. You needed the sleep.”

	“Did Isme go with you?”

	He shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t let her.”

	“Did you see—”

	“Yeah.” He took a deep breath, dragged a small chair over from the small table, and sat down next to the bed. “He’s one of the ones we got.”

	“No.”

	“Yeah. Wanted the little mortician, the one with the funky hair, but she was pretty beat up. Think she’d been slamming herself against the door since we locked them in there, and then one of Gordon’s guys had to put her down hard. We needed two that were more ... intact for the autopsy. Examination? Whatever you want to call it.”

	“So they’re going to cut Waghid—”

	Jake cut her off. “It’s not him. Don’t even think that way. It’s just another client that got up for some reason.”

	Cali pressed her palms against her eyes. Took in a breath. Let it out. “Okay. Yeah.” She let her hands drop into her lap and looked at him. “And you’re telling me this because...”

	“Because I’ve been up for twenty-eight hours, and somebody needs to be down there with Isme. Somebody who’ll stay calm and keep her calm.”

	She coughed out a small laugh. “And that’s me?”

	“Sucks to be competent, doesn’t it?”

	“Good at everything except the stuff I want to be.” She slid off the mattress and stepped past him. “When are they starting?”

	“Half an hour, I think.” He rolled out of the chair and took her place on the bed.

	“Great.”

	“Call me if anything comes up.”

	“I will. Even though you didn’t.”

	He yawned and stretched out on his stomach, half-burying his face in the pillow. “Yeah, I’m a real jerk that way.”

	She glanced back at him as the door slid open. “Sorry if it smells like me.”

	“I’ve smelled worse.”

	* * *

	Cali had buried more than a thousand clients at this point, but they just came across as inanimate objects hidden in their coffin bags. And the people in the plaza could’ve been asleep. If you ignored all the blood.

	Waghid’s skin didn’t look like normal client skin. The few she’d seen had been primped and styled and painted to look their best when they came to the Moon, and often got touch-ups in the mortuary. Her boss had been left on the floor for the better part of a day.

	Of course, he hadn’t stayed on the floor.

	Waghid’s head drifted from side to side, examining everyone in the room. Cali. Doc Thavas. An assistant whose name Cali hadn’t caught. And Isme. She stood to the side, growing still every time the dead thing that had been her husband paused to stare at her before moving on to the next person.

	Waghid—the thing that had been Waghid—leaned and flexed against the straps holding it down. Almost half a dozen stretched back and forth across the body. They pressed down on forehead and chest, waist and thighs, knees and ankles. A quartet of white sensor patches decorated his chest.

	Next to Waghid, nylon straps pinned a second zombie to the other exam table. The dead woman’s hair was cropped short on one side, grown out long on the other. One of her eyes had rolled up into her head, with just a faint crescent of iris on display. Her lack of clothes let Cali see where the funeral makeup ended, a swirling line where her warmly shaded flesh faded abruptly to a dull ivory. A few sensors decorated her torso as well.

	Neither of the dead people made a noise as they struggled. No groans or breaths or snapping at the air with their teeth. They watched the humans and twisted beneath their straps without sound. Constant, silent movement.

	Cali took a step closer to Isme. “You okay with this?”

	“It’s what needs to happen.” Her eyes didn’t leave the dead man. “It’s just a body now. Just a client.”

	Cali took another step. Put herself between Isme and the zombie. “It’s not just a client. You don’t need to be here. He wouldn’t want you to see him like this.”

	Their eyes met. “It’s not him,” she said. “I need to know that.”

	“We do know. Why don’t you go get some sleep?”

	“I’m a Caretaker,” Isme said. “I’m head Caretaker now. I can deal with this.” She stepped to the side, and her gaze slid back to the examination tables.

	Doctor Thavas stood a few meters away. She took a thin scalpel from her tray, then stepped toward the tables. “I’m going to get started. The room hears everything, so if you don’t want it on record, don’t speak.”

	Isme took a deep breath. Cali settled in next to her.

	Thavas swiped at an icon on her tab and cleared her throat. “First subject is an Asian female. Mortuary records identify her as Edith Paowsong of Tulsa, Oklahoma. Date and place of death is listed as nine days ago in Sand Springs, Oklahoma. Age twenty-eight at time of death. Height, one hundred sixty-two centimeters, weight forty-nine point five kilograms. Please note accompanying sensor log showing subject’s vitals—or lack thereof—during this exam.”

	She stared down at the writhing figure, then pressed her fingers against the dead woman’s neck. Cali silently counted to eight before Thavas moved her fingers to the pale wrist. Another eight count. The doctor pulled a stethoscope from her pocket, pressed the disc against the woman’s bare chest, just below the branch of the Y incision.

	“Just to confirm,” she said to the room, “despite physical activity, the subject has no pulse. None. No heartbeat registered manually or on the EKG.”

	“Physical activity?” asked the nurse.

	“I’ve been thinking for an hour now about how I was going to phrase most of this.” Thavas slid a thin tube from her pocket, clicked the end, and aimed the light into the zombie’s left eye. “Pupils are fixed and dilated. No response at all.”

	She slid a different tool from the tray and glanced at her tab. “Instruments confirm body temperature is twenty-one point three degrees, a full degree below current room temperature.” She aimed the tool at the side of the dead woman’s head and sprayed a jet of water into her ear. Cali counted to thirty before the doctor adjusted the tool and shot another stream into the same ear.

	“Subject One shows absolutely no caloric reflex,” Thavas told the room.

	Cali raised her hand cautiously. “What’s that mean?”

	“It’s an involuntary response. Even if they’re comatose, people’s eyes react to water in the ear canal.”

	Thavas stepped down along the table, and the dead woman’s fingers grasped at the air as she passed. “I’m going to skip the rest of Subject One’s external examination, since the body’s already been cleaned and measured. She’s dropped half a kilo since her initial exam, possibly just fluid loss during embalming. Also, the soles of her feet are dirty. Presumably from walking around since then.

	“Subject One has also already undergone an internal examination. Standard Y-incision. Glue has yellowed slightly, indicating the exam probably took place over seven days ago.”

	Another instrument from the tray. The scalpel’s blade shined white in the exam room. Thavas pressed a hand against the dead woman’s arm, pulling the flesh tight, and slid the blade down to the elbow. She moved just past the grasping fingers and did the same thing on the woman’s thigh. Gray, watery liquid leaked out onto the table from the wounds.

	Edith Paowsong, formerly of Tulsa, never flinched.

	“Confirming Subject One has been embalmed. Only trace amounts of blood. Definite presence of formaldehyde.”

	Thavas handed the scalpel to the nurse, who tossed it into the medical recycler. She walked around to the second table. “Subject Two is Waghid Nassir, forty-six, former head Caretaker of Osiris Base, previously of Cairo, Egypt. Lunar positioning systems recorded time of death as 18:42 p.m. yesterday in the Luna City mortuary. One hundred ninety-five centimeters, eighty-three kilograms.”

	She checked Waghid’s body for a pulse. Shined her light in his eyes. Sprayed water into his ear. Isme only flinched once as Thavas read off all the negative responses. Cali felt a sharp pressure in her fingers. Isme had grabbed her hand at some point and squeezed.

	A half-dozen platitudes slipped through Cali’s mind, but she just squeezed back.

	Thavas pressed gently against Waghid’s face, shifting his lips and nose. The zombie glared up at her from beneath the straps. “Subject Two’s nose is broken. There’s bruising on the nose, cheeks, and lips. It’s consistent with the reported smothering.”

	The exam table glowed for a beat and Thavas checked a nearby screen. “X-ray confirms cervical fracture at C5 to C6. Definite damage to the spinal cord, although it’s not severed.”

	Cali’s fingers ached again.

	Thavas took a fresh scalpel from the tray and walked down to Waghid’s feet. She tapped the flat of the blade against the dead man’s purple, swollen ankles. “Lividity is entirely within the feet and legs. Most pronounced below the knees. This would fit reports that Subject Two has also been physically active since the time of death.”

	The scalpel shifted in her hand, and she slid it down the sole of the foot. Thick, jelly-like blood oozed out onto the table. She watched it spread into a slow puddle around the heel. “Coagulation is what we’d expect for the time frame since death.”

	Cali and Isme’s tabs both chimed.

	Isme glanced down at her wrist, at Cali, and then back at the creeping puddle of thick blood. Cali spread her fingers, releasing the other woman’s hand, and took a few steps back. She turned into a corner and lifted her tab. “Go ahead, Tessa.”

	“Are you over in the hospital?”

	“Yeah. The doctor’s ... working on Waghid.”

	“Oh. Can you come over to the sheriff’s office? We’re trying to plan something.”

	“Let me check with Isme. Or do you need her, too?”

	Muffled voices came through the tab. “If she wants to stay, I think that’s okay for now.”

	Isme had turned slightly to listen but continued to watch the examination. “I would prefer to stay.”
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	“So,” Gordon said. “Problem. We’ve got a carrier arriving in a little over an hour.”

	“Not a rescue one?”

	“No. Just a regular fifty-fifty that was already on an elevator. Stuck in its flight plan.”

	“Do they know what’s going on?”

	“As much as Lana’s let out.” He almost managed to not sound like he wanted to punch something. “They know we’ve had some kind of incident. They don’t know it’s ongoing. Or that it involves the walking dead.”

	“Okay. Are we worried about docking?”

	Tessa shook her head. A gesture pulled up the map of the city, and she spun it to show the long avenue leading out to the landing pad. “The carrier will crush anything that gets under it, and Tereshkova Avenue is very solid. It’s got a very secure docking mechanism and seal. They want the tourists to feel safe.”

	“Okay. What’s the problem?”

	“According to the passenger list, it’s only got seven free seats,” Tessa explained.

	“And?”

	“And everyone here knows what’s outside,” said Gordon. “I’m expecting a lot of people are going to want those seven seats.”

	“Oh.”

	“And past that, I’m not sure who to give them to anyway.”

	“Are we thinking, what, women and children?”

	Tessa’s chin bobbed up and down. “That’s what I said, too, but the sheriff thought we’d have better luck sending just children.”

	“Kids under thirteen,” Gordon said. He brushed the map off the desktop. “No teenagers, just little kids. Make adults part of it, people start arguing and getting angry. Some of them’ll still get angry about kids, but not as many of them. A manageable amount, hopefully.”

	“Makes sense.”

	“Plus there are no children living on the Moon,” added Tessa. “So it also lets tourists feel like they’re being prioritized over Lunars.”

	Gordon reached down and flicked open a document on the desktop. “We’ve got twenty-three kids under the age of twelve. Nine here alone with mom and/or dad. Five here with older brothers and sisters. Three pairs of siblings. And one set of triplets, going off the pictures and birthdays in their travel info.”

	Cali looked at all the pictures. “And you want me to pick the seven who get to leave?”

	“I offered to do it,” Tessa said, “but he didn’t like any of the criteria I was using.”

	“Just looking for some additional input. Or looking to spread the eventual blame around, if you like,” said Gordon.

	“Seems to be a lot of that going around.”

	“Yeah,” said the sheriff. “Welcome to life in the big city.”

	“I don’t know if I’m really the person for this. Right now I’m wondering if you’d believe I was twelve.”

	He snorted out a laugh. “Not likely.”

	“Do you want to just do it in alphabetical order?”

	“We tried that,” said Tessa. “It splits up two of the siblings. Clement and Marion Martin.”

	“By age then.”

	“Splits up the Kimani triplets. Erick, Edgar, and Esther.”

	“Just single children?”

	Gordon shook his head. “You want to pick the two who don’t go?”

	“To be honest, I came to the Moon so I could stop making decisions and thinking about the future.”

	“Join the club.”

	“Am I the only person who really wanted to be here?” asked Tessa.

	Cali managed a weak smile. “Do you still want to be?”

	“Well, granted, it hasn’t all gone like I expected, but until the zombies showed up I was really enjoying my time at Osiris.”

	Gordon snorted again.

	Cali sighed and skimmed through the list of names. She expanded the files on two of them and read through a few details. “If only the carrier had two passenger pods.”

	“It wouldn’t’ve made a difference,” Tessa said. “The space elevator makes travel extremely cheap, but they still try to be cost efficient as possible. They can always cancel an underbooked passenger flight and just put an all-cargo carrier in the slot. It’s not like there’s a shortage of...”

	A chill raced through Cali’s body, hit her toes and fingertips, and rushed back into her chest. She looked at Tessa. Her eyes were huge behind the lenses of her pince-nez.

	“Do we know for sure if it—”

	“Almost definitely,” said Tessa. She flicked the files away and pulled up flight info. “Two hundred and sixteen.”

	“Can you go from a cargo pod right into the passenger section?”

	“Yes. It’s part of the modular design.”

	Gordon raised a shaggy brow. “What the hell are you two talking about?”

	“The carrier has clients on it,” Cali said. “Bodies.”

	“They may already be too close,” said Tessa. “We don’t know how far the field extends at this point. They may have to jettison the whole cargo pod.”

	“Oh, shit.” Gordon slapped the desktop and dragged a communications window to the foreground. “Goddammit.”

	Cali looked over at the screen and tried to read the upside-down red lettering. “What?”

	“She’s locked down communications.” He swiped at his tab. “Lana.”

	Silence.

	Gordon keyed the tab again. “Mayor Gathol!”

	He headed for the door. Cali followed, and heard Tessa behind her.

	For an older man, Gordon moved very fast. Even for someone on the Moon. He raced down Gleti Boulevard, across the plaza, and had vanished into the rampwell for Upper Chandra before Cali and Tessa had made it past the remains of the Armstrong Tree.

	They caught up to him as he used his tab to override the lock on the mayor’s office. He shoved past the door as it slid open. “Lana,” he barked. “Wake up!”

	Cali slipped into the office in time to see the mayor startle awake and fumble in her chair. “What? I was just taking a quick nap.”

	“We’re in the middle of a goddamn crisis,” snapped Gordon. “You don’t shut your tab off!”

	“It was just a quick nap!”

	“We need access to the communications grid,” said Cali. “We need to stop a carrier from landing.”

	“But we need to get—”

	“There are clients in the cargo bay. They’re going to reanimate if they get too close.”

	The mayor’s eyes trembled in their sockets. “Well, we can’t let them land, then.”

	Gordon’s hands balled into fists. “Yes, Lana, we’d like to warn them, but somebody locked down the goddamned communications grid!”

	She flinched away from him. Then she straightened up, composed herself, and typed out a few code phrases on her desktop. “I’m sorry.”

	He ignored her and pulled up the flight records.

	“There it is,” Tessa said, pointing over his shoulder.

	Gordon tapped on the listing, pulled down a menu, and opened a channel. “Flight 687 dash 21, Goddard, do you read me?”

	“We read you, Luna City,” came the reply a beat later. “How’s the weather today?”

	“You’ve got clients in your cargo bay, right?”

	“Repeat that last, Luna City?”

	“Clients. You’re carrying clients, correct?”

	“Of course we are. When’s the last time you had a flight up here that didn’t?”

	“Listen very carefully, Goddard. You need to jettison your cargo pod.”

	A moment passed. When the pilot spoke again he sounded annoyed. “Repeat that?”

	“Dump your cargo pod. As soon as possible.”

	A faint squeak came from the speakers, the sound of fingers swiping across a mute button. Then the sound quality changed as a new microphone activated. “This is Captain Cantos. Please repeat that last.”

	“Captain, you need to jettison your cargo before you land. This isn’t a request, it’s a direct order.”

	“Is this some kind of joke?”

	“No joke. Eject your cargo pod, right now. If you can aim it into deep space, all the better.”

	“Who is this?”

	“This is Sam Gordon, sheriff of Luna City, speaking on behalf of Mayor Lana Gathol.”

	The screen suddenly lit up as the captain switched on her heads-up camera. Captain Cantos was a rugged, no-nonsense-looking woman with a steel-colored buzz cut. She could’ve been ex-military. “Listen up, Sheriff. We’ve got a dead North American senator in the hold and fifteen family members on board. I’m not dumping anything unless you’ve got the president on the line. And I’m not even sure I’d listen to her.”

	“Then you can’t land.”

	“What?”

	“It’d take too long to explain, Captain, but I can’t let you land with clients on board.”

	“Or what? You’ll shoot us down?”

	Gordon reached down and tapped something on his desk screen. He followed it up with a quick dance of fingertips. A few words flashed red. Tessa gasped. Cali leaned over and tried to decipher the string of commands.

	The captain’s face shifted. “Did you just shut off the landing beacon?”

	“I’m serious,” Gordon said. “Dump the cargo pod into space or you can’t land.”

	Cantos looked back at her co-pilot, who started checking things on his own console. She glared out of the screen at Gordon. “What the hell are you doing? Do you have any idea how many regulations you’re breaking right now?”

	“Not one,” the sheriff told her. “We’re in a security lockdown.”

	“The people on this shuttle are going to skin you alive, Sheriff, and then DisCorp will stuff you and put you up on display.”

	As she spoke, a new sound rose up behind the pilot’s voice, softened by its distance from the microphone. It sounded like engine strain, or maybe stress on an old hull.

	“What the hell’s going on back—” muttered the co-pilot as he switched off his microphone.

	“Oh no,” murmured Cali.

	Tessa peered over at the desktop. “I think they’re too close.”

	Lana stepped away from the window to stare at the screen with them.

	A muffled shriek rang out in the background, followed by a drawn-out scream. Then a wail. And more screaming. Dozens of voices screaming.

	Someone pounded on the cockpit door. Then came another scream, scuffling noises, and silence. Then two more heavy blows to the door. The co-pilot unbuckled his harness, drifted back to the door with smooth, practiced ease.

	“Don’t open that hatch,” Cali said.

	The co-pilot shot her an annoyed look through the screen. He unlocked the door, let the seal pop open, and at least half a dozen men and women grabbed him and pulled him through the hatch. The copilot screamed and vanished into the mass of arms and hands. A crackling noise cut off his shrieks.

	Captain Cantos twisted around. Her eyes went from the dead people and back to her heads-up display. Then to Cali and Gordon and Tessa and Lana, watching it all happen through the screen. She set her hands back to the controls as the wave of dead men and women forced their way through the hatch and flung themselves at her.

	Zombies seized the captain by her arms, shoulders, and head. At least five hands wrapped around her skull. Two squeezed her throat. They pulled back, bending her neck over the top of the flight chair. She roared, a mixture of frustration and fear and rage as she tried to fight them off, tried to get her hands back to the controls.

	“Jesus wept,” said Gordon, looking away from the screen.

	On the screen, Cantos stretched up her feet, got her ankles onto the carrier’s yoke. She heaved her hips up, pulling back on the yoke, lifting herself out of the seat, taking some of the stress off her neck. The controls leaned toward her.

	An emptiness opened up in Cali’s chest, a blank space that pushed up into her throat and down through her stomach.

	The dead things bent Cantos’s neck even harder. In the zero-gee cockpit, the movements thrust many of them up to strike the ceiling. Two spun away, out of view of the camera.

	The three remaining braced themselves, shifted their grips, and pushed down on the captain’s forehead. Cantos let out a gargle that ended in three sharp pops. Only one of them came from her mouth. Her limp legs drifted off the yoke.

	Lana’s face looked waxy. She swayed. She set a hand on the desktop.

	The zombies, left with nothing to kill in the cockpit, floated back toward the main cabin. A dead woman caromed off the edge of the hatch and spun back toward the camera. An ivory hand with lacquered nails and a glittering wedding ring filled the frame and then vanished.

	Tessa moved over to the window and looked up, toward the half-Earth looming in the sky. “They’re going to come down hard.”
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	Cali moved to join Tessa at the window. From Lana’s office she could see the outside of Selene Boulevard, the curve of the main dome, and the long tunnel leading out to the landing fields. Heavy power lines reached across the dusty soil between structures, and a few antennas reached up toward the Earth. Long, inky shadows stretched across everything as the sun crept lower and lower.

	Hundreds, maybe thousands of figures staggered down there, scattered across the broad plains of the Moon. Men in elegant robes, women in formal dresses or suits, children in ragged, dirty shrouds. They reached as far as she could see. Even out to the wide circle of the landing pad.

	Lana sat back down in her chair. She set both hands on the desk, took a deep breath, and pushed it back out. Her breath smelled like vodka.

	Cali looked at Tessa. “How long do you think we have?”

	“I don’t know.” She looked back at the flight plans still open on the desktop. “I only know basic things about the carriers. There’s just too many variables, and they’re still kind of far out, so a small change there could mean a big—”

	“Just guess.”

	Tessa swallowed. “Maybe ten minutes.” She waved a hand at the screen, at the captain’s body floating above her flight chair. “There’s really no way to be sure, though.”

	Cali looked at Gordon.

	The sheriff scowled and swiped at his tab. “This is an emergency,” he called out, and his voice echoed in the hall outside. “Everyone clear both levels of Selene and Chandra immediately. This is not a drill. We’ve got a carrier coming in and it’s not slowing down. I repeat, evacuate sections Selene and Chandra immediately.”

	Lana closed her eyes, sighed, and then opened them to glare at Gordon. She tapped a few controls on her desk. Alarms began to sound.

	Shuffling footsteps and nervous voices leaked through the door. The trickles grew into a steady stream, and then crested into a river for a few moments before dying back to silence.

	Tessa cleared her throat. “If we don’t know where it’s going to come down, isn’t evacuating one or two sections pointless?”

	“They’re the closest to the landing pad,” said Gordon.

	“But we don’t know where it’s coming down,” she repeated.

	Cali set a hand on her arm. “We have to do something, Tessa.”

	“We should probably evacuate, too,” said Lana, straightening up from her chair.

	Gordon pinned her back down with a glare.

	Someone pounded on the door. Cali glanced at the sheriff, but he was having a murmuring conversation with his tab. She reached for the controls just as the door slid open and Jake pushed his way in. “What the hell’s going on? They get back inside?”

	Isme followed him into the office. “I didn’t hear a breach alarm.”

	“It’s the carrier,” Cali said. “It has clients on it.”

	Jake’s expression slid from confused to understanding, then dropped neatly into worried. “Fuck.”

	Isme looked up at the screen and the body drifting in the cockpit. “How bad is it?”

	“It’s a disaster,” Lana said from the chair. Her shoulders sagged.

	“The pilots are both dead,” said Cali. “Possibly a lot of the passengers, too.”

	Isme studied the video feed. “Is their autopilot on?”

	“I don’t think so,” Cali said. “The captain looked like she was trying to adjust something before they killed her.”

	“How long do we have before they ... arrive?” Isme asked.

	Cali glanced at Tessa, then at the clock on the desktop. “Five minutes. Give or take.”

	She looked out the window again, up at the sky. Between the dark, looming Earth and the Moon’s horizon she saw a glimmer of movement. The thin line of the Goddard, reflecting the last low rays of sunlight. She could just pick out the details. It looked like a pair of capsules held together by a bright white superstructure. Back on Earth, sitting on the ground, these standard models looked like beached whales or submarines, and once they’d latched onto an elevator they resembled elaborate Ferris wheel pods. In space, though, they were graceful, sturdy, and fast.

	Too fast in this case.

	“Ahhhhh, hell,” said Gordon. “The landing beacon’s still off.” He raised his tab and flicked through a series of subroutines.

	“They’re pretty much right on course,” said Tessa. “Which is kind of impressive if you think about it.”

	Jake joined them at the window. “How much damage if they hit the landing pad?”

	“Less than if they hit the city,” Lana said.

	“Not good for the pad,” said Gordon. “Not good for any rescue carriers trying to land there.”

	The carrier grew rapidly in the window. Cali could see the cockpit and the power plant at either end, and the rough shape of the climbing array between the two pods.

	“Emergency protocols activating,” said a smooth voice from the screen. It sounded more masculine than the buggy AIs. “Autopilot engaged. Emergency deceleration and landing procedures initiated.”

	Cali swung back to the window. The carrier puffed out shimmering clouds of gas. It didn’t seem to slow down, but it reared up and leaned to the side. The move put it more in line with the landing pad as it rushed forward. Retro jets fired again. And again. Ten kilometers away. Eight. Six.

	On screen, Cantos twitched once. Her fingers flexed. Clawed at the air.

	“All passengers,” said the AI, “brace for impact.”

	The Goddard hit the landing pad at an angle, rear first. The superstructure bent, gas puffed and crystallized around it, a few sparks danced, and the second capsule—the cargo section—shot free like a wet seed squeezed between fingertips. It spun back up above the landing pad, veering off to the side.

	On screen there was a flash of violent action, and the camera went black.

	The landing pad cratered, cracks spreading out through the lunacrete until it crumbled at the edges. Clouds of lunar dust billowed up and tumbled away. The carrier’s superstructure bent more, and the front capsule burst along one side. A cloud of air turned to snow. Bodies spun out across the surface of the Moon. Cali wasn’t sure if they were alive or dead or reanimated. A few clouds of flaming fuel and oxidant swelled up and were smothered by the vacuum.

	Pieces of the carrier’s superstructure launched away, unhindered by atmospheric pressure or harsh gravity. Some of them vanished up into the sky, out of Cali’s view. Others scythed across the ground, crushing cables, antennas, and zombies as they drew jagged paths through the regolith.

	One soared off to the left and struck the main dome of the city. The vibration rang through the walls. The window trembled in front of them.

	The Goddard plowed forward through a series of small storage domes just off the platform. It shared its momentum with them, sending chunks of lunacrete and aluminum out like the flares off a Roman candle. The wreck pushed on a few more meters, grinding up pipes and cables along the ground and knocking zombies beneath its bulk. It crashed against a fourth dome, a larger one halfway between the landing pad and the main structure of Luna City, and finally settled there.

	A few sparks and jets of shimmering gas marked the end of its journey.

	The second pod finished its brief, whirling arc through space and dropped back down onto the lunar surface. It tumbled through a field of solar cells, sending black shards knifing out in every direction. One of them shattered right in front of Cali, exploding against the thick glass. She yelped and flinched back, bumping into Isme.

	Jake flinched, too. “Goddammit.”

	Tessa stared in amazement.

	The lights inside the office flickered.

	Gordon shot a look at Lana and headed out of the office. When the door opened they could hear distant shouts and cries. “I’m going to need all of you on deck,” he said. “People just got one more reason to panic.”

	The door closed behind him.

	A piece of lunacrete the size of Cali’s head soared past and struck the wall just above the window. A few smaller fragments of solar panel impacted and created a haze of black shards. Something else bounced against the window, and she had just enough time to register fingers and a pair of rings before the hand vanished down into the inky shadows below.

	The lights flickered again.

	Cali glanced up at the LED bar. “What the hell is that?”

	“I think Luna City is switching over to fusion power for the night,” Tessa said, “but it’s a little uneven because a bunch of the solar cells were just smashed while they were still online. And I think one of the fusion generators was just destroyed.”

	Lana moved to the window. Outside, a haze of dust and particles drifted down toward the surface. “This is a disaster,” she said.

	Cali glanced at her. “On the plus side, I think you can call DisCorp for an emergency evac now.”

	“I don’t hear any alarms,” said Tessa. “No alarms means no breaches. That’s good, right?”

	Another piece of the carrier’s superstructure hit the dome and scraped its way down across the window. In the few swiftly shrinking bright spots left between the shadows, zombies staggered back to their feet and continued their lurching paths toward the city’s entrances. Cali could see that a few of them had lost legs, and they dragged themselves across the regolith, over ground cables, and past the few that had stopped moving altogether.

	The sun went down, and the shadows swallowed the lunar landscape.

	A chime sounded through the office, and Cali saw Isme’s finger twitch from a haptic tap. She raised her tab. “It’s Henri.”

	“Henri’s still alive?”

	“Apparently.” Isme flicked at a control. “Hey, old friend.”

	“Hey yourself,” Henri’s voice responded. “Good to hear from you.”

	“You too. It’s been ... bad.”

	“I’m sure. Was hoping to talk to Waghid. Is he tied up at the moment?”

	Isme opened her mouth and swayed in place as the words hit her in the chest. Cali wrapped an arm across her shoulders. “Hey, Henri. It’s Cali. Mind if I put you up on a big screen?”

	“You can try, but you won’t get anything. These things, they tore down our main tower out here. I had to jury rig some things just to get an audio signal out.”

	“How did you manage that?” asked Tessa. “Did you use the interior—”

	“It’s not important right now. Is Waghid and everyone else there?”

	Isme took a breath. Closed her eyes. “He’s not.”

	Jake pulled the call over to his own tab. “Waghid’s dead. They got him. Isme’s the boss now.”

	The voice on the tab went silent.

	Cali cleared her throat. “Henri?”

	“Yes, still here. I’m sorry. It didn’t ... I didn’t even consider why my call got routed to you, Isme. You have my sympathies.”

	“Thank you,” she said.

	“And please forgive me for moving on, but I think you’ll still all need to hear this.”

	“Not a social call, then,” said Lana.

	“Mayor Gathol. Hello. No, I’m afraid not. I’ve been going through everyone’s correspondence logs in my spare time, and I noticed—”

	“Wait,” said Jake. “You’ve been doing what?”

	“Going through the logs. Messages, mail, all of that.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I’m very nosy and a bit voyeuristic,” said Henri. “You all knew this. I even told you I’d be doing it.”

	“Did you go through everyone’s emails?” interrupted Tessa. “Just out of curiosity.”

	“Not yet,” he said, “but I know who just jumped to the top of the queue.”

	Tessa muttered something under her breath.

	Cali waved them all to silence. “What did you find?”

	“You all know Megan was Gillyman’s contact here at Osiris, yes? Part of that little off-the-books network of his, sending him tips and picking things up?”

	Isme squared her shoulders and straightened up a bit. “Waghid suspected. It never caused any problems, so he left it alone and didn’t say anything.”

	“Yes, well... She’s looped into a series of back-and-forth emails at the beginning of the week. Gillyman wanted the meteorite that fell on Hades. Megan was going to bring it to him.”

	Cali blinked. “He was trying to get the thing we think is causing all this? For what?”

	“For money,” said Isme. “It’s why he does everything.”

	Jake nodded. “This thing reanimates the dead, I’m betting there’s a few dozen companies and governments back on Earth that’d pay top dollar for it.” He stared at Lana while he spoke.

	“He wasn’t trying to get it,” Henri said. “That’s what I’m telling you. He had it. His new contact at Arawn was Arturo Mendes. The boy sent a message that says he was heading to Osiris with the meteorite, where he’d hand it off to Megan.”

	Cali’s brain leaped ahead. “You mean it’s been—”

	Henri’s voice cut her off. “You salvaged it from his trike when you found him. Unless you dumped it somewhere, it’s in his gear up on the roof of Anubis.”

	“The meteorite wasn’t expanding its range,” said Tessa. “It was moving. We brought it with us.”

	“Son of a bitch,” muttered Jake.
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	“Wait,” said Cali. “If the meteor’s here, do you still have zombies there?”

	“Last I looked,” Henri said. “About two, maybe three hundred left around Osiris. The rest of them, they took off after you when you left.”

	Tessa tapped off some quick calculations on her fingertips. “That means this thing has to have a range of at least two hundred kilometers. That doesn’t make sense. It would’ve overwhelmed Osiris long before you got out to Mendes’s trike.”

	Isme shrugged. “Unless you were also right about it expanding? Would that explain it?”

	“On that note,” Henri said, “someone seems to be banging on the emergency hatch. I’m going to go and double-check all the locks.”

	“Take care of yourself, old-timer,” said Cali.

	“All of you, too.” The line went dead.

	Jake scratched his chin, readjusted his cap. “We’ve been saying this thing’s giving off some kind of radiation, right?”

	“It makes the most sense,” Tessa said with a nod. “At least, based off what we’ve observed.”

	“You get a dose of radiation, doesn’t matter if the source sticks around or not. You’re still burned. The rock gets within a hundred or so klicks of a client, turns them into a zombie. But it doesn’t have to stay in range once the client’s up and about. They already got their dose.”

	“Okay,” said Cali, “so it’s sitting out on top of Anubis. Now what?”

	“Blow it up,” Jake said.

	“With what?”

	“I could rig something.”

	“You’d still have to get whatever you rigged out to Anubis,” Cali said. “Plus, right now we know where the meteor is. Set off an explosion next to it, you might just throw the damned thing fifty Ks in a random direction.”

	“Or back into space,” Jake pointed out.

	“I don’t think you could make an explosion big enough to hit escape velocity,” said Tessa. “Even on the Moon.”

	“Can we just get rid of it?” asked Lana. “Drive it over to the dark side, as far from everything as we can go, and just leave it there.”

	“How?” asked Cali.

	“Thrall the controls of a buggy and drive it away.”

	“They don’t work that way,” said Tessa. “The buggies only thrall to each other. The best we could do is make it follow another one, which somebody would have to drive.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” said Isme. “The batteries were almost exhausted when we pulled in. They didn’t have time to recharge before the docking seal got unhooked, and now the sun’s gone down. Anubis might make it five kilometers at best. We’d have to hook it back up and then wait most of a day.”

	“Okay,” said Cali. “We can’t get rid of it. Can we ... lock it up? Block it somehow so it can’t make any more zombies.”

	“If it’s even what’s making them,” Lana pointed out. “You’re only guessing.”

	Tessa’s eyes opened wide. “Radiation.”

	“We already covered that,” said Jake.

	“No,” she said. “Well, not exactly. We don’t know how it’s doing this, but we know it has to be sending out some kind of energy or signal. Radio waves, microwaves, beta particles, gamma rays—something.”

	Cali caught her breath. “We just block all of it.”

	“Exactly.” Tessa looked at Lana. “You have somewhere to store radioactive material, right? Protocols in case a prospector finds something dangerous?”

	“Yes. Yes, we do,” said Lana. “A big vault in the lab over on Lower Selene.”

	“How big?” asked Jake.

	She held up her hands and outlined a large box. “Take the shelves out, a person’d fit pretty comfy.”

	“It can’t be that big,” said Cali, glancing at Jake. “We carried and moved all his bags.”

	“We sure that’ll do anything about the zombies, though?”

	“It might stop any more from waking up. So the next ship can land without their cargo trying to kill them.”

	“Which still leaves a larger problem,” said Isme. “How do we get it? The clients have unhooked the docking tunnel. If we open the doors, at best there’s dozens of them and a lot of hard vacuum between us and Anubis.”

	“And they’re good at opening spacesuits,” added Tessa.

	Jake stared out the window. “We go out and get it.”

	“Well ... yeah,” said Cali. “Do you have an idea how to do that without getting killed?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Do tell,” said Isme.

	Jake tapped his tab a few times, then glanced at Lana. She nodded and he flicked the big 3-D map of Luna City onto her desktop. He pulled at the map until it doubled in size, then pointed at a few squares high up on the dome of Luna City. “Hatches, right?”

	Lana nodded. “I believe so. They’re for cleaning off the high windows. We only use them once or twice a year.”

	“Okay,” said Jake. His eyes found Cali’s, and she could see the trust me sitting behind them. His fingers stretched out over the map. “Anubis is parked here. We come out of this hatch, and we slide down to the top of Aldrin Avenue. Run along that to the end and then we jump to Anubis.”

	“Jump?” echoed Cali.

	“Can’t be done,” said Lana.

	“Course it can,” Jake said. “It’s the screw-off Olympics, just with killer zombies instead of imaginary lava.”

	“Oh, well, once you put it like that it sounds perfectly safe,” said Tessa.

	Jake waved their attention back to the map. “The zombies undid the couplings at the end, but the avenue’s a solid structure. We run down the length of it, jump to the roof, get the rock, climb down onto the back porch, and done. Rock goes in the samples airlock, we port our suits, and we’re inside.”

	“We’ll need suits,” said Cali. “And we’ll need to clear out all the ones that are ported to Anubis now. That’ll take time.”

	“We’ll be up on the porch,” Jake said. “They can’t get to us up there. Mendes couldn’t. They couldn’t back at Osiris. A ladder’s too complicated for them.”

	“But opening spacesuits and stabbing someone with a screwdriver, they can do instinctively,” Tessa said.

	“Hey, can’t explain it, but I’m not going to complain about it.”

	“We’d still need spacesuits to get out there,” Isme said with a nod to Cali.

	“What’s Anubis?” asked Lana. “An old Type 40?”

	Jake and Tessa both nodded.

	“We should have a couple compatible suits in storage. Might even have the right sizes.”

	Jake nodded. “So we slide, jump, and we’re on Anubis.”

	“And surrounded by zombies,” Tessa added.

	“Right. Hopefully they’ll all come after us. Most of them, anyway. We drive Anubis through them, around to the far side of Luna City, and we dock here.” Jake spun the map and tapped the farthest door on Gagarin Avenue.

	“They’ll just disconnect that one, too,” said Isme.

	“They’ll have to get there first,” Cali said with a slow nod. “We’ll have enough time to dock, disembark, and make it past the first airlock.”

	“Glad it’s already we,” said Jake. “Didn’t want to have to do this alone.”

	“Just figure it saves time if I’m already out there when you trip and screw up.”

	He barked out a laugh. “That’s the spirit.”

	“And me,” said Isme. “I’ll go.”

	“Look,” Jake said, and paused. “Boss, I think you should—”

	“How well did you ever do in the screw-off Olympics? You’re one of the worst jumpers on the Moon.”

	“It’s still the Moon. I can jump five meters, easy.”

	“I’m coming, Jake.”

	He opened his mouth, thought better, gestured at the map again. “Cali and I dumped three bodies in this dock hallway. Gordon gets a team together, and they can be putting down any zombies at their end of the hallway while we dock. We run to the plaza, down Selene, and throw the damned rock right into the vault. Done.”

	“We hardlocked the doors to the avenues,” said Cali. “Resetting them will take a while.”

	“Not really,” Tessa said. “It takes so long to reset a hardlock because of all the tests and protocols that have to be checked. If we just want to open the door, I bet we can do it in ... half an hour? An hour at most?”

	Jake pushed at the map, sliding the view out and showing them all of Luna City again.

	“Well,” said Cali. “Who wants to go for a walk outside in the dark with a few thousand zombies?”
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	Months of dust had clogged the releases on the hatch. Cali and Jake threw their weight against the lever and felt it grind through centimeters of grit. It jammed once, twice, and finally hit the release point.

	“Figures,” said Gordon, his voice echoing in his helmet. His suit was a slimmer, newer model with bright white panels against red Nomex. “Goddamn dust gets into everything out here.”

	The odd-shaped airlock with the sloped ceiling barely held the four of them. Gordon and Isme stayed pressed against the interior hatch while Cali and Jake wrestled with the controls. The short stepladder leading up to the high-mounted exterior hatch made it tough to get decent leverage.

