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SAFETY ZONE

Death lurked around every corner. It hid 
behind hatches and tapped at the
bulkheads in the dark of night. Playing in

the vacuum of space, it waited for its next victim. 
Most inhabitants of Lunar Colony Six had 
forgotten that. They hurried through the tubular
corridors, ignoring the beautiful, deadly darkness 
above their head. Only a few still cared about the
glimmer of Earthshine. 

Nala Klef wasn’t in either of those groups. As 
maintenance chief, she was hyper-aware of the
dangers outside their artificial ecosystem. For the 
same reason, she was too busy to look to the stars,
or watch the transit of the blue and white marble 
she’d once called home. 

Around her, the lighting was dim. She walked 
along the curved corridor on Tower B’s sixteenth
floor and stifled a yawn. Any self-respecting 
denizen would be asleep by now. She glanced at 
her watch to confirm and frowned.

Her communicator buzzed against her hip, and
she pulled it from its holster. She paused three
seconds to decide if she wanted to throw the thing 
out an airlock instead of answering. The caller ID
made up her mind for her. “Glorified Janitor, at your
service.”

Another yawn took over. She was a glorified 
janitor in need of thirty hours of sleep. 

“You know you’re more than that, right?” Ethan 
Boudri sounded as tired as she felt. If the time on
her watch was right, he was fifteen minutes away
from ending a twelve hour shift.

“What’s the job?” 

While he grumbled, she glared at her reflection 
in one of the colony’s few shiny metal walls – 
tousled box braids in need of a hair tie – poking at
the dark circles forming in her deep brown skin. Her
bloodshot eyes were a fright and she rummaged
the biggest pouch of her bag with her free hand. 

“Partner Dendrond has an emergency
situation.”

The colony’s Partners had a knack for bringing
up a new “emergency situation” at the tail end of
her work day. Every day.

“My shift ended hours ago. Two, if we’re being
picky about details. So, if this is a real emergency,
point me toward the fire. If not, tell Dendrond to
stuff it.” After another half minute of searching in 
her bag, she found her roll of bottles. 

“You’re the one who approved time off for Kiln 
and Sarpo.”

Frowning, she shook her head at her selfinflicted irritation. Both of her techs had legitimate
reasons for needing a vacation. She wasn’t going 
to invalidate one by approving his request and 
making the other stay behind.

“Are you going to tell me what the situation is? 
Or do I have to guess?” 

She ran her fingers along the bottles’ raised
labels as she read them. She sorted through the 
things she didn’t need: Non-conductive fluid… 
glue… lubricant… penetrating oil… and snatched
up the eye drops. The only downside of the overworked O2 scrubbers was their efficiency in pulling 
moisture from the recirculated air.

Pulling the drops from their slot in the pouch,
she double-checked their label. She didn’t want to 
confuse with the other items in the kit.

“She says she’s got a broken water pipe in her 
wall. She repeated the words ‘flooded’ and ‘soaked’
ad nauseam as she demanded you come fix it
immediately.”

Nala dropped a cold bead of liquid in each eye,
blinking as she wiped away the excess. 

“It’s not the overtime I mind,” she said. 

A trip to Partner Silvia Dendrond’s apartment 
meant subjecting herself to lewd comments. If she
was unlucky, Dendrond would add too-appreciative
glances to the list of offenses. And if Nala wasn’t
vigilant, the worst of the woman’s tactics would
come out to play. It had never worked before, but 
Dendrond often tried to bully Nala into her specialty
sanitation shower. 

“Want me to come play chaperone?”

The question dissipated her dread. “Would 
you, please?” 

He laughed, but a yawn stole the last of his 
mirth.

“Don’t worry about it, Ethan,” she said
sweeping a box braid away from her face. “I’ll get in 
and out as quick as I can and we’ll talk in the 
morning.”

“Let’s shoot for afternoon. I’m going to want to
sleep for a month. Since I can’t do that… I’ll settle 
for sleeping through the hours most people refer to 
as morning.”

Boudri cut the comm signal and she made for
the lift. Partner Dendrond lived in one of three
penthouse apartments in Tower A. There was only
one way a normal person could get from B to A. 

But Nala wasn’t the average colony resident.

She stepped into the lift and punched the 
button for descent. Silence accompanied her and
she marked the lift’s broken audio transmitter down 
on her “get around to it” list. Stuffing her pad back 
in her bag, she leaned against the back wall and 
closed her eyes. If she wasn’t careful, she’d fall 
asleep standing. 

Her stomach settled with a flip – the only sign
the lift had reached its terminus. 

The doors opened to the twelfth floor where 
potted plants shivered in the downdraft of the 
tower’s aircon. Signs glued to the wall pointed 
toward the colony’s auxiliary medical facility.

Nala stepped out into the corridor and tapped a
finger on the part of the sign she’d painted over 
years ago. She paused to look out the wide 
viewport. Gray and pocked, the landscape beyond 
glittered with the lights of newer colonies. Earth
hung overhead, like a ball mid-bounce, threatening
to crash down on them. 

There was a potential for poetic justice in that - 
escaping the political minefield of Earth… just to
wind up squashed like a bug on the moon. 

The thought made her stomach flip again. She
moved away from the familiar landscape and
slipped through the silent halls trying to drive the
memories away.  

She passed door after door, the band of light 
through each one’s center glowing red. Offices 
locked up tight for the night. This floor held no
residential units. The domicile modules had safety
codes that kept them four airlocks away from the
chemical labs fitted on this level. However, they too 
would have displayed a lock-light this late into the
normal sleep cycle.

Her destination was just around the next curve.
It came into view, an oddity among the red glow.

This status indicator band glowed yellow and 
dark text scrolled over the ribbon of light like the
warning tape seen in police dramas of an older 
Earth. The warning that forbade entry was 
superfluous; no one could open the environmental 
doors without a specific code in their station
keycard.

Nala had that code. 

A quick swipe of her colony identification card,
and she was in. 

The doors clunked shut behind her and she
paused, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness of
the skywalk.

The ten meter-long connection between two 
spires was a shortcut she only used if she had to. 

Or if she was in a hurry.

Or if it made her life easier.

Or if she felt like it. 

Her boot tread moved the threadbare carpet
with each step. Worn to strings, it shifted over the
foundation paneling. If the skywalk still functioned 
in its original capacity, she’d have pulled out her 
list. As it was, administration had closed off the
corridor years ago. Its only remaining function was 
to provide structural linkage and support for the A 
and B Towers. 

Halfway across, her path illuminated only by
the colony’s exterior lights, she paused. Head
down, she listened for the sound that had stopped 
her: the faintest of clicking noises, like electronic
components trying to reinitialize.

Silence met her ears.

With a relieved sigh, she continued on. She 
was being paranoid. Her addled brain was a sure
sign of a lack of sleep. Partner Dendrond was likely
better off dealing with her alleged leak than having 
Nala cause a worse problem due to fatigue.

Next, she’d see little green men scaling the
walls.

She massaged her cheeks and tried to ignore
the prickling feeling that washed over her. A thrum
overhead raised her hackles and she swallowed 
hard, trying to convince herself it was her 
imagination.

The monitors in the corners above the doors
flickered to life, casting an eerie glow into the tube.

Nala stopped dead in her tracks, icy fingers of
dread caressing her spine. 

The skywalk’s circuits were non-operational.
She’d personally disconnected them three years 
ago. The screens shouldn’t have had enough
reserve power for one to switch on, much less both. 

Fuzzing, the screen finally blurred into focus. A 
gray, lifeless face stared down at her, unseeing. 
The proverbial man-in-the-moon. 

“We are The Face.” The words filtered through
the skywalk’s speakers as gooseflesh rose on her 
arms. Her eyes locked on the digitized mouth as it
moved in exaggerated enunciation. 

The dramatic pause was familiar. It sent a jolt 
of cold fear and hot adrenaline through her veins. 
She bolted for the hatch at the opposite end of the 
skywalk, boots pounding on the deck. 

She slid her card through the slot of the
electronic lock, twice, a third time. 

Nala was familiar with what The Face was – 
what they did.

Panicked anticipation lanced through her.
Nothing happened. 

Kicking open the panel below the card reader,
she yanked as hard as she could on the emergency
door release. The lever came away in her hand and 
she fell backward. Pain laced through her hip as it
connected with the hard floor.

“Do not attempt to escape. Our operatives 
have disabled all methods of egress.” The Face’s 
focus settled on the middle of the skywalk as its
distorted voice echoed around her. “Protocols 
enacted as this recording initialized. Please remain 
calm. Attempts at escape or rescue may result in 
premature detonation of explosive charges. We 
appreciate your cooperation. The Face does not 
desire you to meet a cold and airless end as you
fall to your death. We expect Senior Partner Schrift
will save your many lives in his benevolence.”

Scrambling away from the door, she wrenched 
her bag’s strap over her head and dug through its
contents. She was not going to die in a 

decommissioned skywalk because The Face
deemed it so. She paused, looking up to the
passive face on the screen and leaned back, taking 
deep breaths to calm her nerves.

With her back to the cool, transparent skywalk
wall, Nala cursed her shortcut. 

“Limited” did not begin to describe her options.

The Face no longer existed. Colony security
busted the lot of them in a raid two years earlier.
The few remaining members were harmless social 
dissidents with loads of bark, but no teeth.

As for the benevolence of Senior Partner
Shrift…. that died with him three months after his 
strike force purged The Face.

Nala laughed at her current predicament. It
was either that or cry.

Trapped by the machinations of a defunct 
terrorist cell whose outdated demands would help 
no one. 

Strobes flickered throughout the colony towers
and spindles. From her perch – in her glass prison

– she could see the warning lights ripple through
the facility.

If The Face’s protocol didn’t send a message
to the administration control center, she’d be on her
own. Shaking away that thought, she ignored her
foolishness. They’d receive an alert the moment an
incendiary device armed itself. 

Colony citizens streamed past the windows a 
level below, headed toward the emergency staging 
locations.  

Standard colony procedure: Evacuate, seal off,
and minimize damage.

The damage they needed to minimize was not
just structural. The inter-space press met terrorism
of any sort on the colonies with severe censure.
This would be a PR nightmare.

Or it might have been. Nala sorted out her
tools, taking stock of what little she had to work
with. She tried not to think about how the colony’s 
PR mavens could spin this little disaster. 

Her attempt was a miserable failure. 

They had half of their work cut out for them.
After all, one life was better than a dozen in the 
scheme of things. And they could play off her death
as a hazard of the job she’d signed up for. Maybe
they’d make her out to be a hero. 

Swallowing that moment of wry humor, she
turned back to the panel. 

If they dug too far into her past, they’d cast her
as the villain.

The remains of the emergency lever’s wiring
stuck out at her like the stiff legs of a dead insect. 
Pushing them aside, she fiddled through the
electronics. 

In a handful of minutes, station security would 
arrive. They would take control. They’d tell her if
she could fight for her own life… or if they expected 
her to die as an acceptable loss. 

Flicking on her flashlamp, she surveyed the 
damage. This panel was a mess of unequalled 
proportions.

Leaving her tools, she ran to the other side of
the skywalk and kicked out the opposite panel. 

There was no lever to use.

Staring down at the empty space, her lamps 
beam traveled over the precise incisions in the 
wires. Whoever removed this emergency lever had 
done so on purpose and with care. 

She was stuck unless someone pulled her out
from the other side of the door. 

The lamp flickered in her hand, and she
smacked it three times before the beam returned to
full brightness.

“Of course the battery decides to fail now.” 

She flicked it off. Better to conserve the light
for when she might need it than waste it now when
she still had to figure out what she was going to do. 

Through the bright exterior lights, she squinted
into the distance. The glimmering illumination of the 
newer colonies shimmered like a mirage. In her
periphery, The Face blinked, its focus shifting as 
though watching over a flock under its care. 

She shivered in the eerie silence surrounding
her. Outside the skywalk’s curved window, she saw
straggling station denizens running for the exigency
routes. The corridor that lead from Tower A’s outer
walkway toward its interior stairwell was a 
bottleneck. 

Letting out a breath, she turned away from the 
bedlam, watching a shuttle land on the Lunar
Twelve landing field. The colony administration 
wouldn’t notify the other colonies unless the
emergency protocols failed. As far as they knew,
everything was business as usual.

The lights flickered on overhead, and the thrum
of the air pushers gave her something to listen to
besides her own thoughts. It meant they’d 
reconnected life support – something she’d failed to
think about as she ran from one side to the other. 
Unlimited air wouldn’t solve her problems, but it 
meant she wasn’t alone. 

A crackling buzz at the door pulled her 
attention from the air vent.  

The broken speaker was a memento from a 
disgruntled Partner moments after the others 
removed him from his position. She’d never fixed it
because the order to decommission the skywalk
went through days earlier.

Three removed screws, one half-connected
wire twisted, and she could make out the scratchy
voice on the other end. 

“If you’re in there, let me know you can hear 
me. If you’ve tried so far, knock on the Tower Aside hatch.” Boudri’s voice was faint.

“You’re supposed to be off duty, Ethan.” 

“That makes two of us. Whatever you triggered
made its way to the mainframe while I was still up 
there,” Boudri said. His distant voice echoed
against the mangled parts in the panel. “I wasn’t
going to leave you up here by yourself.”

“No, but you could have left this decision to
someone else. It might have been easier.” Nala 
sorted through her kit. “You might have to make the 
hard call.”

“We’re going to get you out of there.”

She breathed out a slow sigh, trying to let 
herself believe the lie. “What did The Face tell you? 
It says it’s got explosives and that trying to get out 
will trigger them early.” 

“You think it’s a bluff?”

A quick glance at the airless vacuum beyond 
the skywalk’s windows and she shook her head. “I
don’t think I’m willing to find out.”

“The official communique is that they have 
hostages. There are charges on either side of the
sky walk, and they’re going to blow them if we don’t
meet their demands”.

“That could be a lie. You know they were
notorious for misleading security about the
placement of their bombs…. What are their
demands?” 

“They want the nonexistent lunar penal colony
to release a dozen political prisoners. And they
want the late Partner Schrift to give them a million 
dollars. They say the money will help return the 
released prisoners to their previous life status.”

“How many of the prisoners are already dead?” 

“Seven, but that doesn’t matter. There is no 
Face to hand them over to. As far as I know there 
are only a handful that made it out alive when the
UN and Lunar Colony Alliance stamped them out.”

She heard the implication in his voice and 
fiddled with her bag’s knotted strap to ignore it. 

She did not want to fight about that here, or
now. “Who’s on your side to help?” 

“The incendiary specialist is on her way over 
from Tower C. I sent everyone else to deal with
evac. I figured they’d just get in your way.”

So they were alone. 

She laughed, though the prickling sensation in 
her eyes suggested she was closer to crying. She
wouldn’t do that. 

“Do you think this is some sort of cosmic
karma? I mean… today has been a real shit storm,
and now this?” 

“Don’t start with that.”

“Two blown toilets, a buggy stove, the chem
lab spill, and some kid decided to use the boiler 
pipes as a drum set. Don’t even get me started on
the wild goose chase this afternoon. And now this?” 

The Face glared down at her, unblinking. She
had no idea how much time she had left. “If it was 
anything else, I wouldn’t wonder… but The Face?”

“The Partners think it’s a left over from before 
they rounded the stragglers up for execution.”
Ethan said, his voice fuzzing loud and then quiet 
again. “I’m not going to lie to you. Right now, the 
partners feel their best option is to let this play out.”

“I thought it might come to that.”

Ethan kept talking as though he hadn’t heard
her. “But I refuse to let that be the only thing we do. 
We’re going to try to get you out. And our 
incendiary specialist is here. ”

“Hey Angela, thanks for making the trip.” 

“No worries,” Angela’s voice came through the 
comm chipper as always. “If a bomb blows on this
colony, I’m the one who looks bad. And I’d be pretty
upset if we lost you. Who would my little Annie 
have to play dolls with if you don’t get out of here?” 

The comm connection cut out and she looked
up at the gray image on the screen. Ancient and
interrupted by bursts of static, The Face had an air
of smug self-importance. A computer construct 
shouldn’t make her skin crawl.

As Ethan worked on the other side of the door,
she crossed her fingers this wouldn’t link back to
anything she’d done.

Even if Angela defused the bomb in Tower A, 
there was no telling if she’d have time to get to
Tower B to deal with the second one. The Face 
wanted to drop the skywalk. It would make for a
beautiful headline. And the anti-colonization 
movements would latch onto any disaster they
could.

Shaking away that thought, she looked back to
the door behind her.

Depressing the comm button again, she asked,
“How’s it looking out there?” 

“We’ll have you out of here in no time
whatsoev—” The pause stretched into eternity
before a faint static told her he was back on the
line. She waited for him to answer the question she 
wouldn’t ask. “Small hold-up, but I promise you
we’ll have you out in a jiffy.”

Angela shouted in the background, noise 
filtering through the speaker.

The line cut out again, and Nala stalked back 
to where she’d dropped her bag. Squatting down 
on the floor, she dug through its contents again and 
looked out to the black.

Glittering through the industrial haze, the star
field appeared exactly the same as it had

yesterday. And the day before. How could the stars 
look the same… so close to death?

Worrying her lower lip between her teeth, she
sucked in a long breath.

And let it go. 

Stars were nothing more than plasma and 
gravity… they had no capacity to care. 

“You still with me, Cowgirl?”

Boudri’s voice crackled through the comm and
she dropped her head back against the curved 
window, cursing. “I swear, Boudri, if I get out of
here in any condition short of a body bag, I will 
make sure you never have kids.” He knew she 
hated when he called her that. 

The short walk back to press the button felt like
a death row march. Her finger mashed the red 
circle labeled “talk” and she puffed out a quick sigh.
“I’m still here.”

“While Angela works on getting to the bomb on 
this side, you and I are going to try to get you
through the access panel.”

She gaped at the metal box bolted to the wall 
in front of her for a full minute in disbelief before
she snorted and ran a hand over her face. “I’ll 
never fit through that,” she said, turning to look at
the all-too-small panel to the right of the door.

“Humor me.”

Pulling the necessary tools from her bag, she 
knelt beside the access hatch. Four bolts later, she 
pried the panel from where it clung to the wall,
finally giving way with a slurping pop, as the seal 
formed by decades’ old dust and grease broke. 

She hefted the half meter square of painted 
metal from the bulkhead. It dropped against the 
floor with a gentle thud and she bit her tongue. The 
pain coursing through her mouth was the only way
she knew to keep herself from muttering epithets.
Whoever had been foolish enough to call them 
access panels should serve time in a hard labor 
camp. Inside the wall, the access narrowed to a
single square foot – an artery clogged with the 
plaque of conduit and cabling.

A matching string of curses filtered through the 
cramped space and kept her from making a snide
“told you so” remark. 

As she lay on the floor, looking through the tiny
opening to freedom, she caught a glimpse of Ethan 
among the wires. Round face contorted, his jaw
locked in a grim but determined frown as shadows 
danced over his midnight-dark skin. She watched 
his amber gold eyes as they searched the too-small 
escape route for a solution. Macabre humor made
her bite back a laugh. Boudri always loved having a 
difficult problem to solve. She considered asking if
that was why he liked her when she caught his eye 
for the briefest of moments.

Then he was gone. 

Nala wasn’t about to sit around and wait for 
The Face to kill her, or for Angela to save her.
Pushing herself to her feet, she snatched up her
loose tools and her bag and jogged across the 
expanse of the skywalk.

There were six locations The Face could have 
placed the second bomb to be sure of the sky
walk’s destruction. Two of those were places she
wouldn’t have discovered during routine 

maintenance. Two of the remaining four were on 
the other side of the Tower B door, and one would 
require a walk outside. If Nala had been the one to 
place the bomb, she would have chosen the option 
only accessible from within the skywalk. The
likelihood of trapping the incendiary specialist
inside was slim.

But it was The Face….

Changing out the head on her multi-tool, she 
snapped in a hex driver and pulled out the bolts
holding the floor panels in place beside the Tower
B door. The space between deck plating and 
bulkhead ran through with large tubes of conduit
and piping for the colony’s environmental systems.
Tucked between those was a too-familiar package. 

Lifting it gingerly out of the small space, Nala 
set it on the floor. Careful to keep her hands far
away from the antenna, she pulled her smallest set
of tools from her bag. The device was compact.
Initial damage didn’t need to be as spectacular as it
did on Earth where the atmosphere did not play into
a bomb builder’s favor.

On the colony, all a bomb had to do was make
a big enough hole and it did enough damage to be
worthwhile.

This one was tiny, but packed a punch. Nala 
would know. She built it. 

Spinning the tiny screwdriver, she removed the 
screws securing the wire plate and lifted it away.
Hissing out a long breath, she turned it over and
smiled as she ran her hands over the textured 
surface. Written on the interior plate in scrolling 
letters, she’d etched the word Verity. It seemed so
stupid now.

“Lemon and lime,” she said under her breath
as she snipped the yellow and green wires. Yellow
first, yellow banded with green second and green
third. She’d made sure her bombs were easy to
diffuse. More importantly, she’d made them in a 
way that was easy for her to explain how to diffuse.

Setting the diffused bomb aside, she replaced 
the flooring, snatched up the cover plate and 
moved back to the Tower A side. “How’s it looking 
out there?” 

“Well, Angela is swearing, so… I’d assume 
we’re right on track. I’m pretty useless right now. 

“Is she within earshot?” 

Ethan looked to his left and turned back, 
shaking his head. “No, I can go get her if you want.” 

“No. I don’t want her to hear this.” She handed
the plate through the small opening. “I found the 
bomb on the face claimed would be on Tower B’s 
side. It was in here, under the floor. It’s disarmed.”

He cursed under his breath and looked up at 
her though the wire-crowded opening. “So they’re 
yours.” 

“Looks like. At least Angela will know how to
defuse this side. She’s mentioned reading the
message sent to all the lunar colonies after I…
retired.”

Retired wasn’t the correct word, but it worked 
as well as any other. She’d given up the cause 
when she’d realized she was wrong. And though
she’d been out of the game for a decade, only a 
handful of people knew she was the bomb builder 
the media dubbed “Verity” for her use of the word. 

“Won’t it be ironic if I die because of my own 
bomb?

“You’re not going to die.” 

Angela shouted something and Ethan gave her 
a pained smile before he disappeared from view.

He returned before she had a chance to guess
why Angela’s tone was strained. His scowl was 
disheartening. 

“The senior partners want us out of here.
Angela hasn’t been able to get to the bomb out 
here. They don’t care that one of the bombs has
been diffused. They’re looking for minimal losses. 
Apparently they’re willing to part with you and the 
sky walk.”

Nala didn’t answer. She’d expected it… but it 
still hurt. 

“If it’s any consolation, Dendrond fought for
you. She’s resigned because of this decision.” 

“No one else cares… I guess they can always
hire a new maintenance tech… promote one of my
guys.” She laughed in spite of herself. “This sucks.
Because there’s nothing you can do.” 

“They’re used to people bowing to their every
whim.”

