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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Alya placed her bag on the scanner and watched as the flickering light searched for weapons. 
 
    “Clean,” a bored security guard said and handed it back to her. 
 
    She gave him a smile – not so small that she looked too nervous, but not so big that it seemed unnatural – and took the bag in one hand. 
 
    The weight was reassuring.  It was just the size of bag that someone travelling to the colony for a six-month study period would have.  Nothing unusual, nothing remarkable. 
 
    The spaceport was loud and shiny and cold.  Alya wrapped her coat around herself more tightly.  It was supposed to adjust to different temperatures, but either the heat panels weren’t working or the cold was all in her head.  That was very possible. 
 
    Alya realized that she was holding her breath and she let it out gently.  A man in a blue uniform glanced over at her, but she kept her eyes straight ahead.  Of course, he might just have been looking at her scruffy clothes and ash blond hair pulled back into a loose ponytail.  Everyone else was in business suits or they looked like they stepped right off the catwalk.  But Alya knew that she was dressed exactly like a student would dress, so that was okay. 
 
    “Boarding pass please.” A woman in a shiny suit with a shaved head held out her hand.  Alya tried not to look too surprised as she gave the girl her datapad to scan.  Normally it was all automated, but the Continuum must have felt it was worth the extra to employ a human being for this mundane job.  A little taste of luxury for travelers.  Alya’s eyes lingered on the Continuum logo on the woman’s top.  Or a reminder of who was in charge. 
 
    There were two men in the shuttle and an old woman who had already fallen asleep, her grey-speckled braids of hair gently bobbing with each snuffling breath.  Both men looked up as Alya took her seat.  She kept her eyes down.  Her Polish background had gifted her with high cheekbones and almond shaped eyes that men seemed to find attractive.  But today she wore no makeup and scruffy clothes in the hope that no one would find her worth looking at.  When one of the men opened his mouth to speak Alya knew she had failed even at that. 
 
    “First time?” The man had a beard that was a bit too manicured to pull off the rugged look he had probably been hoping for.  He sat with his legs spread wide in a way that Alya found immediately irritating. 
 
    “Yes,” Alya said.  Would it be better to appear chatty or nervous?  What would seem more natural?  She had left too long a pause anyway so she returned her gaze to her feet. 
 
    “You don’t look like someone who can afford this sort of trip.  No offense of course.” The guy with the beard smiled, his teeth popping into view like burrowing insects. 
 
    “I’m a student at NAU.  I’ve been granted a six-month study placement on the moon colony.  I’m learning about the mine expansion.  I’m a student,” she said again when the guy didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Right.” The guy with the beard turned back to his friend and rolled his eyes. Alya swallowed.  Careful. 
 
    Bearded guy’s friend was skinny with white blond hair and he looked like he might be about to be sick.  There was a pinkness around his eyes that probably meant radiation exposure.  Alya wondered if he was from Scandinavia somewhere.  They had been hit by the radiation leaks much worse than Poland, and his pale coloring suggested he was from the North.  Alya wanted to ask him but decided not to risk it.  
 
    There was a brief announcement in English and German and then the shuttle moved off smoothly.  Alya’s stomach clenched but she forced herself to stay calm.  At least they could stay seated for this part of the ride. 
 
    Alya glanced out of the windows out of habit, but of course there was nothing to see.  The shuttle would stay in the tunnel until it reached the launch pad.  As the metal carriage moved along the tracks there were frequent flashes of electrical wires, giving the impression of an underground storm. 
 
    Alya felt an answering flicker behind her own eyes and looked back down at the floor.  She had forgotten to keep up with her breathing exercises.  Or was it the bearded man that had upset her?  She felt her nails dig into the plastic fabric of the armrest.  Now was not the time to lose control. 
 
    “Please enter the sleeping compartments,” a robotic voice called out, loud enough that Alya flinched. 
 
    The pale faced man shot out of his chair and stumbled over to his sleeping berth.  Alya wondered what would happen if he vomited in his berth.  That would not be pleasant.  His friend slapped his back and went over to his own bed, shooting Alya a sleazy grin while he did so. 
 
    “Sleep tight.” He chuckled as he climbed in.  Alya waited until he had closed the lid on his compartment before getting into hers.  She didn’t like the idea of being unconscious around that guy. 
 
    The sleeping compartment was painted bright white and covered with a glass ceiling but nothing that the moon shuttle company could do would make it feel comfortable.  It was like getting into a coffin.  Breathe in.  Breathe out.  Alya stepped in with deliberate care, one foot then the other.  The instructions told her how to attach the straps with a firm push and the foam sides then gently molded themselves around her body. 
 
    Alya felt kind of proud that she had managed to keep her anxiety down to a small tingle in her nerve endings.  All the practice at home had paid off.  She had kept her panic at bay, for now. 
 
    But the worst part was about to start.  A cold gas began to fill the coffin.  Sleeping berth, Alya reminded herself as her temples began to sweat.  She forced her eyes closed as the metallic taste entered her nose and mouth. 
 
    It took every particle of self-control for Alya not to give in to the power as the blankness washed over her brain.  But somehow she managed it, and as she slipped into sleep a smile of relief played on her lips. 
 
      
 
    Alya woke up covered by a thin layer of moisture like a blade of grass on an autumn morning.  She tried to move her legs, but then she realized she was paralyzed.  A wave of anxiety washed over her before a mechanical voice told her to stay calm, she would be released soon.  Alya went through her exercises, gradually slowing the thumping pulse that she could feel in her eardrums.  Did everyone get the calm down message, or had the pod somehow read her vitals, seen her inflated heart rate?  And if it saw that what else did it see?  Alya shook her head, even though she could barely move it against the foam material that pressed around her.  Paranoia was sometimes useful, but when it led to panic it was the enemy.  Do not let yourself panic. 
 
    As soon as the cheery tone sounded, Alya pushed the lid of the sleeping pod upwards and scrambled out.  She was the first one out of her compartment so she was the first to rush over to the window. 
 