	Cali turned to glance at the sheriff, then back to Jake. They threw their shoulders against the hatch. The hinges were just as clogged with dust, and the hatch resisted as they heaved.

	Jake shifted and bumped his helmet against hers. Particles cascaded down through the gap, sparkling in the interior lights. The hatch grudgingly moved another twenty centimeters, twenty more, and finally locked open when they’d pushed it perpendicular to the dome.

	She leaned out the open hatch. Swirls and slides of dust decorated the smooth surface of the dome. To either side, a scattering of external lights let her glimpse the shapes of Khonsu and Chandra, two of the city’s broad arms, reaching out like massive fallen trees. Almost thirty meters below, she could just pick out the dark gray line of Aldrin Avenue in the blackness. Near the end of Aldrin, maybe a quarter-kilometer away, she could just barely see the white-and-glass capsule of Anubis, marked out by its running lights.

	Down below, thousands of undead clients drifted in and out of the shafts of light. Maybe tens of thousands. They hadn’t done an actual count yet.

	“How’s it look?” asked Isme.

	“Far away,” Cali answered. “Dark.”

	“It’ll be fine,” said Jake. “You want to head out first or you want me to?”

	Cali turned her head to look at the frame of the hatch around her helmet. “I’m here. I’ll go.”

	“Last chance for anyone to back out,” he said.

	“I’m good.”

	“So am I,” said Isme. “Let’s go.”

	Cali set one boot on the bottom rung of the stepladder, lifted her other one from the floor, and her next step carried her out onto the dome.

	Dust slid away from her feet. It cascaded down the side of the dome and vanished into darkness just a meter away. She turned, found the handhold line right where it was supposed to be. Just a wire cord stretching around the dome so anyone working outside could clip on and not worry about falling. Her fingers closed over it and she took another step away from the hatch. This high up the dome, she barely noticed the slope. In part because she could barely see anything two meters from the hatch. She reached up with her free hand and switched on her suit’s floodlights. Brilliant circles of light appeared on the lunacrete and spilled out around her.

	Jake came out next. He switched on his own lights, grabbed the line, and gestured for her to move along. A minute later, Isme joined them out on the surface of the dome.

	Gordon stepped up, but not out of the hatch. “You got everything?”

	Jake turned to look at Cali, then to Isme, and past her to the sheriff. “Guess so.”

	“Tessa,” asked Cali, “how’s that hardlock coming?”

	Her voice echoed in their helmets. “Almost there. I’m leaving one seal in place, just in case something on the other side’s trying to get in. Should be able to open it in about twenty minutes.”

	“Excellent,” said Jake. “We’ll say when.”

	“Happy landing,” Tessa said. “Don’t break a leg.”

	“I thought breaking a leg was good luck,” said Jake.

	“Only in a theater,” Cali said. “Out here it just means ... breaking your leg.”

	“Are we going to do this?” asked Isme.

	“Yeah,” said Jake. He turned so she could see his face through his helmet’s visor. “Gonna do it, and it’s gonna work fine.”

	Isme managed a weak smile. “That sounded much more convincing inside.”

	They shuffled along the dome for a few meters until Aldrin Avenue stretched straight out below them.

	“It looks very narrow from up here,” said Isme.

	“It’s not,” said Cali. “You know it isn’t. We just walked through it yesterday.”

	“Just making the observation.”

	“Okay,” Jake said. “My dumb idea, so I’ll go first.”

	“You sure this is going to work?” asked Isme.

	“Well, Tessa didn’t say anything, and she seems to take a lot of pleasure in pointing out when one of us is wrong about something.”

	“You know your comm channel’s still open, right?” echoed Tessa’s voice. “That’s mean, if you’re saying things like that when you know I’ll hear them.”

	Cali bit back a laugh.

	Jake let go of the handhold line and crouched down on the dome. He waddled down the slope, dropped onto his butt, and inched himself forward. He started to slide.

	In seconds his speed increased. He sank below the dome’s horizon, and a loud bang and clatter echoed over all of their speakers. Down below, his floodlights shook and bounced away from the dome before coming to rest.

	Cali stretched up and aimed her own lights below. “Jake?”

	“Jake, please answer,” said Isme.

	“Give me a chance to answer,” he called out.

	Cali relaxed. “You okay?”

	“Yeah,” he said. His floodlights shifted, swung, and pointed up at them. “Yeah, mostly. Hit a little faster than I planned, and it sent me rolling.”

	“Why ‘mostly’?” asked Isme.

	“Ehhh,” he said. “I cracked my visor.”

	Cali caught her breath. Isme’s eyes went wide in her helmet. “What? How bad?”

	“It’s fine. Maybe a two-inch crack. We’ve all had worse. Nothing to worry about.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Yeah,” he said. “Come on, who’s next?”

	Cali and Isme looked at each other. “I guess me,” said Cali.

	“Okay,” said Jake. “Line up on my lights. I’m right in the middle of the Aldrin roof. Slide down, use your hands to guide you if you start to drift a bit.”

	“Anything else?”

	“Nope. It’s going to take you all of five seconds.”

	Cali looked down at the twin floodlights of Jake’s suit, shuffled a few inches to her right, and let go of the line. She lowered herself into a squat, inched forward, and dropped onto her ass. The suit’s pack shifted and tugged at her shoulders. She pushed herself forward with her hands, pushed again, and the lunacrete began to slip out from under her.

	The dome dropped away fast, and she sailed into the shadows, outracing Jake’s attempt to keep his lights on her. Her hands pressed down, trying to slow her slide, and the surface smacked the palms of her gloves away. For a second she fell, aware she was practically upright again, and then the hallway roof rushed up at her out of the dark and slammed into her boots. She bounced, went a few feet into the air with a yelp, and Jake grabbed her knee and tugged her back down.

	“Fuck me,” she barked out as her feet settled onto the lunacrete.

	“You okay?”

	“Just caught me off guard.” She took a few steps, bouncing lightly on her toes and stretching her feet.

	Cali turned to look at Jake. A short white line floated above his left cheek. The crack in his visor.

	“It’s nothing,” he said, seeing her gaze. “Seriously. You know the specs. These things are tough as hell.”

	She turned away, ready to aim her own floodlights back up at Isme, and the twin beams panned out across the Moon. The surface moved like an ocean, complete with currents and eddies. Hundreds of zombies filled the space around Aldrin Avenue. Men. Women. Children. All ages. All colors. Bald and braided and buzz-cut. All dressed in the finest suits and dresses and robes. Their frozen eyes gazed back at her.

	“Jesus.”

	“They can’t get up here,” he said. “Don’t worry.”

	Cali panned the light across them again. On a handful of them the burial clothes had crumbled at the shoulders and elbows, revealing pallid, frozen flesh. As they reached up, countless cufflinks and rings and bracelets and watches gleamed in the harsh glare of the floodlights.

	She shuddered and turned away. “It’s easy, Isme,” she said. “Just be ready for the jolt at the end.”

	“I’m ready.” Up above, the small figure crouched down, vanishing behind the curve of the dome. “Here I come.”

	This time Cali caught the faint rasping noise she’d overlooked when Jake slid. The sliding sounds inside Isme’s suit, played over her comm.

	Off to her right Isme rose up along the edge of the dome. The other woman had aimed wrong, or maybe veered while she slid. Her hands pushed down, almost lifting her up off the surface.

	“Turn,” yelled Cali. “Turn now!”

	“Push!” shouted Jake.

	A dozen meters above them, Isme slammed her hands down and kicked at the dome. It flipped her up, head over heels, and she tumbled down. She howled. Cali and Jake ran to the edge of the hallway, reaching for her.

	Isme’s suit rolled again, bounced, and soared away from the dome. Cali twisted and leaped back to keep her in her sights. She looked up, reached out, tried to spot the other suit through her visor...

	Isme was too far over. Between the momentum of her descent and the tumble, she crashed to the lunar surface almost twenty meters away from the avenue. Her pack took the brunt of the landing. Cali heard her grunt on impact.

	The zombies closed in on her.

	“Get up!” yelled Jake. “No time, get up and run. Now!”

	The wave of clients closed in around Isme, blocking her from view.

	“Come on!” Cali shouted. She turned her floodlights at the dome. “There’s a service ladder maybe ten meters from you. You can jump to it!”

	“Get up!”

	Isme lurched up to her feet, surrounded by the undead. She swung her heavy, spacesuited arms, batted their grasping hands away, and broke through the circle.

	Heading away from the dome.

	“No,” yelled Cali. “Wrong way!”

	“Circle back,” Jake called out. “Isme, turn left! You’ve got to come back around.”

	She vanished into the darkness, just a flicker of floodlights glimpsed through the hordes or against a structure. Her breathing echoed over their speakers. “I’m okay,” she said. “Just ... just give me a minute.”

	“There’s too many to outrun on foot,” said Cali. “You have to get up on a tower or a shed or something.”

	Isme gasped, and a nearby scaffolding tower lit up as her floodlights hit it. Cali’s lights flitted over something sailing through space, and she heard the clang as the spacesuit collided with the tower. Isme gasped again, and Cali’s floodlights found her clinging to one of the aluminum crossbeams above the crowd of zombies.

	“Fucking hell,” sighed Jake.

	“Everyone okay out there?” asked Gordon’s voice.

	“Just wonderful,” said Isme. The distant figure lurched upward, then up again. “I thought the day couldn’t get any worse.” Her voice cracked.

	“Get up high,” said Cali. “Once we have Anubis we’ll circle around and get you.”

	“I don’t know if I can get any higher. The next crossbar’s almost two meters up.”

	“Stay right where you are,” said Jake. “Get comfy. Rest. Don’t look down.”

	Isme barked out a grim laugh.

	Cali and Jake exchanged a look and then fell in next to each other, lumbering down along the hallway roof.

	The top of the structure had been built flat, probably to make it easier on maintenance people. It could’ve been a wide sidewalk. A topwalk, Cali mused. Their two spacesuits easily fit side by side.

	Cali could feel her legs ache at the steady pace, wanting to bound and leap ahead. But there were only a handful of work lights, and the topwalk stretched off into the dark. It was probably smooth and flat up ahead, but she didn’t like the idea of stumbling over some cache of tools or a junction box. Maybe even tumbling like Isme had, and sliding down the sloped sides of Aldrin to the ground.

	She twisted her body, turned her shoulders, and aimed her floodlights down along the side of the avenue. The undead stumbled along, staying as close as they could. The tallest still stood a good three meters too short to reach the topwalk. Their hands stretched out anyway, fingers grasping in the vacuum of space.

	The speakers in her helmet let out a soft pop, the sound of a private channel opening.

	“You okay?”

	She looked over at Jake. “I guess.”

	“Just stay focused. We’re doing fine.”

	“Isme’s stuck halfway up a communications tower.”

	“Better than being dead at the bottom of it. She survived, she’s safe for now. That’s all that matters.”

	“You think?”

	“What do you mean?”

	Cali tried to look back over her shoulder, but the bulk of the suit stopped her. “She’s lost her husband, her friends, she’s watched all this happen, and now she’s surrounded by these things, waiting on us. I know I wouldn’t be in great shape.”

	“So let’s not make her wait long. Pick up the pace a bit.”

	Their lumber turned into more of a lope. They passed a three-way fork in the avenue, continued straight along the topwalk, and then veered right at a two-way fork. She could see the running lights on Anubis straight ahead.

	Another two minutes of walking brought them to the docking end of the avenue, where a flexible polymer sleeve extended out on articulated arms and rollers to seal against the side of a buggy. Every base on the Moon had two or three. Luna City had six. Cali half-remembered a whole class on the technology during orientation. Drones could guide it into place no matter where the buggy parked, and a dozen failsafes made it impossible for any sort of accident to disengage the seal.

	Of course, this hadn’t been an accident.

	Even to her barely trained eye, the struts sat crooked, and at least two of the articulated arms bent the wrong way. The whole sleeve sagged across the top, as if the supports beneath it had been broken or pulled out. The undead flowed into the space between the hallway and the buggy. Cali guessed the wreckage of the sleeve hid even more of them.

	She stood on the edge of the lunacrete hallway and looked across the wrecked docking sleeve to Anubis. The buggy looked fine. Its side hatch seemed to be sealed shut.

	“I’d call it five meters,” said Jake. “Five and a half, tops.”

	“Closer to six, I think,” she said.

	“Yeah?”

	She nodded inside her helmet and raised her arms in front of her. “The Gravedigger makes holes that are, what, two and a half meters? Two of those end to end, stretched out in front of us...”

	Jake sighed. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”

	“Still think you can jump it?”

	His shoulders rocked side to side. “Probably.”

	“Want me to go first?”

	He turned to stare at her. “You sure you can make it?”

	“Jumping’s one of the only things I was good at back on Earth.”

	“Track and field?”

	Cali shook her head.

	“You know,” he said, “strikes me that you never talk about why you’re up here.”

	“No, I don’t.”

	He met her gaze, waited, and then nodded. “Fair enough. What do you think? You go first and then you can save my sorry ass when I miss the roof by half a meter?”

	She looked over at Anubis. “Are you sure about this?”

	“Yeah. I’m just trying to deflect with comedy.” He tapped the controls on his sleeve, and she heard the background echo of their comm channel opening back up. “Those who care,” he announced, “we’re about to jump.”

	“We’re good here,” said Tessa’s voice.

	“I’ve got some people standing by at Gagarin with baseball bats,” Gordon’s voice added. “We’ll have a path ready for you.”

	Cali furrowed her brow. “Where the hell did you get baseball bats?”

	“Gift shop,” Gordon said.

	She looked at Jake. “Luna City Greys,” he said over their private channel. “Marketing gimmick some people thought up two or three years ago. Caps, shirts, bats, all sorts of stuff.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Is that where you got your cap?”

	“Fuck no. That’s a Cleveland Spiders cap I got from my dad.”

	Cali tapped a control on her sleeve. “Isme, you still okay over there?”

	“I think so,” she replied. “Most of them followed you, but I still have about two dozen clustered around the base of the tower.”

	“They close to you?”

	“No. Even when they reach up, they’re still almost a meter below me.”

	“Okay,” Cali said. “In about five minutes we’re going to be in Anubis and coming to get you.”

	“I’ll be waiting.”

	Jake crouched down and swept some dust from the topwalk with his fingers. A band of steel appeared at the end, right where the sleeve began. “Here’s your launch point,” he said. “Last solid step.”

	“Okay.” Cali took a few steps back. Then a few more. The spacesuit suddenly felt very clumsy and awkward. She took three deep breaths, forcing herself to let them out slow.

	“Don’t go nuts,” he told her. “Push too hard, you’ll go right past Anubis and land out on the plain somewhere. Just think of the times you’d jump up on one of the buggy’s porches. It’s just screwing around.”

	“The screw-off Olympics,” she said.

	“Exactly. Just having fun. No pressure. Don’t think about it.”

	“You’ve got a lot of coaching tips for the guy who’s supposed to be the worst jumper on the Moon.”

	“Well, what do they say? Those who can’t...”

	Cali started running before her nerve could break. Three bounding steps carried her back to him. Her foot hit the steel band. Her legs tightened, flexed, kicked up and out in a beautiful grand jeté, and she sailed into the air.
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	NORTH-SIX RELAY ANTENNA

	 

	Isme shifted on the crossbeam and tried to lift her legs a few centimeters higher. The zombies below her drifted to the left, like filings following a magnet. Her fingers flexed on the aluminum strut. No immediate danger of losing her grip, but she couldn’t let her mind wander and have her fingers slide.

	Not with all those things waiting to kill her down below.

	She’d always been good at compartmentalizing. You had to be, if you were going to be a successful Caretaker. She’d buried her own father three years ago. Took care of every step of it herself while Waghid and the others stood back. Four family friends had passed through Osiris. And children. Thousands of children.

	If you couldn’t compartmentalize, you’d go mad.

	She reminded herself of all this as she stuffed the sheer terror freezing her heart down into its own compartment. No time for it now. She could deal with it later with her friends. For now, it stayed sealed up and stored away. Calm face. Steel nerves.

	She’d have to deal with Waghid later, too. With the absence of him. With the bed that would never be warm again. The trips they’d never take. The rank and responsibility she’d never wanted. That all got stored away, too.

	“Isme? Is that you up there?”

	She straightened up. The HUD display showed an open channel—a private channel—between her and another suit. “Jake? Did you make it back already?”

	“No, it’s me. I didn’t think I was going to find you.”

	The inside of her suit got very cold, despite what the display said. “Waghid?”

	“Yeah. I’m down here.”

	Three sharp taps vibrated up through the antenna tower. Someone banging on one of the leg struts. The strut clamped between her fingers.

	The compartment swelled, and she pushed it back down before it could burst. “If this is someone’s idea of a joke, it’s in pretty damned poor taste,” she said. “Not to mention particularly bad timing.”

	“Hon, I swear, it’s me. There was a mix-up. Jake and Cali saw one of the workers get attacked in the mortuary and thought it was me. Gordon just got me out twenty minutes ago.”

	“Waghid is dead.”

	“I’m not.”

	“I saw your body,” she snapped, and immediately regretted the phrasing. He was dead. She knew it.

	“It was the guy who looked like me. He was so messed up nobody wanted to look too close.”

	Such a pleasant thing to believe. Waghid, holding his own for hours in the mortuary until someone realized their mistake. Him running out to save her from the—

	Isme leaned forward, tried to aim her helmet’s floodlights down at the base of the tower, but she couldn’t bend far enough. The circles of light hit a few meters away from the antenna and reflected off a dozen frozen eyes staring up at her. “It’s all zombies down there. How are they not attacking you? Whoever you are.”

	“They’re so slow they’re harmless. How do you think I survived for most of a day locked up with them?”

	“They’re not harmless. They’ve killed almost fifty—”

	“Look.” A hand reached out into the floodlights’ beam and shoved one of the zombies in the shoulder. An old white man with white hair and white eyes. The dead man tipped to the side and fell in a heap. “See? Harmless. We’ve been panicking so much about them we’ve been hurting ourselves.”

	Had the hand been wearing a glove? It passed through the light so fast, she couldn’t be sure. It had seemed small, though. She looked at her own hand, wrapped in a gauntlet of plastic and Ortho.

	Two more taps vibrated through the strut. “Come on. Let’s get you down from there and back inside. The A-1 dock’s right over there.”

	She looked off toward Aldrin. The dock had its own lights, maybe thirty meters away. A few zombies stood there like statues. Men and women, slowly swaying in the vacuum.

	“No,” she said. “Waghid is dead. This is someone’s idea of a sick joke, and once I find out who you are, I swear everyone on the Moon is going to take turns kicking your—”

	“Hon, I swear, it’s me. What’ll make you believe me? My birthday is June 27th, yours is October ninth. You sleep on the left side of the bed and you always snore after sex. Your sister hates me for bringing you up here.”

	Her vision blurred. She felt tears on her cheeks.

	“Come on down. We can beat Jake and Cali back inside.”

	“No,” she said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you can’t be Waghid.”

	“I am.”

	“I’m not coming down.”

	“It’s okay, hon.” A heavier vibration shook through the strut, and then another. The antenna trembled. “I’ll climb up there and help you.”
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	ANUBIS

	 

	As she sailed through space, Cali caught a glimpse of the figures below—dozens of figures below—reaching up for her. Her focus snapped back to the roof rack. Her momentum bled away, she started to descend, and she landed perfectly on top of the buggy. Her boots slid a few inches, and she threw her weight back, arms wide.

	“Holy fuck,” said Jake. “The judges go wild and award some of their highest scores yet.”

	Cali stood statue-still. Took another breath. Assured herself she wasn’t going to tumble over the railing and into the horde below.

	She turned and gave Jake a thumbs-up. “Nothing to it.”

	“Hah.” He turned and lumbered back a few meters. “Ready for me?”

	She looked down, behind her, and braced one boot against the pile of packs and cases. “Go,” she said. “I’ll catch.”

	Jake threw himself forward. His movements weren’t as graceful as hers, but they had years of experience behind them. She wore the spacesuit, but he lived in it. He ran forward, hit the band of steel, and slipped.

	It wasn’t a huge slip. She spotted the problem. His boot went too far, didn’t have enough solid beneath it. Rather than truly launching himself, he’d just added to the momentum of his run. He sailed straight across the gap, his body tilting forward.

	Cali lunged forward onto her stomach. He wasn’t going to make it. He was already too low and sinking.

	Jake slammed headfirst into the side of Anubis, just below the railing. A sharp ping and a short scream echoed in the speakers.

	She threw her arms out, got them around his helmet, and heaved. She could feel other impacts through the suit as the things yanked him down. Jake thrashed, kicked, and his helmet slipped through the bulky arms of her suit.

	“Stop fighting!”

	“They’ve got my leg!”

	She heaved up and got one hand in his armpit. She pulled again and his hands grabbed at the top rail. She wrestled herself into a squat and shoved down with her thighs, dragging him up.

	Jake thrashed one more time.

	She leaned back, he came over the rail, and the two of them tumbled down onto the collection of bags and packs strapped on the roof of Anubis.

	Cali pushed Jake off her. “You okay?”

	“I’m alive.” He pushed himself up to his feet, then slid one boot forward. “You mind getting that for me?”

	Two of the three latches on his boot had been released. She could see the seal bulging as the air inside pushed to get out. “They’re quick.”

	“I’ve noticed.”

	She pressed one latch down, had him shift his weight, and snapped the other one closed. “Anything else?”

	“Nope.”

	“Then let’s grab this thing and get back inside.” She turned to the bags stored on the roof and tried to remember what the one they’d taken from Arturo Mendes had looked like. “Where’d you put it?”

	“Not sure,” he said. “Been trying to remember, but I’ve had a couple other things on my mind since then.”

	“The old-fashioned way, then.” Cali bent, unhooked one of the straps, and tossed it aside. The heavy hook drifted through space, dragging the band of nylon behind it. She pulled a bag over to check the one below it.

	Jake undid the strap closest to him. “Standard Arawn bag. Black stripes.”

	“It’s night on the Moon,” she said, flipping over another pack. “All the stripes are black.”

	“Wiseass.”

	Their floodlights made harsh shadows and bright reflections across the pile. Cali recognized her own bag and pushed it aside. Beneath it was one of the buggy’s emergency packs. Next was Tessa’s bag—she recognized the silver nameplate with its blocky font. Under that was—

	“I think I’ve got it.”

	She hefted the floppy pack up, getting more light on it. The black stripes and Arawn logo stretched along the side. The way it hung on her hand, the pack felt like it held one big thing, maybe wrapped in towels or clothes.

	“Excellent,” said Jake. “Let’s get it inside.”

	They moved to the back of Anubis. Jake dropped onto the porch. Cali let the bag fall, then stepped off the roof and drifted down herself.

	The zombies around the porch reached for the two Caretakers. Their fingers clawed at the vacuum. Small crystals of ice glinted on their pale flesh. Cali guessed there were at least forty of them around the raised platform. On the right, closest to the avenue and Luna City, their numbers stretched into the dark.

	Jake already had the small utility airlock open between the four ported spacesuits. He turned the bag around twice before it fit in the cabinet-sized space. He closed the door and cranked the handle.

	His attention shifted to the spacesuits. He reached up to run a gloved finger along the collar of the closest one. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s dump some of these suits.” His microphone popped with the words, letting out a sharp click at the end.

	He pulled the first lever and one of the spare suits slumped forward onto the porch. Cali grabbed it by the shoulder and shoved it toward the edge of the platform. The zombie hands found it, dragged it off, pushed it down and out of their way. The second spacesuit fell from its bracket. She caught it, swung it around, and watched the horde wrestle it out of sight.

	“You see that?”

	“What?”

	“They don’t even try to open the suits. They just push them aside.”

	“There’s nothing in ’em.”

	“Yeah, I’m just surprised they realize that. There’s no hesitation, even though the suits are big and bulky and kinda rigid. They just know they’re empty.”

	“Smart zombies. Great.”

	“Maybe instinctive zombies?”

	“Who knows?” He tapped his sleeve. “Isme, you ready for a rescue?”

	Cali counted out five heartbeats worth of silence.

	“Isme,” repeated Jake, “you reading me?”

	Another voice came on the line. “Jake,” said Gordon. He sounded tired. “I just got the alert.”

	A triple chime sounded in Jake’s helmet and echoed in Cali’s. Jake looked down at his tab. “FUCK!”

	“What’s wrong?” she asked. “What happened?”

	Jake flopped back against the buggy’s rear wall and held up his arm. A string of command codes swirled across the surface, overlapping with his deputy’s badge. “I just became the new head Caretaker of Osiris.”

	Cali opened her mouth to respond, then looked over in the direction of the antenna tower. The two floodlights had vanished. “They ... they must’ve dragged her down.”

	“Maybe.” Jake’s fist pounded the wall at his side. “Fuck this. Fuck all of this.” He slammed it into the wall again and glared out at the zombies. “Fuck all of you!” Another faint crackle came over her speakers as he shouted.

	Their hands stretched up for him.

	“We’ve got to go,” Cali said. “We need to get this thing locked away before the next ship comes.”

	“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s get you in there.” He stepped aside and gestured back at the empty brackets. He kept staring out at the horde.

	Cali backed toward the bracket, paused. “What?”

	“What what?”

	“What are you looking at?” she asked.

	“Nothing. Get in the bracket.”

	From this angle, she couldn’t see his face, but she could see the arc of his visor. Something small and red moved near the bottom edge. A thin line, like a streak of blood or a...

	“Is there a warning light going off in your helmet?”

	“Just get in the damned bracket, Cali.”

	She stepped forward, grabbed his arm, and turned him around.

	At first, she didn’t notice. Then he shifted his shoulders, his helmet moved, and the hairline crack in the visor became a bold white line in the glare of the buggy’s running lights.

	No, two lines. The small scar now stretched up to top of his helmet and back down, an inverted V across his face.

	“Oh, hell,” she said.

	“It’s okay,” he told her. “Just get in the bracket.”

	“How bad is it?”

	“I’ll be fine.” He tried to guide her backwards.

	She shook him off. “Isme’s dead and you’ve got warning lights going off in your suit, Jake! How bad is it?!”

	He sighed. His arm came up and he opened their private channel. “Bad.”

	“Then you go first. I’ll figure it out alone. Might take me a couple tries, but I...”

	His head went side to side in the helmet.

	“What?” she asked.

	“I can’t go in the bracket. Too much damage.”

	“You said they were built to take damage!”

	“Yeah,” he said, “they’re just amazing. For one use.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“It’s like every piece of safety equipment. Saves your ass once, and then you chuck it and get a new one. Smacked it hard coming down the dome, then again when I tried to head-butt Anubis a few minutes ago.” He gestured at the bulk of the buggy. “One accident too many.”

	She turned him to check his pack. “But you can still get in the bracket. Nothing’s damaged there.”

	He sighed. “Know how your ears pop when you lock in? That’s a pressure shift from the seal. Nothing much, just an increase of fourteen or fifteen kilopascals. But enough to blow out the visor. That’s what the lights are saying: Don’t try to port the suit.”

	“But you can port it and then go straight in. You’d only be exposed for a couple of...”

	He shook his head. “Just like Daniel. No helmet, no seal. The lock won’t open. I’d just be trapped here.”

	“Okay,” she said. “Okay, so I’ll go in. I can drive Anubis around, and as soon as we’re there you can just run in and—”

	“I won’t make it,” he told her. “Suit’s estimating ten minutes until visor integrity fails.”

	“So we go to a closer airlock!”

	He waved his arm at the zombies around them. “And we get to it how?”

	“We just...”

	“It’s okay,” Jake said. “It’s ... good.”

	“There’s got to be something else,” said Cali. “Another way.”

	“Not unless you’ve got a spare helmet stashed in your tool pouch.”

	Her face lit up. “We do.” She gestured at the two remaining suits on the porch. “Just like emergency training. Turn up your mix, saturate your blood. You take that helmet off, I get one of these on you, and—”

	“It’s the wrong collar,” he said. “I checked as soon as we got down here. Ours are retrofitted so they’ll work with the buggies, but the main suit components aren’t interchangeable.”

	“GODDAMMIT!”

	“Just go inside, Cali.”

	She looked out at the horde of zombies. Scenarios ran through her mind. Plowing the buggy back and forth until this dock was clear. Driving full speed to the next dock. The silly thought crossed her mind that if he could just hold his breath for a few minutes, they could make it. She knew she could hold her breath for two minutes, even though the pressure change would...

	“We’ve got a helmet,” said Cali.

	“Where?”

	She reached up, tapped her own visor.

	He stared at her for a moment and then shook his head. “No. No way. I won’t let you.”

	“It’ll work.”

	“No way.”

	“We can do this,” she insisted. “It takes fifteen seconds for the suit to do an emergency restore. Say ten seconds to get the helmet off me and onto you, ten for you to get inside once pressure’s restored, another ten to get the helmet back on me, and then I restore.”

	“You’re nuts.”

	“I can last forty-five seconds. We can reset the air pressure inside Anubis to deal with decompression sickness.”

	“You’re fucking nuts. Your eyeballs can freeze in forty-five seconds. You’ll lose both your eardrums.”

	“You got a better idea?”

	A faint tinkling noise rang over their channel, and the crack on his visor split again, drawing a new line out over his cheek. “You go in and don’t watch my head freeze solid.”

	She adjusted the controls of her suit. “Reset your mix. Heavy oxygen. Hyperventilate.”

	“I’m not letting you do this.”

	“I’m not letting you die,” she countered, “so you better start taking deep breaths or I’m taking this helmet off for nothing.”

	“I’m your boss now. Head of Osiris.”

	“I just quit.”

	“Goddammit, Cali.”

	“We’re not going to die,” she said. “Either of us. We can do this.”

	He took a breath. Nodded. Then he reached down and adjusted his suit controls.

	They spent a minute staring at each other, taking deep breaths. Jake maneuvered around her, lined himself up with the porting bracket. Until now, she’d never seen him do it and look nervous.

	The zombies stretched across the porch. Fingertips scraped against the side of Cali’s boot.

	Cali undid the two side latches of her helmet. A Christmas tree of warning lights flared to life inside her collar. She swallowed. “You ready?”

	“Nope. You?”

	“Not remotely. On three?”

	“On three.”

	“Put your hands on the helmet,” she said. “We don’t want it bouncing away when I pop the last seal.”

	“We get through this, you crazy bitch, I’m buying you dinner for a year. Dinner, desserts, drinks, breakfast.”

	She managed a nervous laugh. “That breakfast at your place?”

	“Sure,” he said. “Sex is fine, too. You name it.”

	“Let’s start with dinner. A woman likes a little romance, even on the Moon.”

	“Fuck the Moon. I’m on the next flight out of here. You want dinner, follow me back to Earth.”

	A faint chime snapped over the comm. One arm of the crack spread another inch.

	“Breathe out hard on three,” she said. “Nothing left in your lungs.”

	He nodded.

	“One,” she said, tensing her hands on the last latch.

	“Two.” Their words echoed on the comm.

	“Three.”

	Jake slammed himself back into the bracket. His visor exploded into a dozen pieces as she pulled the last latch and felt the air blast out of her suit.
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	College junior Cali Washington and seven of her friends had spent New Year’s at a mountain cabin just north of Sacramento. Although calling it a cabin was a bit misleading, she’d discovered. Deacon’s parents more or less had their own personal ski lodge, complete with numerous rooms, a fully stocked bar, a hot tub, and even a pool.

	One of the other boys, Seth or Jess or something, had come up with the idea of jumping into the unheated pool just after midnight. “If you spend the first minute of the year cold, naked, and wet,” he explained, “everything after that has to be better.”

	Cali knew it was more about getting her and the other women to take their clothes off, but she’d had enough vodka at that point it didn’t seem like a big deal. She’d dropped her pants, pulled her shirt and bra over her head, and plunged into the pool chased by cheers and applause.

	The icy water, just a few degrees above freezing, had slashed at her like razors. The air exploded out of her lungs as she screamed underwater. Her fingers and toes and arms and legs went numb in an instant. The cold pushed its way into her, chilled places that had been warm her entire life. The speed of it left her heart racing with terror.

	She’d forced her limbs to move and clawed her way to the surface after what felt like five or ten minutes beneath the cold surface. Her friends dragged her out, and she spent the rest of New Year’s wrapped in blankets in front of the fireplace. Almost an hour had passed before she stopped shivering. It was the coldest she’d ever been in her entire life.

	Until now.

	Oh, God, my life’s flashing before my eyes.

	The heaters in the suit tried to compensate, but she could feel her tears freezing in the corners of her eyes, ice forming on her teeth and tongue. Her scalp was numb. Moisture boiled out of her cheeks and ears, froze on her nose and lips and eyelids.

	Jake had the helmet. She still had one hand on it, but he had pulled it to him, fit it over his own head. She didn’t know what had happened to his helmet. Had he flung it away? Dropped it?

	The cold seeped down through her open collar, overpowering the heaters. It crawled into her shoulders, slid across her chest, crept down her back. Her arms trembled as it pushed into her bones.

	How long had it been? Had Jake done his suit restore yet? Had he even started it? Cali reached out blindly with her other hand, set them both against the helmet’s visor. Felt a faint tremor through the gloves. Were the emergency pumps filling his suit with air? Or were her own fingers trembling inside the gloves?

	So cold. Brutally cold. Her eyes hurt. Her nose hurt. Her teeth hurt. Teeth could crack and burst from this kind of cold. She remembered that from her classes.

	The cold crept down past her ass, curled around her thighs. The heaters were doing their best, but there was only so much they could do in an open spacesuit. Where the warming panels touched her, she still had feeling. Everywhere else was freezing. Dying.

	The cuffs of her gloves tightened. Held her wrists. Tightened on them again.

	Jake was squeezing her wrists. Letting her know. The suit restore had worked. And even as the thought crossed her cold-addled mind, she felt his grip slip away.

	No, not away. The empty gloves still hung on her wrists. He’d gone into Anubis. Out of the suit.

	The helmet was hers!

	Her fingers slid down the visor, found the collar, found the latches. She fumbled with the ones on the side. With her eyes closed, through the gloves, trying to focus past the icy shards of pain in her face and ears and gums and lungs, it took a few tries to be sure she’d released both latches. Her hands slid together, found the front latch, twisted it—

	At the last second she reached back up. The latch opened, the helmet shifted, and it popped up off the spacesuit, propelled by a few cubic centimeters of escaping air. Her fingers slid off the smooth curves, brushed a ridge, and the helmet—NO GOD OH NO NO NO—spun away from her grasp and vanished.

	She locked up, mind reeling, no idea what to do. She had to find the helmet. It could be anywhere. It could still be up above her, spinning in the low gravity just out of reach. It might’ve landed at her feet. It could’ve fallen right back onto Jake’s suit in front of her. It could’ve fallen off the...

	She was blind and had seconds of oxygen left and the helmet might’ve fallen among the zombies that surrounded the buggy’s porch. They might’ve already batted it aside. It could be—

	It bounced on her shoulder.

	Cali grabbed at it, tried to be fast and careful at the same time. She didn’t want to fling it away. It teetered on her shoulder, rolled forward, and she wrapped her arms around it.

	She fumbled the helmet in her hands, trying to figure out which side was which. She found the opening that matched the collar and slammed it over her head. The edge scraped against her forehead, but she was too numb to feel anything past the impact. Her thoughts felt soft on the edges. Too much vacuum, not enough oxygen in her blood.

	She shook, wiggled, and twisted the helmet until something made her suit tremble. She pawed at the sides of her swaying head, at the sides of the helmet, searching for the ... the things that held it in place. Icy fire burned in her lungs and raced up her throat. She’d take a breath when it reached her mouth. She wouldn’t be able to stop it. She’d open her mouth and let the cold pour into her and freeze her solid.

	She felt a click through the suit, and sound roared back into the universe. Warm air blasted around her and made her aware just how cold she was. Her frozen lips peeled apart and she took in a rasping breath of the thin air. It thickened around her, and her gasps echoed inside the helmet as she gulped down more and more.

	Her teeth throbbed with pain. Ice bound her eyelashes together, holding her lids closed over aching eyes. She couldn’t feel her nose or her ears. She’d probably torn her lips when she opened her mouth. She’d know for sure when she started thawing.

	Cali reached up, found the front latch for the helmet and snapped it into place. Her fingers worked their way around the collar, found the other side latch, and snapped that one down, too. She bent her head to the side, found the thin drinking straw when it poked her in the cheek, and sucked on it. The water was hot and tasteless on her frozen tongue. It made her teeth ache even more. She spit half of it onto the inside of her visor and coughed for almost a minute.

	She took another deep breath, reached out again, and found an empty spacesuit hanging in its bracket. A quick check found a helmet. She’d drifted one way or the other on the porch. There could be zombie fingers pawing at her feet—she couldn’t feel them.

	She reached to the right and felt nothing. To the left, another suit. She shuffled that way, patted the suit down, confirmed it had no helmet. She tried to picture the back of Anubis in her mind. From right to left should be a suit, Jake’s suit, the ladder and the utility airlock, the open port waiting for her, and the last suit.

	Cali felt her way across the small airlock hatch. Her numb fingers found the empty port. And the lever. Definitely the lever. She got both hands on the bracket, carefully turned herself around, and pushed back.

	The first attempt jolted her hard to one side. Not lined up. She overcompensated the second time and had another jarring impact. Then a third. She hurled herself back the fourth time, and on the fifth the bracket snapped shut around her pack, locking her in place as the air in her spacesuit hugged her a little tighter.

	Her head spun, and she sagged in her suit. Anubis held her up. She reached back, felt around, and found the lever again. She pushed on it once, twice, and it flipped with a clack she felt up through her arm and shoulders into her skull.

	The air inside her helmet shifted. The suit tightened around her chest. No, something grabbed her around the chest. Something cold, just as she was starting to feel again. She tried to thrash, to fight it off, but it pulled tight, dragged her back, pulled her out of the suit. Cali’s heart slammed against her ribs. Had she missed the bracket? Was the suit open in the back? Was the air pressure shoving her back outside, back into the cold, back into—

	Back into Anubis. She could see the bright lights through her eyelids. Someone with a raspy, leathery voice grunted and heaved again, pulling her free from the port, his arms tight around her. They stumbled back and slammed into the wall behind them.

	“Got you,” croaked Jake. “You’re safe. Stop fighting.”

	She wasn’t sure who he was talking to, then felt her arms and legs thrash, trying to get free. She sucked in another flavorless breath, felt the warm air grate its way down her dry throat. Her tongue still couldn’t move, let alone make words, but she tried anyway. The sound that came out sounded like a wheeze.