Silence met her through the small space.

The Face would do what it was programmed to
do. Emergency protocols would fill the access with
environmental foam and she would die. What killed 
her first was the only question – exposure to the
vacuum, the explosions themselves, or the
skywalk’s impact with the lunar surface below.

“You still there?” she asked. The silence went
on too long. 

“Yeah. I’m not going anywhere until we get you 
out. Screw what the Partners want.” 

“Listen, if I don’t make it—” 

“There’s still time, you don’t need to confess
you’re head over heels in love with me just yet.” 

“Don’t be an idiot. I want you to tell my mom
something.”

“Oh.”

She paused, did he sound upset?

Letting out a defeated breath, she turned back 
to the disarmed bomb. Her mother had always
been proud of her previous profession, but then, 
ecoterrorism ran in the family. “Never mind. Mom
would likely slap you and holler that she knew
taking this job would send me straight to hell.” 

“I’m going to get you out of there,” he said as 
his hand reached through to her, and she took hold 
of his fingers. A cocktail of regret flooded her – two 
parts fear and frustration mixed with one part
exhaustion, shaken – and filled her to the brim. 

A gentle squeeze and he was gone. She
pressed her eyes shut, fingers still warm from his 
touch.  

The sound of the panel bolting back into place 
pulled her off the floor, and she sealed up her side
as well. Platitudes were one thing. Minimizing
damage and saving lives were Ethan’s first priority
as an administrator. It did not matter that they were
friends. She understood that. 

The crackle of the intercom made her flinch. 

“I’m about to do something really stupid, Nala. 
Just… trust me, and stand back from the door.”

The scuffling sound of boots on deck plating
and the low, harsh tones of an argument filtered
through the channel as she gathered her tools 
again and moved back to the middle of the skywalk.
Eyes falling on the locked door, her exhausted
mind began to wander. The thought that Boudri
was telling her something to make her feel better 
crossed her mind. He’d never seen the harm in 
white lies.

The gray Face continued to scowl down at her. 
Unblinking, unmoving, it was a constant and ugly
reminder of the situation’s morbidity – and her own 
brand of odd karma.

A clicking from behind the door pulled her
away from her irritation with The Face and she 
stared at her warped semi-reflection in the metal 
doors. Confusion wrote its manifesto in the twist of
her mouth and she stood, wondering if this was the 
end. 

A hot red line raced across the top of the door
cutting a sharp horizontal jag before it fell, dropping 
to the deck plating in a swift descent. 

The jagged square of metal – edges still 
smoldering a brilliant red – fell forward, clattering. 
Beneath the broken portal, the threadbare carpet 
began to smoke and she looked up, incredulous at
the man framed by four glowing lines in what had
once been a safety hatch. 

Boudri pulled the welding mask from his head, 
and tossed it down the corridor. His wrinkled brow
played juxtaposition to the smug smirk on his lips. 
“Knock knock.”

Nala stepped over the smoking line and onto
the thick metal door that just seconds before was a 
barrier to her escape. “What the hell were you 
thinking?”

His smile faltered. “That I wasn’t going to let
you die in here.”

Heedless of the welding pack in his hand, she 
gave him a shove. “And if we can’t diffuse the other
bomb and it blows, it’ll take out three sections in 
each of the towers!” 

Staggering backward, he shook his head at her
and gave her his familiar eye-roll. “They’ve been 
evacuated, and sealed, in case we can’t get this
dealt with on time. But we’ve got our best people on 
the job.” 

Her eyebrow quirked up involuntarily as he 
took her hand and tugged her out of the tube that 
had been her prison. 

Angela stood in the deserted hallway staring at 
them both. Nala’s gaze traveled past the incendiary
expert to the sealed pressure doors behind her. An
eerie shiver wriggled its way down her spine and
she clutched Boudri’s hand tighter.

“Everyone has pulled back to a safe distance,” 
Angela said. Her voice was quiet as she blinked at
the gaping hole in the wall. “You should have told 
me that was your plan.”

Nala let go of Boudri and moved to the panel 
that was giving Angela trouble. It was one thing to
risk his own life, but Angela had a daughter to think 
about. If she’d had more time, she might have 
kneed the bozo in the balls.

The panel was a mess. Tangled wires and 
loose pipes filled the hole like the squirming 
tentacles of a parboiled squid. 

“Well, Ethan has cut open a safety door… do
you both have flash lamps?” Nala dug out her own 
as she asked, grabbing out a knife.

Without answering, they both produced the 
requested items.

“Good,” Nala said. “This is going to take me a
minute or so. Talk amongst yourself.” She pulled a 
pair of current diverters from her bag and snapped 
them around a bundle of wires.

Behind her, Ethan said, “Don’t look at me like
that. I did what I had to do.”

“What about us? We could die.”

Ethan shrugged and stepped to Nala’s side as
he looked back to Angela. “I told you to leave. You 
demanded to stay. I didn’t have time to argue.” 

“You said you could handle the problem 
without me. I thought that meant you had a back 
door. Some way we could get out of the section if I 
couldn’t figure this puzzle box out.” 

“There is no back door.” 

“What were you going to do without me? Once 
Nala gets that panel cleared out…” 

Nala looked up as Angela’s narrowed eyes 
turned to her.

“She runs station maintenance… she doesn’t 
defuse bombs,” Angela said, the doubt was evident
in her voice. 

He looked at Nala with an apologetic grimace,
nose and mouth scrunched sideways.

She could see what he was about to say in the 
lilt of his lips. So, with a sigh, she beat him to it. 

“You’re right. I don’t defuse them. But I used to
build them.” Nodding toward the cut open skywalk,
she said. “And I’ve already dismantled the one
inside the skywalk. It was, unfortunately, one of
mine.” 

“You…” Angela didn’t finish her sentence; 
instead, she looked at Ethan. “And you knew about
it this whole time?” 

“We’ve known each other since we were
twelve. But if it’ll make you feel better, I didn’t know
about it until after she’d quit.” Ethan said. “Her mom
was an ecoterrorist until she wound up homebound. 
Her brothers both died when Lunar Colony Three
met with a non-passive failure that sent them into
critical. She was raised in it and just needed the 
time to get her head straight.” 

“Thanks for talking about me like I’m not here.”
Nala said, looking over her shoulder at them both.
“Flash lamps on.” 

Three beams flicked on and Nala cut the circuit
wires. They fell against the bulkhead like shorn 
hair, leaving the fringe of bangs at the top

“Those are still live. Don’t touch. We have to
work fast. The lights and environmental systems 
aren’t going to kick back on.”

“What about our backups?” Ethan asked. 

“I cut those out of the panel first because they
weren’t energized. Shine your light on my bag,
please.” 

She pulled out a pair of puffy, insulated gloves 
and slid them on. The padding went all the way to
her shoulders. With a deep breath, she leaned
forward and slid her arms through the live wires.
Even with gloved fingers, she could feel the 
incendiary package. 

Not daring to look Angela in the face, she wove
the device out of the cramped space and set it on
the floor, moving them all away from the live wires.
It was the same standard design she’d always
used, but it felt bulky. Shaking away the thought,
she pulled the gloves from her hands. It was silly to
think she’d remember the weight and feel of a
bomb she’d made over ten years ago. 

Pulling the wire packet away from the tubular 
casing of the charges she exhaled a shaky breath.
Nala flicked open her small driver set and repeated 
the motion she’d walked through inside the
skywalk. She dropped the cover plate on the floor. 

“You’re crazy, you know that, right Ethan? If
you’d followed station protocol….” Nala swallowed 
a heavy lump in her throat. If he’d done that, she’d 
still be dead when the bomb went off. “You 
shouldn’t have cut through blast plating.” 

Kneeling next to her, Boudri shrugged. The
movement was exaggerated enough that she could 
see it in her periphery. “We’re here now. No point in 
arguing about it.”

She did look at him then. For a man minutes
away from an obvious and painful death, he didn’t 
look worried. 

Gritting her teeth, she sorted through the 
tangled wires. Red and blue twisted together…
black and white…. The lamp’s light tried to suck all 
the color from the wires. She should get a medal for
patience under duress. 

Every bomb she’d built for The Face was the
same – a redundancy that had made her contract
extremely lucrative. “Lemon and lime, lemon and 
lime.” She muttered under her breath, searching for 
the right bundle.

She sorted through the wires again, and a third
time. “Shit.” 

“That’s never good,” Angela said sardonically.

“It’s not mine.” 

Ethan stood, and took a couple of steps
backward. “I thought they contracted out to you?” 

Pulling her hands down her face, she picked 
up the cover plate and rechecked the smooth
surface.

“They did. Clearly they were fudging when they
said it was an exclusive arrangement.”

“I guess you do need me after all.” Angela
glanced at him with a frown.

Nala stood, making way room. 

Pausing, Angela’s eyes settled on the red 
numbers counting down. She ran her fingers 
through her hair and snapped her teeth together as 
she studied it. 

Beside Ethan, Nala leaned against the
bulkhead and tapped her toe in a staccato rhythm.

Boudri slid down into a kneeling position 
beside her, biting his thumbnail as they both
watched the numbers. “Right now, I really wish I
didn’t know what that meant.” 

Angela worked methodically, pulling tools from
her belt, replacing them, clipping off wires. She
hadn’t started cutting yet. She pulled a screw driver
from Nala’s set and dismantled another part of the 
device.

Watching her in silence, Nala couldn’t help but 
berate herself. She should have realized it wasn’t
hers immediately. It was similar, but the differences 
were glaring now that she knew to look for them.
Staring at the copper leads two centimeters apart,
she muttered under her breath.

Angela made a disgusted noise and Nala took
a step forward. “Who in their right mind uses a zap 
terminal ignition?” 

“People who want to get killed by their own 
work,” Nala said, wishing there was some way she 
could help.

Ethan’s eyes were locked on the bomb like it
had hypnotized him and chewed on his nails.

Taking a step away from Angela and the 
bomb, she pulled her knife from its pouch. Slitting 
open the thick gloves she’d just used to handle live 
wires, she sat down beside Angela. Inside the 
rough leather exterior, she tore apart the layers of
insulation, gathering as much of the cotton fluff as
she could. 

“Can we stuff this in between the connections
and the brick?” 

“It couldn’t hurt.” 

Angela took the fluff and worked it into the gap
between the mechanical ignition’s terminals.  

“Ethan,” Nala said. “Get me the rolled up kit in 
my bag. It has a bunch of bottles in it.” 

He did as he was asked, pulling it open as he
moved toward them.

The bottles spun out of their bands and he
scrambled to gather up those that tried to roll away.
Nala snatched up the non-conductive liquid from
where it lay beside Ethan’s foot. She prayed her
idiotic plan would work as she handed it to Angela.

Discarding the cap, Angela poured a stream of
the clear liquid onto the ignition point, squeezing
three more times after the bottle was empty.

As the numbers on the front of the bomb
counted down, Nala took Boudri’s hand and pushed 
her tongue between her teeth to keep from
clenching her jaw.

“What is that going to do?” Ethan asked.

“Hopefully,” Nala said, her voice wavering,
“The insulation soaked in non-conductive fluid 
should terminate the connection.” 

Angela nodded, but she did not sound hopeful 
either as she said, “If it works, the detonator will fry
its own circuitry instead of blowing us up.”

“And if it doesn’t work?” 

Nala exchanged a glance with Angela, but 
neither said a word. 

“At least it’ll be a quick death.” He smiled at
them and Nala winced.

Angela laughed mirthlessly. “It’s a waiting 
game now.”

They sat, backs to the cold bulkhead, eyes 
trained on the slowly descending numbers. 

When they reached ten seconds, Nala held her 
breath.

At five, she squeezed Ethan’s hand tighter. 

One, she closed her eyes. 

A pop echoed off the bulkheads around them. 

She opened them again. 

Boudri pulled her into a rib-crushing bear hug.
“I honestly thought we were dead when you said it
wasn’t yours.”

Together they let out a hesitant breath and
slumped against the bulkhead. 

“You know you don’t have a job anymore, 
right?” Nala said to Ethan. “You put the colony at 
risk… just to take a chance on saving me.”

Angela let out a choked laugh. “Oh yeah; he’s 
so shit canned after they get my report.”

He shrugged and kicked at the carpeting. “I’ve 
already got a new job lined up on Lunar Twelve. I 
was actually in the middle of giving notice when the 
alarms went off.” 

“Think they’d hire an ex-bomb builder? I have a 
feeling that report is going to put me in a very
awkward position.” 

“I won’t tell them who you are.” Angela
watched her, eyes flicking across her face. “Not as
long as you tell me why you etched ‘verity’ on you 
bombs.”

“It stood for a truth of feeling, and my belief
that what I was doing was right.” 

“It’s also her real first name,” Ethan added,
giving her the side eye. “She changed it when she 
ditched that profession.” 

“I like Nala better anyway.”

The safety protocols normalized and the 
pressure door to Nala’s right opened. It was time to 
face the proverbial music.

GRAVITY DARKENING 
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ala Klef was in big trouble.

Someone had tried to blow up one of the
colony’s sky walks with a bomb she’d 

made. She doubted the Colony Partners would 
care that her bomb making days were far behind 
her. The most she could hope for was that they
never found out. And as the only two people who 
knew were seated on either side of her, in the same
disciplinary hearing, she had to hope they never
would.

Massaging the bridge of her nose, she
imagined the softness of her bed, much like a
woman in the desert would dream of rain.

Ethan Boudri sat on her right, calm and
collected. He had nothing to worry about. He was 
mere hours from a transfer to Lunar Colony Twelve 
and when he left, nothing he’d done here would 
follow him. At least that’s what was supposed to
happen. They both knew her past had managed to 
follow her from Earth.

To her left, the station’s incendiary specialist
picked at the corner seam of her cargo pants’ 
pocket. Angela had more at stake than either she 
or Ethan did. Having a daughter – currently being 
watched by a friend – she was at higher risk for
removal back to the planet’s surface. An idea few
found appealing. 

The door to the Partner’s chambers opened 
and she stifled a yawn. Now was not the time to
look as though she was bored. 

Partner Dendrond was the first to emerge from
the room. The woman was tall, lithe, and drew on 
heavy black eyeliner to accentuate the upward 
slant of her gorgeous brown eyes. Her black hair
was cut short and hung straight against her chin. 
She looked over the three of them with a sternly
puckered mouth as the others filed out behind her.

Each of the partners represented their
individual country’s interests as well as their own,
and the entirety of the colony – at least that was 
what they were supposed to do. 

Lunar Colony Six, like most of the other 
colonies, had slowly shifted to an entirely female
governing body. It had happened in such an 
organic matter that no one had noticed until Lunar 
Three made a fuss about it. 

“You violated directives from this council,”
Partner Chadha began. Her bindi glittered in the 
light from the ceiling over her head. From the 
brightly embroidered sari the woman wore, Nala 
knew the bomb scare had interrupted her biweekly
fete.
“You should be removed from the colony
entirely.”

Swallowing heavily, Nala waited for the rest of
the verdict, casting a glance to a bored-looking
woman. Despite her French name, Partner Elodie  

– like Nala, Angela and Boudri – was originally a 
citizen of the DRC. She returned the glance, 
looking them over with altered green eyes and a
pitiless air of apathy.

Only Partner Turan seemed truly sympathetic,
but she said nothing. 

“After much discussion, we put your

deportment to vote – excluding you, of course,”
Chadha said, nodding toward Boudri. “While we
find your … methods … unfortunate, the outcome
was not disastrous. You will be allowed to remain 
on the station in your current positions. However,
we will discuss further punitive measures,
tomorrow.”

For the first time, Nala noticed that Chadha 
looked as tired as she felt. 

Dismissing them with a toss of her hand, the 
partners left them again. Only Dendrond looked 
back over her shoulder, a question in her raised
eyebrows.

Nala hadn’t forgotten her job. As maintenance 
chief for the colony, it was Partner Dendrond’s 
service requests that had spurred her last minute
course change through the sky walk. Dendrond’s 
leak was still on her to-do list, but she was going to
have to live with it a while longer – if it existed at all.
Boudri held the door open and ushered them
out of the chamber’s annex room. 

In the hallway, Angela let out a long, heavy
breath as she fell back against the bulkhead wall.
“That could have been awful – what if they find out
where the bombs came from?”

Nala’s mind was too fuzzy to engage. She 
stifled a yawn, and before she could respond to
Angela’s worries, Boudri had placed a consoling 
hand on the incendiary specialist’s shoulder. 

“We’re the only ones who know, Angela. It will
be fine,” Boudri said. 

Her face remained a mask of worry, “Unless
whoever set the bombs knows.”

“The Face is long gone. Like I told the partners
in our farce of a trial, it was likely a leftover remnant
from the defunct cell.” 

“What if it wasn’t?”

Nala paused, her jaw slack, and considered a
hundred different ways to answer that question. 
She finally settled on an exhausted sigh and said, 
“I’ll think about that in the morning, when I have 
more than three firing brain cells.”

Leaving them both, she wound through the 
station corridors, finding her way home on autopilot.

She’d deal with the potential for expanding
consequences in the morning.

Her door opened when she tapped in her code,
and she walked through the kitchen compartment.
She stopped abruptly when the heady smell of lilies 
accosted her nose.  A bouquet sat on her kitchen
counter, neatly arranged in a drinking glass.

Rolling her eyes, she left them where they
were and added a sharp reprimand to her list of todos in the morning. Partner Dendrond didn’t know
when to quit. 

Nala woke the next afternoon to the sharp
buzzing of her comm and glanced at the calendar.
She’d forgotten the impending eclipse.  It wasn’t as 
though it was a major event – or even an 

uncommon one – but the colony had strict 
requirements and regulations. And with her normal 
crew on leave it meant she had to do all the prep
work herself.

Yawning, she stuffed her feet back into her 
work boots – she hadn’t bothered to undress – and 
tabbed through the list of maintenance requests 
that had come through the server since she’d last
checked. Nothing dire popped out at her as she 
stumbled into her kitchenette. 

Punching in the coffee maker’s settings in a 
habitual pattern, she glanced at the flowers. They
were pretty, but she didn’t want the attention.

She gathered some things and grabbed her
bag. Then, hot mug in hand, she left the lilies for 
later.

Eclipse prep wasn’t terribly difficult – and in the
machine rooms, no one bothered her with random
questions or favors. The heavy noise of the 
processor cooling fans drowned out everything that
might have echoed inside from the colony’s daily
operations. 

Almost everything about the process was 
automated. All the checks she made now would be 
rechecked by the techs upstairs. But if she caught a 
problem first…. 

The readouts and connections were sound.
Things should go easy as pie.

There was only one thing left to do before she
started on the normal daily tasks. Closing up the
machine room, she set off to make her rounds of
the exterior hatches. 

The lights shuddered, their ballasts clicking
and popping overhead before they died entirely. “I
don’t need this right now,” she growled.

Ignoring sounds of panic from a nearby lab,
she calmly felt through her tool bag for her 
flashlamp. The beam flicked to life and she swept
the hall in front of her. With the power out, the
scientists would have to figure out the manual 
release themselves, or they could sit tight and wait
for her to sort it out. She hoped they would do the
latter. She didn’t need a bunch of eggheads
stumbling around in the dark.

She pulled her tablet from her bag and flicked 
it on, hooking the lamp to her belt and letting its arc 
of white light swing gently across the floor. 

Her tablet’s screen allayed her worst fears.
The colony’s air processors and gravity generators 
were still functioning. General power was out, but 
the medical facilities had already kicked back on
with their backup generators.

Her comm buzzed incessantly. She touched 
the “accept” button and said, “Klef.” 

“What’s happened?” 

Nala didn’t need Partner Chadha to identify
herself.  

“I’m working on figuring that out. Vital systems 
are operational, auxiliaries are down and I haven’t
had time to check the usual suspects yet.” 
Nala heard the general buzz of disapproval 
and could imagine the partners sitting in their 
council chambers bellyaching over the

inconvenience.

“Fix it,” Partner Chadha said sharply.

The comm cut out and Nala took a deep breath
before she set out once more in the direction she’d 
been headed. Grumbling to herself, she said, “What
else am I going to do?” 

She turned sharply and collided with Partner 
Dendrond. The woman’s hands shot out and 
wrapped around her arms, keeping them both
upright.  

“Apologies. I didn’t see you there, Partner 
Dendrond.” 

Dendrond’s smile was awkward in the ghostly
white beam of Nala’s flashlamp.

“How many times have I told you to call me
Eri?” she asked.

“I haven’t been counting. What do you want? 
Anything wrong with your apartment will have to
wait.”

“My apartment is fine, I dealt with it myself. I’m
here to help you.” 

“Great, don’t get lost.” Stepping around the 
partner – who was extremely difficult to see in her
all black ensemble – Nala made her way through
the corridor 

Nala’s flashlamp cast eerie shadows on the
corridor walls as they hurried through to the most
likely place the system could have failed. 

It wasn’t a long walk. 

Pulling open the access panel beside the door,
she activated the hatch’s manual release and with
Eri, she slipped inside.

Placing her flashlamp in the crux of two bits of
machinery, she set to work inspecting the wiring in
front of her.

Components wore out over time, but she’d 
replaced the majority of the wiring in this sector less 
than a year ago. The frayed ends and missing 
sliver of jacket told her it wasn’t an issue of wear
and tear... the wires were severed. 

It could have been rats. Somehow, she 
doubted it. 

Irritated, she got to work reattaching the wiring.

Glancing up at Partner Dendrond, Nala asked,
“How did you know where I was?”

Eri bit the side of her lower lip and looked away
sheepishly. “Sometimes I follow you on the station’s 
personnel monitor.” 

“That’s not creepy at all.” 

“I know, I’m sorry,” Eri said, looking into the
panel. “What do you need me to do?” 

“Look up the legal definition of ‘stalking’?”

“I meant here… now.”

Nala glanced at her. “You could hand me those
needle nose pliers and hold the flashlamp for me.”

“Done.” 

Nala set to work, but with Eri standing over her
shoulder, she couldn’t ignore the nagging memory
of the gift she’d found waiting for her the previous 
night. 

With a sigh, Nala said, “The lilies were out of
bounds.”

“The lilies?”

“The ones you left in my apartment. They’re 
beautiful, but you really shouldn’t. I told you last
time. Special attention from you is only going to
make my life harder.”

Eri blinked at her, confusion slicing a deep 
wrinkle between her brows. “I didn’t send you 
flowers.” 

“The partners are the only ones who can 
override door locks… so if it wasn’t you, who could 
it have been?” 

“That is a worrying thought…. What worries me
even more is that lilies are a flower of death.  Odd
that they should show up in your home the night 
you are almost killed.” 

Nala paused, a shiver running through her, but
she shook it away and kept working. Eri was 
thankfully silent. 

She connected the wiring and stood, flipping 
open the panel that would energize the systems in
the compartment. 

Inside, the gauges all read zero; the normally
illuminated push-buttons remained dark. 

Nala reached back and took the flashlamp
from Eri’s hand. In a quick motion, she turned it off
and cursed as they returned to complete darkness. 

