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THE EARTH was up there somewhere—he just needed practice finding it.  The company 
training manuals failed to mention earth at all, but everyone knew where it was.  Pinpointing 
home in the starry sky was a latent, instinctive need uncovered by the miners—as natural as 
eating and breathing.  But Deric hadn’t adjusted to his new perspective on the solar system yet.

Returning to his work detail, Deric pushed himself down into the controller’s chair, rustling 
his blue nylon spacesuit.  Harness belts kept him from bouncing away again.  Outside the cockpit 
glass, below the stars, was the rocky silhouette of Ceres’ horizon.  The crisp black line fell at the 
edges, revealing the dwarf planet’s curvature.  It reminded Deric of pressing his head up  against 
the globe at home as a child while racing his toy cars around the miniature coastlines.  Light 
from the station behind the shuttle petered out on the nearby gray-brown terrain.  

Deric’s super for the work was ignoring him in the pilot’s chair.  Vivian was larger than he, 
and of sturdier construction, he thought.  She was barking back and forth with the control tower 
as she ran through the pre-flight  checklist.  Deric felt increasingly awkward and anxious while he 
waited.  When the list was complete, she shoved the clipboard into its cubbyhole between the 
seats and locked it in place.

Vivian continued to ignore Deric.  She adjusted her seat and reviewed the instrument panel.  
Deric felt unsure that he was supposed to be there at all.   

“First time out?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m Viv.  You can knock off the formalities.”

“Okay … Viv.”

“It’s not like we’re military out here.  Just doin’ business.  When d’ya get here?”



“I was at Vesta Station a month ago for training.  I moved to Ceres—” he checked the date 
on his headset video display, “three days ago.”

 “Green as the aliens, huh?” Viv cackled.  “Well, I hate to be the one to burst your bubble.  
The machines do most of the work.  I haven’t been out to do a spacewalk in three months, at 
least.  Most things run pretty smooth.  And by the way—”

“Yes?”

“The earth’s over there.”  Vivian pointed to the left side of their view without  looking up.  
Deric searched in the direction she indicated.  Squinting a moment, he found the familiar blue 
dot.  Unconsciously, he relaxed.

She clicked the radio button on the console.  “Shuttle Five-Delta, ready for launch at bay 
seventy-eight.”

“Roger, Shuttle Five-Delta.  Bay seventy-eight launching now.”

Deric felt and heard the shuttle’s metal hull scraping and a brief mechanical hiss.  The 
shuttle lifted like an elevator; the horizon dropped out of view; the stars twisted outside the 
windows.  The dock locks had released and the station’s hydraulic launcher had pushed them out 
of Ceres’ weak gravity.  Vivian adjusted the control yoke deftly.   

“How long have you been here?” Deric asked, more at ease with his coworker.

“Are you sayin’ I’m old?”

“Uh … no—”

“Relax.  Ha!  Just yankin’ your chain.  I’ve been out here eight years.  I’m going back to 
the Garden Spot  in three months, though.”  She smiled openly, then deliberately pressed her lips 
together.

The craft  pulsed forward.  Several jagged asteroids were approaching—pilot drillers that 
found uranium inside were delivering the rocks to the Ceres Processing Plant.  The drillers’ small 
rockets were more than enough to push the mountain-like forms.  The control tower computers 
choreographed the slow motion dance as Deric and Vivian weaved between the monoliths.

“Yep, I came here in 2165.  I’ve been able to send my credits back to my brother on the 
farm.  He’s in Arkansas.  You make a lot of money  out here, but there’s not a thing to spend it  on.  
Where are you from?”

“Wyoming.  We’ve got a ranch there.”
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“Good people in Wyoming.  They always knew cities were death traps.”

Deric chuckled with inward pride.

Vivian turned to grab a binder wedged beside her chair.  “Welp, time to break out the 
reading material, if ya got it.”

“Yeah, they told me to bring some procedure manuals to read on the trip.  But I don’t get 
that part.”

“What’s that?”

“We’ve got plenty  of fuel on board, don’t we?  I mean, why don’t we just go faster so that 
we take less time?”

“Yep, yep.  You’re thinkin’.  Took me a while to get my arms around that one, too.  We 
actually only have as much fuel as they’ve calculated for this work order.  The distance, 
equipment, crew size and repair time gets plugged into the system and it spits out the optimum 
travel time and fuel.  It’s using our rates, the current fuel cost and the temperature on Cheyenne 
Mountain to figure it all out.  We’ve got  the fuel we need and an hour’s reserve.  Getting there 
faster is not always the cheapest solution.”

“Oh.  Okay.”  Deric was not quite convinced by Vivian’s explanation.  But he obediently 
dove into his manuals.  

Deric had felt the acceleration of the shuttle—then nothing.  It was a strange sensation of 
space travel that he had never expected.  After passing the asteroids near Ceres, there were 
almost no references for him to judge distances traveled.  Even in the asteroid belt, the chunks of 
rock were spread over a vast area.  Flying felt like sitting still to him.  No wind noise.  No 
kilometer markers.  No road maps to follow his position.  Just motionless stars. 

Deric moved his hand over the manual as he read to prevent himself from dozing off.  He 
did not want to fall asleep on his first spacewalk work order.

“You’re not gettin’ edgy, are you?” Vivian asked.

“No, why?”

“Well, some people come unglued in space.  They get really  scared.  Kenophobia, 
sometimes.  But they screen pretty well for that.”

Vivian’s eyes narrowed.  She seemed to be focusing on something in front of the shuttle.  
“No, there’s something that gets under people’s skin after a while.  Homesickness, gravity 
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problems, sick of eating from tubes—they all get lumped under howling.  Howling mad or 
howling at Jupiter.

“Anyway, the best way to avoid goin’ howling is to stick with your tasks and to keep your 
mind occupied.  That’s why I’m leaving now.  Seems like more people go howling after ten or 
twelve years out here.”

“Okay.  I’ll remember that.”  Deric did not want to pursue Vivian’s line of conversation.

The hours eased by.  

Deric retrieved his Fisher pen from midair, where he had left it, and made a note in the 
margin of his manual.  Vivian floated back to the cockpit after a visit to the waste and hygiene 
compartment.

“About 1,300 kilometers,” she said, checking the radar.

“What is it we’re looking at, anyway?”  Deric asked, glad to put away the manual.

“This one’s a little odd.  Usually mechanical problems get fixed at the station when the 
drillers come back with samples.  Three different pilot drillers have been to this one asteroid and 
can’t seem to penetrate it beyond a meter or so.  The higher-ups want to know what’s going on.  I 
guess they’ve found a few others like this one.  So we’re investigating.”

“Cool.”

A shadow grew in the middle of the sparkling backdrop outside.  

“There it is,” Vivian said.

The angled box of the pilot driller was attached to one side of the rock.  Still new to the 
company, Deric got a thrill seeing “Remote Uranium Extraction” in large letters on the machine.

“All right, newbie.  Here’s what we’re gonna do.  I’m going to tow the driller off the rock  
with the shuttle.  You’re watching the clearance cams.  Then I’ll go out in an EMU—you know 
what that is?”

“Extravehicular Mobility Unit?”

“Good.  I’ll go out  in the EMU and inspect the drill bit and pilot hole.  You’re watching the 
radar at that point for anything incoming.  I need to know as soon as you see anything, I don’t 
care if it’s the size of your toenail.  
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“I’ll control the driller manually  from its outside panel.  I want you to be watchin’ my 
helmet cam to see what I’m doin’.  You’ll get training, but seeing it once makes life a lot easier.  
Then I’ll look in the pilot hole and we’ll see if there’s a giant diamond inside it.  I’ll have the 
utility umbilical.  You know what’s in a standard umbilical?”

“Power, utility air, camera, data, lights … um—”

“And emergency breathing air.  Okay, you know what you’re gonna do?”

“Yes, ma’a—Viv,” Deric said with more confidence than he felt.

“Good man.”

The driller came off the asteroid without problems; the removable anchors disengaged 
easily.  Deric was able to pan the shuttle cameras to watch positions and clearances.  With the 
asteroid below the shuttle, he could only see with the cameras.