    And there it was.  The moon colony.  Continuum Base One, as it was properly called now.  A miniature city encased in a dome that looked like glass but was actually something much more complicated.  Alya pressed her hands against the window of the shuttle.  She knew that the view was actually deceptive: ninety percent of the moon base was underground.  Hollowed out from the surface of the moon itself, the material ground down and remade into lunar concrete to construct buildings and roads many meters under the ground. 
 
    Alya’s chest constricted with emotion until she could hardly breathe.  Had she really come this far?  She could almost taste the air.  Just a few more minutes. 
 
    “It’s amazing it’s still up there at all.  Considering it was built by Geeps.” 
 
    Alya managed to stay still, but she couldn’t help bunching her hands into fists.  Thankfully the men had forgotten about her.  She slowly turned away from the window. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll see any?” The white blond guy had got a bit of his color back.  For a nervous flyer, the worst was over.  Well, apart from the landing, but maybe he hadn’t heard about that one. 
 
    “What, Geeps?” The bearded guy barely looked outside.  How many times had he made this trip to become so used to such a spectacular view? “Sure, there’s the odd one still about.  The ones that submitted to treatment, sterilization, all that jazz.  They say they’re safe now but I never get up too close, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Don’t you feel kind of sorry for them?” 
 
    “Why, because they can’t have kids?  Sure, but they had to stop the contamination.  I mean, what if the mutation got into the gene pool?  Then we’d all end up like them.” 
 
    Both men shuddered.  The bearded man’s shirt had sweat patches under the arms.  Perhaps he’d been more nervous than he had let on. 
 
    Alya heard a thump and looked down to see that her bag had fallen off the bench.  All by itself. 
 
    “Careful child,” Alya felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see a pair of penetrating black eyes surrounded by a wrinkled sepia face.  She hadn’t even seen the old woman move.  The woman picked up the bag and held it out to Alya.  She took it with a blush that she couldn’t stop. 
 
    “Thanks.” Alya stared into those dark eyes for a second while the wave of energy inside her subsided. “Must have knocked it over.  I guess I got a little space sick.” 
 
    “I guess so.” The woman put a hand on her shoulder, held onto it for a second, then let go.  She shuffled over to her seat and brought out a datapad, immediately lost in her own world. 
 
    Alya glanced over at the two men, but they seemed to have forgotten about her. 
 
    She tilted her head towards the window and looked at the moon.  And the colony, stuck on its side like a parasite.  Welcome home, Alya. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The mechanical voice had promised that the landing would be a small vibration.  Instead, it was the sort of thud that pounded from Alya’s feet to her teeth.  She looked across at the other side of the shuttle and was pleased to see that even the man with the beard was sweating.  His companion looked like he might throw up at any moment. 
 
    They had been allowed to sit on their chairs for the descent – no need, thankfully, to re-enter the coffin-like sleep pods – but had attached the seatbelts that had extended from the walls behind them.  Alya rubbed her collar bone, feeling the future bruise where the belt had dug into her skin. 
 
    Too late, Alya remembered to look out of the window, but the shuttle had already passed into an underground road or tunnel of some kind, so the view of the moon was gone.  She was sort of glad.  The moments of descent where the surface of the moon had been tilted and shimmering due to the shuttle’s trajectory and speed had left her feeling distinctly queasy. 
 
    While she was checking her breathing, the shuttle moved along the corridor.  Flashes of light on the walls as it passed by gave her a sense that it was moving fast, although the ride was smooth enough.  She closed her eyes and found her center.  Perhaps it would all be okay. 
 
    The shuttle gave a lurch and her eyes snapped open.  Opposite, the old woman was staring at her without shame.  She had a small grin fixed on her thin lips.  Alya looked away and saw the strip of LED lights come on next to the shuttle exit. 
 
    The man with the beard climbed out of the shuttle in an athletic bound, calling for his companion to follow him.  The pale man looked back at her and actually managed a smile. 
 
    “Good luck,” he said before disappearing through the opening.  A friendly comment?  Alya tried to take it as such, but her paranoia made her bite her lip.  Did she look like someone in need of luck? 
 
    She grabbed her bag and headed for the door of the shuttle.  There was a large step up to the platform.  Alya looked back and offered an arm to the woman who was now shuffling towards the exit. 
 
    “Don’t mind me, sweetheart, I can take care of myself.  And if you ever need a friend, you come to Mama’s Place, first floor next to the laundry.  Okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Alya said, more touched than she showed.  Although the woman would have hardly made such an offer if she had known why Alya was there. 
 
    The woman grinned, showing a set of surprisingly perfect teeth, then leaped onto the platform with the agility of a fox.  She hurried along the platform and disappeared, leaving Alya staring after her.  Breathe in, breathe out.  Alya climbed up on to the platform.   
 
    Alya couldn’t help but be a little disappointed when she exited the shuttle.  She had expected something like the spaceport back on earth - ultra modern, sanitized white with high glass ceilings.  She realized as soon as her feet hit the floor that she had been stupid to expect something similar here.  Space was at a premium on the moon, where every piece of real estate had to be chiseled out of the very rock itself.  The spaceport was long and low, the ceiling only ten feet high.  There were doors off to each side where people could access shuttles, although there only seemed to be a couple actually in use.  This was not surprising given the expense of space travel.  But it worried Alya – she had hoped for more people, a crowd that she could disappear into.  This clearly was not going to happen. 
 
    Her fellow travelers were fascinating, with outfits that suggested all the different post-freeze nations of earth.  The mix of skin colors and facial features made the space station seem more egalitarian than any earth nation.  Of course, appearances were deceptive.  Alya made herself stare at the floor – she didn’t want any more people to remember her face than she could avoid. 
 
    Arrows on the floor pointed the way through the terminal.  Alya passed a dozen shuttle bays before the space opened up into the main floor of the terminal.  Still, it was much smaller than those at Cape Town and Amur Oblast.  There were people about, sure, but not the busy throngs that there were on the earth bases.  It made sense: earth shuttles went all over the world; the moon’s shuttles only went back down. 
 
    Plastic barriers corralled Alya and the other shuttle passengers towards a bank of security booths.  Only two were open and Alya took her place in line. 
 