“Fixing those broken connections didn’t fix the 
problem. If it had, we’d be looking at five very dim
pilot lights right now.” She flicked the lamp back on
and looked back to Eri. “We’ve got some more
walking to do.” 

Eri smiled ruefully. “It was probably too much
to hope for that this would be the solution.” 

“Hope is never too much.”

The smile that brought to the partner’s lips was 
odd. Nala knew exactly what hope the woman 
clung to. 

“Just so long as that hope doesn’t manifest
itself in visible ways.” 

Eri’s smile changed, and not in a way Nala 
liked. 

“No promises. I’m used to getting what I want – 
even if it takes five years.” 

The next three maintenance points had similar
issues, but resolving them met with equally useless 
results.

"I think we can safely say this isn't an issue of
a rat the extermination team missed." 

"I'm sure the other partners will find a way to
blame it on me if I can't figure out who's doing this.
You'd think I was part of the security detail the way
they expect me to know who's done what and why."

"Don't take it so personally, Nala. They want
everyone to have the answers they want as soon
as they want them. It's not as though they single 
you out."

"I'm sure they do. Likely they use me to get to
you."

"Actually, with the exception of last night, I've
been careful not to defend you. And as for the
skywalk incident... I'll be able to explain that away 
easily enough. We’re here to protect everyone on 
the colony. That doesn’t mean we give up when 
only one of our denizens will die."

"Thank you for that, by the way."

"I wish I deserved that. My petition to resign
was an empty threat and they all knew it. None of
us can leave the council without months of red 
tape. I was so mad at them, I wasn't thinking 
straight."

Nala started to thank her again, when she saw
a glowing light emanating from a panel in the
corridor's far wall. Even with the glimmer of
earthshine through the windows, it was easy to see 
the oddity. Especially since the panels had no 
reason to glow neon pink. 

"What do you think that is?" Eri asked,
grabbing hold of her arm as if to hold her back. 

"There's only one way to find out."

Pulling on her gloves, she stepped up to the
panel and gingerly laid her hand against it. It wasn't
hot to the touch, and there were no odd vibrations.
Gingerly, she removed the bolts that held the panel 
in place and pulled it open a crack. 

The bright pink light flooded the corridor and 
Nala turned her head away.

“I can’t put down the panel now. I need you to
get into my bag and get me my dark goggles. 
They’ll be in the zippered compartment on the back 
wall of the bag.” 

Eri opened the top flap and after a moment of
digging produced the requested item. She gingerly
placed the goggles over Nala’s head and, with the 
hand she could spare, Nala adjusted them before
she turned to look into the panel.

“Someone’s put a lamp packet in here that’s 
separate from the hardwire components. It’s got its 
own power supply, but there are wires connected to
the colony feed.”

“Why?”

“That is a very good question, one to which I
do not know the answer. Can you hand me the
needle nose pliers again?”

Eri held them up before Nala had finished 
asking for them. 

“You’re a decent parts slinger for someone
who spends their days lounging about and making 
decisions for the rest of us.”

“My mother did ikebana when we lived in 
Japan. I would watch and hand her scissors, or the 
leaves she wanted to add. For a while she teased
me about being an operating room nurse.” 

“Well, I thank her for the convenience she’s 
provided me, unbeknownst to her. Do me a favor? 
Go stand around the corner… just in case.” 

Sliding her arm through the opening between 
the panel and the components, Nala took hold of
the wire attached to the panel’s interior face and 
pulled it away.

The panel exploded with a concussive burst
that knocked into her chest and flung her backward 
onto the hard metal floor. 

High pitched ringing and black spots made up
the entirety of her world as she fought to breathe
through the cloud of white dust surrounding her.

Eri appeared from the cloud, her knees and
sleeves stained white. And though her mouth 
moved, Nala couldn’t hear the words for all the
ringing in her ears.

Blinking away the black spots, she forced 
herself upright. She felt like she’d been kicked in
the chest, but nothing else hurt and once her ears
stopped ringing she’d probably be fine. It was the
white powder that surrounded them that worried her
most. 

Pushing Eri’s hands away ignoring the 
woman’s worried ministrations, Nala dug through
her tool bag and pulled out the tube everyone on 
the colony’s facilities staff was required to carry at 
all times. She pulled one of the long handled swabs 
from the casing and swiped it across the thin layer
coating the floor.

Her hearing came back as she waited for the
cottony end to change color. Beside her Eri 
repeated the same curse over and over, the word
as quiet as a breath. 

Less than three minutes later, the tip was 
completely purple. Nala looked over her shoulder at
Eri and they heaved a collective sigh. 

Nala stood and dusted herself off as well as 
she could before swiping through her tablet’s 
contacts and comming Angela. 

"Angela, please tell me you're still doing the
bomb sweep even though we have no lights?" 

"Death or dismemberment are the only things
that will keep me from going through this colony
with a fine toothed comb. What's up?" 

"If you see any panels that glow a funny color,
make sure you approach them carefully. We just 
had a pink one blow up in our faces. Nothing too 
dangerous, some pressurized O2 and baby
powder. I'll look like a ghost for the rest of the day."

"Do you think this is related to your—" she 
stopped abruptly. "We?"

"Partner Dendrond is helping me. And if this is 
related to my brief stay in the skywalk, then I think 
we've got some bigger problems on our hands." 

Nala cut the comm connection and turned back 
to Eri. "Someone is playing practical jokes... and 
when I find them, I'm going to knock out their 
teeth."

"I hope this is just a practical joke; we don’t
need someone getting killed." 

Nala dipped her head in concession. If they
weren't careful, the problems of the previous night
could be a dream compared to the issues they
faced now. 

"We've got three more connection points to
check, and if they are the same and we still have
no power, we're going to have to get creative. And
we need to let the rest of the station know about 
these little powder bombs. White powders will 
always induce panic." 

After informing station security and the 
Partners about the potential “joke bombs,” Nala 
worked her way through to the last of the 

maintenance stations. Connections restored, they
finally had a panel with pilot lights, and one by one,
she was able to restart the system.

Letting out a flustered breath, Nala thanked
their lucky stars it had been an easy enough fix – 
albeit an annoying one for its required running 
around. 

“It looks like we can both go back to our normal 
duties now.”

Smiling weakly, Eri nodded. “I have one more
thing to check, but I’m glad we got that worked out.” 

With a quick dip of her head, she turned on her 
heel and hurried away. Nala closed up the 
maintenance compartment and made her way
toward the nearest of the outside hatches.

The reflectance of the moon was something 
she often ignored. But the vast majority of their 
power came from collecting the sun’s energy
through collection panels that lay in a vast circular 
field around the colony.

Through the small viewport’s thick glass, she 
glanced out at the iridescent black squares as she
manually checked the store levels.

Nominal.

She checked again, just to be sure, and then
moved through to the next hatch. People rarely
ventured down to the surface level of the colony
unless they were departing or arriving – or a part of
the occasional geological party heading out to
gather samples. It had been relegated to storage
for the majority of its service. Nala appreciated the 
quiet, especially right now.

There were eight entry points, based in a semiordinal arrangement – North, South, and so on. 
And as she made her way through the second to
last door’s maintenance logs and collection data,
she let out a sigh of relief. Here at least, she would 
face no problems. 

On the last door, though, she revised that 
thought.

The collection data was nominal and 

maintenance checks up to date, but the logs
showed excessive use. She plugged her tablet into
the port and downloaded the data, if the oddity was 
worth looking into, she’d make sure colony security
knew about it. 

She reached for the lead to remove it, and 
paused when a distant clattering echoed through 
the compartment behind her. She tensed as she
pulled the connection and slowly put her tablet back 
in her bag. When she turned around, there was no 
one there. 

Whether that was a blessing or a curse, she
didn’t know.

She walked slowly through the compartment –
one of the largest expanses in the whole colony – 
pausing beside the LTVs, vehicles they used on the 
lunar surface. Big knobby tires and hard fenders
stood at eye level, their ground clearance designed 
for any potential terrain.

The vehicles were lined up parallel to each 
other, save for one. Its tires were still coated in a
fine gray dust.

Resting beneath the back wheel was a small 
gray brick, the likes of which would make anyone 
flinch.

After assessing it from afar and noting its lack
of glowing red numbers or ticking, Nala crouched
down to retrieve it. She was getting too bomb-shy
for her own good. 

The device was small and square, but had no
trigger. If it was a bomb – even one with as small a 
payload as the one she’d encountered earlier this 
morning, it would not go off until a detonator was 
attached.

She didn’t think it was a bomb; they did not
usually have input jacks. She knew a thing or two 
about bombs. 

Her comm chirped, “Nala, where are you?” 

“Doing the final check of the exigency hatches. 
They’re all clear, so I was planning on heading
back up there. Need me to make a stop?” 

“We need to talk… in person. I’ll meet you on 
level nine.” 

Nala acknowledged her and cut the

connection. She didn’t venture a guess as to why 
Eri wanted to meet on the same level as her 
quarters. At least she wasn’t trying to lure her up to 
the topmost levels.

She slipped the suspicious device into her bag 
and stepped into the lift, dropping her head back
against the cool metal wall as the elevator sped
toward the upper levels.

When the doors opened, Eri waited for her
pacing back and forth in the corridor. She hadn’t 
changed from her white stained clothing. 

“I talked to Jessica Franque.” Eri looked behind 
her as though the botanist would be standing there 
instead of in the colony’s green house where she
worked and lived. “We’ve never grown lilies here.”

“That’s eerie.” 

“As far as she knows, none of the colonies are
growing them at present.”

“Considering the state they appear on my
counter in, they couldn’t have come from Earth…
someone must have a pot of them in their

apartment.”

“I suppose. I’m never going to get the others to
agree to a station-wide search of everyone’s 
quarters. The rest of the colony would revolt. The
other partners know that.”

“And I don’t think that’s necessary, yet.” Nala 
nodded toward her apartment. “Let’s go get the 
flowers and give them to Jessica to see if she can
tell us anything else.” 

Nala punched in her code and stepped in. The
sight that met her was not comforting. The counter 
was empty, the flowers and makeshift vase gone. 
“They were here when I left this morning.” 

“I believe you.”

“So, someone has the ability to supersede my
door’s passcode, they have access to flowers that 
aren’t grown on this colony… and they want to turn 
my life upside down.” 

“I accept these as facts, but… why you?”

“I wish I knew.” She opened the trash bin to
check for any sign, and then through her meager 
cupboards. “If the flowers were from the same
person that’s been building the bombs… we know
they have a certain skill set.” 

“Half of the scientists here can build a bomb.” 

“And I know for a fact that more than just 
scientists would be on our list.” 

“You’re referring to people like you, who have 
a past that might have been hidden?” 

Nala forced herself to breathe evenly, but
every muscle in her body was tense. “You know
about that?”

“We met briefly before either of us came to LC-Six. I knew you wouldn’t have remembered me.
And I know that you have no intention of allowing
your past to resurface, so I have no reason to bring 
it to anyone else’s attention.” 

“Talk about worst kept secrets.” 

Eri shrugged and turned to the small window
that looked out toward the other colonies. “I’ve 
made sure none of the partners are suspicious of
you.”

“Why?” Nala glanced at the slowly approaching
darkness.

“Because I know you would never endanger 
the lives of those with whom you’ve lived this long.
You value people more than those you used to
work for valued their ideals. And I should hope we
pay you enough that you have no reason to fall 
back on your anarchist ways.”

“Well, I could always do with a raise.” 
“Couldn’t we all?”

“I don’t know, you seem to get along just fine.” 

The darkness crept over them and, in the 
distance, the other colonies twinkled like stars.

“I usually like eclipses,” Eri said. “I’ll hide away
in my apartment, staring out at the glittering
colonies and forget that I have to make nineteen 
decisions that will make hundreds of people mad…
regardless of what I choose.”

“Then you’re fortunate partner is not an elected
posi –” 

The lights cut again. “Damnit.”

Nala wrenched her tablet from her bag and
tapped on the screen. When it lit, the pulsating 
sphere in its center confirmed the worst.

“The network is down. The lights are out…” 

“Gravity too.” Eri said pressing to her toes and 
raising a few inches off the floor before she floated 
back down.

“At least I won’t have anyone in my ear
demanding I fix it.”

“I suppose nagging you will have to fall to me
then.” 

“What’s the predicted totality?” Eri followed 
Nala through the corridor. They bounced more than
they walked. Getting used to the change of gravity
was going to take some time; a luxury they didn’t
have.

Nala had wondered the same thing. If the 
eclipse ended, the solar backup generators would 
kick on and they’d be okay. “I think they were
projecting thirty to fifty minutes.” Even the low end 
estimate would turn the colony into a crypt if they
didn’t get the ventilation system back online. 

“I thought ventilation was the one thing that
wouldn’t go out.”

“There must have been a hard line cut. That’s 
the only way I can explain this. When….” She
paused, correcting herself. “If the generators come 
on, that will be the first and likely the only thing they
energize.”

She bounded to a stop in front of one of the 
many panels she’d already visited today. This one 
was the closest option with a line that could grant 
her access to the colony’s system backup – the 
small black box buried deep inside the colony that
would work for decades after the colony itself was 
dead. Assuming it came to that. 

Voices and bouncing flashlamp beams
announced the arrival of others before the pair was 
visible around the corridor’s curve.  Boudri and 
Angela waved as they came into view.

“I thought you didn’t work here anymore,” Nala 
said as her flashlamp’s beam lit Boudri’s face. The 
two stepped beside her, glaring into the panel 
where she worked. 

“I don’t.” Ethan plucked at his shirt. “That’s why
I’m not wearing the uniform.”

Angela leaned in closer, inspecting the wiring.
“My team is still sweeping for those little baking
soda bombs, but it’ll take another hour or two to get
through the whole colony. Probably longer in the
dark.” 

“Baking soda?” Nala asked. “I could have 
sworn mine was baby powder.”

“It doesn’t really matter. It looks like the full 
power cut has killed those too,” Eri said. 

Angela nodded her head in agreement.
“Almost like they were a distraction.” 

“I hope not, I’m having enough trouble with this 
when I’m not distracted.”

“At least you don’t have to cut out the live wires 
this time.” Angela said it and then immediately
glanced at Eri, her jaw tensing.

“She knows.” 

“How much?” 

“She knows about my previous occupation,” 
Nala said as she dug through the wiring, “though I
suppose I should tell you that one of the two bombs 
we took care of was mine.”

“I knew that already too, I saw your signature.” 

“You’ve known all this time and you haven’t
told the others?” Angela asked.

“She’s not a danger to this colony. And I 
believe she’s atoned for the majority of her crimes,”

“Well that’s all well and good,” Nala said, “but 
it’s also the past. Let’s deal with that when we’re 
done dealing with this… if we’re still around to, I
mean.” 

She hardwired her tablet into the system 
through the backups. The information on her
screen sent a chill through her. “Angela, where’s 
your daughter?”

“Susie’s in the playschool with the other kids.
Miss Chen is making this a game.” 

“Good,” Nala said, letting out a heavy sigh and
scrubbing a hand over her face. 

“What’s the problem?” Eri asked. 

“The corridors are going to lose air… and
soon. They’ll go in order of importance so anyone 
in a tertiary corridor won’t have a chance.” 

“How do we warn the colony?” Angela asked. 
“If the comms are out, the all call is out, too. We
found you two by sheer luck.”

“We were coming by to see if you were in your
quarters,” Boudri said.

“We were,” Eri said. “The statement garnered 
curious glances from Angela and Boudri, but Nala 
ignored it. She didn’t have time to care about what
they might think.

“Sadly, we just have to hope no one’s in the
tertiary corridors. The backup system is already
priming for disaster mode.”

“How long do we have before the main 
corridors go?” 

“Not long enough to get everyone into the med 
bays… which would be ideal.”

“Those – and the partner’s council chamber –
will be the last to go,” Eri said, glancing out the dark
windows behind them.

“We should find a way to contact the other
colonies for help.” 

Angela snorted and said, “We can’t 

communicate within the colony; how are we
supposed to get ahold of them?” 

“The astral communications lab has all the
equipment we could possibly need to send a 
signal.”

“But once they got it, they’d spend three weeks 
trying to prove it was alien in origin and we could be 
dead by then.” 

“And if we’re not, the partners will crucify you 
for bringing another colony into our business.” 

Angell muttered an irritated curse before she 
turned to Eri. “Why are you so secretive?”

“Uh, more important things are going on!” Nala 
finally broke into their conversation. She was up to 
her shoulder in the compartment, arms being
scratched by the old and brittle wires’ jackets. 
“Guys. If you aren’t going to be helpful, you should 
get to one of the medical compartments.” 

“We’re not leaving you out here alone.” 

“She won’t be,” Eri said.

“To get us back online, I need to figure out
why the power cut, right?” Nala asked. “When I 
checked the collection pools twenty minutes ago, 
they were all nominal. So somewhere between the 
source and the rest of the station, things were cut.
Where do I need to go?”

Ethan let out a long breath. “The core is the 
easiest place – in theory – to get that done, but it’s 
under heavy security. Even with a power cut like
this it would be next to impossible to get inside of.” 

“He’s right. The next option would be a 
distribution junction…” Eri paused, shaking her 
head. “No, the hub. Since all the power cut at 
once.” 

Nala clenched her teeth and pulled her arm
and the lead from the panel. “It sounds like I have 
some climbing to do.” 

The hub was out of reach for a reason. And if
this wasn’t the source of their problems…. She’d 
have wasted an awful lot of time climbing in and out
for nothing. 

The circular chamber’s outer walls were
packed tightly with cooling vents and fans. Dead
center, like the core of an apple, the hub’s spindly
coil pulsed with light and fed power to the rest of
the colony. Beside it was a similar structure that lay
on its side and a console where commands could 
be input on site if needed.

It was the only terminal in the entire facility
Nala felt confident was working 

The oddity in the room was the darkness that 
started five feet up the hub’s spindle, and the
glowing red ring that marked the power’s 

termination. 

She’d only seen a dampening collar once. It 
was an ugly piece of tech created by and for the 
sort of people she’d once worked for. People who 
felt the best way to fell a giant was to cut its legs
off, and what did the Lunar Colony Exploration
Corporation stand on if not their ability to control the 
power?

She fumbled through her bag and pulled out 
the temperature gun. Most days it wasn’t

particularly necessary, but with a dampening coil….

She aimed the gun, pulled the trigger and read
the numbers the lasers popped out on the back
display. “Damn.” 

Hustling over to the ladder, she looked up the 
tunnel and shouted, “The good news is that this is
the problem. The bad news…. I might fry half the 
system in my attempt to fix it.” 

“What’s going on down there?” Ethan asked. 
“Are the lines cut?” 

“Unfortunately, whoever screwed us over put a
dampening collar on the distribution coil.” 

“What does that mean?” Angela’s head 
bumped against Eri’s as they both looked down 
through the access tunnel.

“Means there’s a big ugly ring wrapped around 
the optical cables that is leaching out their energy
and turning it into a self-defense system. If I touch 
the ugly bastard, it’ll likely fry me and then destroy
the hub.”

“So what do we do?” 

Nala looked over her shoulder and swore 
under her breath before she looked back up to
them. “I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it. 
I can reroute the power through the aspersion 
hub…. It’ll keep us going until the power dies out of
the ring and we can remove it.”

“You need clearance to do that.” Eri said, her 
voice hollow in the cavernous expanse. 

“Yep, which means I need you and Ethan to
climb down here.” 

She prepped the conversion as she waited for 
them. It would be sloppy, the aspersion hub hadn’t
gotten its name lightly. It was a method of colony
control they’d never used – in her lifetime anyway – 
and one she’d hoped to never need.

With the clearance of the partners and station 
security, they could cut life support to whole 
sections of the colony. She swiped at the screen, 
flipping through the colony sections, assuring
herself for the third time that all sections would 
receive full power and full life support. She was 
trying to save lives, not end them. 

Eri touched her lightly on the shoulder and she
flinched. “Sorry, I was just doing a third check.” 

Nodding, Eri moved to the terminal beside 
Boudri.

“It’s a lucky thing they haven’t wiped me from
the system yet,” he said as he punched in his
clearance code. 

Eri stepped in behind him and wordlessly did 
the same. 

Behind them, the red light that had glowed 
dimly between the two hubs blinked twice and died 
as the yellow one beside it pulsed to life.

With a fortifying breath, Nala took hold of the
lever that would alter the flow of power, switching
circuits, much like the railways of old would switch 
tracks.

Normal operation would have seen a brief
hiccup in power at which time the switch would be 
thrown.  

She heaved on the lever, and around them, the
pulsating noise of the dammed power echoed from
the walls.

Using the full force of her weight, she hauled
back on the lever and it crested over the arch. 
Leaning on it for the added force, she – and it –
dropped to the decking. The lever slid home with a 
“shhk,” and the lights beside her turned to green. 

Pushing back to her feet, she did a quick check 
of the machinery in front of her.

The aspersion hub glowed a placid blue as
though it wasn’t designed to kill hundreds in one fell 
swoop.

Eri stood beside her and let out a grateful sigh
before glancing to Ethan and saying, “As last acts
go… I’d say you’re leaving this colony with a deed 
for which you can hold your head high.”

“Yeah, not that I plan on telling anyone I’m the 
first person in fifty years to use my clearance to
initialize an aspersion hub.”  He winked at Nala. 

Eri reached out and took the tablet from Nala’s 
bag and tapped through several screens before
handing it back. “I’ve upgraded your clearance 
level, we have to lock the hub down so no one will 
be able to use it for ill deeds.”

Nala accepted the clearance level and moved 
back to the input console with Eri. One final check 
to be sure all sections had returned to power and 
they secured the lockdown procedure. 

“We’ll have to go brief the other partners,” Eri 
said with an apologetic wince.

Nodding, though she didn’t want to deal with
them, Nala packed up her things and started for the 
ladder behind the others before saying, “A word of
advice, Ethan? Run while you have the chance.” 

Ethan laughed and continued to make his way
up the access ladder. She knew he would be gone
soon, regardless of her warning.

The partners had told them to wait, and when 
Angela commed her to let her know Ethan’s 
departure had been moved up, she let the Partners
deliberate without her. 

Ethan Boudri stood beside the LTV, suited up 
but helmet off. “If you ever want to take a holiday,
come over and visit me on Twelve.”

“Sure,” she said, rolling her eyes. “If things
here ever stabilize again, I’ll do just that.”

“We had fun. I’m pretty sure we’ll be having
more of the same in the future.” He snapped his 
helmet in place and climbed into the LTV.

“Your friend will be sorely missed,” Eri said,
stepping up beside her. “I’ve already received 
complaints from his supervisor. Apparently his 
replacement is not of high enough caliber. She
wants us to find a new one.” 

The LTV rolled away and into the largest 
airlock – designed to accommodate it – and Nala 
winced at the cracking sound as its wheels crushed 
something. 

The something turned out to be a slimline 
keyboard for data input. It reminded her of the brick 
she’d found here earlier. Pulling open the flap of
her bag, she dug through its contents and retrieved 
the brick and her tablet.