While Vivian was aft, suiting up, Deric saw a blip on the radar and called back to her.

“How fast is it?” Vivian asked over the radio.

“Looks like about 500 meters per second relative.”

“Is it headed for us?”

“No.”

“Good, that’d give us a nasty ding.”

“Oh.  Actually, it’s past now.”

“All right.  I’m headin’ out.”

Deric watched a monitor showing Vivian’s helmet camera as she made her way around the 
pilot driller.  He saw the giant drill bit extended out from the bottom as well as one of the 
asteroid-anchor assemblies.

Vivian opened up a control panel on the bottom of the driller and manually  activated the 
bit.  She walked Deric through the sequences as she performed them.  Everything checked out.  It 
seemed to be spinning correctly.  The angular velocity graph was normal.  She shut  the driller off 
and closed the control panel.  The camera floated away from the machine.

“Wow, look at that.”

Craig Stevenson

5



“What?” Deric asked.

“The drill bit.  See that blunted end?  That’s usually  what we see if we forget to change one 
out for a few months.  This bit was put in last week.  There’s somethin’ in this here rock.”

The camera view rotated toward the asteroid and glided to it, Deric thought his super might 
crash.  Stopping abruptly, the image turned to the pilot hole.  Vivian held the air nozzle mount 
fixture over the penetration.

“Do you know what this mount is for?”

“No, Viv, what?”

“It keeps the air nozzle from flying away when you activate it.  You have to be careful you 
don’t start the asteroid rotating or push yourself away when you attach the mount.  This one has 
spring-loaded arms specifically for pilot holes.”  

She adeptly inserted the arms into the six centimeter hole and released them so they pressed 
against the edges.  She attached the air nozzle and aimed it over the pilot hole.  A quick blast of 
air cleared the dust.  Vivian unwound the LED light and scope and pushed them into the hole.  A 
second video feed flickered on Deric’s adjacent screen.  Vivian saw the feed inside her helmet.

“It’s shiny.  Flat.  Like something polished.  See the dents on it?  That’s from our drillers.  It 
looks like there’s a kind of cavity around the shiny part.”  

Deric saw the three closely spaced dents.  The rest was untouched.  It was like steel, 
stainless steel. Vivian panned around with the flexible scope and light.  She increased the 
resolution. Deric saw a kind of pattern on the steel.  

“Is that a crystal pattern, Viv?”

“Just a second.”  She zoomed in with the scope.  Then she adjusted the LED’s angle.  
“You’re not a practical joker, are you Deric?”

“No, ma’am.”  He hesitated, staring at the screen.  “Are you?”

“No.  You aren’t goin’ to spread rumors that I’ve gone howling?”

“No, ma’am.”  He squinted at the image.  His heart pounded in his ears.

“Good.  Do you see what’s on that shiny metal in there?”

“I think so, Viv.”
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“What do you think it is?”

“It looks like writing.”
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One Year Later — Earth’s Moon

“MWANGA, IT is not possible.  It has been studied more than a century  ago.  The asteroids in 
the belt are planetary building blocks.  They never formed a planet; they  are not the remains of 
one … there's far too little material … it is not homogenized.  The facts are—endless.”

Anuva was not unpleasant, but firm.  She had made the same statement to him three times, 
gently stirring the mechanically sterile air with her open, upturned hand.  

Mwanga knew the Indian astronomer spoke with authority.  That’s why he had come to see 
her—his findings impelled him to challenge authority. 

“Ndio … yes … but, Anuva my friend, these artifacts suggest that there is more to know 
about the asteroid belt.”  Mwanga's lilting Kenyan accent gave him an air of charming 
benevolence.  He often found this to his advantage.

The objects lay on a cheap metal table in a drab conference room.  Filtered sunshine 
splashed on the table from tubular skylights in the ceiling.  On the far side of the moon, the Lazio 
Observatory used as much solar energy as possible during the kalends period.  Mwanga had 
closed the blinds to the corridor before removing the samples from his satchel bag.

Anuva looked over the strange collection of shrink-wrapped artifacts again.  They were 
functionally familiar—a mechanical linkage, a section of pipe, a cut slab of stone.  But  their 
details were—alien.  Small square metal extrusions were bonded together to make the linkage.  
The pipe’s cavity was off-center and small compared to the wall thickness.  The stone was 
covered in layers of carvings—a large-scale pictograph, then smooth wave-like ridges over the 
whole stone, finally, precise etchings that followed or traversed the ridges randomly.

The samples appeared to have come from larger machines or structures.  In each case, the 
original object  had been brutally dismembered.  The linkage was shredded at one end, torn like a 
tree limb.  The thick pipe had ruptured from the inside, bent to a severe angle, and its ends were 



sheared in jagged steps.  The stone was scorched black with cleaved heat fractures along its 
broken edge.      

Both of the scientists had instinctively  assumed the etchings on the stone to be written 
language, as had the miner who found it.  The characters were reminiscent of puzzle pieces, with 
many more permutations.  The linkage and pipe had a few similar characters imprinted on them 
as well, patterned in a row and a hollow square.

Sitting with Mwanga’s collection, Anuva felt like she was peering into a parallel universe; 
but her innate skepticism objected to the very existence of this refuse.  They could have been 
fakes, made in an art class at the Mars colony.  There were no credible reports of aliens in all of 
human exploration.  Surviving recorded history  contained nothing to indicate life beyond earth.  
Bizarre imaginings could account  for all of the past extraterrestrial and extrasolarian tales.  She 
would need more evidence than this to sway her.

“Mwanga, start from the beginning.  How did you come to be part  of this?  I thought you 
were going to the Jerusalem excavation.”

As disagreeable as she had been so far, Mwanga was struck—as always—by Anuva’s 
flowing hair and absorbing eyes.  He was honored that she had kept tabs on him.  How could a 
man have left this woman? he thought.  

“I was about to leave for the excavation.  But I received a request to go to Ceres, and it 
seemed more important.”

“So you traveled for four months to go look at these—things.”

“Yes.”

“Why did they call you?  Archeologists don’t know anything about aliens.”  

“Can you name for me an expert on aliens, Anuva?”

“Only theoreticians.”

“I’ll want to meet some of them.”  His friend smiled weakly; Mwanga continued, “I studied 
for a summer in a civil engineering course with Tom Weiss.  Tom is now a foreman of Remote 
Uranium.  He contacted me when they could not deny  this was a major find.  He asked me to 
come look at the artifacts—some in his office, others in his Ceres warehouse, others still 
embedded in asteroids.  You would not believe it, Anuva, your fat old friend has been on a 
spacewalk.”  
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Mwanga bounced a little in his chair, floating up  and hitting his legs under the table.  The 
change to one-sixth gravity on earth’s moon felt normal when he sat still, but surprised him when 
he moved.

“How long were you out there?”

“I spent a month there.  We only scratched the surface—so to speak.”  Mwanga held up his 
hand to stifle a laugh.  He thought he was witty.  

Anuva did not.  How did any woman ever fall in love with him?

“I asked to carry a few of the artifacts back to earth myself.  A shuttle is bringing larger 
samples to the Space Port.  They will be shipped to one of the University’s warehouses outside of 
New Lepcis.”

“Are they secure?”

“They are camouflaged.  We labeled them as mining equipment.  Until I know more about 
what we have, Anuva, I will not  publish anything.  I could not wait to talk to an astronomer, 
though.  Surely this has meaning for you.”

Anuva picked up the fourth shrink-wrapped metal object.  The sample was curved, smooth 
and polished on one side, like a shuttle wing.  Inside of the curvature was a honeycomb 
reinforcing grid—deformed as if it had been melted.  Translucent bubbles of metal were petrified 
along a sharp edge.  Like the other artifacts, it seemed so—civilized to her.  She understood why 
Remote Uranium thought to call an archeologist. 

“Have you analyzed any of the materials?”

“I've sent some samples off for material testing.  But we ran age tests while we were there.”

“And?”