	“Had me worried, you crazy bitch,” he said.
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	“Noobi,” Jake called out, “set the internal temperature to 40 degrees.”

	“Okay, Jake. Setting cabin temperature to 40 degrees Celsius.”

	The words had a dull, distant quality. Cali couldn’t quite hear the sharp edges on them. She wondered how badly she’d damaged her ears.

	Jake half-guided, half-dragged her, banging her arm once against something that might’ve been a door frame or a cabinet. He took a few more awkward steps before his hands fumbled against her chest and shoulders, pushing her back. She collapsed, and something beneath her yielded with a faint hiss. One of the couches. The drop made her head swirl again. She considered throwing up, and the idea had some appeal in the moment.

	“Sorry. Kinda blind right now.” His voice rasped, and she could hear the tightness in his jaw as he tried not to let his teeth chatter. “Going by memory.”

	Her tongue flopped in her mouth. She could barely feel it, either as an appendage or as just something between her jaws. “’Sokay,” she managed to spit out on the third try.

	A thump sounded in the distance, followed by another hiss. The far couch. He’d collapsed across from her.

	“Noobi,” he croaked again. “Both our suits failed.”

	“I’m so sorry to hear that, Jake. Adjusting O2 mixes and air pressure for decompression treatment.”

	Cali sucked in another breath, and a fraction of her nausea and light-headedness faded. Her arms pulled tight around her chest, her legs pressed together. She shivered on the couch. The hot air bit at her flesh. Her pulse pounded in her chest and head. A violent wave of shivering, almost convulsions, rolled down through her limbs. Her bones ached with cold. She took a greedy breath, let the hot air roll across her leathery tongue. Pain blossomed in one of her front teeth like a hot, spiky carnation, and she groaned. Maybe in the top incisor? The pain was too big to be sure.

	“Yeah,” said Jake, “thawing sucks.”

	“Thing I loss a tooth,” she sounded out. The pins and needles had worked their way into her tongue.

	“If you only lost one you’re damned lucky. Hell, think I lost both eyes and my nose, I’m still considering myself lucky.” He took a few deep breaths of his own. It set off a small bout of teeth-chattering he struggled to get under control. Once he did, he said, “Thank you.”

	She waved it off, a tight, clumsy gesture since she couldn’t pry her arms away from her chest. “No prollem.”

	Another few deep breaths. Her head steadied a little more. So did her stomach and throat. Pins and needles pricked her forehead, cheeks, and nose.

	Cali swished her tongue back and forth in her mouth, up and down. Forcing it to work, forcing blood to flow through it. It felt like there were dozens of tiny cuts all over it. Maybe there were.

	“Losing my eyes would kinda suck,” said Jake a few minutes later. “Sure I’d get used to it, but I really like looking at stuff.”

	“Prollaly...” She paused, curled her tongue two or three times between her chattering teeth. The raw sections stung as they flexed. “Prob. Ab. Ly not blind,” she sounded out. “Your eyes are just frozen shut. Mine, too.”

	“Joy.”

	“Big tough guy.”

	“Not next to you.”

	She laughed. Her broken tooth turned it into more of a groan.

	“Think you might’ve created a new event for the screw-off Olympics.”

	“Yay, me.”

	“Well, you’re probably going to keep the record for a while.”

	She flexed her fingers and toes. Extremities seemed to be okay, but her head, shoulders, and chest all felt like ice. She’d never heard of someone losing nipples to frostbite, but it probably happened. Or possibly it’d be another first for her.

	Her fingers felt their way across her tingling face. Her nose was a lump of cold putty. Her eyes felt hard beneath the lids. Hard and cold. Maybe frozen solid. She pawed at her ears and felt two cold slabs on either side of her head.

	“Talk,” she said. “Talk to me, please.”

	“’Bout what?”

	She sighed. “Worried my eardrums had burst.”

	“You okay?”

	“Yeah. I think they just popped really hard. Keep talking.”

	“Well, soon as I can open my eyes I’m going to get us some water. And maybe blankets. Feel like I’ve been sleeping naked in Antarctica, so I can’t even guess what you’re going through,” he said.

	“I’m cold. Everything sounds funny in my left ear.”

	“Can still hear, though?”

	“I think so. Yeah.”

	“You’ll be okay. Probably just tweaked your eardrum. It’ll pop back once you warm up a bit.”

	“Hey,” she said, turning her head in his direction, “since you brought it up... Aren’t we supposed to get naked?”

	He coughed. “What? Now?”

	She went to roll her eyes and the sockets throbbed. She bit back another groan. “No, you... For the cold. Isn’t it supposed to help warm you back up faster? Being naked with someone?”

	“Oh.” A wheezing chuckle slid over to her through the air. “Don’t think it works when both of us are frozen. Sorry.”

	“You’re too honest for your own good.”

	A harsh cough split the air. The closest he could get to one of his barking laughs.

	The pins and needles across her head had become a sewing circle, stitching away at her face. She reached up and found ice water in the corners of her eyes. Her teeth had slowed down, only chattering in short, trembling bursts.

	“Gonna try opening my eyes,” rasped Jake.

	“You sure?”

	“Can’t sit here forever. Somebody’s got to drive this thing. Fuck me!”

	“What?” She tried to sit up and her head swirled. Her thoughts blurred.

	“Staring right into a lamp when I opened them. Noobi, turn the lights down by half.”

	“Okay, Jake. Reducing interior illumination by fifty percent.”

	“You okay?” Cali asked.

	“Big blurry room, but it’s a start.” He took a few more deep breaths and she heard him shift on the couch. “Think I can make my way around a little bit.”

	“You sure?”

	She heard a locker open, things shift. Something thudded on the floor. A minute later, weight settled across her shoulders. Soft but scratchy. Jake tugged and adjusted the blanket around her.

	Another locker opened. A few more thuds. Something popped. Jake slurped at something. Then he touched her arm. “Got some water,” he said. “Probably want to sip it.”

	“I’m not sure I can.”

	“You need to. We both lost a lot of moisture out there. Especially you.”

	The bottle moved gently between her scarred lips. The water felt almost hot on her tongue. She swallowed two mouthfuls, coughed on the third. It dribbled over her chin. Jake set a hand on her shoulder. She could feel his touch, but not much else. A moment later the bottle touched her lips again. She managed three swallows this time.

	Cali shifted beneath her blanket. She reached up and flicked more water from her eyes. It didn’t seem as cold anymore. Almost warm. Her eyelashes felt sticky. She ran her fingers over her eyelids a few times, let her palms rest over them. Her eyes didn’t feel as hard. Or as cold. She took a few slow breaths, then cautiously tried to open them. Her lashes clung to each other for a moment before peeling apart.

	The inside of Anubis was a painfully bright blur, even with the lights turned down, and she had to blink a dozen or so times before her aching eyes adjusted at all.

	“Okay,” she said. “Not blind.”

	“Hang on a minute.” Something dark loomed over her, and she shrank back. “It’s just me.”

	“Sorry.”

	The dark blur stretched forward. It touched her forehead with something damp and clammy. Cali shuddered.

	“Last thing,” he said. “This’ll help your skin.”

	“What is it?”

	“Yellow goo from the first aid kit. Got a really long name that doesn’t have enough vowels. Supposed to be good for exposure to vacuum.”

	She looked up at his blurry form. “What about you?”

	“Already smeared some on.”

	“Ah.”

	“Tells me how well you can see.”

	“It’s getting better,” she said. “I can see shapes. Sort of.”

	He settled in next to her on the couch. His fingers made circles across her cheeks, rubbed the sides of her nose. The goo smelled like chemical citrus, the scent added to children’s medicines. He worked it over her ears, spread it across her chin and jaw, brushed it on her lips.

	“Close your eyes.”

	She did, and his thick fingers glided across them.

	“Keep ’em shut for a few minutes. Let the goo soak in.”

	“I just got them open.”

	“Well, I told you not to rush.”

	Another blob of goo hit her neck. He rubbed it along both sides, down onto the slim tendons that reached under her collar. Her skin prickled and tingled. “Got worried when you didn’t come in,” he said. “You were out there for almost three minutes after me.”

	“Two and a half of it was just being sick in my suit.”

	“You shouldn’t’ve done it.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	“I’m serious. Shouldn’t’ve risked yourself like that.”

	“You would’ve died.”

	“We both could’ve died.”

	She thought about glaring at him, but didn’t want the goo leaking into her eyes. Then another thought crossed her mind. It led a few more out in a slow parade. “Do you think she wanted to?”

	He stopped his dabbing. “Who?”

	“Isme. Do you think she wanted to die? Like, some kind of grief response or something? Survivor’s guilt, maybe?”

	“What makes you ask?”

	“I was just thinking about you dying, and then what bad luck she had. Going off course when she slid down the dome. Getting stuck out on the antennae. Then it hit me...”

	“Yeah?”

	“Well, how did she get so far off course? She was, what, ten, fifteen meters off to the side?”

	The couch shifted as Jake stood up, taking some of the warmth with him. “Maybe.”

	“Maybe...?”

	“Maybe she did do it on purpose,” he said. “She and Waghid were just... They were perfect, y’know? Just renewed their vows two years ago. Knew losing him was going to mess her up, but I didn’t think it’d be that bad.” Jake cleared his throat. “People make some really bad decisions when they’re scared.”

	“Speaking from experience?”

	“Yeah. Guess we’ll never know. I’m not going to say anything about it.”

	She took a deep breath. “Neither will I.”

	“Good. Noobi?”

	“Yes, Jake?”

	“Erase the last five minutes of conversation from the internal logs.”

	“I’m not supposed to do that, Jake.”

	“I know.” He raised a weary arm, looked at the shiny blur of his tab. “Command override. Erase ’em.”

	“Okay, Jake. Erasing internal logs from thirteen-twenty-three to thirteen-twenty-eight.”

	Cali reached up and felt her eyes. The goo was almost gone, either evaporated or absorbed into her skin. Much softer skin, even if it was still cold and numb. She opened her eyes and felt an oily film shift as her eyelids folded up.

	A blur roughly the color and shape of Jake stood a few feet away. She could tell the walls from the ceiling and floor, and even pick out the streak that was the other couch. She blinked a few more times.

	Blurry Jake thudded back onto his couch. “Think you can talk for a few more minutes?”

	“Why?”

	“Need to give everyone a heads-up. Not sure how much they followed out here.”

	“I can manage.”

	“Good. Noobi?”

	“Yes, Jake?”

	“Open a channel to Luna City. Straight to Sheriff Gordon, if you can.”

	“Of course. Opening a channel to Sheriff Sam Gordon.”

	A few beats passed, and then Gordon’s voice replaced Noobi’s. “Jake?”

	“Here.”

	“We’re both here,” said Cali. “We’re okay.”

	“Where’ve you been? We were getting worried.”

	“Recovering,” Jake said. “Things got rough.”

	Tessa’s voice broke in. “We saw Isme... We saw the protocols change. And all her suit telemetry went—it stopped transmitting data.”

	“Yeah.”

	“But you two are okay?” asked Gordon. “You look like crap.”

	“More or less. Cali did something stupid and saved my life. Tried to stop her.”

	“Asshole,” she murmured. Her tooth throbbed as the hot air brushed it, and the pulse shook her body.

	“That why the telemetry from your suits went nuts?”

	“Probably,” said Jake.

	“Yeah, well,” said Gordon, “when DisCorp starts handing out medals, we’ll make sure she gets two. Think you’re going to be much longer?”

	“We’re both kinda messed up, pressure-wise. Just got my eyes open. Maybe another twenty, thirty minutes.”

	“Might be better if you can make it a lot less.”

	“Why?” Cali turned her head, tried to aim her better ear at the speaker.

	“Just before your suits went screwy, they all started going nuts.”

	“They ... the zombies?” Cali tried to remember the last few seconds before unlatching her helmet.

	“Yep. Every single one we can see, inside and out. Can’t you feel ’em pounding on Anubis? They’re all pounding on the gates, clawing at every cable and hose they can reach.”

	Cali felt her heartbeat push its way into her neck and cheeks and eyes. But not just her heartbeat. A second, erratic pulse had been lurking beneath, trembling through her numb skin. It shook the floor and the couch and the wall behind her.

	“Oh, shit,” she said.

	“Yeah,” agreed Gordon. “They can’t reach the controls for the side doors, but they’re all around you.”

	“Okay,” said Jake. “We’ll do our best. Let you know when we’re close to Gagarin. Anubis out.”

	“Take care of yourselves,” called Tessa. “We’re ready for you here.”

	“Channel closed,” said Noobi.

	Cali pushed herself to her feet, drifting up to a standing position. She swayed, set a hand against the wall, and straightened up, tugging the blanket around herself. “Let’s get moving.”

	“Give it a few minutes,” he said. “You’re barely recovered. The whole point of getting over there is we can move fast once we’re there. We take our time on that end, the zombies will get us.”

	“It’ll take us fifteen minutes to get there. We can recover on the way.”

	He sighed. Shook his head. “You’re right.”

	“Is there any more water?”

	“Sure you’re up to it?”

	“Only one way to find out.”

	He pulled open a cabinet next to his couch. “Can you see well enough to catch?”

	“Let’s see.”

	He tossed the bottle. Cali raised her arms to catch it in the folds of the blanket. She pawed at the seal for a few moments, then finally got the lid off. She took a breath to still her wobbly head, and sipped some water.

	She blinked a few more times. More of the room’s blur went away. The inside of Anubis felt hot, but she wasn’t sure if the temperature had been rising or it just seemed hot on her recovering skin. The sharp itch of circulation still wove its way through her skin, but the goo seemed to have spared her from the worst of it.

	Cali tugged her blanket tighter around her shoulders. She took a step toward the cockpit, then another. She staggered forward, caught herself on the narrow arch between compartments. “You coming or are you going to make me drive?”

	Jake stumbled to her, his own blanket drifting around him like a cloak. His feet dropped to the floor, heavy even in the low gravity. “I’m here.”

	“Noobi?”

	“Yes, Cali?”

	She glanced at the smear of Jake, then dropped into the co-pilot’s seat. “Power up.”

	“Okay, Cali. Full power to drive and navigation systems.”

	The air shifted and the lights brightened to regular intensity. It made her eyes ache. She blinked the ache away and was pleased when her vision didn’t falter too much.

	The exterior lights brightened the landscape outside the windshield, and Cali watched a forest of clients resolve out of the gloom of lunar night. The buggy’s floodlights revealed at least a hundred of them just in front of Anubis. Their emaciated hands reached up to slap and pound at the bottom of the windshield.

	Even more shuffled toward the lights. Slow, dragging movements across the Moon’s surface. A woman in a black gown bounced up, then settled down into the crowd. A boy in a pale shroud bounded forward and collided with another zombie.

	Jake collapsed into the driver’s seat. He flipped a few switches, breathed hard on his fingertips, and reached for the yoke.

	Anubis lurched into motion, leaving the zombies behind.
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	The buggy rolled forward and over the first zombie. It wore something dark, with jewelry or ice glinting on its ears and nose. The bumper pushed it back, and it tipped over without a moment of resistance, dropping out of sight. Next, a woman in powder blue fell under the slatted wheels, and then two more so fast no details registered. The next one bounced off the front and tumbled away across the landscape until it vanished out of the floodlights.

	Jake’s hand shifted on the controls and Anubis obeyed, lurching to the right.

	Eight more clients thudded against the front of the buggy and disappeared into the darkness. Cali watched them vanish.

	She blinked away some more blurriness. She could make out individual buttons and switches on the console, but the labels still looked like a fuzzy mess of lines. Not bad considering she’d only been thawing for fifteen minutes or so. The miracle yellow goo did its job.

	A top-heavy figure appeared in the headlights. Someone in a spacesuit. A surge of hope swelled up in Cali’s throat. Another survivor. Jake’s shoulders tensed, probably with the same thought.

	Then Anubis got a few meters closer and they could see the frost inside the visor. Cali let her eyes drop to the spindly legs. Normal sized, really. Against the bulk of the spacesuit’s upper half, the jumpsuit seemed like a thin and flimsy covering.

	The figure turned, and the lights hit the black stripe down its leg.

	Cali swallowed her hope.

	Jake muttered something under his breath. He eased back on the throttle. They both stared out the curving windshield and listened to each other breathe.

	The dead thing that had been Isme raised her arms and lurched toward the buggy, her unprotected legs kicking up dust.

	Jake lowered his head.

	Cali reached out and slid her fingers over her own throttle controls. Anubis lunged forward. The zombie’s helmet cracked against the bottom edge of the windshield. Her body thudded against the bumper, bounced away, and disappeared.

	Jake took a deep breath. “You okay?”

	She nodded once. “Yeah.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. Like you said ... they’re just monsters now. You?”

	“Still cold,” he said after a moment, “but not shivering as much. We’re going a little slower than I’d like ’cause I still can’t see great, but I think we’ll be okay.”

	The buggy hit another zombie, a tall man with pasty white skin, and sent him pinwheeling into the night.

	“How much slower?”

	He glanced over at her. “Still faster than them, if that’s what you’re asking. Fourteen minutes to Gagarin. We’ve pretty much got time to kill.”

	“Not the best way to put it.”

	“Sorry.”

	Anubis lumbered across the regolith, knocking a few more of the undead away or beneath its front bumper. One of them looked vaguely familiar. Someone she knew? A client she’d buried? Or just someone with such generic features they always looked familiar? Cali had another drink of water and watched a slender dead woman spin away into the darkness.

	“Want to trade bad decisions?” she asked.

	“What?”

	She shrugged. It set off a mini-wave of shivering she banished with a quick bout of arm-rubbing. “You said people make bad decisions when they’re scared. Sounded like personal experience. What’d you do?”

	He let out a dry laugh. “I’ll win this game. Can safely say my bad decisions make all of yours look like good ones.”

	“Don’t be so sure.”

	“I’m sure.” The humor had left his voice.

	“Try me.”

	Jake tapped at the controls. Anubis finished its wide turn and headed across a plain of regolith. “You sure?”

	“You said we have time to waste.”

	“Not exactly how I put it.” He reached up for his cap and scowled when it wasn’t there. “Nobody on the Moon knows this except Waghid. But you just saved my life, so I figure if I’m going to tell anyone else...” His voice trailed off and he stared out at the lunar night.

	“I’m waiting.”

	“I killed three kids.”

	The water bottle slipped in her hand. Her fingers caught it before it spilled in her lap. “What?”

	He raised a hand. “Not, like, in some serial killer way. In the Marines.”

	“I...” She tried to process the information.

	He let the hand drop. “Was on a mission in an Afghan war zone. Just finished a messy firefight we shouldn’t’ve been in to start with. Lost half my men. And all of a sudden this group of kids comes out of a building, charging us with grenades. They were all grinning and shrieking and I gunned them down. Killed all three of them before the first grenade landed right between us.”

	“And then?”

	“Water balloons. Ones they print patterns on so they’ll look like old 21st-century frag grenades. That was how they cooled each other off in the summer, throwing balloons at each other. Just a bunch of kids playing who didn’t realize how it would look to us. Weren’t old enough to understand the context.”

	She said nothing.

	“The oldest one was five. Five, four, and a three-year-old.”

	“You didn’t know,” said Cali. “It’s horrible, but it was a mistake. You can’t let something like that eat at you.”

	“That’s the thing,” he told her. “Didn’t feel bad about it then. Still don’t.”

	“You don’t?”

	He shook his head. “Know I should. Any decent, sane human being should feel horrible they killed three innocent kids. And to this day I don’t feel a damned thing. Did what I was supposed to do, and did it really well.”

	“I ... so what’s the ... I mean, why does it bother you, then?”

	“Because they were going to let me stay.”

	“What?”

	He shook his head again. “Fucking loved the Corps. All I ever wanted was to be part of it, to wear that uniform. But that’s not what a Marine’s supposed to be. Some fucking monster that can shoot three kids and still sleep well at night? That’s not the kind of Marine I want in there.”

	“I don’t think you’re a monster.”

	“Evidence says you’re wrong.”

	“If you don’t care,” she said, “why are you here? You didn’t just quit the Marines—”

	“Nobody really quits the Mar—”

	“Stop.” She pushed herself up into a sitting position. “You didn’t just leave, you got as far away as possible. You picked a job at a cemetery in the middle of nowhere where you’re pretty much guaranteed to never see another child again. Another living one, anyway.”

	“What’s your point?”

	“You’re punishing yourself. You can’t say you don’t care when you exiled yourself to one of the most desolate, lonely parts of the solar system.”

	“I’m not lonely.”

	“You made a mistake. You dealt with it different, that’s all. Compartmentalized it or something. It doesn’t make you a monster.”

	Two clients thudded against the front of the buggy. One went low, the other went high. It flailed off to the side and was swallowed by the darkness.

	“Okay, then,” he said.

	“What?”

	“Quid pro quo. What’s your big dumb decision?”

	“Seriously? After all that?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Anything I could possibly say is going to sound petty and stupid after what you’ve been through,” she said.

	“Maybe. Think you need to get it off your chest, though.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you suggested this.”

	She tugged the blanket a little closer around her. A few last drops of water rolled down her face, dangled from her chin, and then dropped away before she could flick at them. “I guess ... I came to the Moon.”

	“Details,” he said. “How’d you end up here?”

	“I didn’t have anywhere...” She closed her eyes, enjoyed the dark for a moment. “It was my only option.”

	“What? You’re twenty-four—”

	“Twenty-five.”

	“How can you be out of options?”

	Cali slumped back into her seat. She tried to sink into the blanket, to let it rise up and swallow her. The blanket refused to cooperate. “You can’t laugh.”

	“Hell I can’t.”

	“I’m serious.”

	“Me too.”

	She sighed. The warm air felt good on her tongue as it left her body. “Since I was four,” she said, “all I ever wanted to do was dance ballet.”

	“Thought every little girl wanted that at some point. Never could figure out why.”

	Cali closed her eyes, pictured the dancers on stage. “Because it’s people choosing to be beautiful. The way they move, the way they look ... it’s all beautiful.”

	“So how long did this last?”

	She took a deep breath. Enjoyed the sensation of full lungs. Let it out across her tongue again. “Until about four months ago.”

	“Ahhh.”

	“The first eight or nine years were great. I was this obsessed, super-dedicated little girl. Everyone talked about my work ethic, my potential...”

	“And then?”

	She sighed. “Puberty.”

	Jake cleared his throat. “Don’t want to sound like an ass,” he said, “but ... well...”

	“Puberty was good to me?”

	“Was going to try for something a little classier, but yeah.”

	“I’ve heard every version of it, believe me.” She flexed a thigh, extended one leg up at the ceiling. Her toes stretched back, then pointed up, making a straight line toward the ceiling. “So many offers to be a model or an actress or whatever.” She shook her head. “But all I wanted was to be a ballerina.”

	“Didn’t work out?”

	She shook her head and brought her leg down. “I went from being one of the shortest kids to one of the tallest. Almost doubled my height in less than four years. My proportions were all different. My center of gravity shifted, so my balance was gone. All of a sudden I was seventeen and I’d had to relearn my body half a dozen times.”

	“Ouch.”

	“Yeah. It turns out this new body wasn’t really the ballet ideal.”

	“They still do that sort of thing?”

	“Officially, no. Realistically ... yes. I was a little too tall, a little too heavy, a little too big in the front. My arms are kinda short for my legs.”

	“Yeah, that all really stood out to me. You’re kind of hideous.”

	She snorted. “It’s a bunch of little things that all add up, y’know? Any one of them wouldn’t mean much, but all together, in one person, on top of the fact I...”

	Her stomach churned.

	Jake took a drink of his water.

	“I ... I’m not that good,” Cali said, letting out a breath she’d been holding for months. “I mean, I’m not bad. Better than most. But that’s not good enough to get into a company. You can’t just be better than the bad people. No matter how much I practiced and rehearsed and studied, I just... So many of the others picked it up faster than me. I had the skills, but they had all the talent.

	“Everyone kept telling me it’d be tough, that the raw numbers meant I probably wouldn’t make it, but I ignored them all. I thought the people trying to be nice about it were using reverse psychology to encourage me. The ones who were mean and up front about it, well, they were all just jealous bitches.”

	“Naturally.”

	“I just went out there and trained and trained and tried my best and...”

	“And it wasn’t enough.”

	She nodded. “Not even close. I finally realized what a lot of people had apparently known for a while. It just wasn’t going to happen. And I kinda had a breakdown. I’d been crying for about three weeks, drinking for half of it. I was just about to move on to the series of trashy one-night stands—”

	“Excellent.”

	“Shut up, asshole. This is my life.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Anyway, I was walking across campus, and they were having a job fair. One booth was for DisCorp and the Caretaker Foundation. One of the people started talking to me, and about five minutes into his little speech I realized this was my chance to get away from everything.”

	“Think I remember that speech.”

	Cali nodded. “They were willing to fast-track me, so I rushed through all the basic courses in about seven weeks. I just wanted to be on the elevator and on my way before I changed my mind.”

	“No second thoughts?”

	“Nope. In the end, you know what the worst part was?”

	“What?”

	“When I told my parents I’d signed up to be a Caretaker. Part of me was hoping they’d talk me out of it. Convince me to give dance one last try before I gave up completely and moved to the Moon.”

	“Didn’t happen?”

	She shook her head. “Never said a word about it. They looked relieved. They congratulated me for choosing such a solid career path.” She drummed her fingers on the chairs arm. “They said they were glad I was finally settling down and doing something worthwhile with my life.”

	“Ouch.”

	“Yeah. The next day I started the training.”

	Jake took another drink as Anubis knocked down two more zombies.

	“When I first got up here, I thought everyone was just being nice to me for ... well, I mean, why’s everybody nice on the Moon?”

	“Because it beats killing each other.”

	“Yeah. Anyway, I kept trying to shut all of you out, and about a week or so ago it hit me that I like it up here. And I’m really am good at this. My mom used to always say everybody’s great at something, it’s just whether or not they find it. So maybe this is what I’m supposed to be doing.”

	“Fighting zombies on the Moon?”

	She managed a dry smile. “Maybe I’ve got a wider skill set than I thought.”

	“Okay.”

	A dozen meters away a wall of lunacrete appeared in the floodlights. Gagarin Avenue. Jake adjusted their course and glanced at the rear camera. “Nothing in sight. They’re at least fifty meters behind us at this point.”

	“You sure?”

	“Sure enough. You ready to get out of here?”

	Cali took a deep breath, swung her legs off the chair, and stood up. Her legs felt soft and distant. Her tooth let out a single pulse of pain. Her vision swam for a second, but her eyes didn’t lose focus. “Still a little cold, like, bone-deep cold, but I can feel the heat on my skin. I can run.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Yeah. Let’s do it.”
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	GAGARIN DOCK B

	 

	“Tessa, are you there?”

	The speakers popped. “Hey, Cali. Yes, here I am. I’m here. We’re ready for you.”

	“We’re just about in position,” said Jake. “Get ready with that docking sleeve.”

	“I’m ready, don’t worry. I had the hardlocks open ten minutes ago.”

	Anubis swung to the right, and Cali wobbled in the space between the seats. She grabbed the arm of the chair and willed her body not to lose its balance. A weak shiver ran up through her bones.

	“I’m going to go grab the meteor.”

	Jake glanced at her. “You up to it?”

	“In a few minutes we have to run about two hundred and fifty meters. I better be up to it.”

	He grunted and turned his attention back to the heads-up display.

	A few light hops carried her through the buggy’s main room and back to the suit ports. She found a pair of thick work gloves in a locker and pulled them over her hands. The small airlock between ports B and C popped open, and she flinched from the quick puff of cold. Her clumsy fingers found the handles of the Arawn bag and tugged. A few moments of wrestling worked it out of the hatch. It bobbed up in the air before the straps settled down onto her arm.

	Anubis slowed to a halt. Cali’s feet shifted, her shoulders swayed, and the bag swung on her arm. She didn’t fall.

	She wobbled forward and found Jake already in the main cabin. He pulled the buggy’s big first aid kit down from the wall, unfurled a strap, and slung it over his shoulder. Then he yanked open another cabinet and pulled out a small Osiris bag.

	Cali nodded at the second bag. “What’s that?”

	“Mine. Some extra supplies.”

	“Like what?”

	“Bottle of whiskey. That pistol I mentioned. Thirty-one rounds of ammo.”

	“You were serious about the pistol?”

	“Hell yeah. Glock 108 with a double-stacked mag. Damned near indestructible, and they can shoot in a vacuum.”

	“Really?”

	“Yep. Any firearm can. These are just designed for it, so they’re a lot more accurate.” He slung the bag over his other shoulder.

	“Thirty-one’s a weird number.”

	“Shipping ’em up one round at a time, like I said. Thirty-two was supposed to be here next month.”

	She tapped her fingers on the Arawn bag. “Noobi, how long until we dock?”

	“About three minutes, Cali. The docking sleeve is currently moving into position.”

	Cali set the Arawn bag down on the floor.

	Jake furrowed his brow. “What’s up?”

	“I want to take a look at it before we get going.”

	“Why?”

	“Because if we’re right, dozens of people have died because of this thing. I want to see it.”

	“You think that’s safe?”

	“I think if there’s anything coming off it that can hurt us, you and I are already screwed.” She knelt next to the bag and flexed her fingers inside the heavy gloves.

	“Okay. But if looking at it turns you into a zombie, I’m breaking your neck right here and now.”

	Cali sighed. Loudly. “Will you please stop trying to get into my pants?”

	He laughed. An actual, honest laugh. Then he pulled a blocky pistol from his bag and pushed a magazine into it.

	Her fingers found the oversized ring at the end of the zipper and pulled. The bag opened with the slithery sound of metal teeth. Her breath caught in her throat.

	Nothing lashed out at them. No soft light spilled from the bag. No whispery hums echoed from within.

	“So,” said Jake, “it’s a rock.”

	“Looks like,” she agreed, pushing down the edges of the bag.

	The meteorite was the size and rough shape of a large watermelon. A series of small ripples covered a third of the gray-yellow stone, like petrified waves. The other surfaces were rough and uneven.

	“It must be hollow. It can’t be this big and weigh so little.”

	“Moon,” said Jake.

	“Even so, it still feels pretty light. There’s not much mass to it.”

	“Maybe it’s volcanic pumice or something.” He gestured at some of the ripples and curls across its surface. “Looks like it might’ve been melted. Maybe it got too close to the sun at some point.”

	“Maybe.” She brushed one of the curls, then tilted her head to look at the edges where the curves came to abrupt, jagged ends. “Y’know what it looks like to me?”

	“A big, half-melted rock?”

	“A brain.”

	“What?”

	“Well, part of a brain. Look at the wrinkles here and here.” Cali gestured at the yellow-gray stone. “It’s like more of it broke off. Or this part got broken off the rest of it.”

	“Awful big brain.” Jake looked at the edges, held out his hands, widened the space between his palms. “If this was ... what, an eighth of it, maybe, the whole thing’d probably be bigger than a desk. Nothing has a brain that big.”

	“Whales do. Pretty close to that size.”

	“Yeah?”

	She shrugged. “Had to take a couple gen-ed courses along with all the dance.”

	“You think somebody shot a whale into space?”

	“Don’t be stupid. It might not even be from inside the solar system. Hell, this thing could be from another galaxy.”

	Jake glanced out the windshield at the figures standing in front of the buggy. “So it’s a fossilized space-whale brain that’s making zombies?”

	She rolled her eyes as she tugged the sides of the bag back up over the meteorite and zipped it shut. “I just said it looks like a brain, that’s all.”

	“Well, I think it looks like a half-melted pile of shit, and I’ll be happy once it’s locked in the vault.” Jake reached down and scooped up the Arawn bag.

	“Who’s carrying that? You or me?”

	He gave her a confused look. “Well … I’m stronger.”

	“You’re already carrying a bunch of stuff. It’s light. And I’m faster.”

	“I’d give you faster normally, but half an hour ago you almost froze solid.”

	“So did you.”

	He shook his head. “Hypothermia at best. I had twenty seconds of exposure, tops.”

	“Are we actually arguing over who gets to carry the meteorite?”

	Jake opened his mouth. Closed it again. “Yeah, sorry. Too much crisis training.” He slung the bag’s handles over her outstretched hand. “You’re faster, even with the frozen legs.”

	“Thanks.”

	“But if I pass you, I’m grabbing it.”

	“If you pass me, you better.”

	“I will.”

	“But it’s not going to happen.”

	“Now who’s being difficult?”

	“Just honest.”

	“We’re ready on this end,” said Gordon’s voice. “Some folks standing by to help you out if it gets hairy. Docking sleeve should be in place and pressurized in thirty-five seconds. Tessa’s ready on the hatch. Make it quick, because there’s about a hundred and fifty of these goddamn things three minutes from the dock. If they pull the sleeve apart ... well, we won’t be able to keep the hatch open. It’ll seal automatically.”

	Cali looked out the small porthole at the flexing sleeve of the dock as it settled against Anubis.

	Beside her, Jake flexed his fingers on the pistol’s grip. He looked up at one of the buggy’s interior cameras. “How’s the hallway look?”

	“Looks clear,” said Gordon, “but it’s over two hundred meters long, and we’ve only got cameras on half of it. Could be a few lurking in there we can’t see.”

	“Fantastic,” Cali murmured.

	“You ready?” asked Jake.

	“I guess so.”

	Servos hummed. The side hatch inched forward with a hiss of air. Cold steam outlined it and prickled Cali’s skin. Her stomach knotted, and the memory of her helmet seal opening replayed three times in as many seconds.

	The hatch slid away and revealed Gagarin Avenue. A long tunnel of lunacrete with a few ceiling lights. Empty up to the first bend, almost thirty meters away.

	Jake leaped out. Cali hit the ground a moment after him, her arms wrapped around the Arawn bag. They bounded down the hall.

	The first bend came up fast. She’d already caught up to him. They exchanged a look. The two of them leaped around the bend without slowing, running up along the far wall and jumping across the opening for a connecting hallway. The next stretch was empty, too. Another forty meters of safety.

	Cali pulled ahead. The Arawn bag slipped in her arms. It was twice the size of the meteorite, and the material shifted beneath her embrace. She tried to hook her left arm beneath it, and her gait lost its rhythm, almost making her stumble in the low gravity. Jake caught up, looked at her, looked at the bag. She tightened her grip and threw herself forward.

	They rounded the next corner and almost collided with the woman standing there. She had orange-yellow hair shaved down almost to a buzz cut. Her jumpsuit marked her as part of the Luna City maintenance crew.

	Flakes of vacuum-dried blood crusted the skin below her nose and ears. It dotted the front of her jumpsuit. One of her eyes had been reduced to a grayish jelly.

	Cali twisted around the dead woman, went airborne, and hit the avenue’s wall. She coughed out a breath, and her cracked tooth sent a throb of hot needles down into her jaw. The bag slipped in her arms again, squeezed away by her grip. She loosened her hold, shifted her arms, and fell to the floor.

	The zombie reached for her. It shuffled forward, bent down, stretched its desiccated fingers out ... and out ... and...

	The creature slipped into slow motion and came to a halt. Its hands stopped less than half a meter from Cali’s throat. It stared at her with its remaining eye.

	Cali pushed herself up and away, let the bag slide until the handles were in her hands again, and swung hard. The meteorite slammed into the dead woman and knocked her across the hallway. She hit the far wall with a crack, and the force of impact sent her stumbling back down the avenue and sliding across the floor. She slid another two meters before coming to rest, then rolled over and crawled back toward Cali.

	A thunderclap rang out in the narrow tunnel. The dead woman jerked. Gore spewed farther in lunar gravity. What didn’t hit the wall hung in the air before drifting toward the ground.

	Jake fired two more times. On the third shot, the woman’s head twisted up and to the left. She slumped to the floor.

	“Come on,” he shouted.

	They ran in great, bounding strides that carried them half a meter off the floor of the long straightaway. Jake shot at an elderly dead man up ahead, missed, and the bullet sparked off the wall. He raised his elbow and plowed into the man, clearing a path for Cali.

	She covered the last few meters in three big strides. Her boots scratched and slid along the floor. Another figure stood between her and the main hatch—a skeletal man in a deep blue suit. He staggered toward her and she threw herself into the air, hitting him with a flying kick. The impact hurled the dead man back to smash against the hatch.

	Cali bounced off the man and landed on her feet. “Tessa,” shouted Cali, looking up at the camera, “open it!”

	The dead man grabbed at her ankle. She fought back but couldn’t break his grip. She swayed and fell. Her foot lashed out again, and she heard the man’s nose crunch under her heel. She kicked him again and again, moving from the head to the shoulder to the upper arm. The fingers finally slipped from her other ankle.

	Jake appeared, grabbed the man’s feet, and dragged him away from her. He stepped over the body, his foot coming down on the dead man’s skull, and pushed himself forward. The zombie bounced up and wrapped his fingers around Jake’s knee. He twisted around, raising his pistol, and lost his balance. Two shots punched into the dead man’s shoulder.

	The elderly dead man approached. His jaw hung at an angle, dragging his lips down. He limped forward to join the fight, arms up.

	The hatch doors split apart and retracted into the walls. Light and fresh air poured into the avenue from the central plaza. Cali could see three or four figures standing there. One of them—a tall, athletic-looking woman with jet-black hair Cali vaguely recognized from the patrols—stepped forward, her fists raised to one side of her chin.

	Cali rolled, keeping the bag tight against her body, and lunged toward the open hatch. Another one of the patrol members, a skinny man, grabbed her arm and tugged her forward.

	The athletic woman held a gray-and-blue baseball bat. She took two sliding steps past Jake and brought it down on the back of the blue-suited zombie’s head. The impact slammed it to the floor, breaking its hold on Jake, who staggered forward and bounced through the hatch.

	Cali looked up at Tessa, poised by the door controls. Their eyes met for an instant, Tessa smiled, and then an alarm shrieked at them. The wind yanked at Tessa’s bangs, tugging them toward the Gagarin arch. “Marianne!” she yelled.

	The doors slid. The woman lunged for the hatch and slowed to a halt, her straight hair curling in the wind. The elderly dead man had twisted his fingers into her hair. She threw herself forward, and Cali turned, reached, stretched out her hand.

	Jake coiled his body tight on the plaza cobblestones and threw himself back to his feet. He raised the pistol and tried to line up on the zombie behind the woman. His mouth twisted into a scowl, and he took a quick step to his right. “Cali, get down.”

	The blue-suited zombie rose up and grabbed at Marianne’s waist, pressing its crushed and battered nose into her stomach. Marianne brought a knee up to kick it, but it held her too tight. She thrust the baseball bat down on the top of its head.