    A woman with a beautiful headdress that Alya thought made her possibly Sudanese in origin checked her paperwork with a thoroughness that Alya found unnerving. 
 
    “Student permit?” 
 
    Did it matter that her hands shook as she handed over the datapad?  Alya pressed her palm onto the screen in front of her and tried not to dwell on the moist mark she left behind her.  Damn, it was hot down here. 
 
    “Hot, isn’t it?” She said inanely while the woman tapped away on a view screen. 
 
    “Always is,” the woman replied, then handed back Alya’s data pad. “Enjoy your stay on the moon, Alya.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As Alya walked out of the spaceport she had to keep reminding herself where she was.  She had watched so many simulations of the moon base, had walked through the same tunnels in virtual space, that actually being there felt like an illusion.  She found herself unconsciously reaching up to her eyes to remove a VR headset that wasn’t there. 
 
    Like every other new visitor to the moon, she headed straight for the Dome.  Only the central Boulevard – a ridiculously grand name, it had been known as the Street before the Continuum had taken over – was open to the public, but it was enough. 
 
    Back when she had had a friend, they had often spoken about what it would be like to visit the moon.  More than a century ago men had taken their first steps on the lunar surface.  Now anyone – with the money and the means to get there – could do the same.  But the lunar landscape had never lost its mystery and Alya felt its call more than most.  She walked along the Boulevard to the viewing platform at the edge of the Dome and stared out at space. 
 
    The earth was in what Alya knew was called its quarter illumination.  Knowing the physics didn’t make it look any less weird.  The way the earth hung in the dark sky, only partially illuminated like someone had covered it up with a dark shawl, was very, very strange. 
 
    A small surge of power pulsed at her temples, nothing that she couldn’t control, but just enough to serve as a warning.  She wasn’t here for sightseeing.  She turned away from the earth and went to work.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Why exactly are you here?” 
 
    Alya felt a flush creep across her face. “I understood that my department had been in contact with you, Professor.  It was all arranged months ago.” 
 
    “No, no.  That’s not right.” The Professor shook his head.  It was quite a sight.  Professor Blake, a pale Englishman of late middle age, had corpulent jowls and the movement was oddly fascinating. “I’m sure I would remember.” 
 
    He tapped at the screen of his computer in frustration.  Alya found herself practicing her breathing again.  If the Professor sent her back then she might never get another chance.  Was this the usual academic incompetence, or was there something else going on?  Had someone tipped the department off about the background of their newest researcher? 
 
    “I can show you documents if you want,” Alya said, holding out her datapad. 
 
    “No, no.  That’s not necessary.  I suppose we must find something for you to do.” The Professor sighed as if the weight of the entire colony was on his shoulders. “Why did you say they sent you?” 
 
    “To learn about the mine expansion.  They plan to use some of the same techniques down on earth.” 
 
    “The underground city plan?” The Professor gave a derisive snort. “Does anyone still believe in that one?  That human beings can just hibernate their way through an ice age like bears?” 
 
    Alya felt an unfamiliar urge to defend the people of earth. “They have already started digging.  There are sites on five continents.  Along with the off-world option and the Ice Ark, there are governments investing heavily in the subterranean solution.  The plan is to replicate some of the techniques that were used here in the early days of the colony.  That’s why they’ve sent me here to research them.” 
 
    “The founding days?” A shadow crossed the Professor’s face but Alya pretended not to notice it. “Records from those days are patchy I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Why?” Alya asked innocently. 
 
    “Well, that was before the Continuum took over.  Before the war up here.  And down on earth.” 
 
    “Before the Continuum.  Right, and why did they take over again?” 
 
    A mistake.  The man’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “Everyone knows about the war with the Continuum.  What exactly are you playing at?” 
 
    “Of course.  Sorry.  I just meant why would that affect the records?” 
 
    The Professor let out an exaggerated sigh. “Because the records were in the hands of the Geeps.  And when they realized that the Continuum were coming they destroyed it all.” 
 
    The Professor looked down at his empty coffee cup. “The poor mad bastards.” 
 
    Alya pressed her nails into her palms. “That’s why my department sent me up here.  Any records that are left have been locked by the Continuum so they can only be accessed directly in the archives.  I suppose they didn’t want just anyone accessing them.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” The Professor’s eyes were clear and sharp, unlike the rest of him.  He was staring at Alya with a guarded expression. “Who knows what they might find.” 
 
      
 
    Alya made her excuses and left the Professor’s office before he could see her hands shaking.  It had taken all of her control to appear interested in the large man’s chatter about research projects and fieldwork.  She had finally had to fake a yawn and claim exhaustion just to get out of the room. 
 
    Once out of the Professor’s domain the feeling returned.  Alya hugged her arms to her chest and hurried along the corridor, looking for somewhere, anywhere, that she would be safe. 
 
    Here!  She banged through the door to the ladies toilets.  There were only three stalls and thankfully they were empty.  She pulled a bin across the floor – a dreadful scraping noise that she prayed no one heard – and pushed it up against the door.  Hopefully, that would be enough. 
 
    She staggered over to the sinks and glared at herself in the mirror.  She had been stupid, to let herself get into this state, almost ruining everything.  She should have realized that meeting with the Professor after the shuttle ride would be too much stimulus.  She took a deep breath but it did nothing to stem the tide. 
 
    The crawling feeling under her skin meant that the power was fighting to get out.  She looked in the mirror again and saw nothing more than a girl looking back at her.  The girl gave a half grin.  Looks could be deceptive. 
 
    A flash came into her mind.  The men on the shuttle.  The way they talked about the Geeps.  The Professor and his pity.  A cramp gripped her side and she let out a small moan. 
 
    No.  Now was not the time.  Summoning her last bit of self-control she pushed the power back down.  It worked, though she could still feel it behind her eyes.  Contained, for the moment.  She would need a release soon, but she might just manage to get out of there without totally losing it.  Maybe. 
 
    She ran the tap and splashed her face with cool water.  Nothing to worry about, right!  Her forced-on grin looked fake in the mirror, but to people who didn’t know her it might just look okay. 
 