“Radio-carbon dating yielded nothing.  I worked with one of RUE’s geologists to date the 
asteroid rock around some of the artifacts.  It seemed to have enveloped them like lava.”

Lava? Anuva thought.  She let it go for the moment.

“Anuva, my friend, potassium-argon dating says they may be 50 to 100 million years old.” 

Anuva stopped fidgeting with the sample, amazed.  Not that  asteroid material would be so 
old, but rather that it was so young.  She felt justifiably cynical, “Do you think the dinosaurs 
were flying out there?”  She bared her teeth and pretended to eat the artifact.
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“Do you not believe me?”

“Sorry … it is so unheard of.  Believing that there were aliens.”

“There may still be aliens.”

Anuva set down the piece in her hand heavily.  It clanged dully  on the table, to Mwanga’s 
dismay.  She was growing impatient with this nonsense.  “What?”

“I spoke with miners about what they  had seen.  One young man was at the first  find.  
Others claimed he was a howler.”

“I'm sorry, a hooler?”

“A howler.”  Mwanga tilted his head back to howl quietly for Anuva.  “A kind of—
dementia that miners sometimes suffer from.

“Deric, I think his name was.  He claimed that several months after the find, he had seen an 
alien.  He was with a crew breaking up a large asteroid.  He thought he saw a living creature, like 
it was swimming in space, not far from the ship.”

“He is crazy.”

“He called for another miner to verify  what he had seen.  When he looked back, it  was 
gone.”

“No cameras verified it, of course?”

“No.  It looked only like a glare on the lens of one camera.”

“Just a swimming alien?  No spaceship, no flying saucer?”  Anuva stared wide-eyed at her 
hand while she oscillated it in front of herself.  Then she laughed.

Mwanga wondered if he had come to the right person.

“I need to know more about the asteroid belt to start understanding these artifacts.”

“Mwanga, the main belt hasn’t been seriously  studied in decades.  No one really cared 
except the miners.  We track the positions of larger asteroids to make sure they don’t  bounce 
toward the earth or any  settlements.  No information we have has even hinted at what you are 
finding.”

“And you don't think it was ever a planet.  What else could it be?  How do you think these 
things might have gotten there?”
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“Mwanga, my friend, I would tell you if I could.”  

A soft electronic bell chimed the hour.  Anuva looked at  the wall-clock and shifted her 
chair.  “Come, let’s go have something to eat.”  

They  got up  with accustomed caution to leave the conference room.  The chairs slid easily, 
their weighted bases holding them on the floor.  The archeologist packed up his artifacts.  

“I’ll be glad to join you for—” Mwanga glanced up at the clock himself, “—lunch?  But I 
cannot stay  long.  I’ll take the afternoon shuttle to the Space Port and the next homeward shuttle 
I can board.”  

They  buoyed naturally leaving the room, steadying themselves on the makeshift foam pad 
that guarded either side of the door’s head jamb.  Head jambs, among other height details around 
the facility, testified to a misguided design assumption that  the observatory scientists would be 
more comfortable wearing weighted suits to simulate 1 g.  

Passing through a quiet section of corridor, Anuva asked, “Who does your witness think the 
aliens are?”

“He called it a Vesta-Cerian.  After Vesta and Ceres.”  Mwanga shook his head, “All the 
miners joke about their Vesta-Cerian finds.  They have no idea who they are either.”

“I wonder they do not call them Phaetonites.”  Anuva giggled to herself.  

Mwanga stopped behind her.  “Anuva, will you help me?”

Anuva gracefully interrupted her floating stride and turned to face him.  Whatever 
misgivings she had about his information, Mwanga was well-respected in his profession.  She 
gave a resigned sigh.  She gazed down at a pile of outdated equipment in the hallway.  “I’ll dig 
through our archive information to see what I can find.  Perhaps there are patterns we’ve 
missed.”

“Thank you, my friend.”  He took both of her hands and bowed.

.    .   .  . ... .  .   .    .
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In a video lab off the hallway, Clair, an intern, saw Anuva pass by with a short  black man 
she did not know.   There had been recent rumors of budget cuts and personnel changes.  New 
faces drew suspicion throughout Lazio Observatory. 

Clair turned to one of the senior astronomers, “Brian, who was that?”  

“Mwanga Sibale.  He’s an archeologist,” Brian said, unconcerned.

“Really?”  Clair brightened.  “We do work with archeologists?”

“No.  Anuva only knows him because,” he lowered his voice and leaned toward the intern, 
“their spouses ran off together.”

.    .   .  . ... .  .   .    .

The spies did not understand what they  were recording.  They had no conscious thoughts to 
understand that they were recording at all.  Each one was only a few molecules in size.  Several 
thousand were still attached to the satchel bag.  Carbon-based, their structures rearranged in 
response to the sounds from the humans.  They would record until they received a homing 
beacon that would cause them to detach from the bag and float to someplace their interested 
listeners could pick them up and assemble the information collected.  
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Eight Months Later — Earth’s Moon

HE READ the clock.  03:14.  It was the first  time the numbers had registered anything at all 
for him in days.  He toggled his headset video.  Friday, October 20, 2175.  Did two weeks really 
pass so quickly?  It dawned on Mark Liú just how numb he had been to the world, wandering 
around on autopilot.

He sat facing monitors in a security office.  Was this really  his job?  It  was not supposed to 
be.

The monitors showed automated warehouse systems retrieving goods from hectares of 
shelves.  The nighttime restocking of kitchens had begun.  Artemis Plaza di Luna was a 24-hour 
operation, but kept certain schedules to help guests maintain their circadian rhythms, which 
many preferred.  The next supply shipment would arrive at 09:30, after Mark’s shift.

One of the monitors showed a news network.  Mark turned up the volume.  The reporter 
was peddling a sensational exposé about miners in the asteroid belt who claimed to have seen 
aliens.  There were anecdotal reports of alien artifacts inside the asteroids themselves.  The 
reporter, or at least the network, suspected a cover-up by the mining company.  “… I contacted 
the GISA Space Administration office.  They had no comment.”

Mark’s stomach cramped, as if he’d been punched.  His midsection ached from many 
similar episodes.  GISA, the Global Intelligence and Security  Agency, was still an unbearable 
acronym.  He jabbed the console; the news switched off.  

Standing up, Mark surveyed what little could be seen of the warehouse.  The office looked 
out over the dimly lit central corridor with stacks on either side of it.  Track-mounted robots 
emerged from the dark aisles as if from a dense thicket, their LEDs blinking.  From various 
heights, up to forty  meters above him, they  dove to the operation level.  There, the machines 
delivered containers to the conveyor-carousel that ran the length of the central corridor.  The 



robots skittered off again to retrieve another parcel.  Amid the activity, Mark studied his 
reflection in the glass.

Standing at his bedroom mirror, a much younger Mark had often pointed a toy weapon at 
an imaginary  villain, trying out smug announcements that the good guys had triumphed.  He 
practiced the standards: Freeze! or Drop your weapons! or Come out with your hands on your 
head!  But after the thwarted terrorist raid in Wellington, New Zealand, Mark’s clear favorite was 
GISA Special Forces!  Surrender immediately!

For much of his youth, Mark fretted that he was not intimidating enough to be in GISA.  
Sure, his eyes were okay.  Half-blood Chinese, Mark felt his eyes were sufficiently serious for 
commando raids.  As long as he didn’t smile.  Smiling, he was easily mistaken for the affable, 
lei-dispensing native Hawaiians in his neighborhood.  Mark was a regular at the gym and the 
wrestling ring during high school, toughening up his mind and body for his dream job.

Mark’s reflection now, wearing a strange coverall suit that was not even military, let alone 
GISA, was unsettling.  An unknotted portion of his digestive tract began to twist and tighten.  

He was distracted from his ruminations by a flashing light on the console.  He scowled at it.  
Didn’t the light know that he was busy torturing himself?