	Cali glanced back at Jake and crouched low. “Drag it in,” she shouted to the other woman.

	Marianne threw one leg forward, dragging the dead man with her, and her fingers brushed the edges of the archway. She screamed, heaved a little farther. Her fingers were centimeters from Cali’s.

	Then her eyes flitted side to side, and she yanked her hand back.

	The avenue doors thudded together and sealed the archway shut.

	Jake snarled.

	“Open it!” yelled Cali. “Quick!”

	Tessa shifted. “I can’t. It’s an emergency seal because of the—”

	“You just opened it for us.”

	“I could override it because there was atmosphere on the other side. This is a breach. It’s sealed until we can restore pressure.”

	Cali kicked the door and knocked herself back onto the cobblestones.

	Another alarm went off. Tessa glanced at the door controls, then her tab. “There’s been another breach. This one’s over in Aldrin. They’re trying to get in.” She looked at the Arawn bag in Cali’s arms. “Sheriff Gordon’s waiting for you in the lab.”

	Cali turned and leaped across the plaza toward Selene Boulevard. She shot a quick glance over her shoulder and saw Jake following her. They skirted the bare and withered Armstrong Tree and swung around past the hotel.

	A large figure rose up from one of the benches in front of the hotel. Russ Gillyman. He took a few steps, tried to fall in alongside them. “I’m so glad to see both of you safe and—”

	“Not now,” said Cali.

	“I was just wondering if I could poss—”

	“Not now!”

	She and Jake ran past the prospector and down Selene. They passed almost no one on the boulevard, although Cali glimpsed figures in the grocery store and one of the restaurants. Unlike Gillyman, most people seemed to be heeding the warnings to stay in their rooms.

	The door to the lab was open for them. Gordon stood waiting across the room by the open safe. Its door was as thick as Cali’s palm was wide.

	“I tried to make room for it,” said the sheriff, waving her forward.

	She gathered the bag around the meteorite, compacting it as much as she could. It looked like Gordon had pulled out one of the shelves, dumping a collection of papers and envelopes onto the floor of the safe. “What are those?”

	“A couple claims for big finds,” Gordon said. “Some reports. Stuff people want to make absolutely sure there’s going to be a record of. Nothing we need to worry about.”

	Cali stuffed the bag on top of them. One of the pages accordioned beneath the duffle as she shoved it inside. She tucked the handles up over the bag and stepped back.

	Gordon pushed the door closed with a clang. He slapped a button on the keypad. The vault trembled as the bolts shot home.

	They stared at each other. Cali took a few more breaths. Her tooth ached.

	“So,” said Jake, “now what?”
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	LUNA CITY

	 

	Gordon raised his tab. “Roshan?”

	“Yessir?”

	“It’s in the vault. What’s the situation outside?”

	“Well,” said the voice from the tab, “I think they’ve all stopped.”

	Jake and Cali glanced at each other.

	“All of them?” Gordon asked.

	“I’m still going through all the exterior cameras,” said the deputy, “but ... yeah, I think so.”

	“What about in the mortuary?” asked Cali.

	“First place I noticed, about thirty seconds ago. I had their camera up. They’re all just standing there like posts.”

	“How many more cameras d’you have to check?” asked Gordon.

	“About fifty more exteriors. Still need to double-check the other docking hallways, too.”

	“Someone should call Henri out at Osiris,” said Jake. “He can tell us if they’re still moving out there.”

	“Good idea,” said Gordon. “You hear that, Roshan?”

	“Yessir. On it. Anything else?”

	“Let me know once you’ve double-checked all the cameras. I want to be sure these things are done.”

	“Yessir.” The speaker let out a soft tap as Roshan closed the channel.

	“So,” Jake said. “Again. Now what?”

	“Now it’s not our problem anymore,” said Gordon. He rapped his knuckles on the vault door just above the handle. “We get out of here and let DisCorp deal with it.”

	Cali blinked. “That’s it?”

	“Yeah, that’s it,” echoed Gordon. “What else d’you expect? We’re done.” He shook his head and leaned back against one of the lab’s counters.

	Jake crossed his arms. “You whine like the mayor.”

	“Never said she was wrong. I just said her priorities were messed up.” He tipped his head at the safe. “The zombies all got shut off, now we gotta deal with the problem of over fifty people being dead up here. And, yeah, one of them’s the DisCorp CEO’s son.”

	“But what if they’re not shut off?” asked Cali.

	Both of them looked at her. Gordon’s eyebrows wrinkled. “What?”

	“They didn’t fall over,” she said. “They’re still ... awake? Active?”

	“Reanimated,” offered Jake.

	“Whatever,” said Gordon, the easy tone gone from his voice.

	“My point is, they just stopped moving. That’s it. Maybe it’s only the ones nearby. Maybe they just need to, I don’t know, recharge on their own. Maybe they just went into standby mode while they wait for something else to move near them.”

	Gordon reached up to squeeze the bridge of his nose. “What are you thinking?”

	“Maybe now that we’ve got the meteorite, we should just destroy it somehow.” She looked around the lab. “Do we have something like a vat of acid or a mining laser or ... I don’t know. Something that could shatter it or melt it or something?”

	Gordon snorted. “Nothing like that up here.”

	“And we’d have to take it back out of the vault,” said Jake.

	Cali sighed. “Good point.”

	“We could clean out as many of them as possible while they’re just standing around,” said Jake, “and then take it out.”

	Gordon raised a brow and nodded at the pistol in Jake’s hand. “How many rounds of ammo you got for that thing?”

	“Just go down the hall with a sledgehammer. We know head trauma puts them down. Could probably do twenty or thirty an hour, depending on how tight they’re standing.”

	“You couldn’t keep up that pace,” said Cali.

	“Watch me.”

	She shook her head. “There’s a couple thousand of them around Luna City, aren’t there? Even if we had sledgehammers for everyone, you’re talking about a week of work. And that’s assuming they just don’t start moving again and grab everybody.”

	“Just throwing ideas out there.”

	She studied the vault. She leaned to the side, checked behind it. “Can this thing move?”

	“The vault?” asked Gordon. “Sure. It’s a damned beast, though. Almost seven hundred kilos.”

	She set her hands against it and pushed. Her feet slid on the floor. “So about one-twenty Moon weight?”

	The sheriff smirked. “Seven hundred is its Moon weight. It’s an inch of solid steel with another inch and a half of lead.”

	“Must’ve cost a bundle to get it up here,” said Jake.

	“Before my time. I just had to help move it out of another room a few years ago.”

	“So,” said Cali. “We could leave it in the vault and just move the whole thing.”

	“Okay,” said Gordon. “But move it where?”

	“Anywhere that’s not here. Farside?”

	“Send it into deep space,” said Jake. “Hell, send it into the sun. We could just use the hopper, burn off all its fuel.”

	The sheriff shook his head. “Hopper only fits two people. Three at a squeeze.” He banged his fist on the vault. “Even if we could get this thing into it, don’t think it’d take the mass.”

	An idea sparked to life in the back of Cali’s mind. Her eyes focused past them, at the far wall. “What about the carrier?”

	Jake followed her gaze. “What?”

	“The ... what was it? The Hawthorne?”

	“The Hathaway,” said Gordon. “It still doesn’t work.”

	“It doesn’t work for evac,” Cali said, “because it couldn’t get back on the elevator. It’d get stuck out in space.”

	Jake’s eyes lit up. “But if we wanted something to get stuck out in space...”

	“Exactly.”

	Gordon rubbed his chin. “I think the carrier’s got a couple system lockdowns on it.”

	“Tessa can probably deal with them.”

	Gordon held up his hand. “My codes should unlock it, but it can’t be done remotely.”

	“So,” said Jake, “we need to go back out there?”

	“We do,” Gordon agreed. “But first we need to find somebody who knows how to fly the damned thing.”

	* * *

	“Easy,” said Dr. Thavas. “One more, in the back. Open wide.”

	Cali forced her jaw wider and leaned back against the headrest. The mold pushed deeper into her mouth. Thavas pressed it down on Cali’s molar and squeezed the trigger. The tooth throbbed two more times, then went blissfully numb.

	A lot of her teeth felt numb.

	“I think nine temps is my new record,” Thavas told her, “and I’ve cleaned up after some nasty bar fights.”

	Cali’s tongue bumped against her front teeth. “Didn’t feel like that many.” She shifted her jaw side to side. The caps felt like gum stuck to her teeth.

	“Too many, too close together. Normally I’d tell you to chew carefully, take it easy, the dentist should be here in three or four weeks, but...”

	“I’ll do my best.”

	She blinked away some of the excess eye drops. Thavas had checked her eyes and ears, rubbed some more yellow goop on her face and neck. With her teeth capped and numbed, she almost felt normal again.

	“That was a brave thing you did. Saving Jake.”

	Cali tried to smile it off, but her lips just ended up twitching. “I didn’t really think about it. It was just what... We both had to get inside.”

	“Don’t stop doing that, then.”

	She felt her lips twitch again and hid it by tapping her teeth together a few times.

	“Are we safe now?” asked Thavas.

	Cali stood up, rolled her head until her neck caught and gave a satisfying pop. “I think we’re safer. I wouldn’t say safe until this thing’s gone and all the clients are back in the ground.”

	“Cremate ’em all, that’s what I say.”

	“I think that’d be desecrating them or something.”

	“It’s probably safe to say at this point they’ve already been desecrated.”

	* * *

	Jake waited out on the boulevard, tapping his own freshly capped teeth together. His eyes swung to Cali, darker now that they were back under his precious baseball cap. “You good?”

	“Good enough.”

	“Anything from Gordon?”

	“He’s hunting down a guy. We may have actually lucked out for once.”

	“How so?”

	“Records show there’s a pilot on layover at the hotel. If he can set an autopilot or something on the carrier, we could have the rock back in space three or four hours from now.”

	Cali felt her shoulders loosen. She didn’t realize they’d been tight. “Oh my God.”

	“Yeah. We just need to find the guy.”

	“Is his chip not working?”

	“Only Lunars have LPS chips. Guy’s just a visitor, and things are still a little screwy. From what I’ve been hearing, some people locked themselves in their rooms.”

	“Kind of appealing,” said Cali. “Beats being outside without a helmet.”

	Jake let out one of his dry laughs. “Most things do.”

	Something looped down to buzz between them. Cali followed it up, caught a glimpse of yellow-gold as it passed under a light. “Was that a bee?”

	He watched it circle and swoop down the hall. “Yeah. Must’ve gotten out of Khonsu, the garden wing.”

	“They have bees over there?”

	“Bees, some ladybugs. Think they’ve got worms in the compost, too.”

	“Looks like they all decided to get out of here, too.” Cali gestured up at a vent, where close to a dozen bees clustered. Two or three strolled down the wall, tracing wavy lines. Some launched off the vent and spun through the air, heading down the boulevard after their hive-mates. A few more squeezed out between the slats.

	“That’s probably not good,” said Jake. He glanced to his left.

	Cali followed his gaze and saw another handful of bees working their way out of the next vent. She tapped her tab. “Hey, Roshan?”

	“Yes, ma’am?”

	“Jesus, stop calling me ma’am.”

	“Sorry, ma’am.”

	“There are a bunch of bees coming out of the vents on Gleti Boulevard.”

	“Did you say bees?”

	“Yeah.”

	The deputy muttered something the tab couldn’t pick up. “Must be a filter failure somewhere. I’ll get somebody on it. Are they ... flocking or clustering or something?”

	“Swarming. Bees swarm. And no, they’re not. Looks like they’re all just ... running away.”

	“So they’re smart bees,” said Roshan. “Got it.”

	Cali chuckled. Jake cleared his throat. “Where’s Gordon at?”

	A few digital keystrokes popped from the tab. “He’s at Yamamoto’s. I think he just sat down with the pilot.”

	“Excellent.” Jake glanced at Cali. “Want to grab some sushi?”

	“Not really my thing, to be honest.”

	“Good. I forgot my wallet back at Osiris.”

	They walked across the plaza and over to Selene. Only six people stood in the plaza, two at each of the avenue archways. Other civilians, either volunteers or pressed into guard duty. Four of them had baseball bats clutched in their hands. One had what looked like a fire axe up on her shoulder, poised to swing. She gave them a nervous nod as they walked by.

	“Six people if something goes wrong,” Cali murmured.

	“Like I said, lot of people just locked themselves in their rooms. Most of the tourists are probably still trying to convince themselves this is a lunar problem. All they need to do is wait for the next carrier.”

	“Even after the crash?”

	Jake nodded. “During a crisis, it’s kind of scary how many people deny there’s anything happening.”

	“I guess I can believe that.”

	“Seen it happen too many times.”

	They walked on to Selene. Yamamoto’s looked closed, but Gordon sat at a table on the small patio with another man. As they approached, he gave them a quick dip of the eyes, then focused on the man again. “So you can’t just set a self-destruct or something?”

	The pilot glanced back, looked Cali up and down, then Jake. He had a shaved-bald head, with three or four days of white stubble dusted across it. “Carriers don’t have self-destruct buttons,” he said, looking back at the sheriff. “Not in real life. Best I could offer you is maybe an emergency cargo dump.”

	“Two of my emergency deputies,” Gordon said. He twitched a finger at them in introduction. “Cali Washington, Jake Yazzie. This is Captain Andrews.”

	They all nodded politely at each other. Jake glanced at Gordon, then back to Andrews. “But it’s got an autopilot, right?”

	“Yeah, of course. It’s really just about how much the company locked down the systems when they mothballed it up here. And if they left any fuel cells.”

	Cali pulled over another chair and sat down. “Fuel cells?”

	“Well, yeah,” said Andrews. “If the sheriff’s right and they just planned to leave it up here, why leave perfectly good cells sitting in it? It could’ve saved them ten or fifteen thousand euros on each of their next four or five flights. Just send each carrier up the elevator one or two cells short and then have them pull what they need from the Hathaway.”

	Gordon squeezed the bridge of his nose. “So it might be completely dead?”

	“Maybe. Or it might have enough fuel to launch us toward Titan.”

	“Or toward the sun,” said Cali.

	Andrews nodded. “Yeah, absolutely.”

	Jake still stood next to Cali. “What were you saying before, about it being locked down?”

	“Just standard stuff. They probably locked down launch controls, nav, life support, the autopilot. Anything that’ll stop somebody from taking it for a joyride. It’s a good thing if they did, because it probably means a couple of fuel cells are still there. They wouldn’t bother if it’d been stripped clean.”

	Cali leaned forward on the table. “How many fuel cells would it need to send it into the sun?”

	Andrews’ gaze went to each of them, then settled back on Cali. “You know you’re talking about destroying a DisCorp carrier. That’s serious lawsuit territory. Trust me, I’ve flown for them a bunch of times.”

	“We’re surrounded by an actual army of the undead,” said Cali. “Do you really think the idea of a lawsuit is going to scare any of us right now?”

	He glanced down Selene and shrugged. “Just trying to be upfront about everything.”

	“How many fuel cells?” repeated Gordon.

	Andrews shrugged. “If we don’t care about how long it takes to get there, one would do it. Most space travel, we’re trying to get something to its destination before it dies or expires or whatever. If you just want to drop a rock in the sun ... it might take the nav system ten or fifteen minutes to figure out a viable course, but ... if there’s enough fuel to lift off, we can do it.”

	“Then let’s get to it,” said Jake.

	* * *

	“Thanks for the help.” Andrews gave Cali a weak smile. “I haven’t put one of these things on in almost three years.”

	“I thought you were a pilot,” she said, pushing the gauntlet down over his wrist. It caught the spacesuit’s cuff and locked into place. She reached back and pulled the matching one down from the storeroom shelf.

	Andrews wiggled and flexed his fingers, settling them into the glove. “I am. That means I stay inside the ship.” He rolled his shoulders and the rigid collar wobbled side to side. “I only ever put these on for the re-certification test.”

	“You going to be okay?” asked Jake.

	“Oh, yeah,” the pilot said, nodding hard. “Yeah. I’ll be fine.”

	Cali saw Gordon’s eyebrow twitch as he glared at the pilot. His red-and-white suit had been on and ready for five minutes now. He let his gaze drop down at his tab, fastened in a frame on his gauntlet. Jake held the sheriff’s helmet, waiting to lock it in place. He’d been keeping his attention on Gordon’s face. Now he stared impatiently at the back of Andrews’ scalp.

	Roshan’s voice echoed in stereo from Jake and Cali’s tabs. “Okay, I’ve triple-checked the avenue. Absolutely clear of zombies. Not a one.”

	“And at the end?” asked Cali, holding out the other glove to Andrews.

	“Straight shot, there’s about two hundred between the end of Tereshkova and the carrier. But I think you’re going to have to make some detours. There’s some wreckage from the crash in the way, plus a couple conduits that might be a pain to climb over.”

	Gordon scowled and let out a cough that was half grumble. “So what’re we looking at?”

	“I’m sending you a route to follow. Should take you about twenty minutes to walk. You’ll have to go past ... maybe four hundred of them.”

	Andrews bit back a sound. He cleared his throat. “Doesn’t sound that bad.”

	“They’re all just standing there doing nothing,” said Gordon. “Just like walking through a crowd.”

	“Yeah,” said the pilot. “Of course.” His other glove snapped into place, and he shook out his hand a few times.

	Cali reached back and scooped the pilot’s helmet off its shelf. She glanced at Jake and Gordon. The sheriff lumbered past them and out of the storeroom. Jake followed, and she waved Andrews after them.

	Gordon shuffled down the boulevard toward the plaza. He twisted to look back at Jake and Cali. “As soon as we get out there, you two grab whoever and whatever you need to move the vault. Lana and Roshan know where there’s some dollies we use for moving big things around. Pretty sure two or three of them have wire tires we can take outside if we have to.”

	“They do,” Roshan’s voice confirmed.

	“Get it out here. Once we’re at the carrier we’ll let you know if there’s enough fuel to move it over to the dock. You feel up to going out again if we need to do this the hard way?”

	“Not really,” Cali said, “but if it gets this thing off the Moon, I’ll do it.”

	Gordon sent one of his rough laughs at her as they stepped out into the plaza. “Was really thinking of Jake, just for sheer muscle, but I guess the more hands the better.”

	“Thanks.”

	“No offense.”

	“We’ve got enough muscle,” said Jake. “Last time having a brain along saved my ass.”

	“Get the vault here and then be ready to suit up.” He looked at the Tereshkova door and the two volunteer guards standing there. “Ten minutes down the avenue. Fifteen minutes there. All that back. How long is it going to take you to get the carrier going?”

	Andrews rocked his head side to side. “All depends on how locked down they’ve got it, like I said. Best case, once we’re in the cockpit, I could have it warming up in ten minutes with a finished flight plan. Worst case ... maybe an hour? Assuming we can unlock all the systems.”

	Gordon nodded and turned back to Cali and Jake. “Think you can have it here and be ready to go in an hour-fifteen?”

	“If we can do it in less,” she said, “we’ll meet you in the hall.”

	“Fan-fucking-tastic,” said the sheriff. He reached out to tap the helmet in Jake’s arms. “Seal us up.”

	The helmets went over their heads. Cali felt an odd pang as she engaged the latches. A small ache that could’ve been fear or relief. A phantom chill ran down her back and vanished.

	“Last little bonus for you.” Jake held up a baseball bat. Someone had wrapped the end in sash cord and made a large, braided loop. He reached down, hooked it onto Gordon’s belt, then guided the sheriff’s hand to it. “Better to have it and not need it.”

	Gordon nodded. “Amen to that.”

	“Hey,” said Andrews. He looked at Jake, then Cali. “Don’t I get a weapon?”

	“You just worry about getting the carrier up and running,” Gordon said, eyeing the man. “If there’s any problems past that, I’ll deal with ’em.”

	“But what if they attack us?”

	“Then having one more baseball bat won’t really make a difference.”

	Cali stepped past one of the volunteers and used her deputy codes to unseal the doors. They slid back, exposing Tereshkova Avenue. “Good luck,” she said.

	Gordon gave her and Jake a thumbs-up and headed through the archway. Andrews waddled after him. They paused on the other side to look back.

	Cali set her hand against the controls and the door closed between them, sealing the two men inside.
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	LUNAR SURFACE

	 

	Gordon shuffled along the avenue, the same gait he always used, magnified by the bulk of his suit. Andrews kept overstepping and bouncing himself into the air. He came down hard on his feet again and staggered into the wall.

	“Take it easy,” Gordon told him. “Save your energy.”

	“Sorry. It’s always like this for me. I spend almost all my time in zero-G or one-G. Whenever I have a layover here it always messes me up.”

	“Then try real hard not to be messed up for the next two hours or so.”

	A secondary lock sealed behind them. Thirty meters later Tereshkova split, with each fork locked behind double doors. Gordon ignored the one leading to the landing pad.

	The other door had faint lines of dust on it. The hallway beyond it had never even been completed. An avenue to a lunar space elevator, which became just another unfinished DisCorp project after a few years.

	“We’re here,” Gordon said.

	“I know,” Tessa answered. “I can see you on the cameras.”

	The doors slid apart. The hallway only extended a few meters before ending at another, heavier set of doors. Gordon and Andrews stepped through and were sealed in again.

	A minute ticked by on Gordon’s heads-up display. He cleared his throat. “What’s the holdup?”

	“One second,” said Tessa’s voice. “I’m removing the air from the hallway. We don’t want the pressure to kick you halfway to the launch pad when I open the door.”

	“Fair enough.”

	“I’m okay with that,” said Andrews.

	A low chime came over the speakers, followed by a few faint key taps. “Are you ready? Here we go.”

	The doors slid open.

	A dead woman glared at them. Just beyond her stood a tall man in a long coat and a small child in a frilly dress.

	Andrews hopped back, out of Gordon’s field of vision, and crashed into something. Gordon brought his fists up, then remembered the baseball bat hanging on his tool belt. He reached, found it, fumbled with the release—

	The dead woman stood there, arms at her side, gazing forward. Frost crystals studded her shrunken eyes. Her brown hair darkened to black on one side. Her blue-and-green jumper had burned open at the shoulder, revealing charred skin and muscle.

	Gordon kept his free hand up. He slowly released the baseball bat. It swung down, still attached to his belt, and thudded against his leg.

	No movement.

	He spared a glance at the wrist seals of his suit, then reached out to poke the dead woman.

	She rocked back and forth, swaying in the lunar gravity.

	Gordon reached out again, put a hand just above the woman’s breast—her hard, frozen breast, he couldn’t help but notice—and shoved.

	The zombie tilted back. Her feet left the ground, her heels swung up, and she silently crashed to the ground in front of the dead child.

	Gordon turned to the pilot. Andrews had pressed himself against the wall of the hallway, just on the other side of the hatch. Not pressed flat, not trying to hide, but not far from it. Steam and condensation covered the bottom half of his visor.

	“You gonna be okay?”

	Andrews nodded. “Yeah,” he panted. “Yeah, I’m fine. Really wish I had one of those baseball bats, though.”

	“You scare easy?”

	“They wouldn’t let me pilot a carrier if I did.” He pushed himself away from the wall and tried to wipe his helmet clear from the outside.

	Gordon studied him. “You scare easy out of the cockpit?”

	The other man straightened up. “Guess we’re finding out.”

	“Least you’re honest.”

	They moved around the fallen woman, past the tall man and the dead little girl, to the edge of the avenue. Gordon stepped down and bounced lightly off the bare lunacrete slab. Andrews landed next to him.

	Three more zombies stood here. One, a dark-skinned bald woman with a gash through one eye, wore a DisCorp flight suit splattered with blood. The other two both had dark coats and ties, stark black against their ice-white flesh.

	“Kinda weird, isn’t it? Someone getting buried in their flight suit?”

	“Wouldn’t know,” said Gordon. He pushed one of the dead men aside and lumbered past. “I’m not a Caretaker.”

	“Sorry.”

	“Besides, I don’t think she was ever buried. Probably came out of the Goddard wreck.”

	“Oh.”

	They stepped off the slab and onto the ground. The regolith crunched under Gordon’s boots, the sound seeping up inside his suit. His floodlights came on, lighting up an oval of landscape ahead of him.

	And almost a dozen zombies.

	He reached down and grabbed the baseball bat again. This time it slid off the connector with no problem. “D’you know her?”

	“I don’t think so,” said Andrews.

	“Figured all you pilots and crew would know each other.”

	“There’s over six hundred of us spread across the four elevators, and that’s just the civilian flights. I barely know all the people working on whatever elevator I’m flying off.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. It’s a tight community, but it’s a big one. We all talk on a few different... You’re just making me talk to help me stay calm.”

	“Maybe,” said Gordon, stepping around a dead man in a deep red kaftan. “Works with hysterical kids, thought it might work for you, too.”

	“Thanks,” grumbled the pilot.

	“Yeah, getting pissed’ll do it, too.”

	Their floodlights picked out even more zombies standing at attention. Gordon checked the map on his heads-up display, hefted his bat, and guided them along.

	The floodlights from Andrews’ suit hit Gordon in the back, spreading the sheriff’s shadow across the zombies in front of him. A ghost of movement flickered across them. His gloves tightened on the baseball bat each time.

	When he’d been a kid, his dad had taken them to a farm on the edge of town for a corn maze. Hundreds of straight green stalks that somehow formed walls and paths. The stalks also hid local teens in masks and makeup who’d jump out and shriek and set hearts racing.

	Moving through the crowd of zombies felt like that.

	He reached out with the baseball bat and shoved another one over. And the next one, too. It set off a minor domino effect, knocking down three more dead people.

	“How much longer?” asked Andrews.

	“We’re maybe halfway.” Gordon turned his shoulders, panning his lights out into the lunar darkness. He double-checked the map. “This way, I think.”

	“You think?”

	“You want to split up? Just wander off that way alone and yell if you find anything?”

	“No.”

	“Good. This way.”

	They passed a dead man with white hair and crumbling, frozen skin. A dead woman with a ragged braid and tight lips that showed off her ivory teeth. A dead teen in a dark blue dress that went to her wrists and ankles. A small, shrouded child, gaunt and desiccated from years in the lunar soil.

	All of them stood straight-backed with arms at their sides. Like soldiers at attention, awaiting new orders.

	“Pleasant thought,” Gordon muttered.

	“What was that?”

	“Nothing.” He put one hand on the child’s head. Pushed. The boy spun and bounced away, vanishing into the dark.

	They plodded around a piece of charred wreckage Andrews identified as part of a carrier’s external framework, and another one that looked like a row of three seats with all the upholstery and padding burned off. Then more zombies. Then a large hatch with twisted hinges trailing scraps of white metal.

	The space between zombies grew to three meters, then four, and then something large, long, and skeletal loomed up on the edge of the floodlights. “Think we’re here,” Gordon said.

	“Excellent,” said Andrews. “Now I get to feel useful.”

	“That’s the hope, yeah.”

	They trudged the last few minutes to the carrier, shoving over a few more zombies as they went. Gordon had never been outside one of the ships before. He knew they were large, but it was still bigger than he expected.

	The airlock panel sprang to life at his touch and flashed an angry red warning. Gordon pulled up some codes and authorizations on his tab, flicked them over, and the panel changed to a welcoming green. He touched the door controls again. The hatch pushed out and slid to the side. He leaned in and checked the small entryway.

	“Want me to take the lead?” Andrews asked.

	“Sure.”

	Andrews lumbered through the hatch. The pilot turned sideways to squeeze around a corner. He beckoned Gordon to follow him.

	“It’s a weird airlock,” said Gordon.

	“It’s not an airlock, it’s just a hatch.” Andrews gestured around them. “This is a carrier. Nobody gets off in mid-flight to go for a spacewalk or something. Crap.”

	“What?”

	“They locked the cockpit door, too. Can you do your passcodes again?”

	The two men shuffled their spacesuits back and forth in the narrow hall until they’d switched positions. Gordon threw some more authorizations at the panel. It considered them for a few seconds, then shifted to green. This time the hatch just slid to the side, vanishing into the wall.

	“Go on in,” said Andrews. “Should be room for both of us in the cockpit.”

	Gordon turned and twisted through the narrow opening. His suit’s pack banged twice on the door frame. His boot caught on the lower edge, and he stumbled into the cockpit. The low gravity gave him enough time to reach out, grab a seatback, and pull himself back to his feet.

	“You okay?” Andrews asked.

	Gordon bit back his first reply. “Fine.”

	Andrews wiggled in behind him. The pilot sidestepped over to the other chair, stretched, leaned, and ended up wedging himself between the flight chair and the console. “Okay. This looks like a lot of basic security settings. If you can unlock this, we can get the hell out of here.”

	Gordon’s finger paused above his tab. “Say what?”

	Andrews didn’t turn from the console. “I mean, we can get everything prepped. So you can get that thing, the rock, out of here.” His fingers tapped the edges of the panel.

	Gordon reached out and set a hand on the other man’s shoulder. He squeezed and felt the air-filled material give way until he touched flesh and bone. “We’re clear on what you’re doing, yeah?”

	The pilot’s head went up and down inside in his helmet. “Yep.”

	“And that is...?”

	“Prepping the ship. So if you could just unlock the controls...”

	Gordon squeezed again. Harder. “Lemme hear you say that again.”

	The fingers tapped a little more on the console. “Look,” Andrews said. “I get it. You’re the sheriff of the Moon and all that. You’ve got responsibilities. But we’re here. We can leave right now and get picked up by another carrier.”

	“This your plan all along?”

	“What plan? There are monsters everywhere, and we’re standing in a carrier that can take us away. This is common sense. We ... we can go get help.”

	“Okay,” said Gordon. “Let me be really clear what’s going to happen here.”

	He kept his grip on the man’s shoulder, reached down, and freed the baseball bat with his other hand. Lifted it up. Made sure Andrews saw it.

	“You’re going to get this ship prepped, and that’s it. We’re not leaving. We’re not going anywhere. Not until the rock’s onboard, and then you can send it into the sun. And go with it, for all I care.”

	“Do you not understand what’s going on? This is our chance to—”

	“If I feel this ship move,” continued Gordon, “if it does anything more than shake a little bit, I’m going to take this bat and smash your helmet wide open. If you’re real lucky, I might break it with one hit and you won’t have a lot of time to panic. Or suffer.”

	Andrews stopped tapping his fingers. “That’s murder.”

	“Yeah,” Gordon said. “Probably. But I’m betting with all this other shit going on, nobody’s going to notice one more body.”

	The pilot flexed his fingers once. Twice. Inside his helmet, his head shifted just enough to meet Gordon’s eyes.

	“So, let’s pretend this whole moment didn’t happen,” Gordon said. “I’m going to unlock the controls. You prep the ship. I’ll stand here and watch. And then we’ll both go back to help get the vault loaded on board.”

	“I still think we—”

	“And to help you focus, I’ll be keeping this bat up and ready to swing at your head.”

	They stared at each other.

	“So,” Gordon said, “are we clear what’s happening here?”

	Andrews looked away and set his fingers back on the panel. “Yeah,” he said.

	“Very clear?”

	“Yes. Yes we are.”

	Gordon stared at the side of the man’s face. “Okay, then.” He raised his other arm and flicked his codes over to the console. “Get to it.”
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	MATERIALS LAB

	 

	Cali bounced in mid-stride and gave the dolly a light kick. “You sure this is going to hold it?”

	“Says it’s rated for eight hundred kilos.”

	“Is that Moon weight, though?”

	Jake glanced at her as they continued down Selene Boulevard. “Everything up here’s Moon rated. You know that.”

	“Sorry. I find myself questioning a lot of things I thought I knew.”

	Jake barked out a laugh.

	A scuff of shoes on lunacrete made Jake grip his baseball bat before he turned. Lana caught up to them, moving down the street in long, graceful skips. “Do you need help moving it?”

	“Maybe,” Cali said. “Don’t you have ... other stuff to do?”

	Lana waved the comment away. “My intern’s dealing with the odd panicked citizen or tourist. I’ve made all the official and unofficial announcements I can. Now I’m trying to pitch in and make sure we all get through this.”

	“So you alerted DisCorp?” asked Jake.

	“I’ve added everything to the monthly report. The timeline and all the details we know to date. It’s all part of the official record.”

	Cali brought the furniture dolly to an abrupt halt. “But have you actually spoken to them? Today?”

	“No, but—”

	“In the past twenty-four hours?”

	“Look,” said Lana, “there’s no longer any need. We have the situation under control now—”

	“For fuck’s sake,” Jake said.

	Cali closed her eyes and sighed. “Lana, you need to—”

	“—and there’s no point panicking anyone now with outdated or irrelevant information.”

	“You need to tell them!” Cali’s shout echoed across the boulevard. “They need to know what’s been happening up here!”

	“What’s happening,” Lana said when the echo faded, “is that in another two hours the meteorite will be heading for the sun and this will all be over. Then I can make a full report, tell them everything, and I’ll have saved DisCorp millions of euros they would’ve wasted prepping a rescue mission and getting it loaded on an elevator.”

	Jake tugged at the brim of his cap. “And if we actually need the rescue team?”

	Lana’s smile trembled for an instant. “We’ve got this sorted out, Jake.”

	Jake shook his head and walked off. Cali made a fist, forced her fingers open, and followed him, letting the dolly drag behind her. It kept Lana a safe distance away.

	They reached the lab. Jake swiped his fingers across the door pad. It hissed open. They entered.

	Jake got on one end of a desk and dragged it away from the vault. The desk shook and rattled as it moved across the floor. A stylus bounced twice. An old flatscreen tipped over.

	Cali slid the dolly in next to the desk, right by the vault’s thick hinge.

	Jake nodded at the dolly. “Sure you got that?”

	“I’ve got strong legs. And it’s all about balance.”

	“You sure?”

	“I’ve got it.”

	“Okay. Let’s rock it back, get the dolly under it.”

	Jake set his hands against the side of the vault. Cali braced her feet and put her hands by his, just a bit higher. They pushed.

	The vault didn’t budge.

	“Goddamn,” said Jake. “Looks like we’ll need you after all, Lana.”

	She snorted and moved in. Jake slid past Cali, put himself against the wall. They slid their hands higher on the metal panel. Lana bent her arms, Cali flexed her legs, and they all heaved.

	The vault didn’t budge.

	Cali tapped the base with her boot. “Are we sure this thing isn’t bolted to the floor or something?”

	“It’s just heavy,” said Jake.

	“Technically,” said Lana, “it’s massive. It weighs less because of the Moon’s gravity, but it still takes just as much energy to move it.”

	Jake glared at her.

	“Sorry. I give a lot of talks about it to schoolkids.”

	Cali lifted her tab. “Tessa or Roshan?”

	“Yeah,” both of them chimed.

	“Can one of you come give us a hand? Or find us a big volunteer?”

	“With the vault?” asked Roshan’s voice.

	“Yeah. It’s gonna be a lot more work than we thought.”
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	THE HATHAWAY

	 

	Gordon looked over to where Andrews had wedged himself between the flight chair and the console. “We almost done?”

	“Think so,” said the pilot. He made a few final selections from the options on the console desktop. “Took about twice as long as it could’ve, all things considered. None of this stuff was designed for someone in a spacesuit.”

	“But it’s done and ready to go?”

	“Yeah,” Andrews said. “All systems check out. She’s only got one and a half fuel cells left. We can’t waste any of it moving her over to the landing pad, but the nav-computer and I worked out a flight plan that’ll get her off the Moon, slingshot around Venus, and then more or less straight into the sun. Should take one hundred and eight days.”

	“You sure?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Even with the slingshot?”

	Andrews tapped the console. “The nav-computer’s got the orbits of over fifty-four thousand inner-system objects mapped out. Planets, moons, asteroids, space stations, space junk. We’re good.”

	Gordon hefted the bat. “You weren’t tempted to do anything stupid?”

	Andrews’ fingers tapped some more. “Look, I think you’re an idiot for not leaving now—”

	“Thanks.”

	“—but you’ve made it clear that’s not happening. Which means getting rid of that rock is the best chance of saving my own ass. It’s not like I’m going to blow up the ship out of spite or something. What do you take me for?”

	Gordon squeezed the bat’s grip. “You’re a hell of a guy.”

	“Fuck you. Is it so wrong that I just want to live?”

	“What else do we need to do here?”

	“Nothing, really. She could take off now, but we’ll get better efficiency if we let the fuel cells heat up a bit. I wasn’t going to pressurize anything if nobody’s going with it.” He tapped a few controls, tapped a few more, and swiped the desktop. A handful of readouts scattered, and a blinking blue rectangle the size of Gordon’s armored thumb replaced them. Above the rectangle, a one-word question blinked in time with it.

	ENGAGE?

	“Hit that,” said Andrews, “and you’ve got ten minutes until takeoff.”

	“Seems kinda long.”

	“Figured it took us about three or four minutes to get in here, not counting the hatches. That long to get out gives you six minutes to get away before the thrusters kick on.”

	“And then?”

	“And then what? Then she takes off, and four months from now she hits the sun. That’s what you wanted, right?”

	“Just checking. Cargo hold good?”

	Andrews reached over and stabbed at three buttons in a row. “Ready and open. Ramp is down. No idea what the situation’s like inside. Can’t imagine they left anything, though. Should be plenty of room.”

	Gordon nodded once inside his helmet. “We’ll check before we head back.” He gestured at the doorway with the bat.

	“What?”

	“You first.”

	Andrews rolled his eyes. “Seriously?”

	“Call me old-fashioned. Someone says they’re willing to stab everybody in the back, I don’t want that guy behind me.”

	The pilot pushed himself away from the console. He wiggled past Gordon and slipped out into the hallway. Gordon checked the controls, confirmed the blue rectangle was still blinking, and followed him out.

	Andrews worked his way around the corner and headed for the open hatch. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he said.

	“What?”

	Andrews stepped away from the door, clearing the way.

	Gordon stepped out onto the surface of the Moon. He looked out at the darkness, back toward the domes of Luna City. He tightened his grip on the baseball bat.

	Hundreds of shadows stood around the carrier, backlit by the city’s lights.

	“Going the other way, into the dark,” the pilot said, “I didn’t realize how many of them were around us.”

	“There’s a few thousand out here,” said Gordon. He flexed his fingers on the grip again and lifted the bat to his shoulder. “Last we checked.”

	Andrews hopped away, heading off along the carrier’s side. Gordon followed him.

	A few long strides carried them down to the carrier’s main body. The pod closest to the cockpit was passenger seating. A cargo pod had been slotted into the second section. It had opened up, doors folded away, ramps extended. A pair of zombies stood stiff at the far end of the opening. Two women, each in an elaborate funeral dress. One had died young, the other quite old. Both had frozen eyes and tight skin.