    Time to find somewhere to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    After the sanitized restraint of the University, the noise and the lights and the people and the smells of the Core were overwhelming.  Part of the reason for this was that there were few barriers to sound.  The central shaft of the colony went down ten floors, and each floor was connected to it by metal walkways.  All of this was open to the air, although of course the entire structure was completely sealed by the dome to stop the air leaking away into the moon’s atmosphere and leaving them all to suffocate in an instant.  Breathe in, breathe out. 
 
    Alya checked her datapad for the address of her hotel.  It was on the second level, which meant it was cheap.  The more expensive establishments were on level one along with most of the restaurants and entertainment.  The really posh places were up in the Dome, but that was for celebrities and high ranking Continuum officials. 
 
    Alya had decided not to stay in the University housing.  She had reasoned with the department that it would be too expensive – it was – and a third rate hotel room would be much better.  It had been Jenny, the over-worked Secretary that had okayed it. 
 
    “Guess you want to see a bit more of the place, eh?  Won’t be much fun with all those phd’s and academics.” 
 
    Alya had smiled, even though she wasn’t planning on having fun.  But Jenny wasn’t wrong about the academics.  They were an insular bunch, bad enough back on earth, and Alya could only imagine that the isolation of the moon would make them even more introverted.  Well, that was fine; Alya wasn’t exactly a party animal herself.  But one thing that academics definitely were was curious – nosy even – and that she could do without. 
 
    So the tiny suite in the visitor’s sector suited Alya just fine.  If she stretched out her arms she could touch both sides of the room.  A sofa and table folded down into a bed at night time.  There were no windows.  To afford a view of the stars took considerably more spending money than Alya had ever had in her life.  Ninety percent of the architecture on the moon was underground.  Only the homes of the super-rich and a few special building allowed access directly to the dome. 
 
    Instead of the window was a large view screen with an irritating flicker in the corner.  Alya swiped the menu on her data pad and synced it up with the screen so that she could sit back and view her files.  No messages yet.  That was good.  She thought about opening up her research documents, but she was just too tired.  She decided on a shower to wake up. 
 
    Two minutes was the longest the shower would stay on for.  Understandable, even if Alya would have preferred an hour under the spray.  Water supplies were kept tightly controlled on the moon.  Along with everything else.  Time to get out. 
 
    As she reached for the shower rail she slipped on the wet tiles.  She flung out her hand to steady herself and knocked a row of bottles off the shelf.  They ricocheted off the wall of the shower and began to shatter.  Until they didn’t. 
 
    Alya looked in horror at the pieces of glass and splashes of liquid that hung suspended in the air around her.  Like a photograph taken at exactly the moment of impact, they were paused in a single second. 
 
    Her ears rang.  Crackles of blue light appeared around her making her skin itch. 
 
    “Stop!” She shouted, feeling the last pieces of control slipping.  Suddenly the broken bottles re-joined normal time and shattered all around her. 
 
    The noise of the bottles breaking shocked Alya and she staggered backward.  She fell into the bedroom and a tinny noise reached her ears.  She looked around at the plastic sheeting on the walls and watched in horror as every screw in the room started to pop out of place. 
 
    She forced her hands out of the tight fists they had made and drew them up to her temples.  Trying to block out everything around her, Alya put her fingers against her hot skin. 
 
    Breathe in, breathe out. 
 
    A cup on the table stopped rotating and became still. 
 
    Breathe in, breathe out. 
 
    The screws fell to the ground. 
 
    Breathe in, breathe out. 
 
    The vibration stopped and the only sound was of her heart beat gradually slowing from superhuman to merely incredibly fast. 
 
    Alya opened her eyes and surveyed the destruction. 
 
    “Damn,” she said softly.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    It took her two hours to tidy up the mess.  All the while she was expecting a knock on the door, someone from the hotel coming to complain about the noise.  She sent a message to the Professor saying that she was feeling space sick and would work from her room.  
 
    Eventually, she was so hungry that she had to venture out of her hotel room.  She checked her maps.  Having made excuses to the Professor she couldn’t risk the University canteen.  But she wasn’t sure she could face the busy first and second floor restaurants that would be crawling with visitors.  She zoomed in on the datapad and notices there was a public canteen on the eight floor, which seemed to house the gravity generators. 
 
    Excellent.  She could eat and do some undercover investigating.  Eight flights of stairs to walk down.  At least she would have earned her lunch.  She grabbed her bag and headed for the canteen. 
 
    By the time she had spent five minutes on the eighth floor she was already regretting it.  It was a maintenance level, and the only people there wore the light grey Continuum uniform worn by people who were cleaners or technicians. 
 
    She hurried to the canteen, eager to find somewhere where she wasn’t quite so clearly out of place.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t any better in the canteen and she was the only person there not in grey.  Every person in the canteen was what was termed a low-status worker.  It always surprised Alya that in the twenty-second century there were still cleaners and plumbers and other people doing manual work.  Everyone had thought those sort of roles would be automated by now.  But it turned out that human beings were cheaper than robots, even allowing for feeding and accommodation.  So there were plenty of maintenance workers on the moon.  Alya didn’t envy them.  Her grandmother had been a cleaner and she knew what a tough job it was. 
 
    The canteen was still polished and efficient – there was no true poverty on the moon – but it definitely wasn’t as lavish as the other floors.  Alya hurried over to the serving tables and ordered a bowl of noodles, paying on her card.  At least it was cheap. 
 
    She sat down at an empty table and tried not to eat too quickly.  She reasoned it would make her look even more suspicious if she wolfed down her food.  She tried to look like someone just innocently out for a cheap meal. 
 
    A couple of the workers stared at her, but most just ignored her.  They were definitely wolfing down their food, sitting chatting in little groups of friends.  They were mainly white, mostly from the parts of the world that had suffered badly from the freeze.  They all seemed quite happy, enjoying their break from what was probably a tough job.  Alya wondered if the academic canteen should be more like this one instead of a bunch of silent introverts.  But then she would have to talk to people too.  Probably better not to. 
 