Camera H9-1 had stopped transmitting.  Mark flipped around to other warehouse camera 
views, but none of them overlapped the area covered by H9-1.  An adjacent on-screen map 
indicated the camera to be in a small bump-out at the far end of the warehouse, ironically called 
the “connector tunnel.”  It connected to nothing, currently.  The security manager had mentioned 
it during Mark’s orientation as the place where an expansion of the warehouse would begin.  

Orientation, just days ago, had taken only an hour.  Mark could not help but to despise the 
security manager for a lack of relevant background and training.  The guy didn’t even know the 
military history of Artemis.  Almost all of Mark’s questions were answered the same way: 
“That’s covered in the program.”

“The program” was the computer based security manual.  Mark typed in “camera 
troubleshooting.”  He found an entry: “When a Camera Is out of Service.”

Mark was a natural at procedures.  The Navy had seen to that.

Mark grew up at the new GISA-US Naval Port in Hilo, Hawaii.  His father had passed 
away just before Mark was born.  Cheryl, his mom, had worked to support Mark and his half-
sister, Theresa.  Left to his own devices much of the time, Mark hung around the port.  He ran up 
and down the fences watching the enormous ships gliding in.  The low, fast and dangerous-
looking radar evaders were impressive, but Mark preferred the towering majesty  of the aircraft 
carriers.
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When Cheryl Liú was diagnosed with inoperable cancer, she arranged for Theresa, twenty-
three at the time, to take custody of Mark until he was eighteen.  After graduating high school, 
Mark enlisted in the US Navy.  Theresa moved to the mainland and got  married.  It didn’t matter 
to Mark.  He was exactly where he wanted to be, doing exactly  what he wanted to do.  GISA 
recruited heavily from armed services around the globe.

The Artemis logo popped up on the screen again.  The security program’s procedure stated:
1. File a claim ticket to repair the camera.  

2. Review the archive footage of the camera.  

3. If any human activity is found in the footage, contact Central Security and wait 
for assistance.

Mark read the screen.  Great guys, that covers all the bases, doesn’t it?  

Mark had been part of several teams to write procedures for the Navy, including the flight 
manual for C205-R fighters.  A commissioned officer and naval aviator, he became the test pilot 
for the first C205-R flights from a carrier deck.

But as much as Mark had liked flying for the Navy, he was hell-bent on joining GISA.  
Their special forces were universally  acknowledged as the best world-wide.  GISA fought real 
battles against real evils—despotism, organized crime, terrorism.  Mark wanted to be part  of that.  
He wanted to be one of the good guys.  

Back in April, Mark had applied to GISA.  He was placed under “consideration,” which 
involved a gauntlet  of endurance tests, interviews, examinations, and background checks.  He 
passed them all, just as he had planned from his childhood.

Mark pulled up  camera H9-1 on the screen.   Blank, as expected.  He filled out the claim 
ticket form on the computer.

H9-1’s archive footage displayed the concrete floor and reached both side walls of the short 
corridor extending from the warehouse service level out to the bare lunar surface.  Sunlight 
spilled in from the opening at the end of the corridor, beyond the camera’s range.  Unconditioned 
spaces like the warehouse at Artemis had no atmosphere—they were exposed to the vacuum of 
space.  While the building was enclosed to offer protection from micrometeors, some walls, like 
the end of the connector, were not strictly needed.  

The picture was a still life.  Mark sped up the playback.  As it passed 03:16, the screen 
went blank.  Mark rewound again to 03:16.  He scrolled forward, more slowly.  The image did 
not go dark all at once.  There was movement first.  The camera itself jostled as something gray 
passed quickly in front of it—or was that  a shadow?  Did the camera fall?  The motion only 
lasted a fraction of a second.
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Something happened out there, Mark said to himself.

He scrolled the images several more times.  He conjectured that the camera had been 
struck.  But what could get to the ceiling without being on camera?  Mark intended to find out.  
He’d been sitting at the security desk long enough.

Immediately, Mark had noticed that the security program strangely excluded non-human 
activity—exactly  the situation he faced.  He was more than willing to improvise.  He retrieved a 
visor helmet, gloves, and liquid air canister out of the supply closet.  He strapped them on, 
Velcroing the liquid canister to his thigh.  The gloves and helmet automatically connected to his 
uniform to create a pressurized space suit.  He stepped into the airlock between the office and the 
warehouse.  The door behind him slid shut.  Mark flicked his wrist badge at the electronic reader.  
Nothing happened.  He waited impatiently, trapped.  

A voice came over his headset: “Central Security.  Is there a problem?”

Mark remembered his training too late.  He could not activate the airlock without Central 
Security authorization.  He faced the camera in the corner.  “Sir, Mark Liú.  A camera has 
malfunctioned in the warehouse.  I think it might have been hit by something from outside.  I’m 
going to check.”

“Which camera?”

“H9-1.”

The headset went silent.  Stuck in an airlock; waiting for approval.  Mark felt as he did at 
the airport security checkpoint when he left China.  Foreign military personnel were sent through 
more sensitive metal detectors.  Access to the departures terminal was through a airlock-style 
door.  The security bureaucrats chose that  moment to review Mark’s paperwork, temporarily 
letting him experience a fishbowl-prison cell.

Since Mark never knew his father at all, China had held no great interest for him.  Cheryl 
Liú had traveled there to train nurses in rural villages.  Theresa, seven-years-old at the time, 
stayed with her grandparents in Ohio.  Cheung and Cheryl met; they fell in love.  After four 
months, they were wed.  

Neither Cheryl nor Cheung had any  connection to Hawaii.  But in the strange logic of love, 
it seemed an appropriate halfway point, so they moved there.  Mark’s dad died in a car accident 
outside Hilo three months later.

Cheryl educated Mark in what she knew of Chinese culture—practicing tai-chi-chuan, 
making paper lizards on Dragon Boat Festival Day, cooking Dong’an chicken and eating it with 
chopsticks.  Cheryl taught Mark to pronounce Liú correctly, L-yo, which was impossible for any 
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of his friends to say.  Mark humored his mom, but did not  take Chinese culture too seriously.  As 
a kid, he liked being different enough to be cool, but he did not want to be a fanatic about it.  
Hawaii was a cultural smorgasbord and most kids already ate Chinese food—with chopsticks.  

During the past summer, though, Mark visited a locker to explore boxes of his mom’s 
things.  Theresa had never sorted these.  One visit in July, he found letters from his father.  
Cheryl had moved to Hawaii without Cheung after they  were married and were expecting Mark.  
Several letters were postmarked from China.  They weren’t love letters between his parents.  
They  were documents to allow Cheung into the United States.  Mark felt the sandy paper 
envelope, dimpled with graceful stamped characters.  The letter was mostly a list  of other forms 
in the envelope, along with some instructions.  At the end Cheung wrote, “Wǒ ài nǐ.”  

Mark felt his mother’s presence strongly in the dank storage locker.  She had told him 
often, “Wǒ ài nǐ … I love you, Mark.”

For Mark, the cold forms and instructions embodied a warm connection, a human 
connection to someone he’d never known.  He had many friends, but none that were close.  He 
had mentors, but no one parental.  For years he had doggedly pursued his studies and career.  The 
letters pointed the way to some long-lost anchor at the bottom of his ocean; his heart wanted to 
leap out of his chest.  

At another time, the allure of China might have waned and passed him by.  But Mark had a 
month’s leave in August.  And the thaw of the political ice across the Pacific in recent years 
made the logistics much simpler.  He could arrange a trip  to China.  Quickly.  Easily.  Theresa, 
whom he had planned to visit, barely contained her joy when Mark told her he was not coming.

The intercom in the airlock popped at  Mark.  “Lew,” the voice mispronounced, “you are 
clear to survey the camera.  We’ll expedite the repair service.”

The air in the lock hissed into vacuous silence before the outer door opened.  Mark was 
enveloped in the vast, dark warehouse.  The conveyor moved to and from the palletizing robot 
below, its path intermittently illuminated by pools of light.  But the only sound was Mark’s own 
breathing.  He slid down the rung ladder to the service level below the operation level.  