“What’s that?” Eri peered over her shoulder,
but didn’t reach for the device.

“Not sure yet, but I intend to find out.” 

Nala sorted through the leads she had that 
would attach tablet to the brick and finally found the 
right one.

It took another three minutes to figure out how
to turn the thing on. Whatever it was, the tech was 
old enough it took an age to boot.

She watched the LTV ferry Boudri away from
the colony while she waited.

“The partners are holding a special council 
tonight to decide how they’ll explain the outage to
the other colonies,” Partner Dendrond said.  “So far 
they’re sticking with glitching software that our 
techs have already fixed.”

“They still don’t know about the skywalk bomb
threat?”

“That was much easier to keep under wraps.”
Eri leaned over and jostled her with her shoulder. 
“Imagine if they’d fired you? We’d still be floating 
around with our proverbial heads up our proverbial 
butts.”

“Think they would have canned me if the rest
of my staff wasn’t on leave?” Nala asked. 

“Likely… that does feel a little coincidental, 
don’t you think?” 

Nala frowned as Eri followed her to the
benches beside the lifts. “Let’s hope that’s all it is. 
Coincidence doesn’t continue to haunt you the way
intent does.”

A dull bleep from the tablet in her hand pulled 
her attention to the screen as a bead of light 
chased itself in a circle and then the screen faded
into focus.

The gray, static visage of the Face stared up at 
her and she and Eri shared a look. 

In the bottom center of the screen, a cursor 
flashed, waiting for input. Nala tentatively typed in
“command index.”

Rather than providing her with a list of
acceptable commands, the Face parroted the two 
words in a quick and cool tone. 

Nala stared at the screen with a growing
dread. “If this is what was talking to me in the
skywalk… our troubles have just begun.” 
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ala stared at the gray brick on her coffee
table and wondered if it was too late to
transfer back to Earth. The eclipse had 

passed, light filtered in through her windows from 
the lunar surface, and Partner Eri Dendrond
reclined on the opposite side of her living room.

While Nala was sprawled on the couch, chewing 
on painkillers to subdue the ache in her shoulders, 
Eri sat with her legs folded beneath her, a cup of
hot green tea in the hands she had rested in her 
lap. The brick had no more answers to give them, 
and in a few hours, the other partners who
governed Lunar Colony Six would require she 
surrender it to them. 

That brick held a possible connection between 
the attempt to blow up one of the colony’s sky
walks, with her inside, and an unknown dissident
who had managed to get a dampening collar
around the colony’s power hub.

Nala and her friends had managed to deal with
both of those issues. She was determined to get 
through any other problems that might arise, 
though with Ethan Boudri, her friend and one-time
station security guru out of the picture, her list of
tentative allies had dropped to two: the colony 
incendiary specialist — who was currently attending
a meeting with her daughter’s — and Eri. Two days 
ago, she would have counted the woman as the 
biggest thorn in her side. Today, she’d begun to
change her mind. 

They sat in relative silence, but Nala had too 
many things on her mind to think that would last. 

“I’m still stuck on the lilies,” Eri said.

Her words made Nala flinch and she sat up, 
trying to disguise the movement. 

“Sorry,” Eri said, proving Nala’s newly upright 
position hadn’t hidden her ill ease. 

Glancing at her cautiously, Eri continued.
“Someone is doing this, and if they aren’t the ones 
who put lilies in your apartment and then stole them
back… I can’t imagine what’s going on with that.” 

“Working off the assumption there’s no such
things as a coincidence, we should start from the 
beginning.” 

“No. We should start from the end: The Face.”

“Funny, I was going to suggest that was the
beginning.” Nala pulled out her dry erase pen and 
cleared her glass coffee table. “First major event: 
The Face arms bombs in the skywalk.” She wrote 
“skywalk” on the table. 

“That failed, so they connected the dampening 
ring to the hub.” As Eri said it, she wrote that part
too and circled it. 

She moved back to the far left of the table and
scribbled out another note. “Boudri called me and 
sent me to your apartment.” 

“He did?” Eri narrowed her gaze at the text on
the table. “Why?”

“Because of your leak.”

Eri glanced up at her, brows furrowed. “I don’t 
know what you’re talking about. My apartment was
dry as a desert when I left this morning.” 

“Interesting.” Nala paused and looked down at 
the markings. “Well, someone sent through a
demand that I go to your apartment to fix a leak, 
and because of where I was in relation to your 
apartment, I took the skywalk short cut.” She wrote
“set up?” above the two points on the timeline. 

“So, if you were meant to be in there when the
trap was sprung, whoever set said trap had to know
you would take the shortcut.” 

“And they’d have to have had clearance to get in
and out of the skywalk to place the bombs. I think I 
was meant to find mine in the floor space, but I 
don’t think I was supposed to live through the 
second one. If it hadn’t been for the non-conductive
fluid there’s no way Angela and I could have
stopped that one.” 

“So they also know who you are?” Eri asked, 
though Nala knew she didn’t need an answer.

Instead of agreeing, she added, “And they have
access to lilies. Too bad there’s no way to plug all
that data into a search.” 

“Isn’t it just?” Eri muttered to herself as she
tapped a finger on the tabletop while Nala scrawled 
more notes.

When Nala was finished, they looked over the
timeline and shared a discouraged look.

Nala’s comm beeped and she pulled the thing 
from the strap of her bag. “No rest for the wicked,”
she grumbled before answering it. “Klef.”

A rasping laugh met her and a woman’s voice
said, “How does it feel to know you’ve gotten away
with murder?"

The husky voice cut out with the click of the
comm.

After a moment’s hesitation while her brain 
caught up with her, Nala pulled the back off the
comm and wired the receiver into her tablet. She
could track them; she’d done it once before, though
only with Ethan’s help.

“What is it?” Eri asked, scooting closer. 

“Time to track a creep.”

She tapped through the commands available to
her and routed the colony systems into a life force
function. “With a little luck….” 

The comm beeped again and she swore. Luck
was not on her side at the moment. 

After a pause, the colony operator grumbled at 
her and then switched to a sickly sweet tone to say,
“Patch call from Ethan Boudri.”

“You have ridiculously poor timing,” she said
when the patch tone sounded. 

“Just letting you know I’m here, settled in and
absolutely hating it.” 

“Liar.” She envied him the relative luxuries
available on Lunar Twelve. 

“True.” He sighed audibly. “These facilities are
pretty nice compared to what Six has.”

“Glad you made it, but bigger things are going 
on here.” 

“I’ll call you when I’m not bogged down with
intake paperwork.” Ethan clucked his tongue. “I’ll 
talk to you after your grunts get back and return to
their normal schedule of sleeping on the job.” 

Nala cut the comm and looked across the table 
at Eri with an irritated scowl. “Well, so much for 
tracing the call.” 

“Get some sleep. The other partners are going 
to want to talk to you in the morning. I’d prepare a 
speech if I was you.”

“I can only do one or the other,” Nala said with
an exhausted smile. 

After ushering Eri out the door and washing up
her tea mug, she scrubbed the remains of the white 
powder from her body. Then she found her much 
beloved bed and slept. 

Nala woke that morning and considered her 
speech preparations while she brushed her teeth. 
She abandoned the idea as she knotted her box
braids up behind her head and out of the way.

She pulled on her shirt in a sleepy haze.
Rubbing at her eye with the heel of one hand, she 
stuffed her feet through her pants and straight into
her boots. She was not going to be late, but she 
was not going to let them bully her. She needed 
coffee.

Walking through her apartment, she yawned and
stretched out her arms, inhaling the pleasant scent 
that wafted from her kitchen. Her mind processed 
the smell as she caught a white blur in her 
periphery. She spun around, moving too quickly.
Her hand hit the vase and it wobbled.

She grabbed the lilies before they fell from the
counter. Clutching at them, afraid they would
disappear if she hesitated even for a second, Nala 
took a deep breath.

She pulled her reassembled comm from her 
pocket and called Eri. “Tell your fellow partners, I’m
going to have to take a rain check. The lilies are
back.”

Eri started to say something, but Nala cut the
comm and glanced around her apartment.
Lilies were the flowers of death – or so Eri
said…. Yet whoever had left them did so while she 
slept. They’d had ample opportunity to kill her. 

Someone was playing with her. The sooner she
found out who, the better. Flowers in hand, she left
her apartment and stalked down the corridor, 
weaving her way through the colony and into the 
hydroponics lab.

Jessica Franque looked up with a smile. “I
thought I’d be seeing you soon. Partner Dendrond 
was very… adamant about finding out everything 
she could about lilies. Are these the offending 
beauties?” 

“They are. And unless lilies have the ability to
disappear and reappear at random… someone’s 
been placing them in my apartment to mess with
me.”

“That doesn’t sound like fun. My sister had a 
stalker in college.” Jessica washed her hands and 
dried them before reaching for one of the flowers. 
“The guy was a creep and didn’t do enough
homework. Apparently he didn’t connect her weekly
karate sessions with her ability to knock him on his 
ass when he tried to grab her.”

“Let’s hope this little flower is enough to tell us
who we’re dealing with.”

A commotion at the door to the lab pulled their 
attention toward the far wall. Nala and Jessica
shared a look and waited. 

Eri helped up the woman she’d knocked over 
and walked into the room without further 
commotion.  “Now, what is going on?” 

“As I was just about to say,” the botanist said, 
“this is not something we would have grown in the 
colony’s hydroponics bays or in our soil farm. They 
serve almost no purpose whatsoever. We do grow 
flowers, but with the limitations of our bays… they 
have to be useful.” 

“Could someone have grown it in a pot in their 
apartment?”

“It is possible. They would need the proper 
lamps to assist in photosynthesis, and they would 
have to have gotten the soil from us… though I 
can’t recall anyone coming in to ask for it.” Jessica 
smiled at them and added, “There is an archaic 
language of flowers, meant to be used in old British 
courting rituals… I don’t remember most of them… 
but the orange lily has stuck with me for its oddity.”

“It’s a flower of death,” Eri said. 

“In some circles, yes. I should think they adorn
many a grave marker on Earth, as well. But specific
to the language of flowers, an orange lily meant
hatred.” 

“So by both of your meanings, someone hates
me and wants me dead. Lovely.”

Jessica made a humming noise in the back of
her throat and looked at her questioningly. “I’ll ask 
around, see if anyone’s given out soil. You might 
consider checking the intake logs. All of our 
possessions are scanned and evaluated. If
someone had flower bulbs in their kit, it should
have shown up in a search.”

She addressed those words to Eri – who had the
clearance – and received a nod in turn. 

Nala moved toward the door, but Eri caught her 
by the arm and immediately let go. “You might 
consider being more careful now that we know 
what we know.”

“But we don’t know anything really,” Nala said. 
“If they want to kill me, why didn’t they do it when 
they were in my apartment last night? Or the night 
before?”

The door from the corridor opened, interrupting 
her. A small man slipped in, his head bowed as he 
hurried forward in a loping shuffle.

She didn’t remember his name, but he was one
of the sanitation workers who ghosted about the
colony, silent as the void. When he stopped, he 
stared at her boots a moment before forcing himself
to look her in the eye.

She waited, and he finished muttering to himself
as Nala started to grow impatient.

“You’ll need to see this.” His gaze slid to Eri 
behind her. “And you too, Partner Dendrond.”

Somberly, he led them through the halls and 
down through the colony. Nala hesitated when he
led them past the guards to the core room.

Their guide stopped but didn’t look down. With
his head turned away, he pointed over the railing 
and closed his eyes. His mouth was tight with 
distress.

Nala looked over the edge and immediately
recoiled. The bodies below were lifeless and all too 
familiar. Steeling herself, she moved back to the rail
and looked down.

Kiln and Sharpo lay in a tangled heap at the
bottom of the core, their clothing charred and torn. 
Their lifeless faces turned upward, unseeing eyes 
locked on her.

“No. This doesn’t make sense. I saw them get 
on the transport myself. They’re off-moon and they 
aren’t scheduled to come back for another three
days.” Nala’s quiet words echoed inside the 
chamber. 

Eri grimaced beside her. “Until we get the bodies
out of there and do a DNA match, nothing is for 
certain.” 

Their janitorial guide shivered and swore. “I’ve 
eaten lunch with Sharpo most every day since I got 
here…. If that’s not him, I’d be scared to find out 
how he came to wear his face.”

“It’s them,” Nala said.

Station security was late to the scene, but they
bustled them out and took statements in an efficient 
manner. And when they were done with her, Nala
stepped out into the corridor, fell back against its 
curving wall and sank to the thin carpet. 

“They were supposed to be on leave,” she said, 
unsurprised when Eri sat next to her. 

“We’ll find who did this. And we’ll make them
pay. This gives us more information. That is only 
going to help us catch them.” 

“No,” Nala said with a deep breath. “They’re
telling us they can get at us no matter where we
are; that nothing is safe. They can get into my
apartment, they can kill two men we knew to be offmoon and they can leave them in the most heavily
guarded part of the colony. Their scare tactics are
working.” 

Nala stood in the center of the Partners’ council 
chambers with her head down, her eyes fixed on 
the floor and her mouth clamped shut. Around her, 
the four women argued over what needed to be 
done. Even Eri threw her opinions into the fray,
though Nala had begun to think of her as a quiet
oddity amongst the partners. 

Their hush was sudden and Nala’s mind
replayed the sight of her dead colleagues without
the din to drown out her thoughts. Snapping 
brought her attention back to the women in front of
her. 

Chadha stared at her, annoyance visible in the
set of her lips. She was the sort of woman from 
whom the phrase "terrible beauty" had come. Her
dark eyes traced over Nala before she finally 
looked away. "The events of the past three days
have been regrettable." 

"How long have your people been missing?" 
Turan asked.

Swallowing the vile lump in her throat, Nala
turned her attention to the questioning partner. 
"They weren't missing. I watched them get on a 
transport myself. They were on leave, due back in
three days. If they hadn't been found, I wouldn't 
have thought anything was wrong until they failed
to return."

"You watched them leave?"

Nala didn't respond. She wasn't about to repeat 
herself. "We should contact the port on Earth; see if
they ever made it to the planetary surface." 

"Unfortunately, the outages yesterday have left
our communications array inoperable. We might be
able to contact Lunar Seven."

Eri glanced at her, a confused moue contorting 
her face, but Nala couldn't ask her what was wrong 
yet.

"Then we will have to do our own 
reconnaissance." Elodie picked up the tablet that 
had rested at her side and tapped through a series 
of commands. The lighting dimmed and one wall 
flared to life. "When did they leave?"

"Four days ago." 

A few more commands and the wall screen 
flickered before blurring with static. 

"What's wrong?" Chadha asked. 

"I don't know." Elodie thrust the tablet at Nala. 
"Fix it."

Taking the tablet, Nala glanced through the
strings of code and reset the parameters. She 
tapped in commands but received nothing back. 
Another string of commands told her why.

“The outages and the transfer to the aspersion
hub caused all nonessential systems to wipe and
reboot. It’s a standard command procedure from
the era when the colony was built… the updates
should have superseded the directives though.”

She angled the tablet away and tried three more
back door hacks she shouldn’t know and still 
nothing. The records… their backups, had been 
wiped entirely.

As the others discussed the fault in the system, 
Nala leaned closer to Eri and said, “This is just one 
more nail in the coffin.” 

“You’re unfortunately correct.” Stepping forward, 
Eri cleared her throat and waited for the other three 
women to quiet down. “Nala has brought up a
startling point. The bombs in the skywalk, the 
power failure, the deaths of her crew and now this 
security feed wipe… they lead her to believe – and 
I have to agree – that there is a connection, an end 
goal we don’t know yet. We don’t have enough
information.” 

“Our lives would be easier if we weren’t in the
middle of security shifts,” Partner Turan said testily.  

Nala knew they meant Boudri. Any changes to
staffing meant upheaval of schedules and shift 
rearrangement.

“We need to do a full personnel sweep,” Eri said, 
glancing over her shoulder at the other three 
partners. “If two of our denizens have been killed, 
there is a risk to others as well. It is our duty to the 
colony to be sure we’ve done our due diligence.” 

“Can you do that? Can you do it here?” Chadha
looked at Nala and she swallowed heavily.

Under normal circumstances, she would have
said no. She wasn’t supposed to be able to do that, 
but the aspersion hub gave her more freedom of
access.

She nodded and said, “I’ll need Partner 
Dendrond to act as second clearance.” 

Chadha’s gaze bounced between them, her 
eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Do it, divide up the
sectors and send them to us so that we can get 
through them more quickly.” 

Nala went to the hard line console and pulled
the keyboard from its cubby.

“How much focus does this need?” Eri asked as
she punched in her authorization code.

“Until I get the information back? Not much.”
Nala glanced at Eri, her rigid posture was fraught
with worry.

“Good, we need to talk about that
communications issue.”

“I kind of think there are more important things
than me suiting up and getting out there to fix the 
antenna array right now. It’s at the top of my list
though.” 

“I’m not asking you to fix them. I’m concerned. 
We can’t send out, but Ethan Boudri contacted 
you.”

“Transmitters and receivers are on different
channels. Also, Ethan messes around with private 
comm gear in his spare time. He claims he didn’t 
have the aptitude to go into that sector, but I think 
he went for the job that required less training and 
got him a stunner.” 

“Regardless, when we’re done with this, I want
you to look into it. Something about that call didn’t
sit well with me, and this just adds to it.” Eri waved
her hand in frustration.

The computer let out a trill signaling its
completion, and Nala began dividing up the 
sectors, sending them to the partner’s tablets.
Directed to a seat, Nala finished separating the 
sections as Chadha spoke.

“We’ll do a full count first.” Chadha directed the
others as she pulled her own portion up. 

She turned her attention back to her sector. Ten
minutes later, they had a head count of seven 
hundred and fifty six. Chadha and Elodie 
exchanged a grave look. They were missing five. 

Turan glanced from the numbers to Nala. “Do a
second sweep of the medical sector. Someone 
could have been in an isolation tank. Their
signature wouldn’t show up if they’re in a therapy 
session right now.”

Nala ran a double sweep of the sector and they
quickly did a check of the numbers against those 
found the first time through.

They were the same. Silence descended around
them and for the first time in her tenure as the 
Colony’s maintenance chief, Nala saw true fear in 
the eyes of the women around her.

Turan looked at them gravely. “We need to get 
out there and do an actual search of those sections 
where people could hide.”

Elodie swallowed audibly before saying, “or 
where someone could hide more bodies.”

Chadha took charge, dividing up tasks and
directing them down the lift as a group. Tension
was high, voices were low.

As they descended, Nala keyed a command to
her scan program. She only had access without 
overrides because of her control of the aspersion 
hub. She had a feeling Chadha wouldn’t be happy if
she knew she was abusing privileges. The program 
would search for discrepancies – something she 
hoped it wouldn’t find. 

Two security guards met them as she and Eri
stepped out on level two. Together, the four of them
made their way toward the core. Its shielding would 
keep the scans from detecting heat signatures, and 
its lack of regular use made it an ideal hiding spot. 

Nala did not want to find any more bodies. 
The guards took point as they neared the
sealed hatch. One pulled her stunner while the 
other turned the heavy wheel release. 

The space was, thankfully, empty.

“Do a second sweep,” Eri said, and then added, 
“just in case.”
From her bag, a melodic trill announced the
completion of her program. She flipped through the 
data while they walked. Movement didn’t register
unless it was sudden, and so there was not much in 
the way of changes… but the fourth scan stopped 
her dead in her tracks. 

She looked at the scans taken ten minutes apart
and flipped back and forth between the two time
signatures.

"There," she said, stabbing at the screen as Eri
looked over her shoulder. "There were two full heat 
signatures, and now there’s one full and.... a body 
loses a degree and a half of body heat each hour
after death.”

“Get to robotics lab four,” Nala said to the 
guards. “Now. Someone’s dead or dying.” 

Nala followed behind the two guards, her focus
on the nearer of the two. Her gray braid swung 
against her back as she ran, reminding Nala of an
antique grandfather clock’s pendulum.  

They stopped in the dim corridor outside the lab
and the guards motioned for them both to move
back. Hand signals were exchanged, the door
breached, and Nala waited for any sound. None 
came until one of the women called out the all 
clear.

With her heart in her throat, Nala stepped to the
doorway ahead of Eri and smashed her lips
together to keep from crying out.

In the center of the room, the murderer sat on
her knees, her back turned to the body that lay on 
the floor. In one hand, she held the knife she’d
used to slit his throat; her fingers were stained red. 
In the other hand, her fingers were caged loosely 
around a single, snow white lily.

One guard kept her stunner trained on the petite
woman as the other cautiously swooped in, her 
boot treads dragging blood across the carpet. The
woman put up no fight.

"Justice for mother moon." She spoke the
mantra of the Face, her voice a rasping threat as
they hauled her away. For a moment, her eyes lit
on Nala and there was recognition in the
murderer's eyes. 

Nala watched her go with a sinking dread. She’d 
never seen the woman before in her life, but it was 
clear she knew who Nala was. With a past as
muddy as hers, that could mean trouble. 

Eri sent the other guard off in search of help and
stood beside her, calm and composed. "We'll only 
have a few minutes before the sweep team gets
here. They should have been by now, but with 
everything going on, we're all running a little slow.
Make this as quick as you can, I shouldn’t let you in 
there at all." 

With the room cleared out, Nala stepped in and
walked a wide circle around the stain on the thin 
deck carpet. She looked away from the body, the 
bloody line across his neck. She didn’t even know 
his name.

Lives lost here were from mistakes made in
labs or on the lunar surface. There hadn't been a
murder since an ex con had infiltrated the
construction crew of Lunar Colony Two. Now they 
had three. 

Swallowing the disgust she felt, Nala searched
the perimeter for any signs of explosives. There
would be a sweep team through in a few minutes, 
but if she found it first - and if it was another one of
hers.... 

She stopped, guilt hitting her like the full weight 
of gravity.

Eri wrapped her arms around her shoulders.
"Take some deep breaths, okay?" 

Frustration welled in her eyes and her tears
cascaded down her face in large droplets. She 
wiped away the tears and turned her attention back 
to the room. It was staged. A murder scene from 
whatever play the killer was acting out. The lily lay 
on the carpet, dotted red with fingerprints. 

"We can't do anything more here.” Eri said. 
“Come with me and we'll see what that woman 
knows. It may be nothing, but it could be enough to
get us out ahead of whatever she's done before we
caught her." 

"But we didn't catch her." 

Eri's brow furrowed and she cocked her head to
the side. “We didn’t?” 

"She was waiting for us, like this was all part of
her plan," Nala explained. "I hope we aren’t playing 
into her hand." 

They waited outside the door as a sweep team, 
including Angela, arrived. The incendiary specialist 
balked at the blood on the floor and glanced at Nala 
with a fear that reminded her of just how much they 
had to lose. She knew Angela would be making a
trip to the nursery as soon as she was able. 