    The door banged open and Alya looked up.  Her mouth fell open.  In the doorway was a Geep. 
 
    She recognized the symptoms immediately even though she had never seen the man before in her life.  His physical form had been twisted and changed to leave him with only the barest of resemblances to what he must have been like before.  The man was at least a foot too tall.  Even taller if he had been able to stand upright.  He was stooped over so far that his arms drooped in front of him.  His whole body was a ‘C’ shape.  He must have been a fair age – it was twenty years since the war, after all – and his hair had thinned, leaving a few wispy white tufts.  Alya had no idea how he managed to walk.  She dropped her eyes to her plate, horrified to see that they were filling with tears.  She had no idea that the Continuum would allow a Geep to stay on the station like this.  At least he was alive, she told herself. 
 
    She heard a crash and looked up.  The old Geep had dropped his tray, sending food flying.  She hurried over and salvaged what she could, putting it back on the tray. 
 
    “Can I carry it for you?” 
 
    The man nodded.  He pointed to a table in the corner, and Alya put the tray down for him.  He gave another nod which she took to mean thank you.  Then he sat down with his back to her and started eating.  
 
    “Do you need anything else?” 
 
    The Geep looked up at her for a second.  His skin sort of sagged around his face and his eyes were watery and oversized.  He shook his head slowly. 
 
    “Okay.  I’ll be over there, just let me know if you need a hand.” 
 
    Feeling like she was causing the poor man more embarrassment, Alya headed back to her table.  She forced the noodles down her dry throat. 
 
    “Mind if I sit down?” 
 
    A balding man with a large stomach and skinny legs sat down at her table before she had the chance to answer.  He was wearing the same grey uniform as everyone else, but his shirt had some white piping round it, presumably to denote some kind of supervisory role. 
 
    “No,” Alya said, trying to make it clear that she actually meant yes, but the man didn’t notice. 
 
    “You don’t look like a floor mopper.” 
 
    “I’m a student actually, at the University.  Just doing a bit of exploring.” 
 
    The man grinned. “Must be pretty bored up at the uni to come down here.  I’m Dara Hanlon.  Shift supervisor on the generators.” 
 
    Alya just smiled faintly.  Dara’s brows creased.  He clearly expected her to reply with her name, something that Alya had zero intention of doing. 
 
    “I see you met Old George.” The man waved his hand at the Geep who was finishing up his lunch. 
 
    Alya gave a small nod.  She wanted to find out more about the Geep, but she didn’t like the way the man said his name like it was something distasteful. 
 
    “We used to have a few Geeps working here.  Right after the war.  Old George is the only one left now.  Of course, they don’t tend to live long.  That sort of poison in your veins… Even the ones the Continuum let live didn’t survive much beyond the first few years.” 
 
    Alya pushed the rest of her noodles away. 
 
    “Leaving already?” Hanlon asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Alya said, but she couldn’t stop herself asking another question. “Why do they leave him here?” The power flickered under her skin.  She was barely in control. 
 
    “As a warning.” The man leaned forward.  Alya could see a smear of sauce around his lips. “They left Old George here to let everyone know exactly what happens to Geeps in the long run.  Well, it makes it pretty clear that the war was the right thing to do, doesn’t it?  I mean, looking at Old George you can kind of see why they did it.  Imagine if we all ended up like him?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Exhausted, Alya walked home along one of the long green-lit tunnels.  She could have taken a tram, but she didn’t want to spend more of her credits.  Plus she had spent enough time recently jammed into small spaces with strangers.  She wanted some room to breathe. 
 
    The tunnels looked unfinished, though Alya knew they probably weren’t.  There was no need to worry about exposed wiring or rough concrete here.  The aesthetic part of the moon colony was all up top, on the surface.  Down below no one worried about what things looked like.  The big spenders would never lower themselves into the depths. 
 
    She kind of liked it though.  The people that rushed past her wore colorful fabrics over their heat moderating suits.  Many were African in origin – the Continuum was based in Cape Town after all – and had brought traditional fabrics with them.  When Alya had been in Cape Town for a semester she hadn’t seen the same display of tradition.  Perhaps it was something to do with being so far from home that people clung to their heritage. 
 
    Alya smiled.  What if she had done the same?  Her Eastern European heritage hadn’t left her with much other than an underused religion and a liking for fermented food.  The two years she had spent with her Polish grandmother had been simple and content, but not exactly filled with color.  And besides, her whole role at the moment was not to stand out, to be instantly forgettable. 
 
    She looked down at her plain black bodysuit and felt an uncharacteristic pang of regret.  She was definitely forgettable in this outfit.  Mind you, it was nice to just be able to pull her hair into a bun and forget about makeup.   
 
    Alya remembered some of her teenage years where she had actually managed to have some fun.  One of her many schools – was it the one in South Africa that overlooked the cape?  Or the Mexican one in the old chapel?  She couldn’t quite remember.  What she did remember was a group of girls – misfits like her, orphans of course – giggling and trying on makeup that someone had found lying about.  An unexpected luxury for people not used to those things.  They had caked on so much of the stuff that Alya’s skin broke out in hives, but she still managed to kiss her first boy behind the altar. 
 
    She was so lost in these memories that before she knew it she had wandered back to the Dome.  She stood just at the entrance, her neck cricked uncomfortably upwards as she stared at the earth frozen in the sky.  She looked at the building next to her.  It was a small tower, only two stories high and it wasn’t made with the same polished plastic covering the rest of the buildings under the dome. 
 
    There was a small plaque on the side. 
 
    Here the Geep war ended.  The Continuum took this tower, the last outpost of rebel activity on the 3rd of May, 2178.  It has been left here to commemorate the losses on both sides and to remind those that come after: Never Again. 
 