The service level was the bottom 3 meters of the building, from the structure under the 
operation level to the bare concrete floor.  This empty level allowed technicians to quickly move 
to their work.  A forest of building columns and ladders faded into blackness around Mark; light 
filtered meagerly  through the operation level grating.  The conveyor-carousel cast a long shadow 
in front  of him to the end of the building.  He activated the thin light on top of his helmet.  Some 
of the cut edges of grating above glimmered at him, like stars.

Stars in the Chinese countryside were brighter than Mark had ever seen them.  At least 
brighter than when he had paid attention.  He made a point of paying attention in China.  
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A cool breeze flowed through a garden courtyard.  An earthen aroma wafted in the air—
strange and new to a port dweller.  He tucked his knees to his chest upon a smooth ancient rock; 
a silken zhiju floated on his skin; straw sandals on his feet.  It  seemed to Mark the courtyard, the 
stars above and the mountainside below had grown up together, now ancient and wise friends to 
each other.  He wondered if any  of them knew who he was—who he would be—and whether 
they  were pleased.  Echos in the distance might well have spoken the answer, secreted away in a 
language he didn’t understand.

Mark approached the overhead lift  on the service level.  It  was unique transportation for 
use on moon.  He reached up and grabbed the triangular bar with both hands, bringing the 
mechanism to life.  It was much easier to use the lift than to awkwardly lope through the 
warehouse.  In the light gravity, Mark held on effortlessly  against his body  weight and the lift’s 
motion.  With little velocity, he was floating, almost superhero-like, through the space.  The light 
metal framework under the conveyor-carousel flew smoothly past him.

Large timbers framed a formal space in the Liú ancestral home.  Summer twilight filtered 
through lattice windows.  The family  gathered.  Mark was serving tea.  A low table held a slotted 
tray with miniature cups and a teapot.  Harp-like guzheng music floated tranquilly.  

A cousin had taught Mark the age-old ritual: fill the clay pot and small cups with the warm 
water to heat them; empty them into the tray; fill the teapot with the leaves and spices; pour in 
water again; season the cups with weak tea; empty them into the tray.  

The ritual was not about drinking tea.  It was about honor and tradition—and in Mark’s 
case, family  initiation.  He sensed the importance of it.  There was only tea for a few, but many 
came to watch.  He emulated, as best he could, the delicacy  and elegance his cousin had 
demonstrated.  He handled each piece of earthenware carefully, with both hands.

Last, Mark poured the brewed tea as he was taught, passing over the cups so they filled 
evenly, not one at a time.  One of the cups jostled—accompanied by  gasps.  It righted itself—to 
general relief.  He placed a teacup on a small wooden tray.  He offered it to his eldest uncle, 
stealing a glance at the man’s face.  His uncle took the tray and cup with both hands.  Fine 
wrinkles deepened into a subtle smile.

Mark unhanded the lift and dropped to the floor near the corrugated metal wall of the 
warehouse.  To his left  was the connector tunnel, 20 meters away.   He began an easy bounce-
walk that direction.

When Mark returned to Hawaii from China, he was bursting with pride.  Nearly every day 
he told someone of his trip, of his family, of the history he had learned.  Everyone he knew joked 
that Mark had “found himself.”  He let them laugh; what did he care?  
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Soon after his return, Mark had another interview with GISA.  This meeting assembled 
three potential supervisors.  They were deciding on his first assignment.  

As initial small-talk was wrapping up, one of the interviewers looked at Mark’s file.  “It 
says here your father was Chinese?”

“Yes, full blood,” Mark answered.  The interviewer turned an inquiring eye.  Mark went on, 
“verifiable back ten generations.”

Mark lost his balance a moment in the warehouse while shoving his hand up to his ear—
hitting the helmet instead.  You’re at work.  Do your job, he chided himself.  He straightened up 
immediately and started again toward the connector.

But his mind refused to focus on the task at  hand.  Why did he say that to GISA?  In all the 
interviews and tests, nothing else could even remotely have hurt his application.  But after his 
interview with the supervisors—after his newfound familial pride jumped out of his mouth …

Why the hell does it matter?!  What do Chinese villagers know about hydrogen bombs or 
stealth technology?  They weren’t to blame!  Is a full blood Chinese ancestry a security risk?

It was the only reason he could imagine.  Ten generations.  His family line stretched back 
in Chinese history long before the White Death, even before the Cultural Revolution.  The 
questions and doubts pounded his head in unrelenting waves.  

Two weeks ago, Mark had been returning to his barracks in Hilo when an email notification 
had blipped in his ear.  He glanced through it on his headset and staggered into a corridor wall as 
the words registered in his mind.

… We regret to inform you … you are no longer under consideration for the position … 
certain aspects of your application pose potential security risks … GISA Office of Human 
Resources

Mark’s helmet clanked forlornly against the hollow warehouse wall, a meter away  from the 
connector tunnel.  He shook himself awake again.  Two weeks of living like this was too long.  
He had to stop.

Liú unsnapped his Taser gun, but didn’t take it out.  He bounced silently to the corner.  
Something sparkled on the floor—glass.  The exterior of the warehouse was clad in solar glass.  
He thought of contacting Central Security.  He shrugged.  They’ve got my helmet video feed on-
screen.

He tilted his helmet around the corner.  Glass was everywhere.  It was mixed with lunar 
dust that fanned out over the concrete floor.  Mark stared in amazement at the opposite wall, 
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where the connector opened onto the lunar surface.  The low ceiling had collapsed down.  A 
portion of the metal wall was mangled.  Where the corner column previously  stood, there was a 
large … chunk of metal? He bounded in slow-motion toward it.  He felt the glass and lunar dust 
under his feet, but with no atmosphere outside of his suit, only a faint, low crunching reached his 
ears.  

The top of “it” was much taller than Mark as he approached.  He noted some symmetry  and 
regularity.  It had a spiral shape, like a giant nautilus shoved into the lunar surface at the corner 
of the building.  The largest chamber was hanging up from the ground at an odd angle, the 
opening tilted slightly out of his view.  An irregular protrusion from the large back section was 
oblong and rounded, bulging out.  Almost like a hatch.  The whole shape was covered in fine 
lunar dust.

“This is not a spaceship,” Mark coached himself, walking up  next to it.  “It’s a really 
strange asteroid.”

He put his hand up  and touched the hatch-like protrusion.  It  was solid.  He knocked on it.  
It felt like metal.  He squatted down to look under the open end of the last nautilus chamber.  

“What the hell.”

Whatever it was, the thing was no asteroid.  What appeared to be engine nozzles were lined 
up underneath.  Mark saw piping around the inside perimeter of the open end.  Someone had 
built  it.  He stumbled away, stepping into the blinding sunlight  beyond the connector.  His visor 
adjusted its shading level as his view encompassed the whole nautilus and the collapsed roof 
from outside.  The … vessel … was perhaps 4 meters high, but at least 15 meters long.

Liú turned from the nautilus to the moonscape.  There was a furrow through the lunar dust 
that lead straight to the vessel.  In the distance he could see more furrows, like a dashed runway 
path marker.  It had bounced and skidded into the building.

Scanning over the whole vessel again, a kind of slime had appeared on the hatch-like 
shape.  It  was a bright yellow-green.  Was that there before?  Mark held up his hand.  The slime 
was on his glove too.  It reminded him of phlegm, but it was thin, like blood.  He hadn’t seen it 
there before—or had it been clear before and changed colors?

The liquid dripped off his hand to the debris around the crash.  Mark watched it fall.  He 
saw more on the ground.  A trail of the yellow-green droplets meandered through the moon dust 
and glass … into the warehouse.
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        .              .             .       .

BY THE TIME Mark brushed the yellowish liquid onto his pants, it had dried into a thin crust.  
Flakes ground off of his glove, shooting out like fireworks into the vacant atmosphere.  He drew 
his Taser and slid to the corridor wall.  Following the droplets, he cursed the moon’s gravity.  
Quick steps would bounce him away  from the surface.  Tracking the liquid would be a Parkour 
training exercise.  He adjusted his pace to make as little vertical movement as possible.