“The lily was a message,” Eri said quietly. “She
knew it would be you who would find her.” 

“How?” Bitterness laced Nala’s words. “If this is
some recompense for my past sins, why are others
the ones being harmed?” 

“Maybe,” Angela said moving into their private 
bubble as the medical crew stepped in to remove
the body, “this is her going off the deep end when 
she wasn’t able to kill you in the skywalk.” 

“No.” Eri’s denial was sudden and harsh. “This is
not Nala’s fault. It is that woman’s fault. No one 
held her hand and drew it across that man’s throat.” 

Angela’s jaw twitched. “I wasn’t implying it 
wasn’t her fault. I only wondered if she wasn’t in
panic mode because her original plan failed.” 

Shaking her head, Nala said, “She was calm –
serene. She wasn’t even upset she’d been caught.” 

“If that’s the case, I need to do another full bomb
sweep. I don’t trust anything anymore.” Angela 
hurried away.

If this was her fault and anything happened to
Angela’s daughter, Nala knew she would never
forgive herself. 

“You can’t do anything more here,” Eri said and
turned Nala toward the lifts.

She led the way to the security office and
through the curious staff therein. They had locked 
the killer in the only interrogation room the colony 
had, a room no one had used in Nala’s memory. 

Chadha and the others stood in the observation 
chamber, separated from the interrogation room by 
a pane of glass.

The woman sat in the chair with her gaze affixed 
to the table where her hands had been cuffed to a 
metal ring. 

"Who is she?" Eri asked, looking through the
notes that had been downloaded to her tablet.

"No one seems to know." Chadha crossed her 
arms over her chest and glared in at her. "We have
a number of problems on top of murder and power
failures."

"Did anyone else show up on the sweeps who
wasn't supposed to be here?" Eri asked.

Chadha shook her head, eyes still on their 
murderer. "No, but four people are still missing. I 
can only hope they're accounted for soon, and that 
they're safe." 

Nala nodded, losing track of the conversation as
she looked through the glass. The woman showed
the signs of a long and hard life. The top half of her
left arm was covered in mottled, shiny scar tissue
and the ear above that was mangled and twisted. 
When she looked up and cast a smile toward them, 
only the right side rose. 

Injuries like that came from a bomb blast. It was 
likely she’d been the one who made it.

“Does anyone want to draw lots, or should I take
a stab at questioning her?” Chadha asked. 

No one in the room offered to take her place. 
With her mouth screwed into a frown, Chadha left
them and after a moment’s disappearance, entered 
the other room. 

The woman looked up at her with a sneer. 

“I’m Partner Chadha,” she said, stepping around
the table. “What is your name?” 

The woman didn’t answer the question. Instead, 
she turned her focus back to the table and said, “I
won’t talk to you unless you bring me the two
women who found me.”

Chadha paused before saying, “The security
guards are still patrolling, looking for any of your
friends, and any surprises you might have left
behind.” 

“Not the girls in blue, the black girl, and the
Asian one too.” 

Eri put her hand on Nala’s shoulder as if to hold 
her back, but Nala had no intention of going into
that room unless she absolutely had to. 

“That’s  not an option.” 

“Yes it is. If you want me to tell you anything, 
you’ll bring them to this side of the glass. If you 
want to know everything I know…. ” 

“Or I could lock you in a hole and look for the
rest of your damage while you rot.” 

“And if I have a partner in crime? It could be
anyone. It could even be the long gone Verity.”

Chadha’s eyes narrowed. “Is Verity your
partner?” 

“Verity is only truth and truth cannot be anyone’s 
friend.” Her gaze slid from the table up to the 
window separating them. “And you can see what
one of Verity’s little toys did to me. I am no friend of
hers. Now, bring me the women who found me.”

Chadha leaned on the desk, studying her. “Why
do you want them to join us?” 

“They deserve the honors for the cameras.” She
smiled up to the black box in the corner and then
turned back to Chadha. “If you ask them to join us, 
I’ll tell you my name.”

Chadha looked behind her and shrugged.

“That’s good enough. My name is Diana. Like 
the ancient goddess of the moon and the hunt.” 

“Diana,” Chadha said uncertainly, “Why did you
kill Adam Jones?”

Nala heard the man’s name for the first time and
tried not to let it affect her. Failed.

Diana smiled and played with her chains. “That 
wasn’t part of the bargain.” 

Without waiting for Eri to give her permission, 
Nala pushed out of the room she was in and went 
toward the other. She paused with her hand on the 
door. 

Movement signaled Eri’s presence behind her, 
and the partner placed a hand on her shoulder. “If
you need to be in there, I’ll go too.” 

Nodding her thanks, Nala stepped inside.

“There they are, the heroes of the hour,” Diana 
said with a half grin. “Truth and Justice. Looking as
fine as ever.”

“Answer her questions,” Eri said sternly from her 
place against the wall.

Shrugging, Diane said. “I killed Jones because I 
was bored and wanted to get your attention. You 
were taking too long.”

Nala felt like a mouse staring down a cat, and if
the irritated grimace on Chadha’s face was any
indication, she felt similarly.

“Well then,” Chadha said opening the doors and
calling for guards. “I guess we’ll just truss you up
and send you to the full lunar council for trial. If
you’re doing this because you’re bored, I don’t
need anything else from you.”

"Don't lie to me. I know truth when I see it." 
Diana cast a quick glance to Nala and then 
returned her attention to Partner Chadha. "You 
want to know if I'm the one who set the bombs; if
I'm the one who cut your precious power... if I'm the 
one who put those bodies in the core." 

Simply by knowing about Nala's dead crewmen, 
the woman had given away her involvement – in 
whatever capacity it might have been. She weaved 
her hands in a lopsided figure eight over the hook 
that held them and hummed a dissonant tune. 

"We already know you've killed. I only want to
know how many."

"I’ve fewer deaths on my conscience than the
three of you combined." 

"And how many do you think we've killed?" Eri 
asked.

"Two hundred and forty three thousand, nine 
hundred and twelve." Diana leered at them, “Add to
that the seven hundred and sixty two….”

Chadha stood upright and walked to the edge of
the room beside them. "Clearly she's insane. We'll 
lock her in a cell until we can determine what other 
damage she might have done." 

"There’s no chance she was working alone,"
Nala said.

"What makes you so sure?"

“Kiln and Sharpo were large men and she is
petite. Can you really imagine her… breaking their 
necks and dragging them to the Core room, much 
less lifting them over the safety rail to drop them
down? She couldn't have done that by herself." 
Nala glanced back at Diana. "If she has a partner, 
they're not here now, or they're someone who's
supposed to be here." 

"The deadliest of the three is the smartest,"
Diana sang in an off kilter melody before she
stopped and stared at Eri. "Too bad she's going to
get you killed next."

"Get her out of here," Chadha ordered, snapping
the two guards to attention. 

They pulled the prisoner’s wrists from their tabletop bindings and placed a different pair of cuffs
around them. Laughing hollowly, Diana got to her
feet and stretched out her shoulders. 

When the guards nudged her, she lunged
forward at Eri.  Nala stepped between them. 

Laughing , Diana went boneless against the
guard's sudden return to vigilance. "Just like
lovebirds," she said, leering at Eri. Her wicked 
smile disappeared, replaced by kissing noises. 

The guard pulled out her stun gun and placed it 
on Diana’s rib cage. Nala saw the trigger pull and 
watched Diana’s face contort with pain as the silent 
jolt of electricity brought the woman to her knees.
The guards dragged her out of the room, and Nala
remembered to breathe again. She stepped back 
from Eri, her eyes turned down and away.

"That was unfortunate," Chadha said to Eri. "Do 
we need to have a word about this?" 

Eri shook her head vehemently. "No. Like you 
said, she's insane."

Nala caught enough of Chadha's expression to
know the Partner wasn't convinced.

Eri steered Nala out and away from the security
offices. “Go home and get some sleep.” 

“I don’t go off shift for… hours.” She didn’t 
remember how much longer she had. 

“You do. I’m superseding any other orders you
have. When you’re rested and have your head on 
straight, you can deal with the comm tower issues.
Until then, I want you off duty. You don’t have to
sleep… meditate or read or… do whatever if that’s 
what you want.”

She nodded in agreement and left Partner 
Dendrond with the rest of the LCVI council to clean 
up the current mess. She did not, however, follow 
orders.

In the lift, Nala hummed a tune her mother had
taught her. She got off at level twelve. Her feet 
carried her around the corner and she stopped 
dead in her tracks. Angela stood in the hallway 
looking at the metal plate that temporarily covered 
the hole Boudri had cut through the door to
extricate her from the skywalk.

“My Susie liked Jones,” Angela said, without
looking over her shoulder. Some days I wonder 
why we’re up here… but I never thought I’d live to
see the day I worried my baby girl would have to
fear the people we live with.”

“All life has risks.” 

Angela sighed and said, “And I should have 
taken the Earth-based assignment instead of this 
one.” 

Nala couldn’t say anything to that, so she
glanced at the site of her imprisonment and asked, 
“Looking for something we missed?”

“No, just wondering if this is where our troubles
started, or if it was something else.”

“Come on, you need a drink, and I need one
too.” Wrapping her arm around Angela’s waist,
Nala led her down the corridor. 

Nala's comm pinged before they'd walked fifty
feet. She grumbled as she dug it out of her bag. "I
thought this wasn't supposed to work…. Klef.” 

"Verity, you should never have changed your 
name.” Diana’s voice came across the comm with a 
static chuckle. 

Before Nala could say anything, Diana
continued, “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure they get it
right on your death certificate.” 

Nala had never been good with threats. “I’m
pretty sure your bomb’s failure made it clear; I’m 
not going to be easy to kill.”

“You have no idea what we're capable of."
Diana’s voice cut out, but her words sent a shiver
down Nala’s spine.

“Diana?” Angela asked, worry written in the lines
around her mouth. "I thought she was locked up." 

"Looks like Boudri wasn’t joking when he said he
was the reason this place ran so well."

"We both know that was a gross exaggeration." 
Angela glanced down the corridor. "We should get
to another level before they put the place on 
lockdown. She's out for blood and it sounds like
she wants yours. Granted, if it were me, I'd run.
They know what she looks like, they know her MO. 
She's probably been tagged."

"There are ways to work around tagging." 

Angela snorted a laugh. "I'm sure you know all
about that... a holdover from your previous life as
an ecoterrorist?"

Nala flinched, even though Angela’s tone was
jocular. "Boudri showed me, in case I ever wanted 
to avoid the Partners."

Angela glanced at her. "Did you know you've still
got some of that white powder on you?”

Nala looked down to where Diana had brushed
against her when she’d lunged for Eri.

“When this is over we’ll see if there isn’t some
way to get you dusted off. Unless you like looking
like a baker."

Nala started to laugh, but it died in her throat, 
sounding like a hiccup. "Holy crap! That's it," she
said, looking at Angela with wide eyes. "The dust."

"What about it?"

"One of the LTVs…. When I checked the surface
level before the eclipse one of the LTVs had dust 
on its tires. It didn't strike me as odd – people don't 
always clean up the equipment after they use it, but 
what if it wasn't one of our colonists? What if it was 
Diana?"

Angela took off for the lifts before Nala did. They
sprinted through the corridor and Nala used the 
back wall to stop herself. The metal flexed under
her hands, letting out a warped sound.

As the lift went down, she pulled the old-school
'talkie from her belt clip and pressed the 
transmitter. "Someone needs to meet us down on 
the surface level."

Static cut her off before she was able to say 
anything else, and she released the button so she 
could hear the response.

"Diana escaped. Get to a secure location until
we can find her." Chadha's orders were crisp and 
punctuated with her irritated tone. 

Nala didn’t bother to hide her irritation. "I know,
she commed me – I don't know how she got past 
the glitch. I think she's been coming and going as 
she pleases, and I think she'll be leaving with one 
of the LTVs. So like I said... get down to the surface
and help me deal with the problem."

Chadha didn't acknowledge her, but the 'talkie 
blew up with chatter after that.

"At least they're taking you seriously," Angela 
said. 

Nala scowled at her distorted reflection on the lift
wall. "First time for everything." 

The lift shuddered to a stop and Nala cursed her
stupidity. "We should have taken the stairs."

"Yeah... given your track record of getting
trapped in small spaces with explosives, I should 
be worried now, shouldn't I?" 

"That was one time... you act like I've made it a 
habit." Nala dropped to the access panel, thankful 
that it had an easy access latch.

She sorted through the wires. There was nothing
wrong with the circuitry, someone had cut power to
the system - but the lights were still on. 

Looking up at Angela, she said, "Help me with
the manual door release."

Together, they pried the door open and Nala
scrambled out before pulling Angela onto the floor 
just above the elevator's floor.

"Now, we take the stairs."

The elevator made a strangled noise behind 
them as the doors closed and it began to move
again. 

“Looks like we’ll have company down there.” 
Angela said as she wrenched open the stairwell
hatch.  

Nala cast a wary glance her way before she
darted inside. They ran, footsteps clattering down
the metal stairs, and Nala broke through the hatch 
to the surface level first. She kept up her 
momentum, but she could already see the LTV was 
gone. Throwing herself at the hatch controls, she
slapped the airlock override. Once. Twice.

Breathing hard, she looked through the viewport
and cursed at her timing. 

The LTV idled on the threshold of the outer
airlock, its driver seat empty. Nala cursed the safety
protocols and slammed her open palm against the 
door's override again. It wouldn't budge with an 
obstruction. 

Diana moved into view, her malicious smile
distorted in the oil-slick polarization of the EVA 
suit's visor. She raised a hand and curled her 
marshmallow-like fingers in a wave goodbye before 
she pointed over Nala's shoulder.

Nala didn't comply with Diana’s unspoken
directive. Instead, she stared at the woman as she 
shrugged and turned to walk back to the LTV. In
the space of a muttered curse, Diana and the LTV
darted across the lunar surface and the airlock 
doors closed between them. 

Nala clenched her fists and allowed herself to
look behind her, her gaze falling on a metal pot 
from which a spray of lilies bloomed. Ire coursing 
through her, she walked to it with quick and 
determined strides and kicked the damn thing. Soil
sprayed across the floor and white petals exploded 
from their stems.

Angela caught her by the shoulders. "She's
taunting you. Let it go."

Returning to the viewport that showed nothing
but an empty airlock, Nala asked, "What the hell
was this about? She let herself get caught. Why?"

Behind her, the sound of the elevator arriving 
and of others spilling out echoed through the
expanse.

Security personnel pushed her roughly out of the
way. She would have hit the deck if Eri hadn't 
caught her. The partner made sure she was upright
and then joined the others as they studied the 
scene of Diana's escape. 

Separated from the commotion, Nala regulated 
her breathing and reminded herself that half her
problems were over with Diana gone; the woman 
couldn't wreak any more havoc now that she'd left
the colony. 

It was a fallacy she chose to believe for the
moment.

She heard the discussions start; the demand for 
full sweeps of the colony and the queries as to
whether or not the driver of the LTV was Diana at 
all. If it was a trick, Nala would have been 
impressed. She'd seen the face behind the EVA 
suit visor... seen the malice in Diana's eyes.

Angela fielded questions while Nala studied the 
tread marks from the LTV. She should have 
brought them up earlier, should have reported 
every discrepancy....

"Nala?"

Her head snapped up and she looked at the
dozen sets of eyes trained on her. "Sorry, what?" 

"You're sure she was the one driving?" 

"Yes. When we got here the outer hatch was 
open, and she came back to the viewport to taunt
me."

Chadha turned her attention to Elodie. "You 
were right then, this is all connected, and 
somehow... it's her fault." 

"That's bullshit and you know it." Eri crossed her 
arms over her chest and rolled her eyes. "Like the
rest of the Colony, Nala is a victim in this. Don't 
blame her for the actions of extremist. She's being
targeted." 

"And you're letting your infatuation get in the
way of clear thinking." Chadha bit off the words and 
then turned to Nala. "You are going to be watched 
very carefully. After all, no one else was down here
when she got away. For all I know you could be in
on this ruse."

"She wasn't alone. I was here too." 

"Yes, you've been conveniently present for 
these problems." 

Eri and Angela exchanged wary glances. 

“I don’t care that you think I’m involved, we’ll
deal with that later. Right now, we need to make
sure this doesn’t go any further,” Nala said. 

“It won’t.” Partner Chadha stepped beside her. 
“We’ve made sure of that. You are dismissed, Klef.”

Nala didn’t have the strength left to argue. She
turned on her heel and stalked back to the elevator. 

The controls didn’t work. Punching them again, 
she let out a slow string of curses and tried again. 
Partner Chadha stepped in behind her and pulled
the keyboard from its slot in the wall. She tapped in 
her name and passcode and the elevator started its 
upward momentum. 

“We are on lockdown. No one in, no one out. All
systems require log in and out with passcodes. If
we have another malcontent on this station, it won’t 
be for long. And you will transfer control of the
aspersion hub as soon as we are back in the 
council chambers.” Partner Chadha looked at her 
with narrowed eyes. “Any questions?”

Nala laughed mirthlessly and leaned back 
against the bulkhead. “After the week we’ve been 
having? The only question I’ve got left is ‘what 
next?’”
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crutiny was something Nala Klef stringently
avoided. With a new name, her skill with 
electrical engineering, and the forged

paperwork to back up both, she’d accepted her job 
on Lunar Colony Six with a plan to keep her head 
down and to let her past as a bomb builder fade 
into memory.

She’d been doing well, too… until a handful of
days ago. 

Now, in the Partner’s chambers, she had to do
something drastic. Head in her hands, fingers
pressed to the skin of her forehead and temples, 
she glared at the floor while her elbows dug into the 
top of her legs. The meeting happening overtop of
her could be disastrous and she couldn’t keep
herself from fidgeting.

“You’re wasting time,” she said under her 
breath even though she knew the four women who 
ran the colony wouldn’t hear her.

The current disaster had little to do with her
past life as Verity Luttrens and everything to do with
the myriad events a woman known to her only as
“Diana” had set in motion. It had started with a
nearly destroyed skywalk in which she’d been 
trapped with a bomb of her own making. Power
outages and the transfer of the colony’s power to
the aspersion hub had added to the damage, and 
finally, the discovery of the woman who’d murdered 
at least three of the colony’s citizens. They had yet
to discover the full extent of Diana’s involvement in
the whole mess. 

For the brief time the colony partners had
Diana in custody, she’d pointed them toward Verity,
and the discussion occurring now was pure
damage control. The partners believed Verity was 
involved, and until they got back on track, the full 
force of their authority couldn’t be turned toward
looking for the true problems. 

The impending crisis in the colony was more
important than keeping her identity safe. Pushing 
herself to her feet, she barked out a single order,
“Be quiet!”

The affronted looks she received would have
been comical if she wasn’t exhausted and 
frustrated to the point of apathy.

She cleared her throat, and before anyone cut 
her off, said, “We can’t call out and we don’t know 
what’s happened within the colony walls with any 
real certainty. Talking isn’t going to fix our
problems. So right now, I’m going to answer the 
questions you don’t know you need to ask. Then 
we’re going to deal with the issues that are actually
putting the lives of your colony’s citizens at risk.” 

Partner Chadha started to speak, but Nala held
up a hand. “Verity is not behind this. Diana used 
her name to distract you.”

“How can you be sure?” Chadha asked. 

At the same moment, Partner  Elodie said, 
“The bomb inside the skywalk with you had her 
signature.” 

Partner Dendrond shook her head behind them 
with a wide-eyed warning. Nala ignored her. 

“I would not have tried to kill myself.”

Silence struck through the room and Nala let
herself observe the slow recognition and shock 
sweeping over the faces of the three partners who 
hadn’t known.

She continued before any of them could 
interrupt. “I have no reason to have done any of
these things. If I did, I wouldn’t have told you who I
am. Now, you can have my resignation, since I
don’t expect any of you will want me here now… 
knowing what you do. But, until we sort out the 
damage Diana did and figure out if we’re going to
see anymore fallout from it, you need to stop 
blabbering and we need to get to work.” 

Partner Turan studied her before turning her 
back, as though her actions removed Nala from the 
room. “I believe that she is Verity – it explains how 
she was able to assist our incendiary specialist. 
And if she says she’s not involved… I believe her.
Why would she work so hard to stop the things
she’d set in motion? And as I said before, I thought
Diana was too quick to give up her connection to
Verity in the first place.” 

Elodie nodded her assent. “We have things to
take care of and we’ve wasted too much time
already.”

A ripple of agreement struck through the
women around her, and they filed out, each with a
task to complete.

Chadha held up her hand and stopped Nala 
before she could follow the others out. “There’s one 
more thing.”

“No,” Eri said, sternly. She had not moved. 
“There isn’t.”

Eri stood to her true height and, for the first 
time, Nala noticed Partner Dendrond was a full
head taller than Chadha. 

Chadha glared at her with narrowed eyes. “We
all agreed the permissions need to be transferred.
With this new information, I think the need is 
greater, not less.” 

The aspersion hub needed two clearance 
holders to operate. It was a safety mechanism for a
barbaric device, meant to keep a single person 
from cutting off a sector full of people and venting 
their oxygen. 

Nala had no desire to keep the permissions
she currently held.

Eri, it seemed, had no intention of letting her 
relinquish them. 

“I won’t input the secondary permissions,” Eri
said. “The aspersion hub was never intended to be
used without a non-partner in control of half of the 
permissions. I won’t agree to a changeover that 
sees those original rulings violated. It’s bad enough
we had to switch over to the damn thing in the first 
place.” 

Chadha bared her clenched teeth as she let 
out a frustrated breath and then said, “Then we’ll
find a neutral party to switch the commands to.”

“I’m fine with that.” Eri held her hand toward
the door. “In the meantime, we need to see what 
other damage Diana did.”

Ensconced in a panel of dead wiring, Nala 
cursed and pulled herself back out. “Another panel 
that is perfectly normal.” 

“You say that like you wanted to find 
something.” Eri’s words were followed by an
apologetic smile and offer to help her up.

Shrugging, Nala got to her feet and wondered
why Chadha had insisted they work together. She
ignored Eri’s offer of assistance. “I don’t like the 
uncertainty. Even if I do find something, I don’t
know how long Diana had to plant other bombs or 
mess with other systems. Who knows if I’ll have to
get into the access ducting. This is a nightmare.” 

“It’ll work out.” Eri gently squeezed her arm. 
Nala didn’t have the same kind of faith in their 
situation. 

She set the panel back in place, securing its
screws, and started down the corridor. Eri would 
follow her if she wanted to.

The next stop wasn’t far, and Nala wove
through the corridors on autopilot. 

Her shadow fell into step beside her. “You
don’t have to solve this problem, you know. It’s not 
your fault, and it’s not your responsibility.”

“It became both when Diana used one of my
bombs.” Nala entered her code and walked into an 
empty mechanics lab, and said, “Let’s just hope we
find anything she’s left behind as quickly as 
humanly possible.

When Nala took her next step, the deck plating 
beneath her feet felt suddenly springy.