	Gordon watched them for a moment, then turned his floodlights into the carrier. The hold was designed for forklifts to drive in and arrange fully loaded pallets. Not that any such things waited here now. DisCorp had offloaded whatever cargo and supplies had once been here. His lights hit patterns of holes, lines, and squares, where equipment had been removed from the walls and floor.

	“Dammit,” said Andrews. “Would’ve been really nice if they’d left a forklift.”

	“Wonder if they pulled all the cushions off the seats,” said Gordon.

	“Probably.”

	They stepped in and checked all the corners, panning circles of light into every corner. Completely empty. Gordon reached over and tapped the wall with the baseball bat. The vibration echoed up through his arm. “How strong are these walls?”

	“Why do you ask?”

	“If we have to put the vault in loose, is it going to tear through the walls during blastoff or your slingshot or any of that?”

	Andrews’ suit turned side to side, playing his floodlights across the inside of the cargo hold. “Maybe, but I doubt it. The walls are pretty damned solid as is, and they’ve got the reinforced frame all around them. If you can spare a strap or two, we could fasten it to the wall, just to be safe.”

	“Maybe, yeah. Don’t want to do any of this half-assed.”

	Andrews took a few steps back, turned to Gordon as he stepped back outside. “Still going to be a pain in the ass dragging that thing out here. Do you have your own forklift or something we could tow it OH, HOLY FUCK!”

	He threw himself across the open door of the hold, stumbling and rolling until he crashed into the far side, rebounded, and hit the ground near Gordon’s feet. He slid to a halt, thrashed until he rolled over, and scampered awkwardly away. “She touched me!” he shouted, thrusting a finger at one of the dead women.

	Gordon looked up. The younger woman rocked back and forth on broken heels. He walked over and gave the dead woman a shove. She tipped back, knocking up a cloud of dust when she hit the ground. “Jesus, you’re pathetic.”

	Andrews scowled. Bit off the first syllables of two or three words. He pushed himself to his feet and made a show of brushing himself off. “Yeah, really pathetic. I know enough to be scared of the walking dead. Stupid fucking me.”

	Gordon ignored him and opened a comm channel. “Roshan? Carrier’s low on fuel but prepped and ready. We’re done here. Heading back in to do this the hard way.”

	A few seconds ticked by before the reply came. “Copy that. We’re having a little trouble getting the vault on the dolly, but we should have it by the time you’re here.”

	“Understood.” He closed the channel and turned his attention back to Andrews. “Come on. Let’s get back, help them move that thing.”

	“Do you want me to close it up?”

	“Do I want you to go back inside the carrier alone? No, I do not.”

	“I’m just asking if—”

	“We’ll be back here in less than an hour. It’ll be fine.” He stretched out the bat, pointed it at Luna City. “Let’s go.”

	Andrews sighed. He marched away from the carrier, dragging his feet in the regolith. He passed a dead man in a dark suit and shoved the corpse over.

	Gordon followed. He looked at the fallen zombie as he passed. It stared back up at him with frozen eyes.
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	MATERIALS LAB

	 

	The four of them heaved, the vault leaned to the side, and Tessa slid the dolly’s plate underneath.

	“Well, that wasn’t so hard,” Deputy Roshan said, cracking his knuckles.

	Jake raised a brow at him.

	“I’ve changed my mind,” said Cali, patting Jake on the arm. “You can take the dolly.”

	“Thanks.”

	She stretched and moved to the other side of the vault.

	Tessa looked at Jake, then the dolly. “So if you’ve got the dolly, that means I have to push now?”

	“Happens to the best of us,” he said.

	“If you didn’t want to work, you shouldn’t’ve come to the Moon,” said Roshan.

	Tessa grunted at him. Lana sighed. “You sound like Gordon.”

	“He’s been telling me that for two years now,” the deputy said.

	Cali and Roshan centered themselves on the far side of the vault. Tessa squeezed in between Cali and the wall. Lana took the outer edge.

	“On three,” said Jake, “tilt it my way. Nobody go crazy and try to shove it over.”

	“Not going to be a problem,” said Cali.

	“One,” Jake said. “Two. Three.”

	Cali heaved. Tessa and Roshan grunted. Lana let out a squeak of air.

	The vault leaned over. Jake pulled back and levered it up onto the wheels. Cali flexed her thighs and calves, pushed hard, and the vault settled against the dolly.

	“Easy,” said Jake. “Easy.”

	Roshan leaned around Lana. “You got it?”

	“Think so.”

	Cali kept her hands on the vault. The image of it smashing down on her toes or Jake’s legs flickered through her mind as it swayed back and forth, a drunken metal box trying to decide if it was going to fall over or not.

	“Okay,” said Jake. He slid his foot back, let the vault lean a few more degrees toward him, and its heavy door swung open.

	Lana and Roshan grabbed at it, and it pulled free of their hands. The door slammed wide against the thick hinge with a loud clang. The impact jerked the dolly’s handles.

	Jake’s grip slipped. He tried to get it back, tried to reposition himself, failed. He leaped back.

	The vault fell on its side, pinning the dolly beneath it. One of the wire wheels flexed out, forming more of an oval.

	“Goddammit!” Jake kicked at the floor.

	Cali crouched to look at the door’s latch. “It’s been open this whole time?”

	“Not sealed,” said Tessa, “but not open, at least.”

	“I could’ve sworn Gordon locked it.”

	Lana sighed. “No way we’re picking that back up.”

	“We could still do it,” said Roshan. “Maybe if we got two or three more people.”

	“We need to close it back up,” said Jake, waving at the door. “Figure out how to move it later.”

	“Oh, fuck,” Cali said. “Where is it?”

	“What?” Tessa pushed past Lana. “What do you mean?”

	“The meteor’s not here. It’s gone.”

	Only the few loose claims and reports that had sat under the Arawn bag remained in the safe, and they’d scattered in the fall. Cali recognized the page with multiple folds created when she’d shoved the bag inside the safe. She tried to convince herself it might still be there, somehow hidden by the dozen or so loose papers.

	Jake stepped around to look inside the vault. “Oh, fuck me.”

	Tessa scanned the floor. “Did it fall out?”

	“It’s a watermelon wrapped in a black-and-yellow bag. We would’ve seen it.”

	Lana looked around the lab. “Did somebody take it?”

	Cali focused on Roshan. “Who else has access? Who could open it?”

	“Lots of people. It’s not exactly a high-security vault.” He gestured at Lana. “The mayor. Sheriff Gordon. Me. Any one of you, you’ve all got the codes now. A couple researchers. Most of the prospectors. Doc Thavas. Pretty sure the manager and assistant manager of the Hilt—”

	“Wait,” Cali said. “Prospectors? Like Gillyman?”

	Lana shook her head. “Why would he take it? He’s greedy, sure, but he’s not an idiot. He knows what’s at stake here.”

	A murmur of agreement rolled through the lab. Cali took in a breath to echo it, then held the breath. “Wait,” she said. “Does he?”

	“He knows we went outside,” said Jake.

	“Does he know it’s what we went out for?” She looked to Tessa. Roshan. Lana.

	“Well, no, I don’t think so,” said Lana, “but why would he...”

	“He doesn’t know exactly why we went out. But he saw we brought back the medical supplies and Jake’s bag. And the Arawn bag.”

	Jake nodded. “He’s an arrogant, self-centered bastard. Course he’d think we brought the rock in for him. He thinks it’s his property, remember?”

	“Son of a bitch,” muttered Roshan. “How long do you think he’s had—”

	Cali raised her tab. “Sheriff Gordon,” she called into it. “You’re not safe! The meteor’s out of the vault!”

	* * *

	Gordon furrowed his thick brow. Andrews turned to look at him, then twisted to look at the zombies around them. “What did she just say?”

	“Cali,” said Gordon, “repeat that.”

	Her voice echoed in his helmet. “It’s gone! We think Gillyman took it, maybe a while ago.”

	Gordon stared at the row of zombies standing like posts in front of them, and the row past that. At least two hundred of them still stood in the distance between him and the docking avenue. “They aren’t moving.”

	“I’m telling you,” she insisted, “it’s not in the vault.”

	“I told you that thing touched me,” hissed Andrews.

	“Get somewhere safe, fast,” said Cali. “They can’t climb or jump.”

	“But they can open doors,” said Gordon. “And spacesuit seals.”

	Andrews turned and bounded past Gordon, heading back toward the carrier.

	Gordon spun around. They’d made it almost halfway back. The carrier might be slightly closer, but it was uneven ground. As if to prove the point, on his third long stride, Andrews tripped on a conduit and sprawled across the regolith, kicking up a cloud of dust as he came to a halt.

	Things moved in the dust.

	The zombies around Andrews turned, closed in, bent toward the fallen pilot. At least a dozen of them. Gaunt and ragged shapes reached for the fallen man.

	Andrews got on his side, saw them coming, and launched himself away with a pair of desperate kicks. He skimmed across the ground and crashed into three more walking corpses. One of them spun into the air. The other two fell on top of him.

	“Don’t let ’em get hold of you!” shouted Gordon. “Get up! Shake ’em off.”

	Cali’s voice echoed in their helmets. “What’s going on out there?”

	The pilot lashed out and knocked himself up away from the ground. He spun, flailed, and knocked two more zombies away. His boots came down on top of them, pinning them in the regolith.

	“Move!” shouted Gordon.

	Roshan’s voice cut in. “Head for Tereshkova!”

	Gordon heard a faint scrape. The sound of something touching the outside of his suit. Right at the collar for his helmet.

	He spun, bringing the bat up as he did. The swing caught the first zombie in the side of the head, right on the bat’s sweet spot, and he felt the uneven pop of vertebrae travel up the bat. The second one—the one grabbing at his helmet seals—was too close. His heavy gauntlet slammed into its skull, a solid backhand with the bat’s weight and momentum giving it even greater force. The dead thing’s feet left the ground and it soared to the side.

	The impact also wrenched the bat from his hand. Gordon’s heart leaped into his throat, his pulse swelling his neck as his weapon drifted away from his fingers. He stretched after it.

	It bounced back to him, hit his fingers, bounced away again, back again. He’d looped the cord around his wrist at some point without thinking. The bat was tied to him.

	A hand reached across his visor. Gray skin. A pair of loose rings on one shriveled finger.

	Gordon swung his arm hard. It connected with something outside his helmet’s field of view. The gray hand whipped away. Something else grabbed his wrist, and he brought himself around to punch a dead man in the face. It was like punching any drunk at a bar, except the zombie’s skin and bones were more brittle. The bat swung in after the fist and managed to smack the dead man in the cheek as he soared away.

	“Help me!” screamed Andrews. “Oh, fuck, somebody help me!”

	Gordon twisted his wrist, tightened the line, and the bat drifted back into his hand. His fingers closed around the grip and he lashed out, catching a dead woman across the jaw. She flew back, lifted off her feet by the blow. One black dress shoe sailed up into the darkness.

	Almost a dozen meters away, Andrews was a thrashing pair of lights in the darkness. Silhouetted figures appeared and vanished as the floods washed over them. Twenty figures, easy.

	The pilot shouted something else, a distorted scream that ended in a sharp, short hiss. Gordon saw a sparkle of frozen air, and the pair of floodlights switched off. Lunar night swallowed up the space where Andrews had been.

	Gordon turned, smacked away a pair of hands, and lumbered through the crowd of the dead.

	He just needed to last maybe five minutes. Five minutes would get him to the airlock. He pulled the baseball bat back and swung it into a dead woman’s neck as hard as he could. She fell back, and he thrust the bat hard into the shoulder of a teenaged boy in a Japanese robe, knocking the dead kid away. He took three more steps and smashed the bat into a grandfatherly man in a gray suit.

	* * *

	Cali raced down the hall with Roshan, Jake a few steps behind them. “We go as far down Tereshkova as we can,” Roshan called out. “Once he’s in, we can seal the outside door and take care of whatever came in with him.”

	“Got it,” Cali said.

	They dashed across the plaza, and Roshan barked at the volunteer on sentry duty. “Open it up!”

	They got closer, and Cali could see the man was a civilian. Not even a Lunar. A fine sheen of sweat kept his long, irregular hair against his scalp. The Tie Guy, with his lightning-bolt hair flattened into a mess and a baseball bat awkwardly clutched in one hand.

	Tie Guy blinked at them, at the controls. “How?”

	Roshan shoved him out of the way, brought up his tab, and began speed-scrolling through his access codes. The tab’s screen glitched and chimed as he swiped at it. The border around the readout changed.

	“Ahhh...” Roshan switched into another language Cali didn’t recognize, but the words still had the rich emphasis of profanity. “Fuck it all,” he added after a few dozen syllables. He slammed his palm into the hatch.

	“What is it?” asked Cali.

	He sagged against the door and held up his arm. A new star-and-crescent badge rotated on his tab. “I’m the sheriff now.”

	Jake squeezed his hands into fists.

	Tie Guy’s gaze went over each of them. He raised a hand nervously to shoulder height. “Are we still going to open the door?”

	Roshan smacked the hatch again, this time with both hands, and let a long breath out through his nose.

	“No,” said Cali. “No, we’re not.”

	Lana caught up to them with her long, skipping strides. “Tessa’s heading to... What’s going on? Did they make it back in?”

	Jake glared at her.

	Lana’s eyes went wide. “Oh no.”

	Cali swiped at her tab, pulled up a room registry. “We need to find Gillyman and get that meteor locked away before the zombies start trying to get in here again.”

	“Good,” said Jake. “Someone’s thinking.”

	Lana cleared her throat. “He’s got a room at the end of Upper Chandra. All the way down, same side of the boulevard. It’s under his business name, could take you ten or fifteen minutes to find it.”

	Cali located the room on the map and confirmed the owner. “There he is,” she said, nodding at Lana. “Let’s go.”

	Roshan turned away from the hatch. The four of them marched to Chandra’s vaulted entrance. Roshan led them into the stairwell and up to the second floor.

	“Good thing you knew where to find him,” said Cali. “Every minute that thing’s out of the vault we’re all at risk.”

	Lana started to respond, then turned it into a vague coughing sound.

	Cali looked at another room ID. Then she turned back to the mayor. “How did you know just where to find him?”

	“It’s the Moon.” The mayor stared firmly ahead as they marched. “And we had a thing last year. Just for a few weeks.”

	“Ahhh,” said Cali. “Is this going to be a problem?”

	“No. He screwed up big.”

	“Putting it mildly,” Jake said.

	Gillyman’s room was second to last. Roshan double-checked the ID on the door panel—Elatha Mining & Prospecting Endeavors—and then hit the call button. “Russ Gillyman,” he said. “Sheriff Gordon’s dead. This is Roshan. Sheriff Roshan. Open up.”

	They waited. Cali counted to ten. Jake fingers rolled back into fists.

	Roshan banged on the door itself. “Gillyman, we think you might have something dangerous in there.”

	Cali cleared her throat. “We’re pretty sure the meteor is what’s reanimating the dead.”

	“Dammit, Russ,” shouted Jake. “Open the goddamned door.”

	Cali looked at Roshan. “Can you open it?”

	“Yeah. So can you. Aren’t you two in the system as deputies?”

	Cali closed her eyes. “Yes, we are.”

	Jake sighed and hammered his own forehead twice with his fist. “We haven’t even been deputies for twenty-four hours. Can someone just open the damned door?”

	Cali swiped her finger quickly across her tab until she found the passkey app her deputization had given her. A few quick stabs at it sent the order into the system and unlocked Gillyman’s door. The magnetic thump echoed in the hall.

	Jake leaned forward as the door slid open. “Gillyman,” he called out. “Stop screwing around, this thing is oh holy fuck.”

	Roshan followed him in and froze.

	Cali saw it all a heartbeat later. The mayor made a noise behind them that could’ve been a gasp, or maybe the sound of someone trying very hard not to throw up.
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	GILLYMAN’S QUARTERS

	 

	It was a lot to take in at once, even though it wasn’t a big room.

	Gillyman sprawled on his couch-bed just two meters in front of them, his Hawaiian shirt glaringly bright in the somber room. Not quite sitting, not quite laying back. Cali imagined they’d caught him frozen in the act of sliding off the far side of the bed.

	The meteorite sat on the edge of the bed next to him, tucked between his arm and his body, its coat of dust cleared away. The wrinkles and folds were even more apparent.

	She could see the pinkish-gray edges where the stone had cracked and broken away sometime in the distant past.

	The prospector twisted his head around to look at them as they entered. The rolling, boneless motion ended with his chin hanging over his shoulder blade. No snaps or pops accented the movement. His mouth hung open in a snarl, or maybe an angry, silent scream. Maybe a howl of terror. Cali could see between his teeth—one gold, one the too-white of a cheap ceramite replacement—and right down his throat. His eyelids pulled back wide, but the eyes themselves seemed vacant, as if he’d gone blind. One of them rolled halfway back into his skull. Cali found the half-iris unnerving, maybe even more than the wild look in the other eye.

	Gillyman’s arm wrapped around the watermelon-sized stone, as if he’d grabbed at it when he started to slide off the bed. He held on for dear life, absurdly trying to save himself from the twenty-inch plunge to the floor. Cali’s mind flitted away—she let it flit away—to early childhood, hanging off the couch and trying to avoid the lava floor.

	His hand pressed flat against the meteorite, fingers splayed, like a starfish clinging to a rock at low tide. They looked ... soft. Not the pudgy soft they’d been when she’d first met the man a few weeks ago. They looked melted, like hot butter the moment before it collapsed into a liquid.

	The softness reached his palm, too. She could see it from the doorway. And his wrist. And the exposed, weirdly curved forearm wrapped around the stone, pulling it tight into his armpit.

	Dampness stained the Hawaiian shirt across his chest. Sweat? Blood? She couldn’t be sure.

	It was a lot to take in.

	Cali couldn’t say how long she stared at the man. It couldn’t’ve been long. Seconds at most. Jake and Roshan hadn’t moved. Lana hadn’t made any new sounds. Or maybe they had, and Cali just hadn’t registered any of it.

	Gillyman was melting into the rock.

	Or maybe it was sucking him in.

	His free hand reached for them. It was a meter away, but Cali still took a step back. A breath of air whistled from the prospector’s wide-open mouth.

	“Hungry ... sooo hungryyy...”

	Cali touched Jake’s arm without taking her eyes off Gillyman. “What the hell is this?”

	“You think I know?”

	“Is he ... is it draining him?”

	“I think it’s eating him,” said Roshan.

	Gillyman’s fingers flexed in the air between them. Stretching. Grasping.

	“We need to call Doctor Thavas,” Cali said. “Maybe she can—”

	Lana pushed past her. “We have to stop wasting time and help him!”

	Cali made a grab for the mayor’s arm. Jake grabbed for her shoulder. Lana shrugged them both off. Two broad steps from doorway to bed. She crossed it in less than a second, and her fingers closed on Gillyman’s outstretched hand.

	Then Lana twisted her hips around and seemed to leap up, slamming into the ceiling and back down to the floor before rising up again.

	The whipcrack of motion made Cali flinch back into the doorway. Jake bumped into the frame next to her. The sound hit her ears a frantic heartbeat later. Tearing cloth and the zipper-like crackle-snap of dozens—maybe hundreds—of sticks and branches all breaking at once.

	Something hit the floor. One of Lana’s stylish boots. Split open from calf to toe.

	The mayor was gone. Gillyman, too. A hundred-plus kilos of pink flesh lay in their place. A long, featureless snake thicker than Cali’s waist, attached to the meteorite by long ropes of meat.

	The snake shuddered. Flexed. Its narrow tip reared up into the air, as if preparing to strike.

	Not all pink. Cali saw it deepen from Lana’s pale-rosy tones to Gillyman’s tanned, almost leathery skin. A patch of orange red hair spread across part of the flesh, alongside a pattern of pinched wrinkles that could’ve been a face.

	Cali stepped backwards into the hall. She grabbed Jake and Roshan’s belts and tugged them back as well. Jake followed her pull. Roshan resisted, frozen by the sights inside the small apartment.

	The snake lashed out and struck the wall next to the door. It swept to the side, knocked Roshan across the room, and slid across the doorway after him. It hesitated, as if sensing them in the hall, then lunged at the deputy.

	From the hall, Cali heard his scream. The snake dragged him back into view. Its coils pinned one of his arms tight at his side. It curled in, dragging him toward the bed, and then shoved him headfirst into the knot of tissue that sat just alongside the meteorite.

	Roshan screamed again. It died in a quick, sputtering choke as the soft flesh covered his mouth. Then his body thrashed and the sounds of ripping fabric, of cracking bones, filled the small room.

	A shorter, brown-skinned snake stretched out and felt its way across the floor.

	No, Cali realized. Not snakes. Tentacles.

	Jake stabbed his fingers at the hall controls. The room’s door slid shut as the longer tentacle coiled back. It slammed into the door, and the panel shuddered in the frame.

	Cali swiped her finger across her tab until she found the passkey app again. A few swipes reset it to a hardlock, and she flung the code at the door. The locks thudded shut and a red icon flashed on the small screen.

	The door trembled with another impact.

	“We need to get everybody out of here,” she said, taking another step back.

	The door shook again. It let out a few quick, plastic cracks.

	Cali swiped through the assorted deputy files. “Is there some kind of general alert button? Emergency evac or—”

	“Tessa,” Jake barked at his tab. “Get everyone off this hall, now.”

	Her voice popped up from the speaker. “What’s going on? Is Gilly—”

	“Now!”

	The door bulged out again with a crunch. This time two long, parallel cracks appeared, each close to a foot long.

	“Get everyone out of this wing,” Cali added. “The floor below us, too.”

	Every other hall light switched to red and began to pulse. “Evacuate,” said a recorded voice that sounded like Lana. “This is not a drill. All citizens please evacuate Upper and Lower Chandra, sections two and three. Evacuate. This is not—”

	A door across the hall slid open. “What’s going on?” asked the man inside, looking up and down the hall. Not a single hair graced his white head. Not even eyebrows. “Did they get in?”

	“Not exactly,” said Cali.

	Across the hall something heavy smashed against Gillyman’s door again. A handful of fractures stretched up and down. Splinters of plastic sprayed the hall.

	The hairless man flinched, leaning back into his room. “What the hell’s that?”

	Cali grabbed his arm. “Go,” she snapped. “Get out of here.”

	Jake had made it halfway down the hall, banging on doors and adding his shouts to the recorded warnings. A half-dozen more people stumbled into the hall. A young couple zipping themselves into their jumpsuits. A scruffy woman in baggy boxers and a tank top, pushing one foot into a boot. A heavyset Asian man with a unibrow and some kind of script running down each arm.

	“Go!” Cali shouted at them.

	Jake had reached the emergency lock dividing the boulevard. One hand hovered over the controls, ready to slap down, while the other hand waved people toward him. “Come on!”

	Cali herded them away from Gillyman’s room. She glanced over her shoulder as more fragments of the door hit the far wall. Her herding became more urgent.

	The woman in boxers struggled with her other boot. “Give me a minute,” she said, glancing up at Cali.

	“We don’t have a minute!”

	“What the fuck’s going on? Did some of those—”

	Gillyman’s door burst apart. Half of it struck the far wall with a crash and shattered into a cloud of fragments. The other half hit at an angle, bounced, and spun down the hall toward them. It hit the floor and just missed the crouching woman as she tugged at her boot. Cali hopped, and it skidded under her.

	A tentacle unrolled into the hall, pawed at the floor, and the thing dragged itself out of Gillyman’s room.

	“What the hell—” said Boots.

	“Run!” shouted Jake.

	Cali looped an arm under the woman’s waist and heaved, lifting her off the ground like a stubborn toddler who refused to move. Boots reacted like one. She fought against Cali’s hold as they spun and staggered down the hall. They covered three or four meters before Boots struggled loose and fell to the floor, landing on her side. It threw Cali off balance, and she bounced off the wall before tumbling another three meters down the hall. She got her feet under herself and looked back.

	Boots pushed up off the floor just as the tentacle grabbed her bare ankle and yanked her back. Her eyes went wide, she opened her mouth to scream, and her face swelled up, burying her features under inches of skin. The crunch of shattering bones filled the hall as Boots vanished, and the tentacle became two meters longer. The remains of her boxers fell to the floor, while her tank top stretched tight around the length of flesh like a bandage.

	Screams echoed from the end of the hall.

	Cali threw herself back, away from the creature, sailing through the air until she could kick at the floor again. Three desperate bounds carried her to the emergency lock as the tentacle slithered after her. She leaped forward, and the bulky Asian man grabbed her outstretched hand and yanked her through.

	Jake slammed his hand against the controls. The emergency doors rumbled out and crashed together. Five inches thick, each with a four-inch slab of Lexan as a window.

	They all watched as the tentacle covered the last few meters and slammed into the emergency lock. The doors didn’t budge. It reared up, an angry snake once more, and lunged forward to strike just below one of the windows. A tremor echoed through the thick doors.

	Back down at the far end of the hall, another door opened and someone stepped out. An older man with silver and black hair, zipping up his tunic. Cali recognized him from her night at the hotel weeks ago. A bartender, maybe. He looked around at the flashing lights, and his eyes went wide at the sight of the creature.

	“Go back,” she yelled through the Lexan. “Get back in your room!” Her cry set off the rest of them, and they all called and waved through the windows.

	The man stood and stared.

	Cali wasn’t clear if the tentacle-thing recognized their gestures or somehow sensed the man a dozen or so meters behind it. Did it have any senses besides touch? She didn’t see any eyes or ears, or even anything that might be a nose or mouth.

	It hadn’t needed a mouth to eat Roshan or Lana or Gillyman.

	The thoughts raced through her mind as the creature turned from the door and dragged itself toward the bartender.

	The man’s brain reactivated with a snap. He screamed and raced back into his room. The door slid shut, but not before the tentacle stretched out and wedged itself in the opening. The creature pulled itself forward. The shorter tentacle thrashed at the narrow gap.

	Cali pushed through the crowd, away from the doors. She flipped through all the new functions and accesses on her tab. Overrides and diagrams. Protocols and passkeys. Maps and blueprints. There had to be something that could get the man out of his room safely.

	The crowd gasped in horror.

	“Too late,” Jake murmured near her shoulder.

	She looked back, peering past the heads clustered around the Lexan windows.

	The creature dragged itself back into the hall. A new tentacle sprouted between the other two. The largest was almost four meters long now. The trio of limbs pulled the monster toward the section door.

	Two of the watchers, the younger couple, turned and ran down the hall, the woman’s multiple braids bouncing behind them. Someone else followed them. Then the hairless man, too.

	The heavy doors shuddered under the impact of heavy blows. Cali stared through the window. At the base of the tentacles, the meteorite sat wrapped in ropy threads of flesh. She could only glimpse them, but its coarse, broken edges seemed smoother.

	The big tentacle whipped around and hit the doors again.

	“What’s going on?” asked Tessa’s voice. “Did you find Gillyman? Did he have the meteorite?”

	“It’s got him,” Cali said.

	“What’s got him?”

	“The rock,” Jake snapped at his tab. “The goddamn rock. It’s some kind of ... thing. It just ... it ate him.”

	“What?”

	“Are you in Gordon’s office?” asked Cali. “We need all the cameras from Upper Chandra.”

	“I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

	“Something worse got in,” said Cali. “We brought it in.”
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	“We’ve evacuated all of Chandra Boulevard,” said Tessa. “Both floors. I sealed every hatch and bulkhead I could, but the ... whatever-it-is is pretty close to breaking through the first one.”

	Jake raised an eyebrow across the table. “Seriously?”

	“Yeah.”

	Cali rubbed her temples. “Can we see it?”

	Tessa swiped at the desktop. An image popped up and she flicked it up on the big screen. “It’s right where you left it.”

	The camera view was from the above right. The creature smashed at the emergency doors again and again. It braced itself with the two shorter tentacles and hammered the largest one against the barrier. Each blow made the camera tremble.

	“Do you want sound?” Tessa said. “I can do that.”

	“Don’t tell me it’s talking,” said Jake.

	“No. It’s not making any sounds at all.”

	“Nothing?” asked Cali.

	“Nothing I can hear. No vocalization, no breathing, nothing. It’s kind of creepy how quiet it is.” Tessa tapped her fingers on the desk. “Also, we got a distress signal from Lazarus Base. Not we, us, but Luna City. A general signal. They’re being attacked now, too. By zombies.”

	Cali frowned. “But not Pluto? They’re next-closest, right?”

	Tessa’s tapping became a steady drumbeat. “I don’t know. If Pluto only sent out calls on official channels, the system wouldn’t let me see them. Gordon only deputized you two. And Isme.”

	“Speaking of which,” said Jake, “shouldn’t we get someone official?” He looked around the small office. “There should be somebody else here, right?”

	“I think ... we’re it,” Cali said. “I don’t think there’s anyone else official left.”

	“Thavas?”

	“She’s a doctor, not a deputy.”

	“We’re not deputies,” said Jake.

	“Technically,” said Tessa, “you are. You’re in the system as such.”

	“Then shouldn’t the system have promoted one of us to sheriff?”

	“Maybe it promoted the other guy,” Cali said. “The one on his tri-monthly.”

	“Ogawa?” asked Jake.

	“Yeah.”

	“I think Ogawa’s a woman,” said Tessa.

	“Whatever,” Cali said. “They’re probably on Earth right now trying to figure out why they’re sheriff of the Moon. And we’re stuck up here dealing with ... that.”

	“Yeah,” said Jake. “So ... either of you have an idea what it is?”

	“I think it’s really weird,” said Tessa. “It doesn’t look like any animal I’ve ever seen before. And I’ve studied a lot of living things.”

	The three of them stared at the thing on the screen.

	“What if...” Cali said.

	“Yeah?”

	“What if it really was a brain? The meteor.”

	“A brain?” echoed Tessa.

	“We looked at it for a minute back on Anubis,” Cali explained. “It had lots of wrinkles and folds, like it was part of a big brain.”

	“How big?”

	“Big.” Jake stretched his hands out. He dipped his head at the desktop. “Guessing probably the size of this console, if it was whole.”

	“Are we talking about aliens?” asked Tessa. “As in, first contact with alien life? Just so we’re all on the same page.”

	Jake stared at the thrashing creature on the monitor and shook his head. “Well, it’s not like anything I’ve seen before, either.”

	“Exactly,” said Cali. “What if it wasn’t dead? What if it was only ... I don’t know, hibernating? Sleeping?”

	“If it was part of a brain,” said Jake, “which I’m not sure I believe, it’s still just part of a brain. It’s a petrified lump of gray matter. It’s not asleep, it’s dead.”

	“A lump four or five times bigger than all of our brains whole in one piece.”

	“So?”

	“So maybe it doesn’t work like we do. Maybe it wasn’t dead. Maybe being a petrified lump is its natural state. Hell, maybe this is how it reproduces.” Cali pointed at the screen, guiding Jake’s eyes back to the creature.

	“And you think the brain’s behind the zombies, too,” Tessa said. Less a question, more of a statement to be contradicted. “It reanimated them somehow.”

	“Fucking hope so,” said Jake. “If not, it means we’ve got two different things to deal with.”

	“A serious question, then. Why?”

	“Why what?” Cali asked.

	“Why all of this? If that thing raised all the clients, what was it supposed to accomplish?” Tessa pointed at the screen. “This I can understand. I mean, sort of. It looks like it’s trying to grow a new body by absorbing people. Biomass. But what are the zombies for?”

	Jake reached up, adjusted his cap. “If we’re going to go there ... why didn’t it just use all the zombies for biological material? It was outside with them for, what, almost a day?”

	“On top of Anubis,” said Cali. “They’re not coordinated enough to reach it.”

	“They can undo spacesuit seals,” said Tessa, “but they can’t climb a ladder? That hasn’t made much sense since this all started.”

	“Maybe because they’re frozen,” Cali said. “Absorbing them’d be like ... trying to eat frozen meat. You need to let it thaw.”

	“That’s a horrifying idea,” murmured Jake, glancing back at the screen.

	“So, again,” Tessa asked, “why use them at all? And why’s it doing all this now? It was at Hades and Arawn. Why’d they get overrun by zombies and not a big tentacle-brain monster?”

	“Maybe it never got brought into the base,” Jake said. “Maybe the kid, Mendes, left it outside while he had it at Arawn.”

	“But you didn’t,” said Tessa. “You and Cali brought it on board Anubis and it didn’t try to absorb either of you.”

	“Maybe it needed more space?” Jake asked. “Maybe it was still waking up. Or thawing out?”

	Cali looked at her hand. “We never touched it.”

	“What?” Jake looked at her, at her flexing fingers. “Yeah you did.”

	Cali shook her head. “I had gloves on. Gillyman was probably the first person to actually touch it in ... who knows how long. Centuries? Millennia?”

	“Maybe longer,” said Tessa. “If it’s coming from another world, it could’ve been drifting in space for millions of years.”

	Cali crossed her arms. “That’s what it needed. Life. It can’t use the dead.”

	“Then what are they for? Why make zombies it can’t use for anything?”

	“Except kill us,” said Jake.

	“But isn’t that counterproductive?” Tessa asked with a scowl. “If it needs living bodies, all killing us does is cut down on its resources. What else is it going to use?”

	“The bees,” said Cali. “I bet that’s where the bees were going.”

	“Okay,” said Tessa, “but if it can control the dead bodies and it can control the bees, why isn’t it controlling us? Why didn’t it just make everyone here in Luna City march into Gillyman’s room and pile on?”

	“Good point,” Jake said.

	“Maybe...” Cali began. “Maybe because we have minds?”

	Jake raised an eyebrow.

	“Everything it’s controlling is borderline mindless at best. Brain-dead or barely conscious. Insects. Dead people. Maybe that keeps it from controlling us, because we have ... I don’t know, thoughts. Free will. Consciousness.” She shrugged. “Does it really matter?”

	“Maybe,” said Jake.

	“I think we need to focus on stopping it. Like Tessa said, there’s still a couple hundred people here for it to eat if it gets out.”

	As if on cue, the creature slammed itself against the emergency doors again. A red light flashed on the console. “It’s broken the seal,” said Tessa. “It’ll probably have the section open in another two or three minutes.”

	Jake’s mouth became a flat line. “Great.”

	“The next section’s sealed, too, but it’s got a lot more vents, and a service tunnel.” Tessa swiped at the desktop and pulled up a diagram of the street. “Lots of different ways for it to get out.”

	Cali turned to Jake. “This is kind of your field of expertise, right? Killing things?” The words made her gut twist as they slipped out between her lips. “I mean, you’re a Marine, right?”

	His cap almost hid the eyebrow he raised. “Yeah,” he said, shifting his gaze to the big screen. “But gotta be honest, this is pretty far beyond that field. If I had something bigger than a pistol, maybe, but …”

	Cali looked around the small office. “Wouldn’t Gordon have some weapons around somewhere?”

	“Just things with Taser shells. Can stun a human for a couple minutes, but going after something that big...” Jake shook his head. “Be like hunting a dinosaur with a pellet gun.”

	“What if we just open the whole section up to vacuum?” said Cali. “We can do that, right?”

	Tessa nodded. “Yes. An emergency purge. It’s for crisis containment in case of severe fires or outbreaks.”

	“Like a zombie plague?”

	Jake coughed out a dry laugh. “Not sure it’ll do anything, though.”

	“Why not?”

	“This thing’s been outside for days with no problem. All a purge will do is make it easier for the zombies to get in.”

	“But it’s alive now,” said Tessa. “I mean, we’re assuming that, right? Vacuum might kill it.”

	“Might kill it. Definitely will let the zombies in. As pro-and-con lists go, a little heavy on the con for my taste.”

	“Any better ideas?” asked Cali.

	Jake studied the blueprints. His finger stretched out to a small red icon. “What’s in the fire suppression system? Anything we can poison it with? Halon-4, maybe?”

	Tessa shook her head. “It’s all manufactured to be human-safe. If it won’t hurt us, I don’t think it’ll hurt something made out of us.”

	On the screen, the creature delivered another massive blow to the doors. A large chunk of Lexan broke free from a window and skidded down the hall. The doors came apart, and one of the tentacles forced its way into the gap to thrash in the new hallway section.

	“Is it bigger?” Cali asked. “The tentacles look a little longer.”

	Jake studied the big screen. “Maybe it’s ... redistributing its weight?”

	“Or maybe it found something else to eat,” said Tessa, adjusting the tiny spring-clips of her pince-nez.

	Cali looked back at her. “Like what?”

	“Maybe someone slept through the alarm. Or they left their pet dog or rat family behind. Maybe it ate a bunch of houseplants.”

	“It makes plants die.”

	“I don’t understand that, either, but I’m not an exobiologist. I didn’t even take any of the classes.”

	“I think it’s bigger,” Cali said. “And I still vote for shooting it out into vacuum.”

	“What about fire?” Jake tapped the map. “Could we boost the O2 level in that section and spark it somehow?”

	Tessa rolled her eyes. “The average lunar structure has about a thousand safety protocols in place to make sure that can’t happen.”

	“Could you work around them?”

	“I mean literally, a thousand. It’d take weeks if we were lucky.”

	On the screen, the creature forced the emergency doors apart. It slithered between them and let them crash back into position. The doors lopped two feet off one of the shorter tentacles. The creature didn’t seem to notice the leaking wound.

	“I don’t think we’ve got weeks,” Cali said.

	Jake studied the map. “How many more doors between it and us?”

	Tessa crouched next to him, ran her finger along a line. “Four, I think.” She traced another path. “Less if it decides to squeeze into a vent, but maybe that’d slow it down.”

	Cali did some quick math. “If they all take as long as that one, at best we’ve got about five hours until it reaches us.”

	“Unless we move everyone as far as possible from it,” said Jake. “Move them all into the far end of Gleti. The repair shop and the gym.”

	“Maybe? That’d give us another ... four hours?”

	“We could seal off Chandra Boulevard,” said Tessa. “Close the big doors there. That might give us a full day. Though none of them was designed to resist an actual assault.”

	Cali looked back and forth between them. “How long to get an evac mission up here?”

	Tessa sighed.

	“Absolute best-case scenario,” Jake said, “if there was a team prepped, ready, and standing by just as there was a slot open, they’d still have seventy-six hours on the elevator and a nine-hour flight to the Moon. Three and a half days.”

	“So even if Lana had contacted them as soon as we told her...”

	He gave a single nod. “Wouldn’t be here for another two days at best.”

	In the back of Cali’s mind, she remembered Mikhail explaining how no one ever needed to rush for problems on the Moon.

	“So we’ve got a monster in here trying to eat us,” Tessa said, “and a zombie horde out there trying to kill us.”