Mark clicked the headset button on the forearm of his spacesuit.  It wouldn’t be a special 
forces unit, but he needed some kind of backup.  “Central Security, this is Mark Liú.”  

“Go ahead Liú.”  The supervisor responded, without improving his pronunciation.  “What 
did you find out about the camera?”

“I think the camera is the least of our worries.”

“Where are you?  Why is your Taser out?”

“Weren’t you watching my camera?”

“I was attending to another issue.”  The security manager took a bite out of his donut.

“You should look at what I saw out there.”

“Why?  Is there a problem?  Why are you leaving the area?”

Mark had made his way into the warehouse, turning left to follow the trail around the 
perimeter of the service level.  He panned his headlamp through the empty space.  The conveyor 
to his right marked the central axis of the building.

“You need to look a the footage, sir.”

“Look, Liú, you’re not following procedures—”



“Sir, if you’ll look a the footage, I think you’ll agree there’s not a procedure for what’s out 
there.”

Security for Artemis Plaza di Luna was not a job Mark would have chosen for himself.  
Despondent after GISA rejected him, he resigned from the Navy.  His CO did not accept the 
resignation, but instead suggested Mark take a leave of absence.  The Lieutenant Commander 
called in a favor with one of the big-wigs at Artemis.  “Go do something low-stress for a while.  
Sort things out for yourself.  Take it easy.  Enjoy the resort.”  

I haven’t been this relaxed since hostage rescue training, Mark thought.  He quickly 
inspected his glove again.  I wonder if this goop dissolves spacesuits.

At the corner of the warehouse, the droplets turned right and continued.  Twenty  meters 
away, the trail moved out from the wall—to one of the service ladders.  A yellow-green puddle 
was drying out and cracking at the base.  Liú looked up  the ladder at grating platforms above.  
He didn’t see anyone climbing it.  A dried blotch was streaked on the right side of a rung.  More 
dots on the concrete floor angled back toward the wall, although they  could have fallen through 
the grating.  

Mark followed his first instinct, holstered his Taser and started climbing.  He faced the far 
wall where the control office was located.  His feet only lightly touched the rungs; he climbed 
easily using his hands and arms.  Above the operation level grating, the conveyor sat far to his 
side.  

The stains continued up the ladder rungs.  Mark heard his heart racing.  He breathed more 
deeply to slow it.  On his right—through the ladder cage—the warehouse shelving formed an 
undulating plane to infinity.  On his left, above the operation level, the ladder connected to 
grating platforms at intervals up the side of the building. 

“Liú, what the hell is that thing?!” stung Mark’s ears.

He missed a rung and fell into the ladder, hitting his visor.  Mark caught himself and 
rebalanced.

“That is what I was talking about, sir.  I’m following a trail of droplets that lead away from 
it.  Have you checked the other warehouse cameras recently?”

“You’re following something that spilled out of it?  You need to have your head examined.”

Likewise, Mark thought.

“Why did you stop to take a nap before you got to the connector?  Do you have 
narcolepsy?”
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“What?”

“Narcolepsy.  You fall asleep a lot.  I’ve seen your office footage, I think you might have 
it.”

“Sir, I think that’s beside the point right now.”

“Why were you dawdling?  Were you waiting for whoever planted that thing outside to get 
out of the way?”

Whoever planted that thing?  Mark had restrained his opinions about his superior up to 
now.  But his respect for the chain of command had reached its limit.  He punched the button to 
shut off the headset.  I hate this job anyway.

Mark climbed further.  He wasn’t  ready to give up the hunt, with or without backup.  He 
wanted to resolve this security breach for himself—for honor, if not for duty.

It would all be logically  explained, he was sure.  Some kind of experimental ship from the 
Armstrong University test labs.  A guidance computer glitch.  A scared kid-rocket-scientist with 
antifreeze dripping off his right glove.

More splotches on the ladder.  Mark was a small halo of light in an expansive sea of 
darkness.  His headlamp showed only the ladder rungs, the bottom of the grating above, and the 
shelves nearby with large plastic crates.  In the weak gravity, he could mistake the grating levels 
for walls and the shelves for obstacles on a floor.

Sunlight flashed in from Liú’s ten o’clock view, casting sharp trapezoids and stark shadows 
across the shelves and crates one aisle away from him.  He was disoriented for a moment, but 
then recognized the opening.  Utility access doors opened off of the service platforms to the 
outside for portable lifts to deliver maintenance supplies and tools.  The door was in a small 
alcove of the building and faced the same direction as Mark did on the ladder.  The sunlight 
flooding the next aisle cast him into deep  shadow.  He had just passed the second level; the open 
door was on the third.

Mark switched off his headlamp and stopped.  He breathed heavily  through his nose.  He 
could feel the gritty textured paint  of the ladder through his gloves.  He shifted his head to stop 
his eyes from focusing on the grating and instead to look at the light  beyond.  A form was in 
front of the door.  Through the grating and structure, Mark could not see what it was.  He knew 
there was an emergency help button at the door.  He had noted them at the access levels during 
his initial tour.  The intruder wasn’t interested in the button.
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A large object jumped up at Liú to his right—one of the warehouse robots.  Mark clenched 
his jaw and tightened his grasp  on the ladder.  The robot’s LEDs lit up the red reflective patches 
on his gray suit from outside the ladder cage.

Go away!  He thought, glaring at the robot, his joints stiffened from the tension of surprise.  
The LEDs blinked; as if astonished to see someone up in the stacks.  The machine went about its 
business and loaded a plastic crate onto its forklift arms.  At length, it was finished and glided 
silently away.

The form moved in the sunlight; the door closed.  The warehouse plunged into darkness 
again, deeper now without the headlamp.  Mark waited.  He instinctively opened his mouth to 
breathe more quietly, though his sound could travel nowhere.  His hot breath bounced off the 
visor back into his face.  He lifted his right hand to find the next rung.  

A heavy clunk reverberated through the ladder.  Liú froze.  

Another pulse rang.  

Another.
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5
        .              . .           .       .

MARK COULDN’T tell if it was climbing up or down.  He unsnapped the Taser again, ready 
to jump onto the second level grating.

Several more pulses rang through the ladder.  Then nothing.

Mark secured the Taser and moved up  into the darkness, shaking the tension from his 
clenched left hand. Only the vaguest outlines were becoming visible again from the far away 
lighting over the conveyer.  He carefully searched for each rung of the ladder.

The service door on the fourth level flung open.  Daggers of light cut through the 
warehouse.  The form was in front of the door again.  Then it moved out of the light from the 
door, away from the ladder.

Mark continued up.  When his head passed the fourth floor grating, he moved cautiously, 
scrutinizing his field of view.  He scanned for any  movement.  The opening was no more than 
two meters from him, its light shining almost directly opposite of Mark into the alcove and 
falling into the abyss of the warehouse.  The door felt much further away.  

He stepped onto the platform, drawing his Taser.  The grating had a rubbery give under his 
uniform boots.  The top of all the grating in the warehouse had been dipped in a thick coating to 
prevent snags—for both the containers and the humans.  The platform continued straight in front 
of him into pitch blackness, all the way along the warehouse wall.  Mark spotted a rag on the 
platform, conspicuous in the middle of the sunlight.  He checked to his right and behind himself.  
No movement—but he was wary.  He turned back toward the rag.

Mark felt a tremendous shove from behind, hands—or feet?—that covered large parts of 
his back.  He fell, turning to his side to see what was behind.  Confusing shapes tumbled in the 
shadows.  He bounced into the sunlight from the open doorway and was blinded.  



Mark aimed his Taser in the direction of the attack and fired.  Nothing.  He rolled quickly 
onto his feet.  He flicked his wrist to check the uniform’s keypad—no lights. His spacesuit 
wasn’t  depressurizing.  

He flipped on his headlamp.  Scanning the area, there was no one on the grating platform 
with him.  He bounced back over to the ladder and grabbed hold.  It was vibrating again.  He 
looked down.  Nothing moved below him.  He looked up.  The vibration stopped and he saw 
nothing.

Mark considered the shadows he saw as he fell.  He thought he had seen wings—long, 
black, insect-like.  He shook his head.