“What in the—”

Before she could say another word, a terrible 
rumbling groan echoed around them. She took
another step and her knees threatened to buckle
with the oddity - as if she were walking across a 
trampoline.

Cabinets popped open and tools fell from their 
shelves. The diagnostic equipment jittered along 
the floor and Nala grabbed hold of a nearby work 
table to steady herself. The room shimmied and
two lights overhead burst. It was as though the 
whole colony lurched to the side. 

When the shaking finally died, Nala let out the
breath she hadn’t known she was holding. “I didn’t
know we were in an area that got moonquakes.”

Eri shook her head violently. “That wasn't a
quake. There aren't any tectonic plates on the
moon; there's nothing to shift. Whatever that was, it 
sure as hell wasn’t natural."

Nala checked her balance before releasing her 
hold and asked, “Diana?”

Eri shrugged, but kept a firm grip on the table. 
“Unless there’s someone else who’s decided to
cause mayhem.”

The colony outside the lab was in chaos. Less
secure panels had fallen from walls and ceilings
alike, and Nala saw shadows of people running 
past the cross corridor. 

She smelled the acrid tang of smoke, broken
by whiffs of the lemony fire suppression foam. 
Whatever had caused the shake, it had given her a 
lot more work to do once she was sure Diana’s 
damage couldn’t hurt anyone else. Of course, that
thought worked off of the assumption the partners
wouldn’t fire her outright. 

“I have to check in with the other partners,” Eri 
said, her voice distant as she looked along the 
hallway, scowling at the damage. 

“Didn’t Chadha want you to keep an eye on
me?”

Eri rolled her eyes. “You’re not going to do
anything to bring the colony down.”

Nala made a small noise of acknowledgement 
and returned to the room.

The panel she needed to access was on the 
far side of the room. By the time she pulled the 
cover from the wall and glanced back, Eri was 
gone. It was better that way. She worked more
quickly alone.

Another shudder went through the colony and
Nala braced herself, hoping it wouldn’t be as bad 
as the last. A moment later, it was gone, like a 
shiver running down the colony’s spine. The 
thought sent one racing down hers. She needed to
get this done and figure out how they could stop the 
shaking from happening again. 

The door opened with a screeched groan and 
Nala made a mental note she’d have to add door 
alignment to her list of fixes post-Diana. 

Chadha took two strides and stopped abruptly,
eyes narrowing as she looked Nala over. “What are
you doing in here?” 

Shoulder deep in the wires, it was all Nala 
could do to not roll her eyes. “Looking for any 
potential problems Diana might have left for us in 
the primary circuitry… like you told me to.” 

“Where is Partner Dendrond?” Chadha asked
as she walked quickly to a lab table and took hold
of its edge.

Pausing, Nala studied the woman before
answering her question. “She went to meet up with
you to discuss the thing that wasn’t a moonquake.”

Chadha didn’t say anything; didn’t move. Her 
face contorted in a scowl and she turned sharply 
away. Nala didn’t have time to guess what was 
going on in the partner’s head, so she ignored her 
and went back to work. 

All connections were secure, nothing had been
spliced in that shouldn’t have been there. It was 
business as usual – as usual. When she was done, 
she checked the wiring’s framework and 
connections, just in case.

When she finished, she turned back to find
Chadha hadn’t left. While she didn’t want to chit
chat, she didn’t think the woman had stuck around
for the fun of it. 

“Is there something you need from me?” Nala
asked as she stripped off her gloves and stuffed 
them in her bag. 

Chadha’s face was set in a stern frown when 
she finally turned her attention back to Nala. “You 
shouldn’t be left alone.”

“Ah,” Nala said, smiling tightly. “The bomber 
needs to be supervised.” 

“Don’t act like I’m treating you unfairly. You’ve
lied to us for too long. Who knows what you could
have done?”

Allowing herself a sigh, Nala shrugged. “Fine, 
but don’t slow me down. I need to get this dealt with
and then I need to get outside to get the antenna 
array fixed. I don’t know how long that will take.”

Chadha followed her out, keeping pace and
giving no commentary. Thankful for the latter, Nala 
pulled her tablet out of her bag. She marked off the 
lab and mapped the quickest route to the next
problem point. 

She walked for a few minutes without
interference before Chadha grabbed her arm and 
forced her to stop. 

“Wha—?” before Nala could finish her 
question, Chadha interrupted. “You’re welcome.” 

The partner nodded toward the approaching
hallway and Nala looked at it suspiciously.

Shrouded in darkness because of blown out
fixtures, it was half filled with suppression foam, 
and the rest held the lingering remnants of smoke.

“I don’t think you want to slog through that,” 
Chadha said and then pointed toward a corridor 
that hadn’t been affected.

Nala swallowed back the disgusted comment 
she was going to make about the foam and its
effect on fabrics. “Thanks.”

“I don’t hate you,” Chadha said with a sigh,
glancing at the mess in the hallway. “If I did, you’d 
have to deal with getting that gunk off your boots
and pants for the next twelve hours… or smell like
a fruit stand.”

Nala blinked at her, unsure of why the woman 
thought she needed to know of her lack of hatred.
When nothing came to her immediately, she 
shrugged and strode away. Her tablet beeped at 
her for the course change, but she ignored it. The 
sooner she got this over with, the sooner she could 
ditch her newest babysitter. 

Chadha was a quiet babysitter – if annoying in 
her hovering. By the final checkpoint, she’d stopped 
muttering her irritation and asking how much longer
they would be.

Nala was waiting for her next opportunity to
say “as long as it takes,” but it had not arisen.
Oddly, she found herself disappointed.

As she cleared the last of the items on her list, 
she considered letting Chadha think they had one 
more to do. Even if her plan was simply to lead the 
partner back to the hub, the potential for problems
elsewhere was a higher priority than annoying the 
woman.

“Done. Okay, let’s go find out what else I need
to do so you can hand me off to someone else.”

Chadha didn’t agree or even smile. She 
nodded and led the way out of the room and down
the corridor. 

Around them, lab techs and colony workers
were returning to their jobs. Someone had given 
the all clear.

“You don’t look happy. I thought completing
your rounds would be cause for celebration.” 
Chadha’s words were careful, her tone wary.

“Until I’m certain there’s nothing else that will
go wrong… I’ll continue to look for a trap.”

Chadha glanced at her, frown deepening. “A
week ago, I would have told anyone who asked that
you were among our most valuable citizens. Now…
you’re certainly our most confusing. I don’t know 
what to make of you.” 

“I have an understanding of wiring and
mechanics and now you know that leant itself
toward the idiotic pursuit of bomb building,” Nala 
said. “I’ve lived with my past for a lot longer than 
you have. My demons don’t sleep. And when you 
fire me…  I’ll find a way to reinvent myself. Again.
But you need to understand, I’m not an idealistic kid
anymore. I learned the value of human lives and 
pulled my head out. When you do make your final 
decision, consider the person I am and weigh it
against the person you think I was.” 

Chadha sounded more tired than mad when
she next spoke. “There are a lot of crimes hung 
around your neck.” 

“I don’t plan to make excuses for what I did as 
a sixteen year old kid. It was unconscionable. And 
when I realized that, I got out,” Nala said. 

“I’d like to know how you got in.”

Nala took a deep breath and considered where 
she’d have to start to tell that story. She settled on 
a simplified version of the truth. “Family business.” 

As soon as she said it, Chadha turned to her 
with a look that told her she wouldn’t get away with
anything that cryptic.

A loud “Hey,” from her left stopped the words 
on her tongue. 

“There you are!” Elodie grabbed Nala by the 
wrist and pulled her down a bisecting corridor. “The 
aspersion hub needs your attention and we couldn’t 
find you.” She turned sharply back to Chadha and 
said, “This situation needs to be rectified. I don’t 
like being dependent on someone to get down
there.” 

“Once things calm down, we’ll get the
permissions sorted, the dampening ring off and 
everything will go back to normal.” Chadha’s 
promise sounded hollow in the tremor-damaged 
hallway.

Stepping over rubble and avoiding the clumps 
of people heading back to their jobs, Nala pulled 
her hand free of Elodie’s grip and set to work on 
her tablet, sending an internal message to Angela. 
She knew the incendiary specialist would forward it
along to her team as soon as she got near enough
to a transmission tower for the notes to upload to
her tablet. 

“What was that?” Chadha glared at the device,
her tone accusatory.

“I sent a note to the local server, letting the
bomb team know I’d finished my check and found 
nothing. That way they don’t waste time doubling 
over what I did.” 

Fifty feet in front of them, the doors to the lift
opened and Partner Turan stepped out, brow 
creased as she glanced down the corridors to her 
left and right. Nala waited as Chadha and Elodie 
chattered angrily behind her. When Turan caught
sight of them, her dismay turned to determination.

Turan hurried toward them, joining their fast 
moving group. “We need to deal with our
communications issues. The longer we allow 
ourselves to remain out of contact, the more likely it
is we’ll be in real trouble.”

“You don’t think bombs, power failures, and
tremors are real trouble?” Nala asked, her tone 
more flippant than she meant it to be. 

“I’m being optimistic that these things won’t
spell our demise.” Turan’s scowl was anything but 
the hopeful visage she might have attempted. 

“As soon as I’m done with the aspersion hub, 
I’ll head straight outside.” Nala glanced over her 
shoulder and added, “I’ll leave it up to Chadha to
decide who gets to join me out there.” 

They stepped into the lift and Chadha punched 
the button for the hub level but said nothing. 

The brief moment of silence hung around them 
awkwardly. Nala took perverse joy from their
discomfort.

“I’ll go,” Turan said when the silence had gone
on too long to break fluidly. “We need that antenna 
array back up and running. If nothing else, we must
resume contact with the other colonies… in the 
event we are faced with a full scale evacuation.” 

The very idea made Nala’s skin prickle with an 
unwanted dread. 

“It will not come to that.” Chadha’s vehement 
tone echoed off the lift walls as they descended.
“We can fix this, and we will.”

Before Nala could speak, Elodie shook her 
head and spoke with more authority than she’d 
ever heard from the Partner. 

“Don’t let your pride take our colonists’ lives. I 
don’t care if you want to fight to the bitter end to
save the colony. I will stand next to you if it comes
to that, but Turan is correct. We are tasked with
protecting these people. Refusing to evacuate them
when necessary will do more harm than the 
destruction of our home ever could.” 

The doors opened as Elodie finished her
speech, and Nala didn’t dare move as the two
partners stared at each other, their faces masks of
grim determination. 

“Fair enough,” Chadha conceded, crossing her 
arms over her chest as her eyes narrowed further.
“But it will not come to an evacuation.” 

Nala shared a wary glance with Turan as they
left the lift. Stress, responsibility and fear was an
odd cocktail… some didn’t handle it well.

They stopped at the access to the aspersion
hub and the three women let her pass. None of
them followed her down the ladder into the 
massive, noisy space, but Eri was already there.
Nala took the ladder rungs one at a time, listening 
to the odd hitch in the hub’s usual hum. It was
hotter than it had been the last time she’d come
down, too. 

The normal power hub sat dormant, the red
dampening collar around it still glowed with its
power stores. The aspersion hub beside it vibrated 
with the colony’s energy, and Nala frowned as she
looked at it. Aspersion hubs were dangerous and 
Nala wanted nothing more than to find a way to
remove their dependence on it.

She couldn’t think of a colony in recorded 
history that had changed over to one, even for 
momentary use, yet here she was, one of the 
people responsible for putting it in place.

Eri stared at the dampening ring, her face
blank, as though she had not even noticed Nala’s 
arrival. She stood perfectly still, her hands clasped 
behind her back. 

“I’ve sorted through the problem and set up the
change algorithm already,” Eri said, absently, eyes 
still locked on the ring. “It’s really an ugly thing, isn’t
it?” 

Nala looked up at the ring as she moved to the
console. “I don’t think anyone who cripples a 
colony’s power cares about the beauty of the 
design.” 

“It’s like a boil…. If only we could lance it,” Eri
said.

“Do that, and you’ll do more damage to the
colony than any bomb builder could hope for.” 

“Then we should keep bomb builders away 
from it, don’t you think?” Eri laughed mirthlessly.
“I’m heading back up, my permissions are already
in… and I know you prefer to work alone. I’m sorry I
was so pushy earlier.” 

Nala didn’t know what to say, so she let the 
apology stand on its own and pulled up the 
changes as Eri climbed up the ladder and out of the 
hub’s overly hot chamber.

The string of code was long, but easy enough
to read. Most of each strand was formatting; the 
meat of the command sat at the back end and she
scrolled through the lines with relative ease. After
twenty lines, she’d seen noting that needed to be
fixed. 

She paused, closing her eyes and pinching the
bridge of her nose against the irritation of reading 
so many alphanumerical sequences. 

“Klef!” Turan said sharply and Nala spun
around. 

From her position at the entrance to the hub 
access, only Turan’s head and shoulders were
visible. “Sign off on the changes and get out of
there. I want our comms back up and running,” she 
sputtered, “yesterday!”

Turan’s head disappeared, but her continued 
grumblings echoed down. With half of Eri’s 
protocols left to look over, Nala pursed her lips and 
hesitated. Her hand hovering over the keys, she 
considered ignoring Turan. A lot could go wrong 
with a single mistake in this much code. With a 
heavy breath she reminded herself that Eri was a 
perfectionist. She would double and triple check her 
work. With a decisive nod, she took the woman’s 
skill on faith. At least, if something did go wrong, 
she couldn’t be blamed. 

Tapping in her passcode, she waited long
enough to see that the changes were in effect and 
jogged back to the ladder. The rhythmic hum of the 
hub had shifted, it was a half-step quicker… or 
maybe she was imagining things. Shaking away the 
thought, she took hold of the ladder. 

Hand over hand, she crawled out and rejoined 
the partners in the corridor. Eri was notably 
missing, again. “Partner Dendrond couldn’t be
bothered to remain?” 

“She said she had work to do and headed 
toward the C Tower.” Chadha glanced toward the 
unseen, distant edifice with a scowl. “Is everything
back to optimal?” 

“I think so. Turan told me to close out and get
back up here, so if Dendrond made a mistake with 
her program language we’ll have to do this again 
soon, but it should hold for the time it takes to get 
outside and make repairs to the array.” 

“Good. I’ll keep someone here to watch for 
changes. If we have any more problems, it will be 
nice to be able to ping you rather than sending a 
runner.”

“While I’m gone, make a list and prioritize it.”
Nala stuffed her work gloves and tablet back into
her bag. “When I get the antenna fixed and I get
back here, I’ll look through to see if there’s anything 
I can talk someone through over the comm. 
Anything super easy on the list is going to result in 
me handing someone a manual.”

“It would be nice if we had a bigger 
maintenance staff,” Elodie grumbled under her
breath.

Nala shot her a look. She had to stop herself
before she lunged at the woman. “That’s rich,
coming from the woman who blocked me from 
hiring more people.” 

Chaha held up a hand, cutting off any potential 
for a spat. “We don’t have time for fighting. Get 
outside, get it fixed. Then get back here so we can 
deal with the next problem.” 

Turan nodded toward the lift and Nala was 
happy to leave the other partners behind. Her fists
clenched, she focused on the sting of her nails 
biting into her skin, and not her urge to punch
Elodie in the face. 

The suits they put on only looked bubbly. The
interior fabric clung to Nala’s legs and bunched her
shirt sleeves. Time necessitated lack of proper 
undergarments. Necessity dictated a lack of
complaints.

Turan’s disgusted expression told Nala the 
woman would have agreed in the event she had 
voiced any of those complaints.

“I hate surface walks,” she said when she
caught Nala looking.
“I know Chadha thinks I need supervision now,
but I promise you I can manage this on my own.”

“You think I want to get yelled at by her? She’s
the meanest of us and she has no problem
throwing her weight around.” 

Nala tried not to sound accusatory when she
said, “She does seem like she’s in charge.” 

“She’s been here the longest, and she’s not 
afraid to be the authority in a tough situation.” 

“But it’s still a democratic council, right?” Nala 
glanced at her through the thick plastic of her 
facemask.

“She doesn’t argue when she’s overruled.” 

“Good.” Nala swung herself up into the
passenger seat of a LTV and waited as Turan 
climbed in to drive.

The partner wove the LTV into the airlock and
pressed the controls on the steering wheel. The
lock closed behind them and Nala bit her tongue in
the awkward silence as they waited for the airlock’s
sequence to cycle through. 

“You look nervous,” Nala said when the partner 
glanced back at the colony door for the third time. “I 
hope it’s not the company.”

The laugh that echoed to her through the suit’s
close range comm circuits wavered. “I’ve had 
nightmares since I got here. The sort that involve
getting stuck out on the surface with no one to call 
for help, no way back, and the inevitable, slow 
death from asphyxiation. I’d be a bomber’s victim 
any day.”

“You should have told me earlier. I can give
you a list of things that are more likely to kill you 
than getting stuck out here. It’s not the twentieth
century anymore, Turan.”

The partner’s unsteady laugh died as the
exterior doors opened and, after a brief pause, she 
stomped on the accelerator. They lurched onto the 
hard packed lunar soil. Turan’s confident driving 
seemed at odds with her earlier attitude. 

The lunar surface spread out ahead. It was 
artificially smooth in a large diameter around the 
colony, and then the lumpy, crater marked ground
continued off into the distance. Overhead, Earth
was a dark bubble speckled with the glittering lights
of the cities they’d chosen to abandon. 

“Do you miss it?” Turan asked.

Nala looked back down to the surface.
Embarrassed she’d been caught, her movements
were too quick. “No, Earth had its freedoms, but it
also had its cages.” 

“We’ve got those too.”

Nala shrugged. “But they’re different, a little
less historically grounded… and this is as far away 
from my mother as I could get.” 

Turan laughed and steered them around a
boulder toward the antenna array on the edge of
the colony’s perimeter. 

The spindles reached into the air like fingers of
some buried metal titan, the tips blinking red and 
blue, a reminder that said “hey we’re here, please
don’t run into us.”

A redundancy.

If someone flew this close to the colony this far 
from the landing pad… they wouldn’t care about
destroying the comm towers – they’d probably be 
there to do just that. 

From all outward appearances, the antenna
array was operational and in no need of repair. 
Partner Turan commented on as much when she 
feathered the brakes and drew the LTV to a halt
alongside the antenna.  

Set apart from the colony, the antenna array
was connected to the power source by a silver slick 
of half-buried conduit. A decorative lattice work of
struts and piping dangled over top in a piece of art 
the engineers claimed was for protection. If the 
antenna wasn’t fully operational, its internal 
diagnostics programs should have sent a 
maintenance request.

Nala swept a cautious glance around the area
quickly before they stepped out of the LTV. What if
Diana was out here waiting to ambush whoever
came to clear up her latest mess?

Satisfied they were truly alone, Nala grabbed
her tools and crawled atop the wide cement base
on which the equipment sat.

Turan took the time to walk around to the far 
side where steps had been cut into the base. 

By the time the partner rejoined her, Nala had
connected her diagnostic tools and was halfway 
through the process of sniffing out the glitch. 

The device in Nala’s hand belched out an ugly
series of beeps and she looked at the data, 
perplexed.

“Shit.” Nala hit the device, hoping brutality
would provide her with an alternative answer.

Turan turned, her boots sending tiny moon
rocks flying off the side of the base. “How bad is it?”

“Worse than you might think.” Taking a breath,
Nala looked over her shoulder at the colony. “The 
antenna array isn’t malfunctioning.” 

“Then why can’t we call out?” 

“Someone with a high security clearance told it 
to go into lockdown.” 

Movement caught Nala’s eye and she looked
to the protective lattice that connected the antenna
to the colony. The dangling pipes oscillated
noiselessly, their movements like wind chimes in a
hurricane. 

The supports beside her shuddered and the
antenna base shimmied. Nala grabbed hold of the 
antenna array to keep herself upright as one of the 
support struts strained against its bolts. The 
trembling was worse this time around, and Nala 
only barely held on.

Partner Turan was less fortunate.

She fell backward over a bunch of coiled 
tubing and hit the lunar surface long moments later 
as the lower gravity lay her gently down. Her muted 
curse reached Nala’s ears as a puff of dust rose
from around her as if in slow motion. 

The colony moved silently, as did the antenna 
via its umbilical connection. The ground beneath
Turan’s feet did not tremble.

“Looks like Dendrond was right,” Turan said as
she pulled herself to her feet. “She’ll be unbearable 
once she knows.” 

Nala looked back toward the colony as the
tremors ceased, and though she heard Turan’s 
grumblings, she couldn’t agree. 

She was too busy trying to figure out what
about the colony’s third tower was wrong. The
lights had flickered and faded in all of the towers
and, while they were back on now, Nala had a bad 
feeling. The tower was still upright and straight, and 
she couldn’t see any blown out viewports… but
something was wrong. The exterior lights were off.
That was the answer she finally settled on. That 
was the oddity that drew her attention. 

“We should get back. Help with damage
control… and figure out who put in the command to
shut down the comms. It will be easy to override 
that command once we’re back inside, assuming 
that tremor didn’t take out any other systems.” 

Nodding, Turan went back to the LTV while
Nala packed up her things. She could fix this…. she
just had to get ahead of the problems instead of
being ten steps behind. 

Turan steered the LTV back toward the airlock 
as fast as its electric motor would take them. 
Dodging boulders, the vehicle jostled Nala as her
own inertia in low gravity caught up to the 
movement of the LTV. She felt like water in a cup 
wielded by a toddler. 

When they dodged another rock the size of a 
baseball, she finally told Turan to slow down. “At 
this rate, you're going to knock me out of the rig,
and then you'll waste all that time coming back to
get me."

Turan didn't answer, but she eased off the
throttle.

The airlock slid open too slowly, and closed
with the same lack of urgency. When the interior
lock began its torturously lax opening, Turan
hopped out of the driver seat and pushed her way
through on foot.

From her place in the LTV, Nala considered
doing the same. She made herself wait.

Switching over to the driver's position, she
drove the LTV back inside the Colony. Forcing 
herself to go through the lockdown procedure, she 
shut down the motor and went through the entire
checklist before she pulled off her suit and stowed it 
with the others in a locker. A final glance at the 
hundreds stored there reminded her how many
lives were at stake.

Turning to the stair doors, she let her tensed
breath out in a long sigh and reminded herself that 
they hadn't fired her yet.

***

Nala stepped out of the stair well on the 
colony’s main level and into chaos. So many
people crammed into such a small space made her
shiver with feelings of claustrophobia. 

Angela stood in the mix, holding her daughter 
on her hip. When their gazes met, Angela wove
through the crowd to her. 

“Look Susie, I told you Aunt Nala was fine. She 
just took a little drive on the surface, see?” Angela’s 
words didn’t have as much effect on the six year
old as physically seeing her. 

Her tiny fingers flicked through signs asking
why Nala had gone outside. 

“It’s really cool out there,” Nala said, signing a
few of the words as she spoke, even though Susie 
could hear her. “Maybe you’ll get to take a trip 
outside today, too.” 