	“Can’t stay inside,” Jake said, “can’t go outside.”

	Cali studied the map spread across the desktop. “So where can we go?”

	“I should contact DisCorp,” said Tessa. “It would be good to know if there’s actually a rescue mission coming. And if not, I can tell them they need to send one.”

	Jake pulled off his cap and ran his hand through his hair. “Do they?”

	Cali looked up at him. “What?”

	“Just saying, this is an all-new game now with this thing here. Maybe having them send more people up here’s not the best plan. In the big scheme of things.”

	“There’s another carrier due tomorrow,” Tessa said. “It’ll need to be diverted before it gets too close.”

	Cali nodded in agreement. “They can get killed by their cargo or eaten here in Luna City.”

	Tessa sighed and glanced at the screen. Her glasses magnified her wide eyes. “Oh no. No no no no no no.”

	Cali followed her gaze up to the screen. She realized what was wrong just as Tessa blurted out the words.

	“It’s gone!”

	The hallway was empty.
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	Cali looked from the screen to the map. “Where did it go?”

	“If I knew that, I wouldn’t have said ‘It’s gone.’” Tessa swiped through a few camera views. “It must’ve slipped into a dead zone when we weren’t looking.”

	“Is the next door breached?” Jake asked.

	An image of the section door swept onto the big screen.

	“No. It looks solid.”

	“Maybe it’s in a room,” said Cali. “Any doors on the hallway open or broken?”

	The screen flitted between four different camera views. “I don’t see any open doors,” said Tessa.

	Jake swept his hands over the desktop and expanded the boulevard layout until it covered the east half of the city. “There cameras or sensors in the vents? Or in that service tunnel?”

	“I don’t know,” Tessa said.

	“Can you find out?”

	“I’m trying. This isn’t what I trained for.”

	Cali looked at the map, then expanded it even more. “Where are the closest people?”

	Jake furrowed his brow. His mouth became a thin line as he studied the map. He pointed at a spot about halfway down Selene. “Here, I think. There were some people hiding in the grocery store last night when I was patrolling the boulevards. They might still be there.”

	“So it’s probably either in this vent or the service tunnel.” She traced two lines through the holographic map.

	“Makes sense,” Jake said.

	“If I’m reading this right, there’s two barriers between it and the people. So ... two hours to move everyone again. Maybe less.”

	“Not everyone,” said Tessa. “Just maybe a dozen people who are still in Selene. And squeezing through the vent may slow the creature down.”

	Cali skimmed through IDs on her tab. “Two people there who are in the lunar network. Paxton and ... Ganbaatar?”

	“First or last?” asked Jake.

	“That’s all it says.”

	“Sounds kind of familiar. Natalie Paxton’s a lunar geologist. Met her a couple times. Think we had drinks once.”

	“Guess you get to do the honors, then.”

	He lifted his own tab. “Hey, Paxton?”

	They all counted to four before the channel clicked and a hesitant voice answered.

	“Hey, Yazzie. Any good news?”

	“Afraid not. Need you and those folks you’re with to head over to Khonsu Boulevard.”

	“What’s there?”

	“More about what’s not there.”

	“Ah,” she said. “Are they ... which is it? This monster thing I’m hearing about, or the dead people?”

	“Doesn’t matter,” said Jake, “’cause you won’t be there when it shows up.”

	“Right,” Paxton said. “It. Singular. Okay.”

	“There’s no rush, no immediate danger.” He locked eyes with Cali. “Somebody’ll come down right now and help you get everyone moving. I’m going to check some stuff and then I’ll be down there, too.”

	Cali nodded, checked the map again, and left them in Gordon’s office.

	She went down Gleti Boulevard in five bounding strides, sailing above the cobblestones. Out of habit, her legs kicked up and her toes pointed. Her sixth leap carried her out into the plaza.

	At least twenty people milled around the front of the hotel, between her and the entrance to Selene. Just as many more stood in small groups around the plaza. A small girl poked at the half-rotted remains around the withered Armstrong Tree. Her fingers came away smudged with glistening brown.

	A thin-haired tourist’s face lit up when he saw her. “You there! What’s going on? Is there a rescue ship here yet?”

	Cali slowed her pace. “Not yet, no. Right now we’re figuring out how we can—”

	“You work here,” said the man. His voice grew a sharp edge, and his comb-over waved above his head in the low gravity. “Shouldn’t you be following emergency plans or something?”

	“This isn’t really a situation anyone ever planned for,” she said, taking another step. “But we’re figuring it out. Everything’s going to be fine.”

	“But when are we—”

	“Please go back to the hotel,” she told him. “You really shouldn’t be out in the open.”

	“I shouldn’t be here at all!” he shouted as she leaped away.

	Two more long strides carried her through the big arch of Selene Boulevard. She slowed again and found the grocery store by its address. With the shutters down over the windows and the door closed, it could’ve been a storeroom or a vacant space.

	It idly crossed her mind that she had no idea what it cost to rent space on the Moon.

	She ran her hand across the door’s panel. When it didn’t open, she rapped her knuckles on it. Then she slapped her palm hard three times against the door.

	It slid away to reveal a Luna City Grays shirt stretched tight across a broad chest. She looked up past the thick neck and found two dark eyes under a unibrow.

	“You,” rumbled the heavyset man.

	“Me,” she answered. “I’m looking for Paxton.”

	He nodded and stepped aside.

	“Are you ... Ganbeater?”

	“Ganbaatar.” Another nod.

	“Sorry. Nice shirt.”

	“Thanks. It’s from the shop.” He gestured across the avenue to the souvenir store. The sleeve pulled up and showed off the script on his arm, like a string of Arabic or Thai characters with a line running through them.

	She looked around the small grocery store. A group of two men and three women stood by the produce section. Dark, slimy lumps filled the bins around them. A man and woman stood by a small display of crackers, and another couple whispered to each other in the checkout line. The woman’s hair twisted into four thick braids.

	Cali turned back to the big man. His thick finger extended out, pointing at the couple by the crackers. She nodded to him and stepped across the room. “Paxton?”

	“Yes?” She swept a few strands from her face. “Jake Yazzie sent you?”

	“I’m Cali Washington. I’m another one of the emergency deputies.” She held up her arm, showed off the rotating badge on her tab. “We really need to get everyone out of here.”

	“I know, I just ... I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell them.”

	“You tell them to move.”

	“Yes, I know, it’s just ... they won’t listen to me. I’m—”

	“Everybody,” Cali called out, “we need to leave the store. Please head out to the main plaza, and from there we’re going to head to the arboretum over on Khonsu.”

	“We’re safe here,” snapped one of the women from the produce group. She had white skin, white hair, and hawkish features.

	“Safe right now,” said Cali, “but we think this area’s under threat. At risk.”

	“Which is it?” The man by the register frowned. “Is there a threat or just a risk?”

	“A definite threat. Something worse than the zombies.”

	“Which is why we’re safe here,” said the white-haired woman. “Steel shutters, a solid door, enough food to last all of us a week.”

	“You have to pay for that,” said Ganbaatar.

	“It’s a crisis,” the woman said, brandishing a bottle of water in the air. “You can’t price-gouge us!”

	“I’m just saying you have to pay for it.” He crossed his thick arms over his chest.

	“It doesn’t matter, because nobody’s going to be here,” said Cali. “Please, just head over to the arboretum before this thing gets here.”

	“The thing from upstairs?” asked the four-braided woman with a shudder.

	Cali nodded.

	“You heard her,” said Ganbaatar. “Everybody out.”

	“It’s a crisis,” repeated the white-haired woman. She took a drink of water and stiffened her legs.

	Cali ignored the group in produce and turned to the others. “Come on, everyone.”

	Paxton headed out. The man she’d been talking to stepped forward. The couple at the checkout line shuffled toward the door. Two men came out from one of the shallow aisles.

	“No,” said a man next to the white-haired woman. His appearance and mannerisms marked him as the woman’s partner. A junior partner, at best. “You can’t make us leave somewhere we think we’re safe.”

	“Actually, I can,” said Cali. She held up her tab, displayed the badge again. “So if you’ll all just head out of here—”

	“On what grounds?” asked the white-haired woman.

	“What?”

	“On what legal grounds are you asking us to leave?”

	“There’s a monster coming, and I’m trying to keep it from eating all of you.”

	“So ... no legal grounds?”

	“Unless you passed martial law and we didn’t hear about it,” said the woman’s partner. She gave him an approving smirk.

	Cali rolled her eyes and nodded in thanks to the other couple as they left the store. Then she felt a faint pulse from her tab.

	“Cali?” said Tessa’s voice. “You need to get out of the grocery store now.”

	“Yeah, I’m trying to get them all—”

	“No, right now,” interrupted Tessa. “Get out, lock the door behind you.”

	“What’s wrong?”

	“We misread the diagrams. There aren’t any barricades in the vents.”

	“What?!”

	“The symbols aren’t barriers, they’re filters for the air.”

	“There’s two screen doors between you and that thing,” Jake butted in. “It could be there any minute, even dragging itself through the vents.”

	Cali looked up where the walls met the low ceiling. One of the big atmo vents sat over the produce section. From this angle, the wide rectangle framed the white-haired woman’s face. Her head and shoulders would fit into it with no problem.

	“You heard them,” she shouted. “Everybody out! Now!” Her eyes didn’t leave the vent.

	The other woman in the dead-vegetable quintet took a few abrupt steps toward the door. “We’re safe inside, Isabel,” the white-haired woman barked.

	The younger woman glanced between them. “But if there’s really a monster—”

	“What the fuck!” roared Ganbaatar.

	Cali turned, saw the big man standing just outside the door. Heard Paxton scream out on the boulevard. Heard the sound of a hundred bones splintering.

	“Cali,” Jake called from her tab. “It came out by—”

	“I know!”

	She leaped outside in time to glimpse a figure yanked away, clawing at the cobblestones.

	The creature sprawled beneath a bent and twisted vent grill two doors down. Definitely bigger now. A fourth tentacle stretched and flexed above the central mass. The shreds of Paxton’s jumpsuit lay scattered around it like silver and gray leaves.

	Ganbaatar backed away toward the plaza. The four-braided woman ran after her partner as the creature dragged him close. He hollered at her to run and she kept moving toward him. The long tentacle swung him around by his legs. He threw up his hands as one of the stubby tentacles rushed at him.

	Another crackle of bone. Another ripping of fabric. Another long tentacle reached for the humans.

	Cali’s feet settled on the boulevard, just seconds after her leap.

	She risked a glance back. Paxton’s companion and the two other men were almost at the plaza, with another tourist a few meters behind them. Ganbaatar broke and ran after them.

	Something thumped next to her. The store’s door shutting. Another set of thuds and a new icon on the panel told her it had locked. From the inside.

	“No!” shouted Cali. “You idiots!”

	The new tentacle snatched up the four-braided woman and pulled her in close. Her clothes burst away. The creature’s central mass swelled.

	It reached out with all four limbs, heaved against the cobblestones, and dragged itself toward Cali.

	Cali gave the storefront a last look and ran after Ganbaatar.
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	Huge, jagged slabs slid out of either wall behind the Mesoamerican arches. Lights and sirens warned everyone away from the bulkheads as they rumbled toward each other. Cali stood close to the shrinking gap anyway, keeping an eye on the monster as it pulled itself forward. The boulevard emergency bulkheads moved slower than she would’ve liked, but still faster than the tentacled creature.

	Just before the doors clanged together, it changed course. The tentacles reached to the right. Dragged it toward the store.

	And then, eight seconds after activation of the emergency lockdown, the two huge slabs of metal came together. Magnetic locks engaged on each table-sized tooth. Air hissed out as the bulkheads sealed and the sirens stopped.

	Tessa’s voice echoed up from Cali’s tab. “I’ve still got it on screen. It’s trying to break into the store.”

	“I saw.”

	“How many people left in there?”

	“Five. Maybe six. I’m not sure. The cameras inside the stores have a different security rating. I think one of you needs to unlock them.”

	“Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Jake said from behind her.

	Cali turned and saw him a few meters away, still breathing heavily from racing down to the plaza. “I should’ve done m—”

	“You did what you could.”

	“How long do they have?”

	“I said don’t worry about—”

	“How long?”

	“It’s an interior door. Not pressure sealed or anything. Maybe a little stronger than the ones up in the residential area, just because it’s a business.” He slid a few things around on his tab and pulled up a camera view. “It might last four or five minutes.”

	“Can we get them out through the vents? The way we thought it could get in?”

	“I can try the public-address system,” said Tessa. “It’s not really made to broadcast to single locations, but I might be able to trim down—”

	“We don’t have time,” snapped Cali. “Just use the system.” She lifted her tab and started skimming through the different apps and permissions in the DEPUTY file.

	“It’s too late,” said Tessa.

	Cali glanced at one permissions bundle. Scowled. Was this stuff in any kind of order?

	“Too late,” Jake repeated. He stared at the images on his own tab.

	“What?”

	“It got in. It’s stronger. Didn’t even take it a minute to smash through the door.”

	Cali let her arm drop. “Are they...”

	Jake paused. “Yeah, think so. Didn’t take long, it’s already coming back out. Fucking hell, it’s half the size of a Gravedigger now.”

	Cali glanced down at his tab. The creature pulled itself forward on six or seven tentacles now. The mass at the back had swollen into a ball of flesh almost a meter across. It slid across the Selene cobblestones toward the massive doors.

	“It’s faster,” said Tessa’s voice.

	“I think most people could still outrun it,” Cali said. “If they didn’t get cornered.”

	“I couldn’t.”

	On the tab’s small screen, the creature reached up with a massive tentacle, five meters long, easily. It struck the bulkhead door, and the camera vibrated with the impact.

	Cali reached out and settled her hand on the bulkhead. She stared at the huge panel, watching for a shudder or tremble. She lifted her gaze, followed the huge seam up to the ceiling. The raw mass pressed against her hand. The creature wouldn’t be able to—

	A faint vibration echoed through the bulkhead. It trembled again, the kind of reaction a door would have to a noisy neighbor or someone stomping in the hall outside. A moment later another tremor worked through the slab and into her fingers.

	“I can feel it,” said Cali, “but I think we’re safe for now.”

	“That,” Tessa said, “is a very optimistic way of looking at things.”

	On Jake’s tab, the creature flailed against the massive door, swinging its tentacles around again and again. Low gravity bounced its body away with each impact. The handful of smaller tentacles pulled it forward to smash at the bulkhead again.

	Smaller. Cali almost laughed when the thought cycled back through her mind. Judging by the cobblestones and a nearby sign, the small tentacles had to be at least two meters long.

	“What the hell is that thing?”

	She glanced over her shoulder. Ganbaatar and the man who’d stood by Paxton both peered at the image. And just past them, the woman from the store, Isabel. They locked eyes.

	“You got out,” said Cali.

	“I ran after you when you headed out. They locked the door behind me.”

	“I saw.”

	Isabel looked at the monster raging against the door. “Are they...”

	Cali considered a few answers. She said nothing and just shook her head.

	Isabel put her hand over her mouth. Her chin trembled. She turned and stumbled away toward the hotel.

	“What is it?” Ganbaatar asked again. “Some kind of octopus or squid or something?”

	“We don’t know,” Cali told him. “We’re pretty sure it’s not from around here. It made the zombies.”

	“Zombies?”

	“The dead people,” said Jake.

	Ganbaatar grunted and shook his head. “That thing’s just wrong.” He wandered away. Some of the crowd followed him. One man sobbed into his hands.

	Cali studied the image. Watched the creature’s tentacles whip around, bounce off the door, and whip around again. Looked at the raw, unfinished tissue of its body. She raised Jake’s arm to get a better look at the images on the tab. “What’s all that stuff on its ... head?”

	“Which stuff?” asked Jake.

	Cali tugged at the view on his tab, pulling it closer. Behind the mass of tentacles, ivory shards stuck out from the ball of flesh, as if someone had broken two or three plates on the creature and they’d sunk into its tissue. “Can you get a better look at it on the big screen?”

	“I think it’s bone,” said Tessa’s voice. “It looks like it to me, anyway.”

	“You mean ... human bones?”

	“Maybe,” said Tessa. “If the meteorite really is a brain, maybe it’s building a skull. Or rebuilding one, I guess?”

	Jake scowled. “You mean this is all specific? It’s not just random growth, this thing’s actually ... growing into a new space whale or whatever it was?”

	“I don’t know,” Tessa said. “I’m just guessing.”

	Something blurred through the picture, and the image reset to a default gray screen. A rotating Luna City logo appeared. “What happened?” asked Cali.

	Jake tapped the screen a few times. “Looks like one of the tentacles smashed the camera.”

	“Dammit.” She pressed her other hand back up against the door. She didn’t even make it to a three-count before a faint vibration echoed through the door. And then another.

	“I’ve got motion activation set on all the other cameras on Selene,” Tessa said. “We’ll know if it moves away from the door.”

	Cali tried to picture the boulevard in her mind. “Unless it goes right into another vent.”

	“Don’t think it can fit in a vent anymore,” Jake said.

	“You sure?”

	“You see the damned thing?”

	She tugged on Jake’s sleeve, and they shuffled across the plaza toward Gleti. “How many people are on the Moon right now?”

	He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe three hundred, altogether?”

	She lifted her own tab. “Tessa?”

	“Are you asking about Luna City or the entire population of the Moon? And do you want tourists included?”

	“Everybody. General ballpark.”

	“If we added Luna City, the remaining Caretaker bases, and tourists, then subtracted the deaths here, we’d be closer to three hundred and fifty.”

	“So, three hundred and fifty people at about...” Cali glanced over at Ganbaatar and Isabel and the man who’d been speaking to Paxton. “...what, maybe eighty kilos on average? That’s ... twenty-eight hundred kilos?”

	“Twenty-eight thousand,” corrected Tessa. “Twenty-eight metric tons.”

	“That’s a big monster,” said Cali.

	“Not really. You called it a space whale, and blue whales used to weigh over three hundred metric tons.”

	“So it could get bigger?”

	“I don’t know,” Tessa said. “Maybe it’s done eating people now. Maybe it’d grow bigger than Luna City if it had enough to eat. Why do you keep asking me questions I can’t possibly know the answer to?”

	Another low vibration shook the walls. A few more people stumbled away. Two or three others stared at the massive doors with blank expressions.

	Cali closed the video feed on her tab. “What the hell are we going to do?”

	“Think we’re all going to die,” said Jake.

	She stopped just past the archway into Gleti Boulevard. “That’s not a great attitude.”

	“Realistic one, though. Sometimes you’ve got to admit you’re not getting out if you really want to see all your options.”

	She hit the pad to open the door to the sheriff’s office. “Sorry. I’ve moved past my death wish.”

	Tessa looked up from the desktop. “I switched to a camera farther down the boulevard,” she explained, waving a hand at the big screen. “It hasn’t really moved. It just keeps pounding on the door.”

	“Yeah, people are freaking out a bit in the plaza.”

	Jake swiped at the desktop and pulled the map back up. “We should move everybody down to the arboretum on Khonsu. Get them as far from Selene as possible.”

	Tessa adjusted her pince-nez. “Then who’s going to keep an eye on the avenues? I can’t watch everything, even if I had the right clearances.”

	Cali raised her tab and skimmed through all the various items in her deputy file. “We should really do something about that.”

	“Already checked,” said Jake. “Only the sheriff gets the deputization codes.”

	“Great.”

	They all stared at the big screen. The monster hit the door again and again. It seemed tireless.

	Cali tapped the map on the desktop. “I think we should go back to our first idea.”

	Jake adjusted his cap. “Which one was that?”

	“The Hathaway.”

	“Never going to work. Can’t get enough people to it, and it can’t reconnect to the elevator.”

	She shook her head. “No, the other first plan. We use the carrier to shoot the monster into the sun.”

	“That was back when it was an inanimate lump of rock. It’s bigger than the vault now.”

	“We were going to send the whole vault up in the cargo section. The monster might be bigger, but it’s probably not much more mass-wise, right? The carrier could still move it.”

	“First we’d need to get it out of Luna City and into the carrier.”

	“But we could, right?”

	Jake shrugged. “It’d definitely fit in the cargo area.”

	“And is a cargo pod strong enough to hold it?”

	“Not really my thing. Carriers are rugged, built for space travel and riding the elevators.” He gestured at the screen, where the monster slammed itself against the bulkhead. “Aren’t any tougher than an emergency door, though. What if it breaks out an hour or two into the flight and ends up falling to Earth?”

	Cali bit her lip. “You think it could survive re-entry?”

	“Survived being a petrified brain in deep space. I’d bet re-entry wouldn’t bother it much.”

	“I’m not a pilot or a physicist,” Tessa said, “but I think once it’s on its way it won’t matter. It can break out, but its velocity and momentum are still going to carry it on the flight path toward the sun.”

	“Yeah?”

	“I guess. I mean, I just took the basic classes.”

	“Still leaves us with the big problem,” said Jake. “How do we get it onboard?”

	Cali leaned over the desktop, pulled up the map of Luna City, and swept it wide. She searched around, then pointed at one rectangle. “That’s the Hathaway, right?”

	He nodded.

	“Okay, look. It’s right behind Selene Boulevard.” She drew a line across the map from the northern arm of the city to the carrier. “If we did the emergency purge, it’d throw everything straight out that way.”

	Tessa frowned. Jake’s mouth flattened into a hard line.

	“It gets it out of the city,” Cali said.

	“Still doesn’t get it in the carrier,” Jake said.

	“It’s a start.”

	“I see another problem.” Tessa pushed at the map, shrinking it down. She pointed at the junction of Selene and the central plaza, now marked by a thick, blinking red line. “The space squid-whale is here. The purge knocks off these bulkheads here.” Her finger swept down to the far end of the boulevard. “It’s too far away. It’ll probably get dragged down the street, but it won’t get thrown out unless it’s closer to the bulkheads when they get opened.”

	“We need to make it move,” said Jake.

	“Well, that’s the easy part, isn’t it?” Cali shrugged. “We use ourselves as bait.”

	“Not my favorite idea so far,” said Jake.

	“But how do we get it to go after us,” said Tessa, “and not the other three hundred people still here in the city?”

	“We get right in there with it,” said Cali. “We know it’ll go for the easier meal over the bigger one. When it first ... formed, when we had it trapped in the residential area, there were nine or ten of us on the other side of the door. But it stopped trying to break through and went after the older guy at the other end of the hall. If there’s somebody at the far end of Selene Boulevard, maybe it’ll stop pounding the emergency doors and go after them.”

	Tessa scowled. “And then what happens?”

	“We do the emergency purge, like you said. Open the whole street. Air pressure blasts everyone outside.”

	Jake furrowed his brow. “Everyone?”

	“Bait continues.” Cali swept the map wide again. “Whoever it is leads the tentacle-whale-thing to the Hathaway and into the cargo section.”

	“So whoever’s doing this is doing it all in a spacesuit.”

	Cali managed a feeble laugh. “I don’t know about you, but I’m done being outside without one.”

	Tessa drummed on the desktop with her fingers. “Selene isn’t exactly aimed at the lot where the carrier is. And it’s not as if the purge is something we can aim. You might get thrown pretty far from it.”

	“We’ll make do.”

	“Also the whole thousands-of-zombies issue,” Jake said.

	Cali studied the map again. “We could use Anubis. Somebody’s there ready to catch whoever gets thrown out.”

	He curled his upper lip into his mouth and bit it. “Thought they detached the walkway.”

	Tessa tapped a few keys and pulled images up onto the screen. “Not entirely. It’s open to vacuum, but still connected on one side. Someone could reach it with a suit.”

	“Assuming the hall isn’t filled with zombies.”

	“Well ... yeah,” said Cali. “Same deal as before? Slide down, jump over?”

	“Actually,” said Tessa, enlarging two more camera views, “it might be easier this time to go straight down the avenue and in through the side hatch. It looks like there’s only twenty, twenty-five zombies in the whole docking hallway. The partial connect slowed them down a bit.”

	“How quickly could there be more?”

	“Not that fast. They wouldn’t see us coming. When they did, they’d either get bottlenecked at the one opening or they’d have to spend time to detach the whole dock.”

	“But then they could pour in,” said Jake.

	Tessa shrugged. “If it came to that, yeah.”

	“Now we’ve got zombie-fighting weapons, though,” she said, tipping her head at Jake’s thigh holster.

	“True. They’re not quite as scary when you can take them out from ten meters away.” Jake shook his head. “Getting to Anubis is pointless, though. We need to be in the boulevard to lure that thing out.”

	“We do both,” said Cali. “We lure the monster out, and we get the buggy. When we do the emergency purge, the buggy’s waiting to grab me.”

	“Grab you?” echoed Jake.

	“Yeah.”

	“I figured I’d be the bait.”

	“Why?”

	“Because it’s fucking—” He stopped. Sighed. “Because it’s risky. I should take the risk.”

	Cali raised an eyebrow at him. “Someone needs to outrun the monster. Someone needs to fight the zombies in the hall. Which of us is going to be better doing which?”

	“I like that you’ve completely taken me out of this,” said Tessa. “No mention of me at all.”

	“Sorry. I just assumed you—”

	“No, I’m serious. I like it. You assumed right.” She waved at the console. “Let’s face it, I’m more use here than out there. Closer to what I’m trained for.”

	“Okay,” said Cali. She looked back at Jake. “So, you battle hallway zombies, I get the monster.”

	“Your call, not mine.”

	“Any ideas on how to lure it?”

	Jake shrugged. “Just let it see you.”

	“I don’t think it has eyes,” Tessa said.

	“Smell you, then. Hear you. Sense you. Just make some noise and keep getting closer until it comes after you.”

	Cali took a breath. Nodded. “How am I getting back into Selene Boulevard? With a spacesuit on?”

	“All the alleys locked down when we closed the big emergency doors.” Tessa pulled up the map of Luna City and pushed in on the avenue. “We could get you in the same way it did. Through the vents.”

	“In a spacesuit?”

	Tessa shook her head. “You get the suit at the other end. The Selene warehouse is where they store the old suits and extra components. You crawl through the vents, come out in there. Then you can pull together a suit before you go monster-baiting.”

	Jake coughed out a laugh. Cali snorted. Tessa thought about what she had said for a moment and let out a few nervous giggles.

	“I don’t know,” said Cali. “Does it count as monster-baiting when you’re just trying to finish off the other person?”

	Jake laughed. Hard. Tessa squealed. Cali grinned at her own joke.

	“Fuck me,” said Jake. “Who knew Cali Washington had such a filthy mind?”

	“I suspected,” said Tessa.

	“What can I say? Getting ready for suicide missions brings out the best in me.”

	“I’ve noticed,” Jake said.

	They all took a few breaths and calmed themselves.

	“Okay,” said Tessa. “We’re outside, we’ve got the buggy, hopefully the monster’s following us.”

	“Hopefully it’s freezing solid,” said Cali.

	Jake held his hand up and crossed his fingers. “Hope for the best, plan for the worst.”

	“How do we get it into the Hathaway?”

	“I’ll still be in my suit,” said Jake. “I could hop out, double the bait. And then we just ... run into the cargo hold.”

	Cali raised an eyebrow. “And...?”

	“I don’t know. Run past it? Lock it in?”

	“Can you go from the cargo pod to the passenger pod in a fifty-fifty?”

	“They did on the Goddard,” said Tessa. “As far as I know, they’re all based on the same design.”

	“So,” Cali said, “we lock ourselves in with it and then go out into the passenger section.”

	“Not too fond of that idea,” said Jake. “It’s big, but I’m pretty sure it could still follow us through any of the hatches on a carrier.”

	“We lock them behind us.”

	“Just saying, this plan’s thin as it is.”

	“Got a better idea?”

	He bit his upper lip again. “Feed it a bunch of tourists?”

	“If only it was that easy.”

	“Hey,” he said, “you’re finally thinking like a Lunar.”

	Cali nodded at the map. “So where’s the best vent for me to go through?”

	Tessa studied the desktop map, then pushed in on the image. “Probably here,” she said, pointing at a double line. She tapped it and it lit up. “You should be able to make it all the way to the storage room.”

	“How far is that?”

	“A little over eighty-two meters, if we put you in here.” Tessa tapped another junction.

	Jake looked at Cali. “How fast do you think you can crawl that?”

	“Hands and knees?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Plan for the worst, right?” Cali looked at the map. “Let’s say ten minutes for me to crawl through, if I have to drag myself through on my elbows.”

	“You should probably call it twenty,” said Tessa. “You’ll have to remove at least one filter screen along the way. And you’ll probably want to go slow and be quiet.”

	“Half an hour then,” Jake said, “to play it safe.”

	“Okay, half an hour to storage. Twenty minutes to get a suit together and on by myself.”

	Jake bobbed his head back and forth, weighing the time. “Okay.”

	“Even in a suit, I can walk to the far end of the boulevard in five minutes,” she said. “Three minutes back, running.”

	“So we’re looking at an hour from the time you go into the vents until we purge Selene,” said Tessa.

	“That’d work,” Jake said. “Ten minutes for me to get back to the Gagarin lock. Ten to get a suit on with some help. Fifteen minutes down the hall to Anubis. Five to get her up and running. Another fifteen to drive around to the far end of Selene. I could even do a big loop, maybe draw some of the zombies away.”

	“That’d be nice.”

	“You jump on Anubis and we lead the space squid-whale to the carrier. We lock it in, hit the big button, and away it goes.”

	“You make it sound so easy,” said Tessa. “Do you really think it’ll go like that?”

	He pulled his cap off. “Not really, no.”
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	Jake heaved and the vent cover popped off with a quick screech of metal on metal. He wobbled on the ladder for a moment, then let it swing down to Cali. She caught it and guided it down to the floor.

	He tilted his tab and let it shine down the low, narrow duct. “Good news is, you don’t have to crawl on your hands and knees.”

	“Great.” She waved him down the ladder.

	He hopped to the floor. “Just remember, go slow. Pace yourself. Get caught on something, you can probably just back up and get uncaught.”

	“You crawl through a lot of vents in the Marines?”

	“College.”

	“I won’t ask.”

	Cali hopped up, bounced off one of the ladder’s middle steps, and caught herself near the top, hands on the wall next to the vent. A few quick swipes turned her tab into a flashlight. She stared into the shaft. “Tessa?”

	“Yes?” said a voice from the tab.

	“Can you still see it?”

	“I can’t. One of the tentacles swung back and hit the other camera. But that big guy, Ganbaatar, is down in the plaza. He could still feel it pounding on the door about three minutes ago. If it moves farther down the avenue I’ll see it.”

	“Let me know if you do.”

	“Absolutely,” said Tessa. “Good luck.”

	“Thanks.” Cali panned the tab’s light back and forth in the vent.

	Jake tapped her leg. “Second thoughts?”

	“A ton of them,” she said. “But we don’t have time.”

	“Could still try to squeeze in a trashy one-night stand.”

	“I told you, I moved past that phase. I think I’m looking for something more long term now.”

	“Just my luck.”

	“Hey, we both get through this, I’ll make sure there are plenty of trashy nights.”

	“Promises, promises.”

	“Just a reminder,” said Tessa’s voice, “the line’s still open. And the system’s recording everything.”

	Cali laughed nervously. “Well, as potential last statements go, it’s memorable.”

	Jake set a foot on the ladder to steady it. “Need a hand up?”

	“Maybe.” She set her hands on the edge of the vent, felt the edge of the hammered metal under her palms. She gauged the strength of her arms and the height of the vent. “Yeah.”

	Jake stepped close to the wall and set his hand, palm up, just above his shoulder. She set her heel against it, and he steadied her as she slid into the vent. He raised his hand, then let it slide to support her knee as her legs swung out.

	Cali inched into the duct. She reached out, braced her palms and elbows, and dragged her body forward until her hands were under her shoulders. An improvised air duct breaststroke. After two pulls she felt her knees brush the edge of the vent. Another pull and her toes caught on the lip. She twisted her tab on her wrist so the light bounced off the walls rather than shining in her face.

	She looked over her shoulder at Jake. He’d climbed the ladder to look after her. “This is going to suck.”

	“Probably,” he said with a nod. “You ever have any claustrophobia?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Keep it that way. Still think you can make it in twenty minutes?”

	She dragged herself deeper into the vent. Three pulls. “Yeah, I think so.”

	“Okay, then. I’m going to go get my suit on, kick some zombie ass. See you outside.”

	“Yes,” she said, “you will.”

	“Good.”

	Cali straightened her head and pulled herself deeper into the duct. One solid tug let her skim through the tight space before she settled down and skidded to a halt. Reach, brace, skim, land. Reach, brace, skim, land. Reach, brace, skim, land.

	She passed through a connector. The metal seam scraped at her jumpsuit zipper as she came to rest, and the sound echoed back and forth in the shaft. She counted to ten before moving again, this time with much more caution.

	The duct came to an end at a T-junction. She’d been expecting it. The main vent. She rolled onto her side and wiggled around the corner, heading left.

	She slid through another connector, ducked her head to spare her hair, and felt the edge scrape against her ass. On her next pull it caught the sole of her boot for a moment. She pressed her feet together and arched her legs, trying to keep her body as streamlined as possible while definitely not thinking about tentacles in the vent with her.

	Another half-dozen pulls brought her to her first landmark. A filter screen stretched across the vent, blocking her path. She found the clips by each corner, unlatched the bottom two, and wrenched herself over onto her back to get leverage on the top ones.

	The screen popped off. She twisted back onto her stomach to wrestle it out of the way, and—

	Something moved in the vent beyond the screen.

	She thrashed back, slamming her hands into the floor of the duct, swinging her hips to give herself momentum. The filter screen clattered to the floor. The sound was like being inside a drum.

	Nothing moved ahead of her. The echoes of her violent movements faded, and she brought her arm up. Half defensive move, half to shine the light from the tab deeper into the duct.

	Still nothing.

	She angled her arm back and forth. The light reflected off the sides of the vent. Some of it reflected back on her, and she caught a glimpse of her own blurred, shifting reflection.

	Cali bit her lip and dragged herself forward past the discarded screen.

	The next section had two branching tunnels. She pulled the tab close to her face. “Tessa?” she whispered.

	“Yes? I’m here.”

	Her voice made the duct vibrate. Cali tapped at an icon and lowered the volume. “Left or right?”

	“We went over this. I showed you the whole route.”

	“And I’m a little nervous because Jake talked about tentacles reaching in to grab me. Left or right?”

	“Right. You’re going into a cross-duct, so it might get a little cold.”

	“How cold?”

	“Nothing you need to worry about,” said Tessa. “I’m telling you again so don’t start worrying.”

	“Great. Thanks.”

	“Once you’re out on the other end, you’ll be in Selene.”

	“I remember that part.”

	“I’m just reminding you.”

	Reach, brace, drag. Reach, brace, drag. Reach, brace, drag. The rough seam of a connector caught at her hair, and she winced as a few strands yanked free. Another seam bit into the thigh of her jumpsuit, and almost ripped the fabric open. She reached down, worked the suit free of the tiny metal hook, and pulled herself along. She huffed out a breath and saw a small cloud form in front of her.

	It had been ... ten minutes since she’d said goodbye to Jake? Fifteen? She kicked herself for not looking at the time before heading into the vent. Tessa would know. And she’d say something if Cali ran notably behind.

	She reached forward again. The vent’s cold floor seeped through her jumpsuit and into her forearms and chest and thighs. Almost uncomfortably cold on her bare hands. She should’ve brought gloves, but maybe they would’ve slowed her down.

	Another three minutes of crawling brought her to another filter screen. On the other side of this one was Selene Boulevard. She’d be crawling above the monster. The image of tentacles pushing into the vent wiggled into her mind again.

	She unlatched the screen and moved it cautiously aside. The vent was wider than it was tall. She had space to move around it without any risk of sound.

	On Selene she had to turn right again. All right turns. Tessa had chosen the route for speed and simplicity. Of course she had.

	Cali wiggled and squirmed into the new vent, careful to avoid the loose screen.

	Her tab flashed once, and four letters appeared in red.

	STOP

	Cali started to clear her throat and the letters changed.

	DONT ANSWER QUIET DONT MOVE

	She froze. Her elbow floated two inches above the floor of the duct. Her abs pulled tight, keeping her balanced on one arm. Every faint tremor of her body echoed against the aluminum walls. She watched four excruciatingly slow seconds tick by on her tab.

	As the fifth second began, a rough sound bounced its way up through the shaft. The noise leather made when dragged over a coarse surface.

	Or tough flesh across lunacrete cobblestones.

	It moved closer. Paused. Now the sound of leather on metal rang through the vent. Cali pictured one of the tentacles pawing at a vent cover, hitting each slat as it did. The ratcheting sound echoed around her.

	Could it smell her? Hear her heartbeat? Or was it just randomly smacking at vents, angry its own size had trapped it?

	Could it get angry? How much brain did it have? Could this all be instinctive behavior, near-brain-dead flailing? Or...

	The noises stopped. The last echo slipped past her and rattled off into the ducts. The faint sound of CO2 scrubbers swallowed it up.

	A new message popped up on her tab.

	OKAY GO AHEAD IT’S BACK AT THE DOORS

	She let her elbow settle to the aluminum floor and shifted her weight onto it. The other arm trembled for a few seconds. Then she reached forward, braced her arms, and pulled herself along.

	Another five minutes brought her to the end of the shaft. A broad grate covered the opening, much more industrial than the ones out in public spaces. She found the clips holding the corners. Simple things, each held in place by not-terribly-tight screws. Vent technology probably hadn’t changed much in a hundred years or more. She went after the bottom two first. One twisted off with no problem. The second bent one of her nails back. The soft flesh under the nail tore and bled. She bit back a yelp, pressed her lips together, and pried the clip off.

	The slats of the grate were wide enough to slip her fingers through. Cali gave it a gentle wiggle, enough to make it shift and loosen the top clips. She twisted the next one off.

	After a moment of consideration, she swapped hands on the grate and went after the last clip with her left hand. It was a bit clumsier, and she shifted the grate once or twice, using it as a lever against the coin-sized clip.

	It popped free. The grate clattered against the edge of the vent and the wall around it. The sound echoed back and forth in the storage room before vanishing into the folds of spare jumpsuits and the gaps between boxes.

	Cali froze. She held her breath. She arched her back, lifting her body so her heart couldn’t beat against the thin metal floor of the vent.

	Nothing.

	She counted off thirty seconds, one Mississippi at a time, like her parents had taught her.

	Nothing.

	She swung the grate around, tilted it, and slid it into the vent alongside herself. It scraped once on the floor—a sharp, short noise. She counted to ten this time.