    A slight tremor across her shoulder blades was the only outward indication of what was going on under Alya’s skin.  Good, her training was working.  Alya banished thoughts of plasma bursts and shotguns from her mind, turning away from the plaque and focusing on the tower itself.  Now that she knew what to look for she could see the wounds on the building that betrayed its use during the war.  She reached out her hand, unable to stop herself, wanting to feel the spot where the concrete itself had burned. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Alya whirled around so that her back was to the tower.  A face not so much handsome as interesting looked back at her.  The man was older than her, maybe by five or six years and he had a scar on his bottom lip.  But it was not the man’s face that drew Alya’s gaze.  It was the security badge and the Continuum uniform that made her heart drop into her stomach. 
 
    “Hello,” he said again, as if speaking to a young child.  Just how clueless did she look? “Are you new?” 
 
    The security guard had a tattoo that wound around his neck.  The part that she could see was like a tentacle that curled behind his ear, the rainbow ink shimmering like an oil slick.  Alya’s eyes were drawn to the point where it disappeared into his shirt.  She knew that the tattoo would grow and spread across his torso, most likely covering the rest of his body.  This man was a Neru.  And that meant he was more dangerous than a standard Continuum security guard. 
 
    Alya realized she was staring rather than replying. “Yes.  New.  I just arrived this morning.  Yesterday morning, I mean.  I’m still a bit space sick I think.” 
 
    “I’m Paul.” 
 
    Alya stuck out her hand.  Paul looked at it with a hint of a smirk.  Damn.  She had forgotten that the Neru didn’t go in for physical contact with strangers.  It was just about the only thing everyone knew about them and only totally ignorant people would ignore that.  Alya was just about to pull her hand back when the security guard put his hand over hers, gently but firmly. 
 
    “Welcome, Alya.” 
 
    He released his hand and Alya felt a change in her heart rate that was nothing to do with her genetic heritage.  Damn.  Not an appropriate response to the enemy. 
 
    “What are you doing in this sector?” 
 
    The warmth of the handshake vanished. “I was just looking around.  I’m a student, staying in a hotel over there.” She pointed back along the corridor but he didn’t take his eyes off her. 
 
    “Don’t students normally stay at the University?” 
 
    Double damn. “Too expensive.  Besides, I wanted to see a bit more of the colony.” 
 
    This seemed to satisfy him. “Just make sure you stick to the safe zones.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    This earned her a smile. 
 
    “I hope you stay out of trouble, Alya.” 
 
    “I hope so too.” 
 
    Alya ducked her head low and walked away.  It was a shame that the guy worked in security.  She had always been kind of fascinated by the Nerus.  Before the earth had started freezing over the sea levels had all but wiped out the Polynesians.  One small group that survived – the Nerus – had been relocated to the West of Russia, not far from Poland.  Saved from drowning only to suffer the freeze.  But they had proven to be masters of survival.  They set themselves up as a mercenary class just as everything was going to hell in Eastern Europe.  Every petty warlord north of the equator wanted a squad of Nerus to protect him.  They had the reputation of being merciless killers. 
 
    How one had found himself on the moon was a puzzle that Alya did not have time for.  She had plenty of her own to solve. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The restricted files blinked at her in an inviting way.  Alya had told herself that during her first few weeks on the moon she would research only totally innocuous subjects.  She couldn’t afford to alert the Continuum to her actual intentions too quickly.  But when Professor Blake handed her the pass to the archives, she couldn’t resist having a peek at files that had previously been denied to her. 
 
    Time to start the real work.  First of all, she opened up a collection of different files on her datapad, almost at random, so that it would look like she was just browsing for anything even slightly relevant to her research topic.  Any reports on materials, blueprints, requisitions for materials from earth, all were copied into her personal folder.   
 
    There were many reports on the construction of the Moon Colony and Alya copied all of these across as well.  They ranged from the earliest days where the natural crater was expanded and then dug down to create the underground base, to the present day where construction was of a less utilitarian bent.  All in all the construction had taken three decades to get this far. 
 
    There was an obvious gap of several months when the Geep situation had reached crisis levels.  During this period there were hardly any records at all.  Had the Geeps destroyed them like the Professor had said?  Alya wasn’t sure.  Unless she could work out a reason why they would want to keep any of the reports a secret. She made a note in a document she had called ‘taxes and expenses’ but which was actually her real research: Which files were deleted?  How do I even work out what was removed if there is no trace of it? 
 
    Scanning quickly through the folders her eye was drawn to some of the documents created in the days after the Continuum had taken control of the base.  They had embarked on several big projects, many of them prompted by the war with the Geeps.  Unfortunately, even those documents that were on the system had been marked ‘classified, Continuum property’, so there was no luck there.  Alya had expected this.  What interested her were items recorded by civilian contractors, by scientists and those that had survived the Geep war.  They might have clues that the Continuum had otherwise overlooked. 
 
    She opened up one document that looked promising.  It was a record of the changes in food sources on the base after the Geep wars.  Could this be something useful?  The algae that were used to form the majority of foodstuffs on the moon had been investigated early on for traces of the contaminants that had caused the Geep mutations.  It had been ruled out, but clearly there had still been some concerns because the Continuum had arranged regular tests.  The report had been written by the person in charge of arranging these tests. 
 
    Alya was so deep in the world of photosynthesis and salination that she didn’t hear someone walk over to her desk. 
 
    “Hi!” A girl with curly brown hair and deep brown eyes sat on the edge of Alya’s workstation. 
 
    Alya quickly closed the document before she realized that it actually that made her look more suspicious.  Breathe in, breathe out.  She was going to have to work harder at the whole spying thing. 
 
    “I just wanted to see how you were getting on.” 
 
    What was the woman’s name again?  Elisa, Martina… Something like that.  Alya had been introduced to a dozen co-workers but she couldn’t remember any of their names. 
 
    “I’m fine thanks.  Still getting used to the archives.” 
 
    “Well, if you need any help, I’ve been here a year so I’m practically an old timer.” 
 
    “What’s your research in?” 
 
    “Microbiology.  Tiny things in Petri dishes.  Just as dull as it sounds.” 
 
    Marissa, that was the girl’s name.  Professor Blake had described her as the ‘amoeba girl’. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound dull at all.” 
 
    “Liar,” Marissa grinned. “Some of us are going to bar after work today, you should come.” 
 
    Alya fidgeted in her seat. “Oh, thank you, but I’m still kind of getting over the trip.” 
 