Great.  An unidentified winged object.  That’ll go over well.

One thing was certain, whoever just attacked him was not looking for his help.

The intruder had climbed further up in the building.  There wasn’t any way  out up there.  If 
Mark secured the access door down on the service level, the only place the intruder could exit 
was the way he came in, through the connector tunnel.  All the other exits were guarded airlocks
—the man-doors required a security badge and scanners would disable the conveyor airlocks if 
anything living were detected.

Liú holstered the Taser and exhaled heavily as he swung himself onto the ladder.  He only 
needed to call for backup.  Central Security  might think he was crazy, but they’d eventually  catch 
the intruder and Mark would be vindicated.  

Maybe even rewarded?  I doubt it.

More light flashed from another access door.  Mark focused on the new opening—the sixth 
level.  Whatever was up  there might start back down the ladder toward him.  He felt adrenaline 
flowing again.

Something flashed in his peripheral vision.  A shadow at the fourth level access door he had 
left open.  

Was that?  Did it?

Mark put both hands on the side rail of the ladder and threw himself toward the alcove.  
Grabbing the inside flange of the I-beam at the corner, he swung into the doorway before his feet 
touched the ground.  He shoved his head outside.

Squinting into the blinding light,  Liú could barely make out a four-limbed shape bouncing 
onto the lunar surface far below and leaping to double-back around the corner of the building.
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Mark didn’t know if the fall could kill him.  The only  math he knew was that if he didn’t 
jump, the bad guy might get away.

He stepped back and lunged out the doorway into space.

Mark had time to be afraid—but he wasn’t.  He aimed his feet downward, bent his knees, 
relaxed his body—a reflex long-since drilled into him.  He even had a moment to review the 
shape he just saw bounding away.  No wings.  

Would you use wings with no atmosphere?

The ground interrupted his musings.  He bounced in lunar dust at an earth-like fall velocity.  
Both feet landed together; he fell forward and rolled.  

Pushing himself up again, the ashen moon-dust showered off of his suit.  He took leaping 
strides in the direction of the intruder.  Running on the moon caused a weightless feeling in the 
bowels, leading to a natural giddiness—Mark suppressed it as best he could.  

This is work, Mark, not fun.  Well—maybe a little of both.

The intruder had turned toward the emergency  water silos.  Mark followed the crater-like 
tracks in the dust.  He didn’t have time to examine their triangular shape—he was fast 
approaching a platform at his eye-level.  The tracks discontinued below the platform.  He made a 
short hop to get both feet underneath himself, then leapt for the top of the platform railing.  
Grabbing it on either side like a baseball bat, he kicked his legs over the rail and pushed off 
explosively with his upper body.  

Mark hoped to keep  his momentum.  He overdid it.  In the light gravity, he flew toward one 
of the tanks.  He turned his back to it  and felt the solid mass slam through his suit.  His body 
ricocheted toward the next tank a meter away.  Mark bent his arms and pushed off the silo.  He 
landed and rolled in a heap. 

Definitely not fun.

Mark staggered onto his feet.  He was under an awning that covered the service side of the 
tanks.  He looked down the platform and the row of silos in front of him.  There were only a half-
dozen.  They were part of an emergency network of back-up water tanks.  The 38 megaliter 
primary tanks were underneath the main structure.  Artemis had multiple layers of backups for 
critical systems.  

The awning overhead connected to the next building to Mark’s right.  Between the platform 
and the building was a shaded maintenance bay on the lunar surface.  Two parked work vehicles 
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faced the open end of the bay.  They were ten-wheeled mobile repair trailers that carried spare 
parts and tools.  One of the trucks jostled—someone was in it.

Gotcha.

Mark stepped off the platform at a ladder and floated down to the surface.  He approached 
the truck.  The rear hatch was in the right  corner.  A small airlock maintained pressure in the 
truck.  Mark drew his Taser again.  He saw his headlamp reflecting on the truck body  and 
switched it off.  The door stood ajar; he eased it open.  The airlock was about the size of a 
shower.  The second door—also open—lead to the truck’s central aisleway.  The truck wasn’t 
pressurized.  

Mark climbed in.

The dark, empty corridor stretched five meters to the cabin.  Light from the front windows 
glinted off of the drawers and large plastic bins in orderly grids along both walls.    The driver’s 
cockpit was too bright to see at first.

Liú moved smoothly down the aisle with the Taser in both hands, aimed at the ground.  His 
eyes adjusted to the changing light and focused on the dashboard.  A strange arm moved over the 
controls.  

Mottled shades of gray covered the forearm.  Mark recognized the wing-like shape he had 
seen earlier.  It wasn’t a wing at all.  It looked like a shield along the outside half of the forearm.  
Hinged near the wrist, it pulsed away from the arm, like it was fanning air.  The appendage cast 
an angled shadow over the forearm, which undulated with the tendons at work under the thick-
looking skin.

Mark counted fingers on its hand as they moved across the dashboard.  Seven?  They were 
a darker grey on top, lighter on the bottom.  Two of them appeared to be operating in a thumb-
like, opposable position.  The next three were long by human standards.  The last two were half 
the size.  Some of the dried yellow-green liquid flaked off the hand onto the dashboard.  Mark 
stopped walking; he felt his heart pounding against his left arm.

It’s not wearing a spacesuit.  There is no air in this cabin, Mark thought.  This is definitely 
not some human in a costume.

He reconsidered his situation.  Can I communicate with this thing?  I’m not animal control.  

Get out of here, cover the door and call Central.  He—it—might start the truck.  Can it 
drive?  Who cares?  Get out of here.

Standing halfway down the aisle, he took a step to move backwards.  He noticed the hand 
and arm in the cockpit were no longer moving.  The forearm appendage wasn’t pulsing.
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Mark tightened his lips and forced a breath out of his nostrils.  

It can't hear me.  

He glanced over the cockpit area.  At the top of the windshield glass, he spotted a mirror.  
In the reflection, the sun highlighted the shape of a black eyeball—like an otherworldly squid.  It 
was staring straight at him.
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        .       .      . .           .       .

MARK’S EMOTIONS, instinct and intellect wrestled to understand what he was witnessing.  
The movements in the cabin atomized into frozen images of surreal clarity.

A leg swung into the aisle.  The knee was higher than the thigh, coming to a point, as if a 
man-sized spider was about to lift itself up.  Another smooth appendage, similar to the one on the 
forearm, wrapped around the side of the leg and connected at the ankle.  The foot, covered in the 
same thick gray skin, did not flatten to the ground.  It was a webbed tripod that reminded Mark 
of the buttressed trunks beneath south Pacific fig trees.

Its head entered the doorway.  A rounded snout jutted forward, a thin mouth slitting the 
center, almost apish.  A smooth, nose-like ridge divided the top of the snout and swept back to a 
shallow forehead.  A deep eye socket cut an oblong cavity  beside the ridge.  Its squid eye peered 
at Mark from the depths of the socket.  The forehead smoothly continued its slope to the back of 
the skull, where a small overhang, a rear visor, flared straight out.  Its head was hairless, as far as 
Liú could tell.  The same mottled-gray  skin was everywhere, smooth at the top of the head, 
pebbled over the face and thick and craggy on the snout and neck.

Its torso leaned out and balanced over the leg.  It was as tall as the doorway, standing over 
two meters.  The gray pachydermal skin covered the body.  Its torso had a lighter, cream-colored 
section making a rounded “T” shape in its center that puffed out from its body.  There was no 
clothing covering any part of it—unprotected hide in zero atmosphere.

Turning its head to face Mark, its eyes shifted—rather, the eye sockets shifted.  They 
pressed forward at  the outside edges, filling in some of the deep cavity.  Where its view had been  
on either side of the skull, like an earthly herbivore, both eyes could now focused on Mark—like 
a predator.

The alien’s frame swung with the second leg, turning into the aisle.  It filled the doorway, 
casting itself in shadows from the gleaming lunar surface.  The eerie outline striped the floor.