	Still nothing.

	The view outside the vent was low and cramped. A cardboard box and a plastic case flanked the opening. She inched forward and saw they sat on a stiff mesh of vinyl.

	Someone had placed a storage shelf in front of the vent.

	Cali pushed the box away. Inched the case over. Pulled herself forward, out of the vent, until her chest and shoulders rested on the shelf.

	She peered over the edge. Almost six feet to the floor. She twisted around. Just the one shelf above her, stacked two high with boxes.

	Head first? Or wiggle back into the vent and try to turn herself around? Quietly. She doubted she was that flexible.

	“Time’s wasting,” she whispered to herself.

	She wrapped her fingers over the edge of the shelf, pulled, lifted, and slid forward. The zipper of her jumpsuit rasped across the shelf’s vinyl mesh.

	Her head and shoulders hung over the edge. She shifted her hands, tensed her back, pushed herself forward to her waist.

	The shelf trembled. Was it bolted to the wall? Was it going to tip? Break?

	She relaxed her back and hips, lowered herself down, reached for the shelf below her.

	STOP

	The word flashed bright red in all caps on her tab.

	Her muscles tensed. Her hand trembled in the air above the shelf. Her legs slowly tilted up, pressing her heels against the top of the vent.

	IT’S HEADED BACK YOUR WAY

	Cali swallowed a breath just before it hissed out between her lips. She tightened her back. Clenched her stomach.

	She reached slowly behind her. Not wanting to lose her balance. Not wanting to rattle the shelf. Her arms went up, her fingers brushed the edge by her hips. She pulled and took some of the pressure off.

	If the creature came through the door, she knew she could flex her body back up and into the vent. She was less sure she could outrace its tentacles if she had to move backward through the shaft.

	A thread of heat worked its way through her shoulders and into her neck. It crisscrossed her face. The edge of the shelf pushed up into her stomach, pressing just across her hips. Low gravity was still gravity, and her center of mass pulled her toward the floor.

	A haptic tap brushed the back of her wrist. She took a slow breath, let go of the shelf, and swung her arm back around.

	I CAN’T SEE IT

	The words on the tab’s screen sank in, chilling her bones. Cali forgot the heat in her face.

	I THINK YOU’RE SAFE

	She tensed her stomach and let her other hand swing free. She swiped at the tab. The virtual keyboard leaped up.

	how can i be safe if you dont know where it is

	 

	I CAN SEE WHERE IT ISN’T

	THE AREA AROUND YOU IS CLEAR

	Cali looked at the door again.

	She stretched down, let her hips slide forward, and gave them a little twist to get her knees past the edge. Her hands caught the bottom shelf just as her legs came free. She swung down, over, and momentum pulled her gracefully back up onto her feet.

	If only the Moon had a ballet company.
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	GAGARIN AVENUE

	 

	Jake stood in front of the Gagarin arch and flexed his fingers inside the gauntlet. He spread them wide again, then slid the thick finger through the trigger guard. He’d loaded almost all of his remaining ammo—twenty-four rounds—into the magazine. There’d been one round left over. He’d toyed with the idea of carrying it in a pocket of the spacesuit, just in case, but he had a dislike of carrying single rounds.

	Too many other connotations, keeping one bullet aside.

	The holster still sat back in the bag. It’d been designed to fit over a spacesuit leg, but he didn’t want to fight with it. Easier to tie the pistol to his wrist with some cord, just like any other tool.

	“You ready?” asked Ganbaatar.

	Jake nodded. “Seals look good?”

	He slapped Jake twice on the shoulder. “Beats me. Haven’t worn a suit since I qualified to move up here. Claustrophobia, y’know? They don’t even keep one my size in stock.”

	“Lucky you.”

	“Yeah, tell me about it.”

	“Tessa?”

	“I’m here,” said a voice in his helmet. “Are you in the avenue yet?”

	“Just about to open the doors.”

	The big Mongolian set his hand on the control panel. “Here we go.”

	The doors to Gagarin Avenue hissed open. A dark-haired zombie stepped forward. Ganbaatar slammed his big fist into its nose and sent it flipping down the hallway.

	“Thanks,” said Jake.

	“Sorry I can’t do more.”

	Jake lumbered forward. The bodies from his last journey through the hall still sprawled on the floor. Dark blood still streaked the walls. A discarded Luna City Grays baseball bat had come to rest where the wall and floor met.

	He looked down at the pistol. He’d held it dozens of times during his time on the Moon. Field-stripped it and cleaned it. He knew every millimeter of it.

	It felt wrong in his hand. It’d felt wrong earlier, when he’d used it in the avenue. It felt wrong now. Like an old pair of shoes that used to fit perfectly, but six years later were stiff and uncomfortable.

	He raised it anyway.

	Behind him, the doors slid shut.

	The zombie had rolled back to its feet. A tall woman with jet-black hair and bruises on her neck. The one who’d been caught in the avenue after they grabbed the meteorite. Jake had seen her at Luna City’s theater a few times and never even learned her name.

	An emaciated dead man in a blue suit shuffled forward with her. One of the ones who’d held her back. And probably choked her to death.

	“Tessa?”

	“Yes? What do you need?”

	“The woman who helped get us in with the rock. The one with dark hair.”

	“Marianne? Is she there? Is she one of them? I can see you and the top of someone’s head in the foreground.”

	“All I wanted to know,” he said. “Thanks.”

	Jake put a bullet in Marianne’s forehead. It lifted her off her feet as if she’d hopped back. Then he swung his arm to the right, knocked away the emaciated man’s grabby fingers, and put a round through his eye.

	He didn’t wait for them to drift to the ground. He marched forward. He could hear the air being sucked away around him.

	“I’m getting ready to open the next hatch now,” Tessa told him. “This whole stretch of the avenue’s essentially one big airlock now. It’s all vacuum beyond this.”

	“Got it.”

	He reached the end. Another set of the heavy emergency doors. He’d seen more of them in the past three days than in six years on the Moon.

	The sound of rushing air faded. The airlock cycled. The outer hatch opened with a faint puff of dust as the last scraps of air rushed outside.

	A zombie waited on the other side, its back to the door. A man, about Jake’s age and build. The collar on its dark green suit twisted up on one side.

	The dead man turned slowly, as if burdened with a spacesuit of his own.

	Jake set the pistol against the zombie’s neck. Just between the spine and the soft spot under the ear. The zombie turned a little more, and Jake squeezed the trigger. A cloud of lunacrete particles exploded off the far wall and collided in midair with the spray of blood. Gore and bone painted the wall.

	The body tipped forward, heading for the floor as Jake moved past it.

	The avenue’s lights still worked. He’d walked this passageway a hundred times at least. It’d never been this stark and silent.

	A freeze-dried woman in a blue robe stumbled around the corner. He let her approach, batted her arms away, and pushed the pistol straight under her chin. Another squeeze of the trigger. The round blasted a chunk of her spine down the hall. Her head swung to the left, hit her shoulder, and she collapsed.

	The inside of his helmet smelled like sand. Sand and dust and smoke he knew he couldn’t smell because he was in a spacesuit, outside in a vacuum. Imaginary smells. Just some memories misfiring because he had a pistol in his hand again.

	He rounded the corner and saw three little boys.

	His boots scraped on the lunacrete. His breath caught on the back of his tongue. An icon flashed in his heads-up display, alerting him to his elevated heart rate.

	The three boys stepped forward. A dusty funeral shroud wrapped around each one. They had dark hair. They glared at Jake with frozen eyes.

	The boys—his boys—his victims—wouldn’t’ve been buried on the Moon. The families had been poor, and nowhere near one of the elevators. They weren’t up here with him.

	“No,” he muttered. “No, they are not.”

	The dead boys reached for him. One grabbed each wrist as the third fumbled with the cuff of his right glove. Tiny fingers pried at the latches.

	Jake shook off his daze and pulled the trigger. The boy holding that wrist staggered back as the bullet punched through his chest and chipped the floor. Stupid waste of a bullet.

	He grabbed the dead kid holding his other wrist, heaved, and slammed him into the one trying to unfasten the glove.

	All three boys stumbled back to their feet. One got a round in the top of his skull. The others each got one in the face. The smallest corpse kept moving. Jake kicked it hard. It flew into the wall and crumpled.

	He glanced at the clock in his heads-up display. He couldn’t afford to get hung up like this. Cali probably had her suit on and was getting ready to bait the monster.

	Jake took three lumbering steps and hit the next zombie shoulder-on. The dead man sailed up, crashed into a light bar, and drifted back down. Jake pistol-whipped it as he walked past and felt the side of its skull collapse.

	“Any problems?” Tessa’s voice asked.

	“Nothing I can’t handle. Everything else going okay?”

	“Everything is going fine.”

	A dead woman, back of the neck. An elderly man, shot in the head. A younger woman with white-blonde hair, base of the skull.

	Three more dead boys with dark hair.

	Jake slid to a halt again. “What the fuck?”

	“Beg your pardon?” said Tessa. “Is something wrong, Jake?”

	“Nothing,” he said. “I’m just ... nothing.”

	“What?”

	The three small zombies came at him. Each of them raised one arm. As if they were preparing to throw something.

	He took a deep breath. “Just forget it.”

	The arms came down, miming a throw, and Jake’s finger tensed on the trigger. The phantom smells of gunpowder and sand and sweat drifted through his helmet again. A memory of children laughing. He hesitated.

	This time, all three of them pawed at his pistol hand. He raised it above their heads, over their grasping fingers. Their attention shifted to the waist and shoulder latches.

	Not three boys, he realized. Two boys and a girl with short-cropped hair. Not in a shroud but in a dirty white dress. And one of the others was a short teen in a faded robe. Not three boys. Just something trying to mess with his head.

	Another zombie lumbered down the hallway to join the assault. Jake twisted his hips, yanking the latches away from the dead children, then swung his arm as he pivoted back. He battered their heads, knocking the trio to the floor. He pinned one down with his boot, shot the other two, then the one under his heel.

	Not even halfway down the hall and more than half his ammo gone.

	The approaching zombie was a shriveled figure in a shapeless robe and a loose head scarf. An old man or woman. Jake made his gauntlet into a fist, brought it around, and smashed the corpse across the jaw. It spun, stumbled, and fell. He marched past it, never breaking stride.

	The next curve brought Anubis into view. Forty meters. A black gash stretched from floor to ceiling in the side of the hallway. The gap where the docking sleeve had been pulled aside.

	Seven of the walking dead. All of them facing away. Whatever senses they used hadn’t noticed him yet.

	He approached the first one, a woman with elaborate, frost-flecked braids. Brought the pistol up to the side of her neck, just beneath her skull, and fired. His old orbital combat training came back, just like riding a bike. No sound to carry in space, but in low gravity, blood spray could carry ten or twenty meters. Make sure nothing heads toward an unaware enemy.

	The second zombie, a bulky man in a dark, lapel-less suit, turned his head. Jake set a hand on the dead man’s shoulder, yanked him back, and shot him through his shriveled, frozen eye. The dead man’s head snapped back as he continued his slow fall to the floor.

	The third zombie was a...

	Past them all, there were more dead boys standing in front of Anubis. Dark hair. Funeral shrouds.

	Jake gritted his teeth.

	He stepped alongside the third zombie, pressed the barrel of the Glock against its ear, and squeezed the trigger. Two more steps brought him to the next one. He shoved it over, watched it glide down the hall, crash into the floor at the trio’s feet.

	The three dead boys smiled. Raised their hands. Lurched forward past the fallen zombie. One of them was five years old, at the most. Maybe as young as three.

	The arms came down, hurling phantom objects.

	They grabbed the Glock and fumbled it from his grip. Not out of his hand, but just out of his palm, closer to the tips of the glove’s thick, clumsy fingers. Little hands pawed at the wrist latches. One popped open. A warning light snapped on his suit. An insistent ping rang in his ear.

	A dead woman in a business suit fumbled her way through the gap between the buggy and the docking sleeve. Her foot caught at the narrow bottom, tripping her in slow motion. She tipped, fell, and hit the lunacrete floor face-first without even trying to catch herself. Two of her teeth broke off and skittered silently away.

	The zombie he’d shoved down the hall, a gaunt person with a nearly shaved head, stood up behind the boys.

	Jake twisted his wrist around, grabbed the middle child, the largest one, and lifted him up. The dead thing shifted in his hands, not strong enough to fight. The smile had vanished. Its face was blank, the skin tight on the cheekbones. It wasn’t even a boy. He held a small woman with sharp cheekbones in a pale blue dress.

	He swung the zombie around, battering the other two with it. They staggered back and bounced off the side of the buggy. He threw the dead woman at the skinhead and knocked them both into Anubis as well.

	He flexed his fingers, shifted his grip, and the Glock settled back against his palm. He smacked the open latch with the pistol’s butt and it snapped tight again around his wrist.

	Seven rounds left, according to the pistol’s counter.

	Two to the skinhead, spraying a fan of clumpy material across the side of the buggy. Another in the ear of the small woman—definitely not a child. Just as she straightened up, the dead woman in the business suit got one right in the center of the face, exploding her nose. The two zombie boys struggled out from under the small woman, and he put a bullet in the top of each of their heads before they rose from their hands and knees.

	The dead children slumped to the floor. The wet splashes around them could’ve been burst water balloons. The dusty lunacrete could’ve been any road along the base of the Hindu Kush mountains.

	One round left in the Glock.

	Down to one bullet after all.

	Jake shook his head inside his helmet. The back of his head hadn’t itched like this in years. His gut itched. He turned around, looking for anything that might be watching him.

	More zombies struggled to get through the broken seal of the docking sleeve. All children. All dark-haired.

	“Noobi, it’s Jake. Open the side hatch.”

	“Hello, Jake,” said the AI. “As a reminder, opening the side hatch in a vacuum will result in—”

	“Just open it.”

	“Okay, Jake.”

	The door opened and air blasted out. A cloud of sparkling snow formed as the panel slid away, revealing the inside of the buggy. The interior lights surged to life.

	He took two quick steps and leaped inside. “Close it. Emergency restore.”

	“Okay, Jake.”

	The hatch slid shut. Before it closed, a zombie boy crawled into his line of sight and smiled at him.

	How many sets of three kids had he just seen? Almost a dozen of them altogether? Even if they hadn’t all turned out to be kids, what were the odds of such a freakish coincidence?

	Someone was trying to get under his skin.

	Someone was getting under his skin.

	He spread his fingers and let the gun drop. A heartbeat passed, and then the string tying it to his gauntlet jerked. The pistol swung and tapped his shin.

	Thirty-two minutes since he left Cali in the vents. Ahead of schedule. He’d be there and waiting for her when the purge happened.

	“I’ve finished the emergency restore, Jake. You can remove your suit, if you’d like.”

	He reached over, unfastened his left gauntlet, and flung it to the floor with a quick flick of his wrist. The right one came off even faster. He popped the latches on the helmet, wrenched it off, and threw it at the couch. “Power up, Noobi. I want to be moving as soon as possible.”

	“Battery levels are very low, Jake. I estimate we only have twenty minutes of travel time at standard running speed.”

	He shuffled into the cockpit. The pack made it impossible to sit down, but he managed to lean back against the driver’s seat. “Got it. Power up, let me know when everything’s warm.”

	“Okay, Jake. Also, I think Tessa is calling you.”

	He frowned. “You think?”

	“I’m sorry, Jake. There seems to be an issue with the communications net.”

	“Put it on the screen.”

	“The communication is audio only.”

	“Go ahead then. That you, Tessa?”

	“Of course it is. Who else would it be?”

	He cracked the knuckles on one hand. “How’s Cali doing?”

	“You can relax for a few minutes. It’s taking her a little longer than expected to get through the vents.”

	“No problem. I’ll drive over and be waiting for her.”

	“Don’t. You’ll just attract more zombies. Put Anubis on standby and wait for ten or fifteen minutes.”

	“What? She can’t be that far behind.”

	“It’s okay, Jake,” said Tessa’s voice. “Everything’s going according to plan.”
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	STORAGE

	 

	Cali attached boots to pants first, while she could still bend over easily. It took almost ten minutes to connect the upper and lower waist on her own. Another six or seven to get on the second glove. After wrestling with it for a few minutes, she discovered the first helmet didn’t match the collar in the suit.

	Twenty-three minutes after doing a walkover out of the vent, she activated the suit. The heads-up display lit up in the visor. Faint hums and hisses washed across her. The hunch in her shoulders loosened and dropped.

	Tessa’s voice whispered inside her helmet. “You there?”

	“Yeah.”

	“You’re running a few minutes behind schedule.”

	“Took longer to get the suit on than I thought.”

	“I’ve got your telemetry up. All systems look good.”

	“Where’s the monster?”

	“I still can’t find it. It slipped into a blind spot somewhere.”

	“Wonderful. Where’s Jake?”

	“He’s inside Anubis. It was kind of scary watching him go down the hall. Like a really ruthless character in an action movie. I almost felt sorry for the zom—”

	“But he’s in Anubis and safe?”

	“Oh, yeah. I think he’s getting out of his suit. We should have him back in two or three minutes.”

	Cali walked to the door. “Okay. So ... where’s the closest blind spot?”

	“There’s one at the end of the boulevard. About fifteen feet from the storeroom door.”

	She tapped at the door controls with one gloved finger. The maglocks thumped inside the wall. She counted to five.

	“Anything?”

	“No sign of it.”

	“You know,” said Cali, “we never talked about what we’ll do if it gets behind me.”

	“That’s not a problem. It’ll be close enough to the bulkheads for me to just hit the purge.”

	Cali opened the door. Looked out at the hall. If she remembered correctly, the blank door across from the storeroom was another laboratory. She counted to five again. Took a cautious step back on three. Another one on five.

	Nothing.

	She stepped forward and leaned out into the boulevard. Turned her head left and right inside the helmet.

	Nothing moved. Nothing made a sound.

	She sidestepped through the door, swiveled her hips, and turned her shoulders. The end of Selene swung into view: a small, fifty-seat theater she’d heard the other Caretakers mention. A lit frame displayed a poster for some historical drama, while another promised a busty, axe-and-pistol-wielding woman in fantasy armor was COMING SOON.

	She brought her shoulders and helmet back around toward the plaza. Just a few meters away sat the broken vent where the creature had forced its way out onto Selene. Then three restaurants. The grocery store. The gift shop. Past all of them loomed the two huge emergency doors.

	“Where the hell is it?”

	“I don’t know,” said Tessa. “It’s just ... gone.”

	Cali cleared her throat. “Okay. Where are the blind spots?”

	“You should be able to see two of them from where you are.”

	“I don’t see anything.”

	“That means there isn’t a monster hiding in those blind spots.”

	Cali took a few more steps. She leaned past an archway. “I can see all the way to the big doors. No sign of it.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Pretty sure, yes.”

	“Hang on,” said Tessa.

	“Could it be in a shop or something?”

	“Maybe. Hang on!”

	Cali stepped through the arch. Every door and window looked intact on the far side of the boulevard. The suit’s thick soles wobbled on the cobblestones for a moment and sent her mind skittering through a half-dozen twisted-ankle scenarios. She took a breath and another step. “Don’t we have cameras everywhere?”

	“Almost everywhere,” said Tessa, “but I can only look at four or five at a time. And I still don’t have access to ... all ... of them.”

	Cali inched across the cobblestones, trying to get a look at the storefronts down her side of the street. Past the restaurant next to her, the doors and windows were too recessed to see if they were open or not. She couldn’t even get a sense if the big windows were still intact.

	She took another cautious step.

	“You’ve got sound too, right? Have you heard it break anything? Doors? Windows?”

	Inside the helmet, her eyes flitted around the edges of her visor. Lunar helmets weren’t as open or expansive as deep-space ones. They were made to be a bit more durable to deal with gravity. And anything important would be around you or below.

	Not up.

	She slid her heel behind her to take the weight and leaned back.

	Nothing. Just the ceiling of Lower Selene. Light bars. A few aluminum beams. Some smaller vents.

	She almost didn’t catch the whisper over the quiet hum of her suit. “Tessa, was that you? Repeat that last bit.”

	A faint noise, not quite a hiccup, not quite a gasp, echoed over the helmet’s speakers. “Cali, I think we ... we...”

	She turned to look behind her again. Still nothing.

	“What is it? What’s wrong?”

	“Let me get Jake on with us. He needs—you both need to hear this.”

	“Tessa, what’s—”

	“Jake, are you there? This is important.”

	“Yeah,” answered Jake. “Is she in her suit yet?”

	“I’ve been in my suit for almost ten minutes,” said Cali. “Where are you?”

	“What!? I’m still at Gagarin, sitting on my butt.”

	“Why?”

	“’Cause Tessa told me to.”

	“No I didn’t!”

	“Dammit, you told me—”

	“Both of you be quiet,” hissed Tessa. “Listen to me!”

	“I need to get Anubis over to—”

	“Listen! Osiris is offline. The whole base is completely shut down.”

	Cali stared down Selene toward the doors, tried to stare through the walls over to the sheriff’s office on Gleti. “What?”

	“How would you even know that?” asked Jake.

	“I had this idea to get at all the other cameras laterally,” Tessa explained. “I thought if I ran a diagnostic, maybe it would let me look through them for a minute or two while it did checks. And the diagnostics section of the system is just full of red flags right now, with the carrier crashing and the breaches and emergency bulkheads and—”

	“Tessa! What’s going on at Osiris?”

	“Nothing. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It’s all shut down. CO2 scrubbers. Heaters. Water reclamation. Computers registered a major breach just over thirty-one hours ago, about an hour after we left. Life support functions shut down automatically six hours later to save power.”

	Cali turned around again. Still nothing. No movement. No sound. She tried to wade through everything she’d just heard. “Henri’s dead?”

	Tessa made a little squawk. “Henri died yesterday!”

	Cali’s heart beat twice in the quiet.

	Jake broke the silence. “We talked to him this morning.”

	“No,” said Tessa. “We didn’t.”

	“Yeah, we—”

	“He’s dead, Jake. He died before Waghid did.”

	“I’ve known Henri for five years. Think I’d know his voice.”

	“I think that was the idea,” said Cali. Her gut rolled over, kept rolling, turned it into a slow churn.

	“What do you mean?” Jake asked.

	“It sounded just like Henri,” she said. She shifted her feet and turned in a slow circle, looking in every direction. “It told us the meteor was up on Anubis’s roof. It got us to bring it inside.” She pivoted and stared at the storage room she’d just walked out of. She looked back up at the ceiling.

	“You’re saying this thing’s doing all of this? The rock? It’s not just alive...”

	“It’s awake,” Tessa said. “It’s conscious.”
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	SELENE BOULEVARD

	 

	The churn in her stomach had spread its unease up into Cali’s shoulders. It prickled the back of her neck and arms. She’d felt eyes on her many times in her life, but never like this.

	“No,” said Jake in her ear. “It’s a rock. It’s not even a whole rock. We figured if it was part of a brain it had to be ... what, barely a fraction of it?”

	“What’s your point?” She walked farther down the boulevard, the cold prickling spreading as she did.

	“My point is brains don’t work like that. I knew a guy who took a head shot and lived. Minimal brain damage. He still had to learn to walk and talk and feed himself all over again. And when he could talk, he couldn’t remember anything, got confused all the time, always bumping into things. That’s ‘minimal.’ That’s with just two or three percent of his brain destroyed.”

	“Maybe that’s what this is,” said Tessa. “Your friend could still outsmart an ant. Maybe the space-squid-whale thing is so far past us, this is what it would consider confused and bumping into things.”

	“If that’s true,” Jake said after a moment, “we are so fucked.”

	“Can we focus on the big problem?” Cali turned again, quietly cursing the visor’s limited field of view. “Where the hell is it?”

	“I don’t know,” said Tessa. “Most of the tourists are in the arboretum. Some are still in the hotel. There’s a lot of people still in their rooms here on Gleti. I just don’t see it anywhere.”

	“Did you ever try your diagnostics idea?”

	“No. Hang on a minute.”

	“You need to get out of there, Cali,” said Jake. “This whole thing’s gone wrong.”

	She took another cautious step. The other restaurant, an Italian place, looked sealed up. Shutters covered the windows, and the door sat firmly in its frame.

	“It has to be here somewhere. We could still make this work.”

	“Not if it’s smart. We can’t lure it out to the carrier if it suspects what we’re trying to do.”

	She pushed her boots down onto the cobblestones, moving as cautiously as possible in the bulky spacesuit. The prickling had become a full-blown itch. She felt it inside her head now, the sense of being seen, of being...

	Something moved to her left, and she stumbled away from it.

	Her own reflection. The restaurant had a menu mounted outside in a glass box. She hadn’t noticed it until...

	Until...

	She didn’t have a gnawing sense of being seen.

	She had a gnawing dread she hadn’t seen something. That she’d missed a clue. That she’d overlooked—

	“The system still won’t give me access,” Tessa said. “I don’t know where it is.”

	A dull thud echoed outside Cali’s helmet. Something nudged her head and arms and hips. The signs and plants and grains of dust along the boulevard all made a quick lunge toward her before settling down again. Alerts flashed into life along her heads-up display as half a dozen readouts shifted. Distant alarms rang over the speakers in her helmet.

	“Okay, now what?” said Tessa. “Why is this happening?”

	“Why is what happening?” asked Jake. “What’s going on?”

	Cali sorted out the alerts. The suit warned her of a sudden exterior pressure and temperature drop. “What just happened?”

	“The purge, I think,” Tessa said. “Air pressure on Selene just dropped to forty-two kilopascals.”

	“What?!” Jake’s microphone rattled with the sounds of rapid movement. “I’m still at Gagarin. Why didn’t you give us any warning?”

	“It wasn’t me! I didn’t set it off, it went off on its own. Are you okay, Cali?”

	She looked around the boulevard. Nothing looked any different, but her suit felt as if it had stretched out. The material that had brushed her arms and thighs and chest reached away from her now. Not as rigid as it got in a vacuum, but definitely pushing outward. “Yeah, I’m okay. I think the emergency seals cut in pretty quick down here.”

	“Which they wouldn’t do in an actual purge,” Tessa said. “They’d all stay open to evacuate the boulevard.”

	“So if you didn’t do it,” Cali asked, “what happened?”

	“Looks like ... it looks like one of the bulkhead charges went off and created a breach in the theater. But since the system hadn’t been set for a purge, everything else locked down like normal.”

	Cali shifted her feet and gazed back at the door framed by movie posters. “But what set it off?”

	The words chilled the air just past her mouth. Her tongue went numb. Silence ruled the air for three heartbeats.

	Jake and Tessa both spoke at once.

	“Firing up Anubis,” he said. “I’ll try to get over there, see if it’s dead or what.”

	“I’m checking the outside cameras. I can access about two-thirds of them. I should be able to find something out there.”

	“You think it was an accident?” asked Jake. “Thing just flailed around and set off a charge?”

	“As I understand it, they’re pretty accident-proof. I suppose it could’ve—”

	“It’s not an animal,” said Cali. “It’s smart. It’s only got part of a brain and it’s been a few steps ahead of us since this started. It’s been keeping us scared and panicked, not really giving us time to think.”

	“Reacting instead of acting,” Jake grunted.

	“Right.” Cali took a few steps toward the theater. “It did this for a reason. It’s been doing everything for a reason. It didn’t pretend to be Henri for the hell of it—it wanted us to bring it inside.”

	“And ten minutes ago ... you think it sounded like Tessa so I wouldn’t head out there?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Did it really sound like me?” asked Tessa. “The voice and the speech patterns and everything?”

	“Yeah. Pretty much dead on. Sounded like you, talked like you, knew the right things to say. Didn’t suspect a thing.” A few clicks echoed over the speakers. “Anubis is pulling out. Should be outside Selene in about fifteen. It didn’t want me there, so that’s where I’m heading.”

	“I have access to four cameras at the north end of Selene,” said Tessa. “I see a lot of zombies that got knocked over, but I don’t see the space whale.”

	Cali faced the theater door. Vacuum on the other side. And a wall with a big hole in it. She wondered what the view would be sitting in one of the theater chairs. Dark right now, but during the day? Hills? Wreckage from the Goddard? Maybe even the Hathaway? She almost shook her head at the ironic thought of the creature accidentally hurling itself right where they were trying to get it.

	Then her own words echoed back through her mind.

	“Oh no.”

	“Cali? What is it? What’s wrong?”

	She stabbed at the door controls for the theater, but the panel flashed red at her again and again. “Tessa, open up the theater. I need to get outside!”

	“I can’t. The system locked it down because of the breach. It’s hard vacuum in there.”

	“Then do the purge. Do it now. Open it!”

	Jake’s channel popped open. “What’s going on?”

	“Cali wants me to purge Lower Selene.”

	“Why?”

	“Tessa, do it!” She stabbed at the controls one last time and then slammed her fist against the door. “Figure out how, but we need to get out there and stop it.”

	“Cali,” growled Jake, “calm down and tell us what the fuck you’re talking about.”

	She pushed her lips together for a moment. “This breach wasn’t a mistake. It doesn’t make mistakes! It got us all out of the way, and now it’s heading for the Hathaway.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Tessa. “Why would it do that?”

	“The thing wants to launch itself into the sun?”

	“No!” snapped Cali. “Don’t you get it? It’s been ahead of us this whole time. It sent us running for Luna City, it got us to bring it inside so it could rebuild itself, and then it got us to prep the ship for it. It’s not going into the sun. It’s going to Earth!”
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	“Okay,” said Jake, “this is just ... it’s crazy. How did it ‘get us’ to prep the ship for it?”

	Cali pounded on the theater door again. “Because it knew. It knew we were scared, it knew how we’d react, it knew what we had to work with. Tessa, open the damned door!”

	“I’m trying! The emergency seals are tough to undo for a reason!”

	“Both of you just ... just hang on for a minute.” A few more pops came from Jake’s microphone. “I’m already past Gleti Boulevard and behind the hotel. Everyone take a few deep breaths and stay right where you are. Give me a couple of minutes to see if I can spot this thing before we blow another hole in the city.”

	Cali stepped back from the door. “Okay. Okay, just be quick.”

	“I will.”

	“Tessa, keep working on the doors.”

	Her breath echoed inside her helmet.

	“Tessa?”

	A quick cough came over the speaker. “Noobi,” Tessa said, “where are you and Jake right now?”

	“Hello, Tessa. Jake and I have just left Gagarin gate B.”

	“You haven’t passed Gleti yet?”

	“That’s correct, Tessa.”

	“Just stay where you are,” said Jake’s voice. “Everything’s going according to plan.”

	“Tessa!” shouted Cali. “Open the damned door!”

	“I think I’ve got it,” Tessa said. “Step back. Get off to the side of it. When the purge happens, it’s going to depressurize the rest of the boulevard. Even at forty-two kilopascals, you could get wedged in there and take a beating before it opens wide enough.”

	Cali shuffled away from the door and pressed herself up against the COMING SOON poster.

	“Okay, get ready. The purge is primed and set. Not sure how explosive it’ll be, but be ready.” Tessa took a breath. “Three. Two. One.”

	The wall behind Cali trembled. A low howl sounded outside her helmet and faded away, accompanied by a duet of warning sirens and announcements. The wind nudged at her heels and thighs and arms and the suit’s pack, prodding her toward the entrance. A scrap of paper whipped across the cobblestones and threw itself through the doorway. A second one followed it a few moments later.

	She blinked twice. When her eyes opened the second time the avenue was silent. The gentle nudges had ceased.

	She swung herself around and lunged through the doorway into the theater.

	Whatever glory the Majestic might’ve had previously had vanished when the lunacrete bulkheads making up its back wall blew out. The gaping hole stood more than three meters high and twice as wide. Cali bounded across the bare room, activating her suit’s floodlights as she did. Her boots hit the floor for the third time and pushed her through the huge breach.

	Folding chairs, velvet drapes, and a tangle of white polyester covered the lunar surface. The contents of the Majestic, removed by one breach or both.

	Cali came down on a pile of chairs and stumbled over it. Her boot caught on an aluminum strut, and she dragged the chair after her for a moment. Two kicks sent it flying back toward the hole in the wall.

	She lunged past the debris and landed on the other side of the fallen bulkheads. A pair of feet in dusty dress shoes stuck out from beneath one of the lunacrete slabs.

	“Where is it?” she asked. “Tell me you see it somewhere.”

	“I don’t,” said Tessa. “I’m sorry. There aren’t enough lights out there.”

	“Give me a map to the Hathaway, then.”

	Another chair caught her leg. She shook her foot and felt one of the boot latches snap open. She twisted at the waist, brought her shoulders around, and looked down.

	The floodlights lit up the zombie on the ground, little more than skin and gristle wrapped around a skeleton. Its naked torso ended halfway down its rib cage. Its arms clutched at her boot and tried to flick the next latch open. She kicked it again, knocking it back into the remains of the projection screen.

	She swung her lights around and saw other dead people drifting toward her out of the darkness. Each turn revealed more of them. Their arms reached, their hands grasped.

	Cali rammed her way between two zombies and leaped across the landscape in long strides. Her boot came down on a conduit, slipped, and her bounds became an awkward dash across the landscape, the lunar gravity letting her outrun her tumble to the ground. The bright circles of the floodlights bounced back and forth, showing dark regolith, bare feet, and desiccated faces with pale eyes.

	A dead white woman in a dark gown appeared in the lights. Cali turned and slammed her shoulder into the zombie, knocking her back into the night. It helped bleed off some of her excess momentum.

	“Tessa, where’s that map? I think I’m lost out here.”

	“I just sent it. It should be on your heads-up in a second or two.”

	A figure in a spacesuit loomed in front of her, and her floodlights made its visor flare in the dark. Cali let out a breath, keyed her microphone, then noticed the spacesuit didn’t have a left gauntlet. Pale, bare fingers stuck out from the end of the sleeve. The visor glare was from the coat of frost on the inside of the helmet.

	She pushed past the zombie, then another, and tried to get space for a few good bounds. Two dead men in funeral shrouds loomed in her path. She lumbered the other way and stumbled through a quartet of old women in dusty robes.

	A dead teen grabbed at her wrist.

	A bearded man with silver hair reached for her shoulders.

	A wide-nosed woman.

	A little boy in a bright blue suit.

	They’d caught her.

	She swung her arm like a club and knocked down two dead people. Her floodlights reflected off something a few meters away, all but invisible in the darkness. Some kind of scaffolding. Maybe construction, or an antenna.

	Cali took two steps, kicked her leg out, and did a passable grand jeté, sailing over the undead. Her suit slammed into the scaffolding and she threw her arms around it, grabbing at anything she could. She kicked and pulled herself up another two meters before she reached the top of the skeletal structure. She swung around and tried to tip her floodlights down at the base of the short tower.

	A quick count showed fourteen zombies clustered below her. Reaching up for her. She leaned back, letting the floodlights shine out away from the base, and saw another nine or ten shuffling her way.

	A faint ping sounded in her helmet, and a simple map of Luna City appeared on her heads-up display, showing her position and the Hathaway. The map rotated, flattened, and left a single, blinking targeting square on her visor, centered on a spot off to her left. She’d gotten turned the wrong way trying to dodge all of the undead.

	Four hundred thirty-two meters away.

	She looked down again. All of the gathered undead knew she was there. They clawed at the superstructure and the crossbeams and the wheels and the—

	Wheels?

	Cali tightened her grip and swung around.

	She hadn’t recognized its bare aluminum framework, too used to seeing a Gravedigger in Osiris white. This one hadn’t been assigned yet. She’d climbed right up one of the front legs. The resin tanks were off to her left. The cockpit sat a few feet away to her right.

	Cali heaved herself up and over the vehicle’s skeletal frame, grabbing the bars around the cab. She pulled herself down into the driver’s seat. She’d been working on a slightly older model than this one, but the dashboard layout looked pretty much the same. She slapped the console.

	The controls lit up, and a low buzz of power shook its way up through the seat, into her suit, and up her spine.

	She flicked a few switches and floodlights ignited around the Gravedigger, lighting up the landscape for seventy or eighty meters in every direction. Zombies, as far as she could see. The harsh light made them look even paler as they stumbled forward.

	Past them all, far in the distance to her left, she saw something move the other way. It rolled and thrashed across the landscape, too massive for graceful movement even in the Moon’s low gravity. She watched it for two quick heartbeats before it slid into the dark, past the reach of the big lights.

	Cali grabbed the yoke and shoved it forward. The big machine shuddered and lurched into action. Its flat front smacked against a trio of zombies. Two soared back, knocking down a handful of other undead clients. The third fell to the side and vanished beneath the Gravedigger’s mesh wire wheels.

	Her fingers shifted on the grips. She leaned to the left, and the machine leaned with her. A half-dozen more zombies bounced away from the Gravedigger as it swung around, crushing a path through the horde. They pushed back in, using their own bodies in a desperate attempt to stop or slow the machine.

	The blinking square in Cali’s heads-up display slid toward the center of her visor.

	Right where she’d seen the movement.

	She leaned into the yoke and cranked the Gravedigger up to top speed.
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	Like its brother machine out at Osiris, the Gravedigger wasn’t built for speed. It didn’t even have a speedometer. Cali couldn’t be sure, but it didn’t seem to be going much faster than she could run.

	The big machine battered four more zombies away. They spun and flailed across the landscape. Another handful fell beneath the wire wheels.

	She shifted her grip on the yoke and centered her course on the Hathaway.

	The Gravedigger lurched over something. Some armored cables, a lunacrete slab, or maybe a particularly large zombie. The floodlight beams trembled, sending wild shadows and flashes across the landscape.

	They settled down, and she saw the creature, just at the edge of her lights.

	It writhed across the landscape a good fifty meters ahead of her, dragging itself through the regolith. Tentacles lashed forward and pawed at the lunar soil. A dozen or more zombies stood around it, lifting, pushing, heaving it along.

	Her heads-up display said she still had a hundred and eight meters to go until she reached the Hathaway.

	An awkward, misshapen figure stumbled out of the darkness as the Gravedigger ground a path forward. It took her a moment to recognize the partially disassembled spacesuit. One sleeve had been detached, and the helmet removed. Sheriff Gordon’s mustache sparkled with ice and frozen blood.

	He looked up at Cali. Raised a hand. A naked hand, frozen and pale in the harsh floodlights.

	One of the vehicle’s spidery legs slammed into him and sent the dead lawman tumbling away back into the night.

	Cali leaned on the yoke, willing the Gravedigger to go faster. The big machine churned across the Moon. She let her focus shift back and forth between the crawling creature and the countdown on her display telling her how much farther she had to go.

	Her mind did subconscious calculations. How fast she was moving. How fast it crawled across the landscape.