    “Come on,” Marissa said, “what’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “You know why they call them Geeps, don’t you?” A young guy – Luke or something, faint German or Dutch accent – was drinking too much.  Alya kept edging away so that his sour breath wasn’t in her face. 
 
    “It comes from GP,” Alya said, though she didn’t really want to keep the conversation going.  She still felt too new to be able to just change the subject. “It stands for Genetic Pollution.  Because of what the contamination did to their genes.” This, surely, was safe enough.  Most people knew that much at least. 
 
    The boy gave an oddly high laugh. “Nah, that’s what they told people.  But actually GP stands for something else, can’t you guess?” 
 
    Alya shook her head and folded her arms.  She wasn’t in the mood for playing games. 
 
    “It stands for guinea pigs, get it?  ‘Cos that’s what they were.  Guinea pigs.” 
 
    Alya pressed her hands against the table so he wouldn’t see them shake. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yeah.  The government sent them up here to build the colony and they didn’t give two shits about what happened to them.  Of course, when they saw what they were turning into…” Luke sat back and whistled through his teeth. “Well, then they had to do something.” 
 
    “And that started the war.” 
 
    “No, the war started because the Geeps wouldn’t take their medicine.  It was like those old zombie films.  You got to get rid of the infected, see?” 
 
    Alya was actually impressed that her heart rate was still almost normal.  Maybe she was finally getting better at holding her temper.  Besides, what would be the point in arguing with this kid?  What the hell did he know about anything? 
 
    “You know that the Professor’s brother was a Geep, right?” Marissa said as she sat down.  She passed a drink to Alya and she grabbed it gratefully, even though it was pink and had a tiny umbrella.  She took a long swallow of the sugary liquid. 
 
    “Steady now, you know you get drunk quicker here, right?  Something to do with the recycled air.” Marissa’s brown eyes looked like they were genuinely concerned, but Alya waved her hand. 
 
    “You were saying about the Professor’s brother?” 
 
    “So you didn’t know?” Luke smirked. “Geez, you are clueless.  Worst kept secret on the base.” Would the guy ever just shut up?  He moved over slightly so that his leg brushed against Alya’s.  She made a firm movement six inches further along the bench and he frowned. 
 
    “Prof doesn’t like to talk about it,” Marissa said, directing a glare at Luke. “No wonder really.  His brother was killed when the Continuum stormed the station.  They don’t even think he was… you know… affected, but of course by that point they didn’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Damn right they didn’t take chances,” Luke said, his words slurring together. “Would you?  They stopped a war.  We should be grateful to the cynical bastards.” 
 
    Pins and needles started at Alya’s fingertips.  She shot up suddenly from the table.  The alcohol had dulled her perception and she hadn’t realized how far the power had risen.  She needed to get out of there.  Now. 
 
    “You okay?” Marissa asked. 
 
    “Fine.  Just drank that last one a bit too quick.  I’ll go grab some air.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The pink drink churned in Alya’s stomach.  She wished she had stuck to water.  She had always got the most dreadful hangovers.  Her Polish grandmother, who practically bathed in home-made potato vodka, found Alya a disappointment when one sniff of the stuff sent her head reeling. 
 
    Her mother had never approved of drinking.  That was one of the few things Alya knew about her.  She kept it hoarded away with all the other tiny snippets of facts and information that she had ever been told.  Like how her grandmother had once told her that her mother had liked the rain.  That she’d missed it on the moon.  After that Alya had always liked the rain too.  Sometimes she would take those fragments out and try and build some sort of memory from them, a person that could be described as a mother, but it never quite worked.   
 
    A prickle up her spine told her that nostalgia was not only stupid, it was dangerous.  She had never known her mother, and thinking about her right now would only push her over the edge. 
 
    The bar was on the first level, just under the Dome and Alya headed towards the stairs.  She walked quickly down to level two.  She wanted to run so badly, but she just knew there would be cameras all over the stairwell.  The Continuum took security very seriously, for obvious reasons. 
 
    The drink continued to work its way through her system, and she couldn’t get Luke’s words out of her head.  Guinea pigs.  That wasn’t even the half of it.  Expendable, that’s what they were.  Condemned for a contamination that wasn’t their fault and that they couldn’t do anything about.   
 
    The power surged behind her eyes and as she opened the door to the second floor she knew she only had seconds left.  It was a mistake.  The corridor was full of people, visitors to the moon taking photos with their cameras.  It was loud and noisy and… She backed into the stairwell and shut the door. 
 
    She closed her eyes and tried to remember the station maps she had memorized.  She went back down the stairs to another floor.  Soon the force would escape her skin and be visible to every person around her.  But she had chosen well.  Floor three was a maintenance level, and it was deserted.  She hurried along the corridor looking for somewhere to hide. 
 
    She heard laughter and stopped, slipping into a shadow beside a bulkhead.  Just a few meters along the corridor she could see shapes coming into view.  She pressed herself against the wall, wishing that her power could make her invisible.  It couldn’t.  And the people now coming into view would definitely cause her trouble.  It was two Continuum security officials, a woman and a man by the sounds of their voices.  In another second they would see her. 
 
    Alya looked around and spotted a water cooler just up ahead.  It was card operated of course – water was expensive on the moon, no way would the Continuum just give it up for free – but the gallon of water was just held in a plaster tank. 
 
    It barely took a flick of Alya’s wrist to send the power out as it was already so close to breaking free.  The security guards were still looking the other way so neither of them saw the streak of blue electricity that sped across the corridor and hit the water tank.  It exploded with so much force that even Alya was shocked.  Water erupted like a fountain and soaked the two guards who yelped in surprise. 
 
    By this point Alya was already hurrying back to the doors of the stairwell, making sure she was well out of the way before the guards decided to investigate.  Hopefully they would think it was a malfunction, although it had been rather a spectacular one. 
 
    She had gotten away with it!  Alya had a new found energy and even decided to jog home, her head finally cleared.  The release of that amount of energy had felt extraordinarily good.  Of course, that was the danger with the power, the way it wanted to be used more and more.  Until it got you caught. 
 