Susie’s eyes lit up. Her other worries seemed
to disappear as she turned her attention to the 
nearest viewport. Angela shot her a murderous
glare, but didn’t argue. They both knew if Susie 
went outside today it would be for all the wrong 
reasons. 

In the crowd around her, Susie was the only
one smiling. The other faces were tense or 
sorrowful. As she scanned through the throng, she 
met one face with a stern set to her mouth. Intent 
was the only way Nala would describe it. 

Turan gesticulated wildly as she pushed
through the throng and when she reached her, the 
partner dragged Nala out of the crowd. “We have
problems.” 

“I had noticed,” Nala said. 

“The C Tower has completely lost life support 
function, and we can’t figure out why.” Turan 
glanced around her to see who was listening. 
“Luckily it was evacuated before functions ceased.”

Nala pursed her lips to keep from mentioning 
just how lucky that was. Even in her head it
sounded callous. “Has anyone checked into why?”

“That’s why I’ve come to collect you.” Turan all
but shoved her into the lift and stabbed in the 
commands to send them up to the top level.

Before the door closed, Angela slipped in 
beside them and Susie glanced back and forth
between them, reminding Nala just how much 
children perceive. 

The lift sped upward through A Tower and 
Nala stared at the number on the level indicator.

Behind her, Angela hummed a soothing tune. 
Turan crossed her arms and leaned against the 
wall, a look of dejection on her face. Nala thanked 
her lucky stars the ride would not last long. 

The control center was abuzz and Nala 
flinched as two arguing guards stepped into the lift 
without looking. Turan pushed out past them after 
muttering a curse in their direction. Nala moved 
quickly behind her, staying far enough away from
the woman’s hand to avoid being dragged out.

She ignored questions – both vocalized and
those sent to her via a curious look – and went 
straight to the comms panel. She fished her tools 
out of her bag as she went. 

As she dug out her flashlamp, a crowd 
gathered behind her. With the communications 
panel propped open, she could see exactly what 
the problem was. She could also see a new bomb. 

The gasps and curses of the audience behind
her were the last thing she needed. 

Using her flashlamp to move wires gently to
the side, she knew in a moment that the bomb was 
not of her making. Breathing a heavy sigh, she
couldn’t decide if its lack of familiarity was a relief,
or one more nail in their proverbial coffin. 

She calmly put her tools back in her bag and
moved aside to let Angela have a look. There was
no timer, so Nala did not feel the need to rush. “Do 
you want me to take Susie with me when I head 
downstairs?”

Angela’s eyes never left the bomb. With
pursed lips, she nodded silently.

Pointing to Turan, Nala jerked her thumb, 
directing the woman toward the side wall and spoke
to her in hushed tones. 

“I know Chadha doesn’t want to consider
evacuation, but we need to have a plan set in 
place. Once our comms are back up and running, 
you need to consider putting out a call for help.” 

“It’s why I demanded that communication be
our first priority.” Turan’s expression was 
impassive. “Can you do anything before she deals 
with the device?”

Nala shook her head. “Not here, but I don’t 
have to be here for this to get sorted out. Once 
Angela defuses the bomb, all you have to do is
reconnect the wires it’s using as a power terminal 
and you’ll be golden to call out or in.” 

“You’re leaving?” the control tower supervisor 
asked as she broke from the crowd. Her eyes 
darted between them frantically.

“It’s that or stand around with my thumb up my
nose.” Nala didn’t wait for a response as she 
scooped Susie up and headed for the lifts. Once 
inside, she looked at Susie with a smile. “Your mom 
is going to deal with that ugly thing and then come
back downstairs to join us, okay?” 

Susie nodded and with one hand signed her 
understanding. There was no one in the colony with
more faith in Angela than her daughter.

Turan stepped inside and escorted them back 
to the aspersion hub in silence.

Climbing down the ladder ahead of Susie, she
caught the girl up before her feet touched the 
ground.  

Chadha glanced between her and Susie and
met them halfway across the space with a scowl.
“You didn’t have enough to do? You added 
babysitting to the list?”

“Partner Chadha, this is Susie. She’s my best
gal and she’s helping me out today.” Giving the 
woman a well-deserved glare, she said, “You 
aren’t.”

Brushing past the partner, Nala sat Susie down
on the floor and handed over her bag. “I’ll let you
know what I need. Deal?”

Susie nodded vigorously and opened the bag’s
flap with grim determination. 

She had Susie find her a pen, then asked her 
to pull up the right folder on her tablet. Six years old 
or not, Susie was a whiz with computers. 

Other colony personnel joined them as she
worked. Their presence was unnecessary, but she 
had nowhere else for them to be either. 

Nala knew the moment the comms came back
on line; everyone, it seemed, had someone they 
needed to check on. She glanced around the toofull room and then back at Susie. She ignored them 
all, working through the systems on the tablet. 

Five minutes of tinkering and she thought 
she’d found an answer, only to discover it was a
buried algorithm one of the scientists was using to
hide his comm traffic with his girlfriend back on 
Earth. 

Susie waved her hand suddenly and shoved
her finger at the tablet toward a blinking red box.

Nala didn’t trust the tablet, so she tapped
through the commands on the hard link console 
and when she read the data, a sickly cold swept 
over her. 

The aspersion hub had done exactly what it
had been designed for and Tower C’s failure was
not an accident. As she read further, it got worse. 

Nala slammed her hand against the panel’s
housing and cursed. Beside her, Chadha flinched. 

“Find Dendrond. Now.” Nala closed her eyes. 
The information on the screen was too ugly to look
at any longer. “She coded the hub to overload. I 
should have taken the time to read all the way 
through the damned code structure before I 
approved it.”

Chadha glanced warily at the screen. “Could it 
have been an accident?”

Clenching her jaw, Nala released the pressure
before she spoke. “It was intentional. And if you 
don’t get her down here in the next ten minutes, it
might be irreversible.”

Chadha flinched, but didn’t argue further. With
a snap of her fingers, she sent a security staffer 
scurrying back up the ladder. Turning away, she 
raised her comm to her ear and spoke in low, harsh
tones. 

“I’m not going to take you on blind faith like
Chadha will,” Elodie said as she stepped to the 
computer console beside her and looked at the
screen. “Tell me what has you convinced we can’t
fix this on our own.” 

“The code she put in – the one I didn’t have 
enough time to proof – it has a cascading series of
failures written into the background program. And
because the system requires both permissions, I 
can’t do anything about it without her.”

“Why would she do that?” Elodie asked, 
concerned eyes fixed on the control panel. 

“Because she’s been working with Diana.” 
Chadha pulled her comm from her ear. “She’s not 
responding to comms, none of our people can track 
her down, and I just got word: she’s the one who
evacuated the C Tower before it had issues. 
Knowing all that, on top of this…? How could she 
not be involved?”

“If she was involved… who else among us is
as well?” Elodie’s piercing glare lit upon Nala and 
she rolled her eyes at the partner’s thinly veiled 
accusation. 

Angela dropped down the ladder to join them
as another shuddering quake rippled through the 
colony around them. She ducked in beside Nala 
and they crouched against the wall shielding Susie. 
Steadying herself, Nala threw her hands over her
head as metal twisted and panels fell from the wall.
Susie cowered below them with her hands pressed
tightly against her ears. 

When the rolling shudder stopped, they broke
apart and surveyed the damage. 

Angela stepped away from the others, comm in
one hand, the other holding tight to her daughter’s.

“We shouldn’t have allowed children,” Elodie 
muttered as she kicked a piece of debris away and
shook her head. 

Partner Chadha had stopped, her sudden
stillness putting Nala on edge. When she followed 
the woman’s sight line, she saw the reason for her
tightly pressed scowl.

A crack ran through the support structure. The
wide fissure left the crossbeam sagging under the 
colony’s weight. Swallowing the fearful lump in her 
throat, Nala turned back to her work, looking for 
any way to stop another tremor from killing them all.

Angela tugged at her arm and pulled her away
from the crowd to the back wall. With Susie 
squeezed in beside her, she said, “I just got ahold 
of Lunar Twelve.”

Nala nodded, absently, her eyes tracing the
length of the crack. “Are they willing to take some of
our people?” 

“Yes, but that’s not why we need to talk.”

The incendiary specialist paused, glancing 
nervously at the backs of the security personnel 
closest to them. 

Nala glared at her. “You’re scaring me, Angela. 
After everything that’s happened this week. I don’t
need the suspense.” 

Swallowing loudly, Angela said, “Ethan isn’t 
there.” 

“He already ditched them?” Nala couldn’t
fathom it, Ethan had spent years working for a 
transfer to one of the newer colonies. He wasn’t the 
sort to flake when he’d gotten exactly what he 
wanted.

“No, they have no record of his transfer….” 
Angela glanced at the security guard closest to
them and winced. “According to their head of
security, they had no openings and haven’t hired 
anyone in over a year.”

Nala couldn’t think of what to say as her mind
turned over this new information. Ethan had 
assured her he’d arrived at his new position and 
was settling in fine. If he’d lied to her about that…. 
She shook away the suspicion. He had nothing to
gain from what was happening now. 

Angela looked at the others and back again.
“He was the one who sent you to Dendrond’s 
apartment when you got caught in the skywalk.” 

“He’s also the one who cut me out of the
skywalk and almost died with us when we couldn’t 
defuse the other bomb.” Nala shook her head, “No,
Ethan is my friend. He wouldn’t have done any of
this.”

Angela frowned. “I don’t know, sometimes the
people you call friend have terrible secrets they 
never intended to share.” 

Before Nala could defend herself against her 
own past, the remaining partners called for silence. 
When the space quieted, and all eyes were on 
Partner Chadha, she spoke.

“This is that proverbial straw.” Chadha looked
at the crack over head with a defeated sigh and a 
grim scowl. “Begin the evacuation. Don’t do an all
call, go through sector by sector, we’ll do a full 
announcement once we’ve got half of the colony 
emptied. I don’t want anyone trampled. And I don’t 
want a panic.” 

The partners and security staff left to marshal
their troops and begin the evacuation. Nala didn’t
move. She stared down at the aspersion hub – at 
the device she’d powered up that had destroyed 
her home – and the enormity of Diana’s plan finally
sank in. 

“If you want to take anything with you, you’ll
want to go now.” Chadha stood at the railing, the
skin over her knuckles taut as she held it in a death
grip. “Whatever you leave behind… make sure your 
guilt stays with it. This was not your fault. Dendrond 
played us all....”

Nala turned away, but stopped and said the
words that would not leave her mind. “I carry
enough guilt with me for the lifetime I spent as 
Verity… more isn’t going to kill me.” 

She left Chadha in the aspersion hub chamber 
and climbed back to the main corridors of the 
colony. She didn’t turn toward her apartment. Until 
the colony was past hope, she would try to fix it. 

NON-PASSIVE FAILURE 




T 

he colony had emergency drills for 
everything. They’d run through fire, bomb, 
and infectious diseases drills each month

since Nala Klef signed her contract. 
With the comm systems back up and running, 
security crews had been dispatched to start 
evacuation procedures. Moving the displaced 
residents of C Tower was the easiest course of
action, as they were already in a group and 
technically staged for departure. 

The colony’s partners sent their teams off to
handle the evacuation and then reassembled, 
conferring. 

Nala glanced across the room to where Susie 
stood at the window. Six years old, and already she 
eavesdropped like a champ. 

Her mother, Angela, was downstairs, helping the
others to evacuate the colonists. Susie had come to
the partners' council chambers with Nala.
Ostensibly out of the way, with brows knit, the little
girl’s arms were crossed tightly over her chest. Nala 
knew Susie was listening to every word she could 
catch of the partners’ conversation. 

When she caught Nala looking, Susie smiled
guiltily and signed a non-apology.

Walking over to the window, Nala sat on its
ledge and kept the partners in her line of sight as 
she gave Susie a hopeful smile.

"At least you get to go for a moon walk," she
said quietly.

Susie’s fingers moved in slow, determined signs
as she agreed that her mother would never let her 
take a surface walk without impending doom. 

Nala laughed and rested her head back against 
thick polymer-coated glass. "I'm surprised your 
Uncle Boudri was never able to talk her into it."

Frowning, Susie asked where he was, why he
wasn’t helping… why he’d left. 

Before she answered, Nala licked her lips, using 
the pause to give her time to decide what to say. In
the end, she settled on the truth.

"I don't know. He was supposed to be working 
for Lunar Twelve now, but it looks like that's not 
what happened." 

Susie's brow wrinkled and her lips twisted as
she considered that. After a moment's hesitation, 
she signed, "He's in trouble." 

Ethan had spent nearly as much time with
Angela and Susie as Nala had. If Susie thought 
something was off about his behavior, she was
probably right.

With a new reason to worry, Nala asked, “Why
do you think that?”

Susie’s fingers fluttered again, and Nala’s 
stomach sank as Susie described a woman with
scars from her shoulder down her arm.

The description matched that of the woman who 
had killed Nala’s crew and countless others; it sent
a shiver down her spine. “This woman, Diana, did
she see you?” 

Susie nodded and made a rude gesture before
signing that Diana assumed she was deaf, as so 
many others did. 

The hatch opening in the corridor drew their 
attention as Angela stepped inside, leveling a stern
stare at them. "We need to get going. Susie's in the 
next transport schedule, and I need to get her over
there and get back as quickly as possible." 

Nala nodded as Angela took hold of the girl's
hand. "Be safe." 

Looking at her with an all too familiar frown,
Angela said, "Don't do anything... you’d normally do 
before I get back." 

Crossing her heart, Nala gave her friend a weak 
smile. "Wouldn't dream of it."

The three lingering partners made their 
decisions and broke apart. Nala watched the 
women move in an odd ballet. Nods of agreement
in an odd synchronicity followed by a seemingly
choreographed turn. 

Partner Turan came toward her with a
determination that might have scared her on 
another day. Today, she saw the woman's
movements as a clear sign of their dire situation.

Nala imagined her own expression was a 
reflection of the partner’s. She loved this colony, as
did all of the others, and she was determined to
keep it from dying.

A week ago, that hadn't been too difficult of a
proposition.  

"We need to get the C Tower functioning again," 
Turan said. 

Nala hesitated, then said, "Is that really our first 
priority? There are a dozen other systems that
need repair – all of which I’d put higher on a list of
to-dos.”

“The station’s systems already think we're in a
catastrophic collapse." 

"I know," Nala said, too quickly.

Turan narrowed her eyes, "Then you know we
can't hope to disentangle the aspersion hub or the
dampening coil until we fix that."

Nala studied her before it clicked. "C Tower has 
to be functioning before the computers will accept 
changes… and that's how she put us into this lock 
down."

"Yep.”  Turan replied curtly and punched in her 
access codes, holding open the lift door. “Let's get 
you suited up again." 

Without disguising her groan, Nala joined Turan
in the lift and collapsed backward against the lefthand wall.

Turan leaned against the opposite wall. "Well, I 
suppose one of your problems will be solved if we
can't get things fixed. We can't fire you if your job 
no longer exists, or if we’re all dead." 

Nala blinked at her before settling on what to
say. "You're not very good at trying to lighten the
mood.  But I guess this is technically my fault.” 

"No," Turan said. Her fists were clenched and 
her tone harsh. "This is not your fault. This is 
Diana's fault and it's Dendrond's fault." 

Nala flinched at the name of the colony partner 
she had briefly called a friend.

If Turan noticed, she said nothing of it, 
continuing without pause. "We are going to fix
these problems and we're going to fix that crack 
and we're going to get back to business as normal."

"Are we going to catch Diana and Dendrond?" 

"We've tasked security with that job. If they’re 
still inside the colony walls they won't get past us 
again. And if they’re gone, they won’t get back in."

Nala had a feeling that, whatever the two 
women hoped to accomplish, they were done with
the colony. Everything they’d planned to do was
likely already in place.

Suited up and at the C Tower’s emergency
airlock, Turan gave her a smile and hesitant 
thumbs-up. “Once you get in there and get 
everything sorted, we’ll be able to flip the switch 
and get us back up and running.”

Partner Chadha jogged to them from the
flickering light of an access corridor and whispered
something to Turan before she turned to Nala. 

"You know what to do. We've got all of the
residents of Towers C and B evacuated and are in 
the final stages with Tower A. In half an hour, we'll
be down to a skeleton crew and we'll all look a little 
more like you." Chadha nodded at the spacesuit 
she wore. "There's no one on this colony I trust 
more than you to get in there and get it figured out." 

"Even knowing my past?" Nala said, biting her
tongue as soon as she asked it. She shouldn’t need 
more validation, but she worried the partners would 
not forget or forgive her nefarious past anytime
soon. 

"Even then," Chadha said as she held open the
airlock door.

They operated the door's locking mechanism
together, one on either side, locking her in, and 
Nala did one last check of her helmet's seal before
giving Chadha the thumbs up. "Good to go in here."

Nala waited as Chadha vented the air from the
small compartment. Glancing at the doorway to the 
C Tower, she couldn’t help but imagine what it 
would be like to open the hatch under explosive 
decompression. It was not a pleasurable prospect.

Moving to less morbid thoughts, she checked
the display on her suit’s arm and noted the time. 
Angela would be back in a handful of minutes and if
the woman didn't find her way to a comm set, Nala 
was going to kick her when she saw her next.

Nala cycled through the C Tower hatch and
pushed the door open – an odd experience with the 
lower gravity now surrounding her.

Once inside, she glanced back into the airlock 
chamber. 

Through the closed hatch on the other side, 
Turan gave her a quick nod before she 
disappeared back into the brightness of the viable 
section.

Turning slowly, so her flash lamp gave her a full 
view of the space around her, she noted the few 
obstructions.  

Any room was creepy when you knew it was 
abandoned. Even more so when you knew it could 

- and would – kill you under the right
circumstances. Nala would be keeping her helmet 
on, thank you very much.

Not that she expected anyone to ask her to
remove it. 

"Focus," she told herself, and immediately
pursed her lips hoping no one was listening. 

A discarded beaker rolled off the counter and
made it’s slow decent to the floor, its contents
suspended in bubbles across as they spilled out. 
The white light of her flashlamp left ghostly
shadows on the walls and view ports. It was the 
silence that was the worst of all. 

She had a long walk ahead of her and as she 
stepped into the corridor, she cursed. It would be 
longer than expected. 

The corridor to her left was filled with fire
suppression foam.

Swallowing down the claustrophobic feelings
that threatened to grip her, she considered her 
options. She could cut through it, but she didn’t 
know how long that would take, and without 
knowing what was on the other side, it was not a
risk she was willing to take. That left her with the
safer, but likely longer option. 

She punched the foam and let out a frustrated
sigh before turning on her heel. She bounded down
the corridor in the other direction. If she was going 
to make progress, she needed to hustle.

It took her twenty minutes to navigate the foamfilled corridor detour, and another five to open the
access panel she needed. When it came loose, she 
pushed it aside and let it fall slowly away - there
would be time for cleanup later.

Two tones sounded in her ear and then her 
comms connected. “About time,” she grumbled.  

"Hope you've been having an easier time of it 
than I have," Angela's voice crackled in her ear.
"The partners of Colony Eight are real jerks, in case 
you were wondering." 

"I hadn't given it much thought, actually," Nala
said. “How’s the evac coming along?” 

“All nonessential personnel are out.” 

Nala twisted off a pair of wires, and laughed, 
despite herself. “Just you and me then?” 

“Nearly.”

“And if I can’t get this fixed?” 

There was a long pause before Angela said, “If
that’s the case, I don’t want to be there when you
let Chadha know.”

As if in response to her name, the comm 
crackled and Chadha asked. “How is your Tower 
coming along, Klef?” 

"Not terribly quickly. There were some hurdles, 
but I'm at the panel and it's not as much of a mess 
as I expected." 

The floor rumbled beneath her feet and she tried
to steady herself.

Tapping her comm function, she asked, "Did you 
feel that, or is it just here in the C Tower?" 

"Nothing here," Angela said before Chadha
reported the same. 

“I need to test the stability and functionality of
these changes before I give you the go ahead to
reopen this section.” 

Chadha’s pause was as Nala had expected. She 
waited, still working as the partner dealt with her 
misgivings. 

When the crackle of the comm came through,
Chadha said, “I will trust your judgment.”

Nala reported another rumble, and the partner 
added, "The foundation of the C Tower must have
become unstable when the other tremors 
happened."  

Chadha's lack of concern was concerning. 

Nala pulled her tablet from her bag and shook 
her head at the woman’s coldness. "And you want 
me to give you the all-clear to open the doors back 
up?" 

Chadha's next words were calm and spoken
slowly, each measured in its turn. "I won’t risk the 
lives of our colonists, but neither will I give up on
our home." 

"Good," Nala said as she tapped through the
start-up procedures on her tablet. “I've got the 
panel fixed so we'll probably be able to get the 
system to accept it again. Have someone out there
work on that."

"What are you going to do?" Angela asked.

"I need to know what's causing these tremors
and how we can stop them. Until I know we won't 
experience any more, I can’t allow full access to the 
C Tower." 

There was a tense silence from the comm as
Nala hurried down the corridor, not bothering to
wait for the partner's response. 

She ran into three more foamy impediments
before she got to the tertiary command center. 
Stepping inside, she immediately back pedaled, 
grabbing hold of the hatch to keep herself upright. 

The floor in front of her held a hole, the edges of
which were crumbling.

"You are not going to believe what I found...."

Another rumbling shook through the tower and
her comms went buggy.

With the shaking of the colony around her, the 
hole widened.

And she fell.

Nala woke with a start, her head reeling and in
total darkness.

“What happened?” she asked, but received no 
response. “Angela? Chadha? Can I get a status 
update?” 

In the darkness, she took a moment to make
sure nothing was broken, that her suit was still 
sealed, and that she was not about to do herself
more harm.

Depressing the secondary transmission button
on her suit’s controls, she said, "Hello? Can anyone 
hear me?" 

Nothing came through the comms, and she
vented her frustration via a selection of her favorite
curses.  

She stood, carefully, and dusted herself off,
fumbling for her suit's lamps. Smacking the button - 
twice because the first time gave her a flicker of
initialization - her suit’s lamps flared and she
blinked at the suddenness brightness. 

Around her, the space was not overlarge. In her 
confusion, it took her a moment to realize what it
was – a tunnel. 

She'd read the original reports from when the
tunnel system had been proposed - meant to
connect each of the colonies via a small subwaylike system that would allow for easier movement of
workers and better collaboration between the 
scientific branches housed in each. In reading, 
she'd also discovered that the tunnels had all been 
sealed off and filled in to minimize terrorist threats.

"Apparently they missed one." 

Behind her, a massive pile of rubble filled in the
tunnel, but it also blocked the area between her
and the hole through which she'd fallen. She 
couldn’t climb back up, and she didn’t have enough
air in reserve to wait and hope for help to arrive.
She had only one option and that was to move
forward.

Taking each step gingerly, she moved away
from the rubble pile. 

A pair of tracks cut a line in the middle of the
floor and Nala kicked one rail. 

Her comms crackled to life.