	She wasn’t going to catch it in time.

	The thought crossed her mind as the shadows on the monster shifted. They slid across its half-formed body. Its far side brightened.

	Anubis plowed into the tentacled creature, scattering its collection of zombie servants. The buggy pushed the creature sideways through the regolith for four or five meters, kicking up shards of rock and a spray of dust. Then Anubis bounced once, rolling up and over the mass of flesh. For a long moment, the buggy took flight.

	It crashed down hard on its tank-tread wheels, spraying regolith and dust everywhere. Two of its floodlights sparked and went out. It limped for a few more meters, the back wheel on Cali’s side dented and deformed.

	The creature thrashed, flipped itself over, and dragged itself on toward the Hathaway.

	“Get it!” Jake’s voice burst over her helmet’s speakers. “Go!”

	Her hands hadn’t flinched on the yoke. The Gravedigger had cut the distance between her and the monster by more than half. Less than twenty meters separated them.

	Cali leaned forward, willing the machine to move faster.

	Something long and white flickered at the edge of the lights. An artificial hillside. The Hathaway took form out of the darkness. Fifty-two meters away, according to her display.

	The creature hauled itself forward, and the Gravedigger followed. A thin layer of frost covered the mottled flesh, darker where the regolith had gouged and slashed it. Whatever the thing used for blood, it looked black in the harsh lights.

	Fifteen meters apart. Ten meters. Five meters.

	It twisted, sent a tree-thick tentacle lashing back, and the big machine shook from the impact. Cali flinched back. The yoke straightened. The engine whine settled to a low hum.

	She lunged at the controls, slamming the yoke forward. The creature swung another tentacle back at her, but she ignored it. Barely two meters apart now. Twenty from the carrier.

	The Gravedigger’s high suspension let it roll right over the creature. The wheels bumped over one tentacle, then another. The vehicle’s piston legs surrounded the crawling monster, and Cali glanced down at the floor of the cab, pictured the thing writhing along beneath her.

	Cali threw her hands from the yoke to the two levers on the control panel. The big machine shuddered to a halt. She yanked hard, not even waiting for a full stop.

	The Gravedigger’s four blades slammed down.

	She threw her hands up to the side of her helmet. The scream ripped through the speakers like a blast of high-frequency static. A heartbeat later the auto-volume kicked in, but the shriek still rattled her skull.

	The thing beneath the Gravedigger thrashed at the undercarriage. The big vehicle shook and rattled. The right side lifted up, then crashed down hard.

	Something rolled and twisted across the dust. A severed tentacle. Three meters long, and as thick as her waist where it had been severed. It flopped and rolled and beat at the ground.

	Cali reached forward and hit the yoke. The Gravedigger lurched forward, scraping its blades across the ground. Through the ground. The pistons must’ve driven them in half a meter, at least.

	Another roar echoed in her helmet, an assault the comm system barely contained.

	A second tentacle flailed through its death throes, this one shorter and maybe only as big around as her thigh.

	Her fingers lunged at the console and grabbed the big knob. She wrenched it around and felt the machine respond. The blades folded in, grabbing the shallow scoop of lunar soil.

	And the thing sitting on top of the soil.

	The creature heaved and thrashed and fought against the steel blades holding it. Cali felt the vibrations shudder up through the Gravedigger. It rocked back and forth, so close to tipping. She swayed with it, throwing her weight to the left and right, trying to balance the big machine.

	All the wheels settled on the ground, and Cali grabbed for the yoke. The Gravedigger rumbled forward. The trembling that worked its way up through the frame reminded her the vehicle wasn’t designed to move far or fast while carrying a load.

	Fourteen meters from the Hathaway.

	A tentacle curled up around the Gravedigger’s hull and slapped down in front of her. She threw herself back, but the bulk of her suit didn’t let her move too far in the small cab. The tentacle smacked the engine case again and again, feeling its way around the simple cage and across the control panel.

	Cali leaned back and shoved her boot against the yoke. She flexed her knee and pushed. The yoke tilted back. The Gravedigger rolled forward.

	Another scream echoed in her helmet.

	The tentacle slid back, dragged away and beneath. The beast thrashed some more. Another tentacle reached up, swung past her head, and vanished back below.

	Ten meters from the carrier.

	Cali let her leg drop, pushed herself forward, grabbed the yoke and shoved it as far as it would go. The big machine lurched once and continued across the plain.

	The Hathaway loomed in the floodlights. She leaned into the yoke and guided the Gravedigger to the right. The lowered hatch formed a simple ramp up into the cargo hold.

	She swung herself around and kicked the steering column hard. The Gravedigger lurched and swayed as the yoke bobbed back and forth. Her boots hit the reinforced plastic again and again. On the fourth kick the casing around the column cracked. She snapped off a jagged triangle of plastic and rammed it into the yoke’s exposed joint. The column stayed wedged forward.

	Three meters from the opening, she realized how much she could see of the top of the cargo pod. The huge bolts holding the pod in the carrier frame. Some of the assorted control and power cables. The upper edge of the hatch seal.

	“Oh, fuck.”

	The Gravedigger hit the ramp. Its prow slid inside with centimeters to spare. One bounce made its top grind across the edge of the hatchway.

	Cali grabbed the bars of the cab’s simple cage and yanked. She slid up and out of the big machine as it drove into the cargo pod. The cage smashed against the top of the hatch and snapped off in two parts, shaved away as the Gravedigger slid inside. The aluminum bars spun away, and one struck the ankle of her armored boot.

	Momentum slammed her legs and hips against the Hathaway just above the open hatch. She pawed at the carrier’s top for a moment, grabbing for anything, and then her suit bounced off. She sailed back down, and three heartbeats later the surface of the Moon rammed itself into her backpack. The impact sent the stars whirling away, regolith spinning in front of her visor, and then the stars were back.

	A trio of warning lights blinked on her heads-up display. Two could wait. The third warned her the rebreather components of her suit had been damaged. They had thirty minutes of guaranteed function left.

	Cali felt pretty sure half an hour was a lot more time than she had.

	She lifted her legs, swung them down, flipped herself up onto her feet. She swayed for a moment and looked around. Her floodlights lit up distant zombies, and a few broken bodies trying to drag themselves toward her. No immediate threats.

	Not behind her, anyway.

	She took a few cautious steps back toward the Hathaway, shining her suit’s floodlights into the cargo pod.

	Tentacles flailed from beneath the Gravedigger. The creature thrashed and twisted, pressing against the blades and pistons containing it. One limb battered against the big machine, while another felt its way around the hold. It heaved against the Gravedigger’s bulk, but the machine had wedged in tight between the ceiling, the floor, and the back wall of the cargo pod.

	Two bounds carried Cali to the exterior control panel by the hatch. A lid of clear Lexan covered it. She fumbled with the latch, flipped the lid up, and smacked the red control button.

	Nothing happened.

	She slapped at it again. Then punched the green button. Then the red again.

	Nothing.

	“Tessa, the door won’t close.”

	Silence.

	“Tessa?”

	Inside the Hathaway, the Gravedigger lurched again. It hit the ceiling hard enough to send a tremor through the cargo pod. Loose pieces of regolith scattered across the floor. A third tentacle pushed its way out from beneath the vehicle.

	The speakers in her helmet crackled and popped. Its screams had blown them out. Maybe blown out everyone’s speakers.

	Cali stabbed the red button two more times, then let the lid drift back down. Gordon and the pilot had talked about the carrier being locked down. She’d assumed they’d unlocked all of it.

	She turned, pointed the lights behind her. A dozen zombies had staggered closer. Fifteen or twenty meters at most, and more behind them.

	Inside, the creature thrashed. A low vibration shuddered through the Hathaway and up her arm as the Gravedigger slid half a meter back. The tentacles strained and heaved.

	She leaned into the cargo pod. Her floodlights bounced off the floor and lit up the big chamber. The tentacles spread whirling shadows across the walls.

	Across from the big machine—and the monster—sat the doorway leading into the carrier’s connecting hallway, and through to the passenger pod.

	Another control panel sat on the wall next to the door.

	As she stared at it, one of the tentacles did a wide sweep of the cargo chamber. Its tip stretched within a meter of the panel. It swung back low, then pressed up against the Gravedigger’s side, trying to tip it again.

	Her heads-up display warned her she only had another twenty-six minutes until rebreather failure.

	“Tessa,” she said, “Jake. I don’t know if you can hear me. The outside controls aren’t responding. I ... I’m going to go in and try to use the panel inside.”

	Her speakers hissed and popped some more. She listened for anything. Single words, fragments, even just a pattern in the crackling.

	Nothing.

	Cali swung herself around the hatch’s frame and pressed her backpack against the cargo pod’s inner wall.

	One of the creature’s tentacles stretched out even farther. It wrapped itself once, twice around the Gravedigger’s central leg on that side and flexed. The skeletal leg crumpled and bent. The wire mesh tires pushed flat against the cargo pod’s floor and deformed.

	She sidestepped her way along the wall. Steady and even. Four steps covered two meters. Already a third of the way there.

	Two tentacles wrapped around the Gravedigger’s front leg and strained. A strut collapsed, then another, and the leg folded almost in half. The big machine sagged, tilting toward her. Its top edge dragged across the ceiling.

	She took four, five, six more steps. Just a little over a meter to the panel, two to the door.

	The huge tentacle stretched back and grabbed the vehicle’s rear leg just above the wheels.

	Cali took a breath and swung herself around. The door controls responded to her touch and it whisked open, as did the one past it. Not so much as an airlock as a double seal between the pod and the basic carrier framework.

	Something grabbed her ankle and pulled.

	Her feet slid out from under her, and she drifted toward the ground. She twisted, turned, saw the tentacle wrapped around her boot. Her heart pounded on her ribs.

	It needs flesh, she reminded herself. It needs to touch you. Not your suit.

	She kicked at it again and again. She stretched down and clawed at it with the suit’s heavy gauntlets. It felt like bands of raw muscle as she pried it away from her boot.

	It slipped free. She leaped away from it. It hung in the air, undecided, and then coiled back to add its strength against the Gravedigger’s final support.

	She turned sideways, forced herself halfway into the doorway, then reached back out to hit the red button on the hatch control panel. The red button blinked twice and changed to blue. A low vibration rocked through the Hathaway as the ramp folded up, becoming a wall once again. One zombie had a foot on the hatch and tipped over backward as it started to rise.

	She swiped a finger across the control panel and locked it.

	A second, more urgent vibration shook the cargo pod. The tentacles had wrenched the Gravedigger’s rear leg forward far enough that it twisted like a dancer’s knee when she landed wrong. The big machine tilted even more. One wall coming down even as the other one went up.

	The creature heaved. The Gravedigger crashed down on its side, spraying regolith everywhere. The carrier shook.

	Cali shuffled back through the doorway. It hadn’t been made with spacesuits in mind. She filled most of the narrow hallway.

	It crawled over the fallen machine, tentacles thrashing, reaching for her.

	She punched the interior controls, and the doors slid shut.
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	Cali swiped at the door controls with shaking hands, swiped again, and hoped she’d locked them. The door shook in its frame. She felt the impact reach up through her boots.

	Twenty-one minutes of air left, according to her display.

	The hallway between pods stretched maybe three meters to the next door. She used her hands and feet, the bulky suit bouncing back and forth between the narrow walls. A series of overlapping plastic panels made the center point of the hallway perhaps a centimeter narrower, and her suit wedged itself there, yanking her to a halt.

	Behind her, another trio of impacts shook the door. She felt them in the walls pinning the suit. Splinters of plastic popped loose and spun down the hallway to bounce off her helmet.

	Cali took a breath and tried to calm herself. She turned, leaned, pushed until her suit and pack popped loose. She wiggled through the center point and continued sidestepping down to the next door.

	Another impact rang through the hall, and a cloud of fragments soared out from the splintering door.

	She hit the control pad and the door opened, the one behind it half a heartbeat later. Three steps and a small turn carried her into the next pod. She hit the controls there just as a huge crack appeared in the far door.

	Doors slid into place in front of her. Lights came on in the pod. She checked the controls and locked them. If she had time to dig her tab out of whatever pocket she’d stored it in, she’d probably be able to hardlock them.

	She turned away to march across the pod. A passenger unit. Forty-eight seats. Dull carpet. Economy class. Probably identical to the one she’d traveled to the Moon in, before they’d stripped everything out of it. She saw bolt holes where two seats had been removed, and at least a dozen missing one cushion or another. A few paths through the dust showed where salvage crews had walked or dragged things.

	She lumbered up the main aisle between the seats. If she remembered the layout correctly, the next door should lead to the cockpit, with a short side hall leading out to the main entrance. Her glove brushed the control panel, and the twin doors opened, one after another.

	The hall looked even narrower than the one between pods. Gordon and the pilot had left the cockpit open. The hatch about three meters to the left led back outside. She could see the shifting lights of the various displays just a few meters away.

	A tremor raced from her heels to her knees. She turned, sidestepped, and moved into the new hallway. She glanced back in time to see the far door shudder.

	She closed the hall doors.

	Eighteen minutes of rebreather function left.

	Cali shuffled down the narrow hall. She worked her way through the open doorway and stepped into the cockpit. Readouts and updates danced across the various screens. She wiggled between the two flight chairs, looked at the desktops in front of them, and saw the big blue button flashing on one.

	ENGAGE?

	She’d wedged her right arm against a support to get between the seats. The bulky sleeve of her left arm came up and over the back of the captain’s chair and—

	Got caught.

	She wiggled the arm, then yanked. Whatever had her resisted every pull. She twisted her shoulders, turned her helmet...

	The zombie tightened its grip on her arm.

	She launched an elbow at the dead man’s face. It didn’t hit hard, but it twisted her arm free of his grip. She swung a leg straight up to the side and kicked him in the thigh. Not much of a kick, from that angle, in a spacesuit, but it made the zombie stagger back two steps.

	Cali pushed herself out from between the seats and brought her shoulders around to face the dead man. He hadn’t been much older than her, dressed in a uniform with black stripes. His hair...

	“Goddamn. Of course it’s you.”

	Kurt Hausmann reached for her again. She grabbed his hands, pulled him forward, and smacked her visor into his forehead. The impact rang inside her helmet, and the heads-up display trembled once. The dead man tipped backwards. She let him fall.

	She pushed herself back between the seats, careful not to wedge her arm this time. She reached out two fingers and pressed them down on the blinking rectangular button. It flashed once and stopped blinking. The question mark vanished and was replaced a fraction of a second later. It now read—

	ENGAGED

	Nothing happened.

	She watched four seconds tick away on her rebreather countdown and reached for the button again. It vanished just before she touched it. Another second ticked by and a new display popped up on the desktop.

	A countdown timer.

	Ten minutes to launch.

	A little over fifteen minutes of air left.

	Kurt grabbed her pack and dragged her back. His hands shifted to her arm, and she felt one of the latches on her shoulder shift. It popped open.

	Cali pushed hard and launched herself back at him. The bulky spacesuit slammed him into the cockpit’s rear bulkhead. He bounced off, collided with her spacesuit, and knocked them both against the back of the flight chair.

	The zombie pawed at her. It grabbed at her wrists. Her waist. Her neck. She batted its hands away and they came back, reaching for a new fastener, desperate to get the suit off her.

	She pulled her hand away, tightened her gauntlet into a fist. Her brothers would have shaken their heads at her loose fingers. But the layers of Nomex made rolling them tightly into her palm all but impossible.

	Fortunately, the gauntlet had a ridge of simple armor across the knuckles.

	Her fist pushed past Kurt’s outstretched fingers, snapping two of them back, and connected with his forehead. The impact staggered him. She hit him in the nose, then the jaw, then the cheekbone just below his eye.

	The dead man staggered, stumbled, fell. His hands flailed at her in a slow, lazy way. She grabbed it by the collar of its jumpsuit and threw it out into the hall. Its head slammed into the corner of the short intersection.

	She reached up to snap the latch on her shoulder shut, then wiggled back out into the hallway. When the zombie crawled to its feet she drove a punch into the back of its head. The impact knocked it back into the wall.

	It felt good to punch Kurt. To punch the spoiled rich kid who always got everything he wanted. People like Kurt needed to get hit more often. She wished she’d done it when he’d been alive. She’d wanted to, and doing it now gave her a satisfaction, a feeling of accomplishment, she hadn’t expected. If she’d punched him in the back of the head just as they got to Luna City, Gordon probably would’ve lectured her, but it would’ve been...

	It would’ve been...

	“What the hell?”

	Cali blinked the thoughts away and wondered if her oxygen had already run low. The launch sequence had been activated. She needed to get out of the Hathaway.

	She looked at the dead man. The corpse was face down, crawling to its feet, but that wasn’t Kurt’s hair. Not unless he’d drastically changed his style at Hades. The zombie had wavy hair, not blond and spiky. And it wore a general maintenance jumpsuit, not a Caretaker’s uniform.

	She flipped the body over. A younger white guy, but definitely not Kurt. The nose was too big. Even damaged from the vacuum, the eyes were clearly too dark. The hairline went back too far, forming a deep widow’s peak.

	How could she have possibly confused the dead man for Kurt? She glanced at the oxygen levels in her suit. All the readouts showed safe levels. Unless she was seeing those wrong, too.

	The zombie pawed at Cali’s collar and chest and shoulders with its broken fingers. She grabbed the dead thing and heaved it toward the open hatch. It tumbled out onto the Moon, far away from the controls. It rolled over once and vanished in the darkness.

	Her fingers loosened. Her breathing slowed. She looked at the countdown in the corner of her visor. Eleven minutes, twenty seconds left of rebreather function. That gave her ... six minutes until launch? Five? Dozens of words and images flitted through her mind as she tried to find the memory of the cockpit’s desktop.

	She needed to get off the carrier. That was her priority. One way or another, she had less than five minutes.

	She sealed the cockpit hatch, checked it, took a few small steps to turn herself around...

	And stared into the mass of tentacles.
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	THE HATHAWAY

	 

	Cali moved back less than half a meter before her pack thudded against the cockpit door. She tried to press herself back even more. She willed a hatch to open behind her so she could slide out the back of the suit and away from the thing that had murdered so many people right in front of her.

	The tentacles drifted back and forth. One slid along the wall to her left. Two smaller ones curled in front of her, like eels twisting in water. Another swept back and forth on the floor by her boots. The largest felt its way down the hall toward the open hatch.

	One of the smaller tentacles reached forward and past her helmet. She could see the leathery texture of the flesh. A few random hairs. Small crystals where moisture had boiled out of its skin and then frozen on the surface.

	Would it crush her? Absorb her? She pictured it breaking the helmet and grabbing her head before the pressure could kill her. Did getting absorbed kill you instantly? Would she feel it when her bones snapped and her muscles were added to its mass?

	The tentacles felt around her, then retreated.

	Cali’s chest burned. She’d been holding her breath. It came out in tiny puffs before she drew fresh air into her lungs. Nine minutes left on the clock. She’d been standing there, waiting to die, for almost a minute.

	The creature had pried the doors open rather than smashing through them. She’d forgotten it wasn’t mindless. It had intellect. Purpose.

	And it hadn’t killed her yet.

	It had to know she was there. She couldn’t be any more in front of it, standing directly between the creature and the cockpit.

	She lifted her foot, stepped cautiously toward the open hatch...

	A tentacle slammed into the wall next to her.

	She bit back a scream and flinched away.

	Her stomach tightened. Cramped. Her abs and lats tensed. Her arms pulled in, wrapping around her, trying to squeeze the muscles through her thick spacesuit.

	The hunger spilled out of her gut, like a craving that had never once been satisfied and never went away. It gnawed at her. Her jaws ached with a need to be used. When had she last eaten? It felt like days, like weeks had passed without food, years even since the simple act of consuming something.

	More than years. Centuries. Millennia. She’d been hungry for so very long.

	So very hungry.

	Cali stared at the mass of tentacles tracing patterns in front of her. Her knees shook as another wave of hunger, of wanting, pushed through her body. Wanting something so bad she’d do anything to get it, to have it right now. She wanted food. She wanted to dance ballet. She wanted success. A dozen kinds of desire overwhelmed her.

	Her mouth watered. Her stomach growled, and every part of her responded to it. Her fingers reached out to claw at the walls on either side of her.

	She bit her lip. Squeezed her hands into fists. Got her breathing under control. At some point she’d closed her eyes and slid down the wall. According to the display on her visor, another minute had passed. Only one minute.

	“This is all you.” She forced her eyes open and glared at it. “This is you in my head.”

	The tentacles stretched and coiled in front of her.

	She studied them for a moment. The one closest to the deck ended in a stump of freeze-dried gore as thick around as her thigh. So did the one stretching down toward the exit hatch. Gashes covered the one blocking her path, scars from being dragged through the regolith.

	It had been wounded. She’d wounded it. Hurt it.

	And it hadn’t killed her yet.

	Cali pulled her feet close to her, pushed herself back up the wall. The creature didn’t react. She stood up straight.

	The hunger still tickled her gut, chewed on the edges of her mind. She tried to push it away. Tried to think of Tessa, Jake, dancing, Waghid, Isme, Gordon, anything.

	Every thought led her back to hunger. To wanting things. To getting what she wanted. To just doing whatever she had to do to get what she...

	She slammed a fist back into the wall. “Get. Out. Of. My. Head.”

	The hunger faded, but not out of any acceptance or respect. The creature just happened to withdraw then. It barely acknowledged her. She could still feel it on the edges of her consciousness, just a little further back.

	And she still wasn’t dead.

	Just under three minutes until takeoff, though, if she had the numbers right in her head. And not long after that until rebreather failure. One way or another, death was in her near future.

	In the corner of her eye, something moved at the exit. Not-Kurt had made it back to the Hathaway. He stepped forward, arms out, but stopped just past the threshold. A half-dozen other figures lumbered into view behind him. She glimpsed the half-spacesuited figures of Gordon and Isme in the approaching group. Not-Kurt held his broken hands out and flexed what fingers he could, reminding her that getting out would be a fight.

	Another hunger pang twisted in her stomach, in her gut, in her thighs. More want. She pushed it down. Buried it.

	It didn’t want her to leave. It didn’t want to kill her. Or, at least, it wanted her alive for now. Because it...

	Because it...

	Cali looked down at the severed tentacle. Back at the mass of flesh and brain nestled in the hallway. A mangled brain without much of a body.

	She shifted her shoulders, looked over at the dead man with the broken fingers.

	Zombie fingers.

	“You need hands,” she whispered. “You can’t trick the flight computer into changing course, and the screens won’t react to dead fingers. The zombies can’t reprogram it for you. You can’t hurt me because you need me.”

	The thick, blunted tentacles stretched out to either side of her. Still not touching her. Leaving her nowhere to go.

	“All this planning and game playing, all the people you killed, and it all comes down to you not having thumbs.” A nervous laugh burst from her lips. “You’re some ancient alien super-monster, but in the end you’re just another fucking jackass who only wants me for my body.”

	Inside her helmet, the speakers spat distorted crackles into her ears.

	The hunger came back so hard it bent her over. So desperately hungry. The wanting. She’d wanted the ballet for so long. The beauty. The grace. She wanted it so bad. Given up so much for it.

	If she just gave a little more, maybe she could...

	The rebreather readout hit the six-minute mark.

	Cali laughed again. The laugh of the damned. Or the screwed. “No way,” she gasped as the hunger burned through her. “It’s not happening. I got over it.”

	The lights flickered.

	“And now it’s too late.”

	The Hathaway rumbled. The deck pushed up against her feet, like an elevator carrying her up to a high apartment. The tentacles wavered and dipped. Not-Kurt wobbled and fell.

	Cali bent her knees in the most unglamorous grande plié ever.

	She leaped.

	One of the tentacles caught her in the gut. It slammed her against the wall, up to the roof, and let her drop to the floor. With the extra g-force of takeoff, she hit hard.

	She clawed at the floor and threw herself at the end of the hall. Toward the still-open door. Her weight had tripled from what she’d grown used to, and it slowed her down.

	The pressure in her suit shifted an instant before a fireball of pain exploded in her right leg. Her scream echoed in the helmet as the impact shook the floor. Every part of her leg screamed back.

	Cali made another lunge for the hatch, grabbed Not-Kurt on the floor, and dragged herself over the zombie. She cried out again as her shattered knee bounced over the dead man’s skull. Her leg felt like every inch of flesh had been pierced by nails and broken glass and fishhooks.

	Another blow slammed against the deck. It grazed her other leg. Not-Kurt convulsed once and went limp on the carrier’s deck.

	The carrier continued upward.

	She pushed down hard with her hands, kicked off with her good leg, felt her other knee swing loose the wrong way and fill her nerves with razors and fire. She got the good leg under her and leaped toward the hatch. Less than a meter to go.

	Something smashed into her backpack and spun her into the wall. Her broken leg twisted and sent arcs of electric pain racing up her spine. She looked back and saw the creature forcing itself through the doorway into the hall. Its tentacles stretched toward her.

	Cali pushed off the wall and let herself fall out the hatch. Her shattered leg caught on the edge, folded, and spun her out into space. The pain made her scream one last time, but it ended in a bitter laugh.

	Her spacesuit tumbled end over end, and she caught a glimpse of the Hathaway rushing away from her. Then space. The bright crescent of Earth. Then the Hathaway again, still farther while she floated away in...

	She wasn’t floating in space.

	She was falling.

	Cali caught a glimpse of the Moon’s horizon, a faint arc of gray in the black, and then her floodlights caught the ground. Fifty meters away. Coming at her fast.

	Then she was looking back up at the Hathaway, now just a series of bright lights heading for the sun.

	And then nothing.
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	LUNA CITY HOSPITAL

	 

	“Ow.”

	Cali’s thigh ached. A deep, throbbing pain that radiated out from the bone. She tried to flex her knee, but the muscles were numb. She couldn’t feel her toes.

	“You’re awake. Finally.”

	She forced her eyes open and groaned at the light. A few tubes ran between her and Jake. She had an ugly feeling most of them went into her.

	“She’s awake,” he called out. He looked scrubbed and clean. His filthy baseball cap was back on his head.

	“I’m alive?”

	“’Fraid so.”

	She raised her hand until she could see it. Splints covered three fingers. Two of the tubes definitely ran into her forearm.

	“How?”

	“Damn lucky, that’s how.”

	“No, seriously. I must have been a kilometer or two up...”

	He shook his head. “Two hundred meters, give or take. Carrier took off and maybe five seconds later you were out the hatch. Maybe not even that long.”

	She tried to raise her other arm and something stabbed her in the shoulder. She turned her head—earning herself a spike of pain in the neck—and saw the swath of bandages wrapped around her.

	“How do you know?”

	“I was watching. After that thing crashed Anubis, I tried to get her back around to you.” He shook his head. “You hit maybe ten meters away.”

	“Hit...?”

	“The Moon. Well, two zombies, actually. Then the Moon. Doc Thavas says they might’ve cushioned you just enough.”

	Her head felt heavy. “Zombies? They’re still—”

	“Cali!” squealed Tessa. She bounded in through the door and stood next to Jake. She reached to grab Cali’s hand, reconsidered, then set a hand on her forearm instead. Her hand felt cold. “Doctor Thavas thought you might wake up today, but we were supposed to let you sleep if that was possible. I spent the past three nights here. I got worried because you’ve been asleep for so long, but she said it was okay.”

	Some of the words came clear through the haze. “Three nights?”

	Jake shot a glance at Tessa and murmured something. “Sorry,” she said. “I was so excited she was awake I forgot she didn’t ... I’m sorry.”

	“I’ve been out for three nights?”

	Tessa stepped away from the hospital bed.

	“Five,” Jake said. “Thavas had you in a medically induced coma for two days. Just took your breathing tube out last night.”

	“What?!”

	“You fell two hundred meters! Fucking miracle you didn’t burst every seal in your suit and die right there before I could reach you.”

	“So where...” She looked around. “Are we still in Luna City?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Is it...”

	“It’s gone,” said Tessa. “Whatever it was. We don’t have the equipment to track it all the way to the sun, but the Hathaway passed inside of Earth’s orbit...” She checked her tab. “Ninety-three hours ago. Last I saw it, it was still on course.”

	“The zombies?”

	“Also gone,” said Jake. “Well, they fell over about ten minutes after the Hathaway took off.”

	“Really?”

	“Yeah. Definitely dead. Not-moving dead. Caretakers are going to have their work cut out for them for the next two or three years.”

	“Isn’t that us?” Cali asked.

	“Thought you wanted to leave?”

	“I thought you did.”

	“I’m staying,” said Tessa. “Really, the Caretaker Foundation needs dedicated people now more than ever, so it would be irresponsible to leave.”

	“I’ll keep it in mind.” Her thigh throbbed again, and she reached down to pat it. “What about the evacuation team?”

	Tessa’s eyes went wide behind her pince-nez. “They got here two days ago. When we closed off Selene Boulevard, it sent an automatic signal. All the tourists are gone. It’s just Lunars up here now.”

	Cali looked from Jake to Tessa and back. Tessa kept looking at the foot of the bed. Jake kept his eyes on Cali’s face.

	“What?”

	“You just...” He closed his eyes, then put on a grim smile and looked at her. “Your ballet career’s definitely over.”

	She managed a weak laugh. It made her ribs ache. “You’re such an asshole.”

	“Yeah, I am. But not about this.” He reached up to tug at his cap.

	“What?”

	Her head felt like it weighed twenty kilos, but she dragged it up off the pillow and looked down to the foot of the bed. Nothing. No extra equipment or zombies or nightmarish tentacles creeping over the end.

	A few seconds later she realized what else wasn’t there.

	The hospital bed had a mint-green blanket. Just heavy enough to settle over her body and show a few details. She could see her left leg and the dome of her kneecap. Her toes pointed straight at the ceiling.

	Her right leg...

	The blanket followed the contours of her thigh, and then sloped down. It kept sloping past where her other knee should’ve been. Across from her left toes, the blanket lay flat against the mattress.

	Her thigh throbbed again. Deep. From the bone.

	“Oh.”

	Jake cleared his throat. “Thavas had to take it. Your knee and everything below was shattered to bits when you landed. You were already unstable, survival-wise. Rebreather died on you, you were just living off the oxygen dregs in the suit when I got you inside Anubis. Again.” His mouth tried to form the grim smile again and failed. “She had to make the call. Back on Earth, at a big hospital, maybe they could’ve saved it, but up here... She did what she had to do.”

	Cali nodded slowly, looking at the flat blanket. “I...” she started to say. She took a breath. Turned her attention to Jake, then shifted quickly to Tessa. “It wasn’t the fall. It crushed my leg when I tried to get away.”

	“Yeah?”

	She nodded once without looking at him or focusing on Tessa.

	“It’s not that bad,” said Tessa. She pulled her pince-nez off and polished it on her sleeve. “I mean, it’s bad, but there are some great prosthetics available. I’ve been doing some research for you. We can print up a practice one for you as soon as you’re ready.”

	“Thanks.”

	“And if you don’t go... If you decide to stay, there are a lot of lunar-friendly designs. The low gravity opens a lot more options.”

	“Yeah.”

	Jake looked at her. “Yeah?”

	“I think I’ll be staying.”

	“You sure?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Really?” Tessa smiled. “That’d be great. I’d understand if you wanted to leave, I really would, but I’m glad you want to stay.”

	Cali let her head flop back on the pillow. It sent a little throb of pain bouncing through her skull. She looked up at the ceiling. Away from the leg that wasn’t there. “Well, it’s not like I can leave you two running the place. Without me you’d all be dead.”

	Jake barked out a laugh. “Maybe. Yeah.”

	Thavas peered in the door. “Good to see you up,” she said. She spread two fingers and pointed them at Jake and Tessa. “Now you two get out. She still needs rest.”

	Jake stood up. “Be back as soon as she lets us.”

	“Let us know if you need anything at all,” said Tessa. “We can bring you things, or order them for you. They think the elevators should be back on schedule in another two or three days.”

	Jake reached up and tugged on the brim of his cap. “You’re pretty good at this.”

	“At what?”

	“Being a badass.”

	“Yeah, well, I think that’s done now.”

	“We’ll see.”

	Thavas stepped farther into the room and pointed at the door. “Out.”

	“Going,” he said.

	“Get some rest,” said Tessa. “And remember, you can ask for anything.”

	Thavas waved them out. Cali watched them go.

	“Do you need anything?” asked the doctor. “Pain levels okay?”

	“Yeah.”

	Thavas nodded at the empty part of the bed. “You want to talk about it?”

	“Maybe later. Not now.”

	“Okay, then. I’ll check in with you again in an hour.” She turned to leave.

	Cali felt something shift in her gut. Her stomach rumbled with a faint, gnawing need. “Actually,” she called after the doctor, “is there any chance I could have some solid food? I’m really hungry all of a sudden.”

	




EPILOGUE

	 

	The Outcast tumbled through the void.

	Once, it had been whole. Back in an age before recorded history, when the distances between then and now were measured with units that could no longer be expressed in the time-filled universe—the Outcast had been mighty. Entire galaxies, long since vanished without a trace into the eons, had trembled at each of its movements. It had experienced reality through thirteen different senses, only seven of which were still known in the shallow, twisted place the cosmos had become. It had crushed and devoured suns that made the puny stars of now look like the flickering light of mortal souls.

	It would have been a god, if all the beings of its age were not endowed with similar abilities.

	But now the Outcast was diminished. Lessened in mind and body, crippled and helpless. The greatness of its past nothing more than half-remembered impressions. Most of its senses had been gouged out, leaving it to fumble through the abomination this universe had become during the long trip from then to now.

	The Outcast soared and spun through the void, free of the Path at last. Its broken mind knew it was cold and alone again.

	But not for long...

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	


AFTERWORD

	
Okay, so... funny story.

	     Many years back, I’d started a simple pattern with my writing. I’d written Ex-Heroes, and then done a mashup novel, The Eerie Adventures of the Lycanthrope Robinson Crusoe. I’d just finished Ex-Patriots, and even though it had a lot of setup for a third book (which I’d been promised I’d get to do)... I wanted to do something different.

	     So, naturally, my thoughts went to zombies on the Moon.

	     I’d been playing with the idea for a while, ever since driving past a large graveyard in Santa Monica on the night of a full moon. My partner and I shared a few dark jokes about how fast the graveyard was probably filling up, wondered what they’d do once it was full, and hey, look, there’s the Moon right there. Space elevators would make it much cheaper and faster. There’d be an industry, a reason for tourism (“We have to visit grandma’s grave at least once, kids, and you can see the Armstrong Tree...”), which also meant a few other jobs to support all the tourism jobs, and then some sort of basic government and law enforcement.       

	     And then, being me, I wondered what would happen if an ancient, mysterious meteor hit the moon just a few miles out past the last graveyard.

	     I dove in, made it up to the mad dash for Luna City and then...

	     Well, then, the realities of business got in the way.

	     Turns out the publisher I was dealing with had just bought another “zombies in space” book. One that was done and ready to go. He said I could keep going and he’d probably still pick mine up. If it was different enough. Maybe, though, I should think about doing something else.

	     After a day of fretting about what I was going to do now, I tossed out the only other idea I had in a vaguely-usable condition. A story about a bunch of people living in a weird apartment building in Los Angeles. The publisher said sure, why not, and I spent the summer of 2011 scribbling that out instead.

	     Cut to... years later.

	     After Paradox Bound I’d spent a few months poking at and outlining a couple of different ideas. None of them were quite working out, no matter how many directions they got poked from. Some of the ones that did just weren’t viable at the time.

	     So I was getting antsy, because I hadn’t really written anything in months. A bunch of blog posts, some publicity stuff, but nothing long. I hadn’t gotten to dive back into a story in ages.

	     Which is when the Moon started calling to me again.

	     It had called to me before. I’d actually gone back to it for a while after writing Ex-Purgatory. And one thing going back to it had shown me was... it needed a lot of work. The characters were kinda flat. Some of the plot devices were kinda gimmicky. It felt much more about the zombies than the people. Plus, I’d come to realize I had no idea how it would end. I didn’t know what the meteor was, why any of this was happening, or if my heroes could—or even should escape back to Earth.

	     Yet here it was, calling to me again. With new ideas about what that ancient chunk of stone could be, and what it might have for long-term goals. And how it might connect to certain other books. Like maybe that one about the apartment building.

	     And that kinda brings us to here and now.

	     Well, no, there’s one more stop, I guess. And you’ve been waiting patiently, so you should get all the dirt, right? That’s fair.

	     So, when I told my agent I was going to sit down and finish Dead Moon—and what I was going to be doing with it—he was kind of excited and took it to a few interested parties. Some weren’t that interested. Some were very interested. That’s the quick version of how the Audible deal happened.

	     I know that deal annoyed some of you. I know because you weren’t shy about telling me. Please believe me, this decision was something my agent and I talked about a lot. For quite a while. In the end, though, this was ultimately the best path for getting this story into your hands.

	     And I know that’s only half the problem, because some people got upset about how the book was marketed. I know it got marketed as a series, although I’ve tried my best to make it clear I’ve always considered Threshold to be more of a universe than anything else.  Hopefully it’s clear to you how this book ties into the greater Threshold world. Or worlds.

	     (unless you’re one of those people who just skimmed to the end looking for spoilers—joke’s on you, I’m not saying anything else!)

	     Anyway... let me tell you about some folks who helped with this.

	     David Wharton, C Dulaney, and John MacLeod all read early drafts of this and told me what parts really sucked and which were actually kinda good. They’re the best kind of friends, because they’ve known me long enough that they will be completely, brutally honest about things.

	     At different times Kristi Charish, Craig DiLouie, and Autumn Christian all let me ramble on at length about life, death, and monsters on the Moon. They all nodded and politely pretended we were actually having a conversation.

	     Eloise Knapp helped me so much when it came to taking this story from audio to ebook. I couldn’t’ve done it without her. Well, maybe I could’ve but it would’ve taken three or four times longer, at least.
     David Fugate, my agent, shepherded so many things for this book, and helped with so many more, as he always does.

	     Steve Feldberg helped me find a tighter, stronger voice for this book, and also helped strengthen some sections by bursting a few of my weaker logic bubbles.

	     Speaking of voice, thanks as always to Ray Porter for his excellent reading of Dead Moon. I know you just bought the ebook, but, seriously... check out his work on the audiobook. There are free samples at Audible.

	     Finally, the most thanks go to my incredibly patient partner Colleen, who’s put up with me blathering on about this book three times now, spread out across eight years, and worked through several physics issues with me. She’s far more patient than I deserve, and I love her madly for it.
 

	
P.C.
San Diego, August 14th, 2019
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