Mark stood still, numb and dumbfounded.  He couldn’t deny it to himself any more—no 
excuses or theories could explain it all away—he was looking at an alien.  A living, breathing—
was it  breathing?—alien.  It was at once a tree, an elephant, an insect, an ape, a man, a squid—
and nothing he had ever seen.

The torso and arms abruptly moved.  Its snout was mouthing something as well.  The 
oddly-shaped hand made a stroking motion diagonally across its stomach area.  Then it pointed 
its left arm toward Mark and made an arching gesture down toward the floor.

Mark was distracted by the belly gesture.  Does it want to eat me?

He reached his right hand to activate his headset.  He couldn’t  believe he hadn’t gotten any 
help by now.  

The alien lurched toward him, its mouth moving quickly.  Mark put both hands back on the 
Taser and leveled it toward the alien’s upper torso.

“Stay  where you are!” Mark said instinctively, still forgetting he wouldn’t  be heard … or 
understood.

It squatted down, as if to pounce.  With more light, Mark saw its mouth hanging open and a 
nearly circular throat inside.  His ears rang with silence.

I guess this isn’t a cordial introduction where you’re from.  The menacing, squat  form put 
Mark on edge.  He focused on the gun-barrel and aligned his sights.  The creature shifted forward 
again, still ready to spring.  No communication.  No understanding.  A threat of force.

He fired.  

The cartridge bounced uselessly off the alien’s torso.  Gray hands grabbed the counters on 
either side of the aisle—it lunged at him.

Mark fired again, higher this time.  The alien was moving too quickly, the second cartridge 
ricocheted off its shoulder.  

Mark squatted down to throw the charging beast over his head.  But the strange appendages 
flipped forward and caught him unprepared.  One smacked the Taser out of his hands.  The other 
clanged his helmet into the side of the countertop.  Mark and the alien fell slowly in the lunar 
gravity.  Its forearm landed on his thighs and trapped him on the floor.  Its other arm was on his 
chest.  His helmet rang in his ears when it hit the metal decking.  

He could see its eyes in the approaching skull.  They didn’t seem like the eyes of an 
intelligent being.  They were impassive—like an animal—a snake, a lion.  It climbed over him 
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up to his helmet.  The end of its snout deformed and discolored as it met  his glass visor.  Its body 
pressed on his chest.  Mark could feel a smooth ridge running the length of the forearm 
appendage.  It arched its head back and the mouth opened wide in a silent howl.

It nodded its forehead downward and thrust it up again.  Two fangs, or tusks, thrust out 
from openings under its lower jaw.  Clean at the tips, stained at the base, the arched sabers 
straddled Mark’s helmet—like a wild boar in the forest.  

Liú stared at the tusks, spellbound by the awesome presence of the creature.  He had time 
to be afraid again.  This time he was.

Don’t scream.

It reared back.  Mark tensed his stomach, sure that he was about to be disemboweled.  He 
felt  the forearm push against his ribs.  Then the weight lifted.  The alien had stood up.  It pulled 
its tusks back under its jaw.  Mark yanked up his knees to crawl backwards.  The alien patted his 
knee.  Then it turned back to the cockpit.  

What the hell?

Liú sat up and checked his suit  as the creature sauntered away.  Not surprisingly, he had a 
leak.  The suit had some ability  to close off air channels to minimize leaks.  He tore a piece of 
tape from the roll attached to his belt and patched the small opening he found under his left 
elbow.

Mark leaned back on his arms, still panting for air.  He scanned the cockpit again.  The 
alien was in the driver’s seat, trying to start the truck.  It didn’t know to grab the keys in the 
center of the console.

Mark pushed himself up  with some effort.  His legs gave a little underneath him.  He 
laughed.  He was lucky to be alive—and he knew it.

Where the hell is that Taser?  He didn’t care if it was useless.  It  had a few more cartridges 
and he felt naked without it.

Mark started toward the back of the truck to search.  He felt the floor bouncing beneath 
him.  Shadows jumped on the cabinets.  He glanced over his shoulder.  It was rushing him again.

Dammit!

Mark made a leap for the rear of the truck, but with little traction, he slipped.  Alien limbs 
grabbed him around his upper arms and chest.  Not its hands, but its boney appendages.  They 
clamped on him securely and dragged him back toward the cockpit.  
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Is this some kind of game?

They passed the storage bins and entered the cockpit.  Mark didn’t struggle to get  free.  If 
he tore his suit badly enough, he’d be as dead as if the alien impaled him with a tusk in his back.  
In the midst of a second terror, Mark disjointedly made a connection.  The strange appendages 
that gripped his body reminded him of the tibia on a mantis.  It was not a consoling thought.

Inside the cockpit, the arms lifted Mark up.  His feet touched the driver’s seat; he was 
facing sideways, the steering wheel to his right.  The alien stood in the space between the cockpit 
chairs.

The side window of the truck rushed toward him.  Mark’s visor made a hollow thunk 
against the glass.  The alien’s torso pressed his body forward, the inflexible helmet bent his head 
and neck backwards.  He faced left so his spine could stretch backward further.

Mark pressed his eyes shut and clenched his teeth.  I’m a dead man.

Don’t scream.

Even in the most removed of circumstances, he still heard Coach Palea yelling in his ear.  
“No screaming!  I’m not coaching the girls’ wrestling team!”  Mark was always surprised how 
well not screaming had served him over the years.  It  wasn’t just an outward facade.  He thought 
it made him braver on the inside too.

But this was it.  He felt the alien’s left tibia shifting its grip.  The tusks were coming.  He 
knew it.  And he couldn’t do anything about it.

A tapping sound intruded on Liú’s personal last rights.  It vibrated into his helmet from the 
glass.  He opened his left eye, his right still pinched closed, ready for execution.

The alien finger was drumming on the glass.  Its hand was still free to move atop the 
complex intersections at its wrist.  The shifting bones under the stretched gray skin revolted 
Mark.

What does that mean?

Mark squinted both eyes and peered outside, straining his neck to improve his angle.  The 
visor had tinted itself, but view was still bright.  The last vertical water tank stood immediately  to 
his left.  Beyond was the moon’s horizon—the undulating rim of the Gay-Lussac A crater.  Large 
boulders thrown out of the crater eons ago littered the ground.

Mark spotted it.
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Another alien.  It was leaning its back against a boulder, maybe thirty meters away.  It 
wasn’t wearing a spacesuit  either.  It held a tubular object—as thick as its arm, as long as its 
torso.  Mark could only assume it was a weapon.  It was watching the warehouse.  

Another movement.  Another alien.  This one was a few meters closer, its head and weapon 
poking out from behind a bolder.

It wants me to see more aliens? Mark wondered.  

He pieced together what little he knew.  Its ship crashed.  It was injured.  Maybe it was 
pursued?  And shot down?  Maybe it wants to get away from these guys?

And it wants my help.

Mark knew he was guessing.  He slapped the cockpit glass with his right palm.

The arms jerked him away from the window so they could face each other.  Mark pointed 
with his free hand toward the other aliens and nodded his head “yes” to say he understood.

The alien tipped its head from side to side.  

Great.  Now we’re communicating.

The arms let go completely and Mark fell into the chair, still standing, and caught himself 
on the steering wheel.  The alien was pointing again at the glass with its hand up-turned, 
wagging its last long finger.  Its mouth was moving.  Mark peered out the window.

One of the aliens outside was pointing at the truck.

“They’ve spotted us,” Mark said to his helmet.

He grabbed the keys out of the console, shoved the fob into the ignition and pressed the 
start button.  It occurred to him that he hadn’t ever driven one of these maintenance trucks.  He 
dropped his left knee into the chair and his right foot onto the floor, still leaning over the large 
steering wheel.  The alien loomed overhead, ready to push Mark out of the way and drive.

Mark glanced to his left; the alien outside was aiming its weapon at the truck.

He pulled the gear shift on the dashboard and stomped his right foot on the gas.  The truck 
jolted—backwards.  It  veered left.  The cabin bucked to a stop when the back end hit the tank 
platform.

“Shit!”
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