A trio of chaotic shouts accosted her ears. Their 
words were too garbled to be clear. Then the comm
line cut out again. 

“Can anyone hear me?” Nala asked. Nothing . 
She glanced tentatively down at the track and 
stepped on it again. Once more, the static chaos 
erupted in her ears.

Depressing her transmitter, she spoke as calmly 
as she could. "I've fallen into the old tunnel system 
they never put into commission. I'm alright, but 
can’t get back to C Tower. What's going on up 
there?" 

Another garbled and too-loud pulse of comm 
chatter assaulted her ears. She caught four words 
that made her blood chill. "Explosion" "Failure" and 
"Tower Collapse" were not words that created a 
happy image.

With her foot still on the rail, she depressed the
transmitter again. "I'm going to work my way out of
here. I don't know which colony this leads to, or
even what direction I'm headed. If you can hear 
me, don't waste your time digging for me. Make
sure everyone else is safe."

She swallowed the worry that had collected in
her throat and turned back toward the darkness 
that awaited.

The lights from her suit shone a halo around her 
that spread five feet in every direction before it
faded into the surrounding darkness. She started 
off slowly, checking herself for any pains or
concerns she hadn't noticed before. Everything felt
alright. Glancing once more behind her, she took
off at a loping jog - quick enough that she felt like
she was making progress, but slow enough she 
never got ahead of her light. The decreased gravity 
threatened to send her careening off in the wrong 
direction, and she forced herself to keep her 
progress in check.

Bounding for what felt like hours, she started to
lose track of time and distance. 

She didn’t have enough control to stop herself
when she reached the end of the line. A metal wall
capped the tunnel behind a maintenance skiff that 
sat empty and abandoned on the rails.

The wall seemed to cut into the tunnel's curved 
sides. The door set in the middle of it had no 
locking mechanism. Nala did not know whether to
be thankful for that fact or wary of what lay on the 
other side. When people had no fear of trespassers
it could mean many things, but Nala still tended 
toward the maudlin. 

With little confidence, Nala opened the door and
stepped into an airlock that had lights of its own. 
She killed her suit’s lights to save their battery and 
used the airlock’s manual controls to get through to
the other side. 

The sound of a heavy lock behind her and air 
rushing in overhead were equally terrifying and
relieving.

She could not get through the door into
whichever colony she’d found fast enough. Once
inside, she took an unnecessarily relieved breath.
The compartment in front of her was cold, empty…
and noticeably ventilated. Her suit’s readouts
confirmed the air was abundant and breathable. 

The antiquated locking mechanisms and
bulkhead materials were laid out in a configuration 
similar to that of the lowest levels of Lunar Colony
Six… but her home did not have an underground 
entrance. At least, the schematics said they had 
never put in the underground station. So what
Colony was this? 

Taking a risk, Nala pulled off her helmet, but 
kept it close at hand… just in case. 

She walked cautiously through the corridor, 
wishing she had a weapon.

Silence met her at every junction, and then, at
the fourth intersection, she heard what sounded like
the low murmur of a human voice.

Glancing at the empty halls in the other two 
directions, she carefully made her way toward the 
sound. The corridor opened into a small 
compartment with no airlock. A handful of crates 
and boxes were stacked haphazardly about.

A slumped figure rested against the pile of
boxes, shoulders hunched. 

Stepping around the perimeter of the room as
quietly as she could, Nala kept to the shadows as 
she searched for signs of a trap. 

When his face came into view, she flinched. 

"Boudri?" Her voice was barely a whisper, but 
he startled at his name and peered around the 
room through the one of his eyes that was not 
swollen shut. 

Nala stepped carefully around him, still unsure 
what part he played in this. He looked up at her 
and she could see his split lip in addition to his 
bruised eye. Swaying, he blinked at her in 
confusion. 

"Y-you can't be here," he stammered, his 
confusion quickly turned to fear as he struggled
against bindings she hadn’t noticed until now. "You 
have to get back to the Colony. They're going to
destroy it; you have to get everyone out."

"Shhhhhhh," she patted his shoulder as gently 
as she could.

"The colony is being managed,” she said. “Oh,
Ethan, who did this to you?"

He rocked gently. "They didn't need to hurt 
anyone. They’re after you...they only wanted me
out of the way; said I was uncooperative." 

His hands were tied tightly behind his back. The
bindings cut into his skin and the once white 
cording was stained the dark brown of dried blood.
His skin was ashen, and she was afraid he would 
lose consciousness soon.

Trying to keep a hopeful, soothing tone, Nala 
said, "Let's get you untied and you can tell me what 
happened, okay?" 

She dug through her bag, but the snips she’d
used earlier must have been lost when she’d 
tumbled into the tunnel. She pushed that thought 
aside and wrestled a knife from its sheath and 
carefully freed his hands. 

Pulling her water bottle from its place in her bag, 
she passed it to him and he greedily drank it down, 
only pausing to take slower sips when she warned 
him off his near drowning gulps.

She had a snack in her bag - a necessary
precaution held over from the days when she'd
given her now deceased employees time off and 
taken on both of their shifts - rummaging for it now,
she handed it to him as he finished the water. He 
looked more aware, but that didn’t mean anything.

"Feel better?" she asked.

He nodded, but did not vocalize a response. 

"Where are we?" She asked, somewhat 
rhetorically, but Boudri answered.

"Lunar Colony Three," he said with a cough as 
she gave him her secondary water bottle. 

"I didn't think I'd gone that far. It’s amazing it still 
has operational life support." 

“Apparently there’s a lot we didn’t know about 
Three, like the fact it used to house weaponry that 
could have destroyed half the Earth.” 

That sent an uncomfortable shiver through her. 
“You can’t be serious.” 

She had no idea what the other colonies were
up to, but it was still in her nature to think better of
them than that. 

Boudri looked at the crates he leaned against 
wearily. “I wish it was a joke.”

Helping him to his feet, Nala cursed his lack of a
space suit. If they were as cut off from help as she 
expected, there was no chance they could get out. 

“Why did they put you in here?” She asked,
glancing around the room once again. 

He laughed and wiped his hands on his pants.
“They thought I was annoying.” 

Smiling, she handed him a small container of
hand sanitizer from her bag. “Well, they’d be right 
about that, wouldn’t they?  But who is ‘they’?”

“You have mentioned it to me on several 
occasions before.” He winced as he handed her 
back the sanitizer. “Partner Dendrond got me
transferred and then some friend of hers named 
Diana shanghaied me. They are working together. 
By the way, sorry about that call. I tried to give you 
hints they wouldn’t understand, but I don’t think I 
was successful.”

“To be honest, I was too distracted with other 
things to notice if you did.” 

“I knew I wouldn’t be any help dead… but I did
try to do my part.” 

Nala glanced at him warily, “What did you do?” 

"I tried to escape. This," he held up his still
bloody wrists, "This isn't because I'm pretty."

Tossing him a bandage roll, she said, "You're
definitely not that." 

Wrapping his wrists with her help, Boudri lapsed
back into silence. 

"What happened?" she asked.

Boudri rolled his eyes and glanced toward the 
room’s exit. "Diana isn’t above boasting. She and 
Dendrond knew who you were… about your past. 
You apparently did something to piss them off, so
they decided they'd screw you over... but they didn't
want to hurt just you. They wanted to blame you for 
something so big anyone associated with you 
would fall under scrutiny.

"I think they meant for you to die in that skywalk
bomb... if that had happened, the colony would 
have needed to be evaced until it was fixed and 
they'd done a dozen bomb sweeps."

"That doesn't explain the Aspersion hub... or 
how they killed my crew when both men were
supposed to be on Earth." 

"Kiln and Sharpo are dead?" He said, sounding 
more confused than sad. "Damn, I've been out of
the loop." 

"I'll tell you the whole story later. Let’s figure out 
how to get out of here and get someone out here to
take care of this."

Nala led her friend down the corridor away from
the airlock she’d arrived through; there was no 
chance they could get out the way she’d come.
When they got to the next set of intersecting
corridors, she paused, hoping Boudri would help 
her. He remained silent behind her and so she took
her third choice. 

The long ramp slowly worked its way upward
and Nala hoped that was a good thing. When it 
ended at a large space filled with rows of boxes 
and crates, she had to hope they would find 
something with directions soon. She might have felt 
the signage on Six was redundant, but it was 
helpful when she needed it. 

A sound echoed from down the corridor and she
thanked her stars she didn't have to tell Boudri to
get out of sight. He dropped to a crouch behind the
crate to her left and they watched in silent stillness 
as Diana strode past, humming a popular tune. 
She ambled through the room with a smile 
plastered across her face and disappeared down
the tunnel through which they’d come. 

Waiting longer than they probably needed to, 
Nala finally turned back to Boudri. "If she's going to
check on you, we need to find our way out – now."

“Yeah, there’s not much chance of her missing
my absence.” 

Nala started toward the doorway in the far wall,
and stopped as soon as movement caught her eye. 

Swinging to her left, she swallowed the curse
that might have escaped her lips. 

"Where do you think you're going?" The gun Eri
Dendrond had leveled at her was not standard
issue. A missed shot could punch a hole through
the colony's exterior wall behind her and then 
they'd all be dead. If Boudri hadn't been with her,
Nala might have risked it.

When she didn’t answer, Boudri stepped in front 
of her. "Just for a stroll. It has been a crazy week
and I was really just looking for some normalcy."

Eri’s eyes flicked to him for a moment and then
back to Nala. 

“You’ve been behind this the whole time,” Nala 
said, not waiting for confirmation. “You’re a very
good actress.” 

“It wasn’t all acting.” Eri smiled. "I tried to
convince Diana we didn't need to kill you after her 
bomb attempt failed." 

Nala felt sick. "At least not until you'd slept with
me, right?" 

Shrugging, Eri did not disagree. "It would have
been a perk, but I wasn't going to hold a gun to
your head." 

Beside her, Ethan said, "Oh the irony." 

Nodding in the direction Diana had gone, Eri
said, "If that janitor hadn't found your peons... well,
no point in pining over what might have been."

Holding tight to Boudri, Nala kept her tone as
even as she could and said, "You are a heartless 
bitch." 

Eri studied her for a moment, her mouth tight as
though holding in a frown. "Not true, but I'll allow 
you to be misinformed because it works out better 
for me."

Suddenly overloud echoes of footsteps clattered
from the corridor through which Diana had 
disappeared, and Nala watched the ex-Partner’s
hand, waiting for an opportunity to get the gun 
away from her. Eri barely acknowledged that her 
cohort was the one making the racket. 

Diana jogged through the far corridor, her focus
on the space behind her, not the one ahead. "Eri! 
The bastard's gone...." Her words trailed off as she
came to a stop some feet behind her coconspirator.

Diana’s eyes narrowed on her, and Nala couldn’t 
help but feel as though her own skin was beginning
to peel. 

“Why is she still alive?” Diana asked, moving 
closer to Eri.

"She’s proven to be amusing. That’s gained her 
a stay of execution." 

Fists balled at her hips, Diana took a step
forward, her icy glare directed solely on Nala. "Kill
her – now," she said. 

Nala fought the urge to react to the pure hatred
directed at her, and instead held Eri’s gaze. Eri 
studied her like a woman ordering dessert, 
hesitated, and then smiled. 

"No," she said, without turning back to Diana. 

It was a mistake. 

Nala saw the rage blossom on Diana's face a 
moment before the woman snapped. Diana 
grabbed Eri by the back of her neck and swung her 
around. Eri let out a startled cry before bashing the 
gun against Diana’s arm. For a half second Nala 
watched as the two women struggled, then she
grabbed Boudri's hand and ran.

Boot soles screeched as she ran as fast as she
could down a dimly lit corridor. Gunshots sounded 
behind her and she prayed the crates would catch
any stray rounds. She didn't know if they were
shooting at each other or at her and Boudri. She 
didn't slow to take the corner, slamming into the 
wall and using the momentum to propel her down
the intersecting hall.

That was when Boudri pulled his hand from
hers. Only then did she slow her pace. As they 
jogged through the corridor, Ethan kept pace – but
just barely.

"Do you have any idea where this goes?" she
asked as she slowed to a stop and glanced behind 
them. 

He shook his head vigorously, puffing out 
labored breaths. She shouldn't have run him so 
hard, but she couldn’t leave him behind either. 

Looking back over her shoulder, she tried to
slow her breathing. They weren't far enough away 
to let their guard down, but they didn’t appear to be
in immediate danger anymore... not that that 
couldn't change at any moment. 

Boudri leaned over, clutching his stomach, as
they continued down the corridor as fast as she 
was willing to go. His unsteady gait looked as 
though he was moments from falling face first into
the flooring. 

"We’ll find a place to rest," she offered. “We’re
too exposed here.” 

Shaking his head, Boudri pointed toward the far 
end of the corridor and set a new pace. Hoping he 
knew what he was doing, Nala followed.

The room they stepped into was about the same
size as the one they’d been in before, but this one
was empty, and its domed roof was peppered with
triangular view ports. 

“Goes to show I still don’t know everything,” she
said between long inhales. “I never thought I’d set 
foot on lunar colony three.” 

Boudri puffed out a laugh, “You mean after your 
bomb blew up half of the facility?”

Nala cringed. The destruction of LCIII was one 
of the first events that had pushed her toward
“retirement.”

Boudri leaned back, keeping his hands on his
hips as he breathed in deeply. Between breaths he 
said, “We’ve always known this colony was partially
operational, it’s used for storage by Four and Five,
and I know some were considering fixing the other
half of the colony now that it would be easier. You 
saw the pictures of what it looked like when the 
bomb blew.”

“Thanks for not calling it ‘my’ bomb.” She used
the heel of her palm to wipe sweat from her brow 
and then said, “We need to find some place to lay
low. Diana and Eri probably know this place better 
than we do. One or the other's bound to come
through here sooner rather than later." 

Boudri nodded and glanced to the two 
passageways that led away ahead of them. "What's
behind door number one?"

"Do you think it will be better or worse than door 
number two?" 

Boudri shrugged. "Probably not, but two has a
higher chance of looping back around to where we
were in the first place." 

Nala didn't know if that was right, but she didn't 
want to waste time arguing. 

They ran again through the halls and Boudri
finally picked a hatch – that it was the only hatch 
they’d seen in a while did not escape her.

Inside, the dark compartment had only one 
speck of light – a console that Nala went to
immediately. If she could turn on a few lights, 
maybe they could get their bearings. She dropped 
her bag by the console and got to work. 

“It’s the old botany lab – where the colony’s food
would have been grown.”

Nala didn’t argue, Ethan would know better than
she would.

The computer system was old, but none of the
program files were locked. Unfortunately, control 
commands were buried under routine files that
bogged her down. If there was an easier way to
turn on the lights, she would have loved to know 
about it. 

“God, it smells lovely in here,” Boudri said from
behind her. 

She snorted as she typed in the controls, 
executing the proper function and…. 

Too many lights came on, one at a time, 
illuminating the dome-like compartment. Its
contents, the source of the pleasant odor teasing 
Boudri’s olfactory senses, shivered under the flow 
of the ventilation tubing. 

“Wow, this is beautiful,” Boudri said as he
stepped forward.  

The compartment was full of lilies. Nala was 
frozen, her brain still trying to process the sheer
number of flowers in front of her. The same lilies
Diana had placed in her apartment days earlier.

“We need to get out of here, right now,” Nala
said when her brain reconnected and she backed 
away from the light controls.

“What’s wrong?” Boudri looked at her like she
was insane.

Glancing back at the flowers, she shook her 
head and said, “Just go.”  

There wasn’t any time to explain, and with the 
dome lit up like this, there was no way they could
use it as an effective hiding place.

As she turned, reaching for Ethan, he flew away
from her as Diana dropkicked him. 

Boudri rolled to avoid another impact from 
Diana’s boot and came to a stop against a reel of
irrigation tubing.  He let out an unfortunate gurgle,
then he lay still.

Nala didn’t have time to check on him as Diana 
climbed to her feet and stalked toward her.

“You should have died in that sky walk. This is
all your fault. You weren’t good enough as Verity; 
you had no hope of being worthwhile as this 
pathetic person you’ve created. You brought about 
the destruction of Six, and I’m going to kill you and
find a way to make sure everyone knows it was
your fault!” 

Nala didn’t say anything. She took a couple of
cautious steps backward.

“You’re running away again. You’re always
running away. Is it because you know you’d die if
you stood your ground? You’re a weasel and you
don’t deserve the admiration so many gave you.” 

Nala couldn’t keep the incredulous question
from escaping her lips. “Admiration?” 

Diana lunged. 

Nala dodged away, but it was a moment too
slow.

Diana’s fingers dug into her throat. Smiling as
she strangled her, the woman’s laugh was low as
she leaned in close. “Your mother was so
disappointed in you. You could have changed the
fate of the universe.”

Nala kicked down sharply, raking the heel of her 
boot across Diana’s ankle and as Diana let go she 
shoved. “How the hell do you know my mother?” 

Diana laughed again, “How did I know you were
Verity? Someone had to pick up where you left off.
Your mother was delighted to have someone who 
wouldn’t disappoint her.”

“So that’s where you got the scars? I guess you 
weren’t as good as me.” 

Shrugging, Diana smirked as she said, “You 
couldn’t figure out my bomb outside the skywalk.” 

“It didn’t go off,” Nala said as she knocked over 
a stand of lilies and took off across the lab. She 
wouldn’t be able to make it out of the lab, but she 
could put a little distance between them. 

Diana dove at her and caught her around the
legs and they both tumbled to the dusty floor. As 
she struck the ground, Nala felt a pop in her chest 
and then searing pain. 

Struggling to break free, Nala had nothing she
could grab hold of except the unstable pots. 

Diana stood and dragged her to her feet. 

“She always thought you’d come back to her, 
you know. Yet another way you’re a 
disappointment,” the crazed woman said.

Nala twisted out of her grip despite the pain
shooting up her ribs and fell backward into the
flowers – the pots keeping her from hitting the 
ground again. 

Diana lunged at her yet again, but Nala leaned
back into the pot and kicked her away. Stumbling 
backward, Diana tripped over Boudri’s prostrate
form. Her eyes widened as she fell backward, arms
flailing as she tried to catch herself. Her fingers
found no purchase in the thin air.

Nala tensed for the woman’s next attack, but it 
did not come. Pain burned in her chest, but she 
slowly got to her feet and made her way cautiously 
over to where Diana had fallen.

Staring up with glassy eyes, her neck at a wrong 
angle to her body, Diana no longer posed a threat. 
She was dead. At least she looked dead. A 
moaning sound caused Nala to reconsider. 

Beneath Diana’s body, Boudri groaned. 

As much as she could with her chest on fire, 
Nala helped pull Boudri out from under the corpse. 

“Why does it feel like I got caught in some mean
piece of machinery?” he asked as he struggled to
his feet.

“You—”

Before she could say anything else, a full tactical
team swept into the room. 

“Look who’s late to the party,” she said through
painful breaths. 

Chadha pushed through the faceless soldiers, 
armed to the teeth, and glanced from them to Diana 
and then to the flowers behind them. 

“Well, this is convenient,” she said. 

“We aim to please. Now…. can we get out of
here? These flowers are starting to give me a 
headache.” 

Chadha nodded and then barked orders to the
tac team regarding Diana’s body. As they left, she 
sent one of the soldiers on ahead to fetch a medic 
to deal with Boudri. 

Nala led the group back through the corridors
until they came to the room stacked high with
crates.

Eri lay on the floor, eyes glassy and head turned 
the opposite direction of her body in an unnatural 
pose. The similarity of her condition in death to that 
of Diana’s was not lost on Nala. Her stomach 
twisted into a tightly coiled knot and sent a sickly 
shiver through her. 

“I imagine Diana did that,” Chadha said, 
stepping closer to the body. “The paperwork will be
uncomfortably tidy for how big of a mess this is.”

Nala blinked to force her focus off the dead 
woman and register what Chadha had just said. 
She let out a heavy sigh, “How did you know where
to find us?” 

Chadha smiled sheepishly and tapped Nala’s 
arm. “I put a locator beacon in your suit… suffice it
to say I didn’t fully trust you. Until now.” 

Nala looked toward where Boudri was now
being attended by medics. She tried to shrug but 
winced at the pain. “If you’d told me that was what 
you wanted before you did it, I wouldn’t have
objected.” 

The medics put Boudri into a transport and then
turned their attention on Nala. After a less than 
thorough check, they gave her some pain meds 
and let her go with a warning about a probable
cracked rib and issued her an order to get a full
medical check when she got back to a functioning
colony.

And then they were told to leave; things needed
to be sorted and cleaned up, a cover story needed 
to be fabricated… they would only get in the way.

Lunar Colony Twelve was in chaos. The more
Nala looked around her, the worse it got.
Twelve had received the bulk of the displaced 
colonists. And despite the visible signs that many of
those from Six were attempting to be helpful, the 
leadership of this colony were not gracious hosts. 

She and Boudri– he sported more bandages
than she thought were strictly necessary – had 
been released after they gave yet another 
statement to Colony security, and after about an 
hour they found Angela. With her daughter in the
colony nursery, Angela, like so many others, had 
found her way to the colony’s Partners’ Chambers
to see what needed to be done. She wanted to
know what she could help with… but more
importantly, she wanted to know where she would 
end up. 

The partners of Twelve had removed
themselves from the general fray and guards stood 
to keep people out of their secluded corner as they 
conversed with the three remaining partners of
Colony Six. None of the seven looked pleased.

Not knowing anything about Colony Twelve’s 
partner’s, Nala had taken to thinking of them as one
collective person rather than four individuals, 
though the man with the bushy moustache seemed
to be the equivalent of Chadha. He had not stopped 
gesticulating since she’d arrived.

Angela leaned in close and said, “Ever feel like
you’re unwanted?”

“On a pretty regular basis.” Boudri answered so 
quickly Nala didn’t need to agree.

Breaking free from the other Partners, Chadha
walked toward them, irritation written on her face in
bold print.

She threw her hand backward and said, “They
are in a dither… but they’re not asking for help, and 
I know how annoyed I’d be if we were still on Six 
and the roles were reversed. I only hope they take
all the information they have into account before
they make any decisions. There are a lot of
innocent bystanders in this fiasco and I don’t want 
any proverbial babies getting thrown out with the 
bath water.” 

Nala chewed on her tongue for a moment before
she asked, “Have they been informed as to who I
am?” 

“No. I haven’t decided who needs that
information. Turan and Elodie agree. We’ll be 
packed up and sent back to Earth where a 
committee will interview each of us and see if
anyone - aside from Partner Dendrond - is to
blame.” Chadha glanced at the other partners with
a grimace. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve
been in a situation where I was not the highest 
authority.” 

“I bet that sucks,” Boudri said.

Chadha glared at Boudri, but didn’t comment as
she made her way back to the others of her station.

With little else to do but wait, Nala settled in
between Boudri and Angela and with a heavy sigh, 
said, “I’m going to take a really long nap once
someone gives me a bunk.”
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