    But by the time she got home her adrenaline had worn off and her anxiety returned.  She had come so close to getting caught by those guards.  She couldn’t do this on her own.  She had been foolish to think so.  She needed help.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Alya smelt Mama’s Place long before she saw it.  The enticing aroma of spices and coconut milk would have drawn her in anyway, even if she hadn’t been looking out for the name. 
 
    The front of the café was barely ten foot wide, and the space inside was crammed with benches and tables.  A couple of young women served food, managing to smile at the customers even though they were rushed off her feet. 
 
    Alya nearly walked straight back out again.  Only the memory of power leaking from her veins, the terrible nightmares and the more terrible possibilities… Only those things made her step forward. 
 
    “Hi, honey, we’re kind of busy but if you wait ten minutes I can find you something,” a skinny waitress said, her eyes already calculating who might be ready to leave. 
 
    “Actually I was looking for someone.  An older woman.” 
 
    The girl stared at her for a second, then shouted at the waitress behind her. “Someone here for Mama, Shirl.  Go get her, will you?” 
 
    Shirl gave a mock pout then scurried off through a sliding door at the back.  Alya felt the eyes of everyone there on her and looked down at her feet until Shirl returned. 
 
    “Well, hello again!” 
 
    Mama seemed genuinely pleased to see Alya, who held her hand out awkwardly.  She looked younger than before with her grey braids tucked under a cook’s bonnet and an apron wrapped around her middle. 
 
    “You said to come by.” 
 
    “Course I did.” Mama ignored the hand and pulled her into a hug that smelt of warm food and grease. “Come on back with me, I’ll make you a bowl of something.  You need fattening up.” 
 
    Alya smiled.  It wasn’t exactly true – she had her mother’s broad hips that never quite gave her the supermodel shape her height had promised – but she was hungry.  She followed Mama into the back. 
 
    The kitchen was even tinier than the café.  It was a square room with sealed plastic walls and a large air duct that stopped it from becoming a sauna.  In the middle was a table and on the far side a stove with heat pads and four huge pans simmering away.  Mama hurried over and tended them. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not too busy…” 
 
    “I’m always busy, sweetheart, that’s how you stay alive.  You hungry?” 
 
    Before Alya could reply she sat down a bowl of rice and peas and some sort of stew on the table.  Alya pulled out a stool and ate a spoonful.  It was divine. 
 
    “Chicken?” Alya asked. 
 
    Mama laughed. “You see any farms up here sweetheart?  No, they’re protein cubes, can’t remember the fancy name for them, but it’s basically compressed algae.  I do my best.” 
 
    The texture of the cubes was a little slimy, but the fragrance of the curry more than made up for it. 
 
    “It’s great,” Alya said, spooning it into her mouth so quickly she burnt her tongue. 
 
    Mama beamed.  She ladled out a couple of bowls and passed them through a hatch into the dining area.  Then she sat down on the other stool. 
 
    “So when you gonna ask me about them, sweetheart?” 
 
    Alya swallowed too fast and coughed from the chili spice.  Mama grabbed a bottle from the fridge and passed it over.  Her eyes never left Alya’s. 
 
    “About who?” Alya said, still hoarse from the spice. 
 
    Mama’s black eyes narrowed. “Didn’t you notice I’m busy?  The Geeps of course.  That’s what you came here for, right?” 
 
    This was the moment.  Every cell in her body was telling Alya to turn and run out the door.  God, the whole place with Mama’s too good to be true soft Caribbean tones and her comforting cooking would be the perfect front for a Continuum operation.  But she couldn’t help herself. 
 
    “Yes.  I want to find out about the Geeps.” 
 
    Mama got up with a smile.  Alya decided that despite the grey hair she couldn’t have been much more than sixty.  The old lady shuffle had disappeared and she strode about the kitchen with an easy grace. 
 
    “Oh, I can tell you about them all right.  You ready to listen?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s a sad story, but then you already know the ending, right?” 
 
    Alya nodded. 
 
    “It was about six months between the first symptoms showing up and the Continuum blowing up the moon.  In that time there were hundreds of the poor souls, just going about their business when an extra arm turned up or their hair turned blue or something.” 
 
    Alya’s mouth twitched up. “Blue hair?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.  The Continuum painted the Geeps as monsters, but most of them were just normal people with a little unwanted extra addition.” Mama tucked a brain under her cap that had been escaping. “Some of them turned into monsters, of course, after what happened to them.” 
 
    The kitchen felt a little smaller.  But Mama wasn’t finished. 
 
    “Well, everyone knows about what went on up here.  But the thing that a lot of people forget is that when war broke out, half the Geeps were back on earth.  They hadn’t known to quarantine them, you see, at least until the end.  And lots of people were only sent to the moon on short-term contracts.  Then they went back home to their families, probably with some interesting stories about how they’d help build the moon base.  Poor sods.  Well, as soon as the shit hit the fan the Continuum starting to round them up back on earth.  Dark vans, midnight raids, the usual.” 
 
    “But some of them escaped?” 
 
    The woman stirred a pot of stew with a ladle bigger than her arm. 
 
    “The clever ones did.  It wasn’t hard to see the writing on the wall.  Those that knew who was going to be coming for them simply made sure they disappeared before anyone could find them.” 
 
    Were you one of them?  Alya ached to ask her, but still, that sense of self-preservation intervened.  She didn’t know if she should trust this stranger.  And the old woman didn’t seem like a Geep, not really.  Mama was too in control to have the poison in her blood that signaled Geep traits. 
 
    “Did many of them get away?” Alya said eventually. 
 
    “I don’t know numbers, but yeah, quite a few.  Of course, the Continuum has been tracking them down ever since.” 
 
    Alya swallowed. 
 
    “Who is it you came here for, sweetheart?” 
 
    Alya looked the woman in the eye. “I didn’t come here to find anyone.  I came here for answers.” 
 
    “Ah, my dear, I see.  They’re already dead, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Alya whispered. 
 
    Mama took another long drink from a bottle that Alya thought was probably a bit stronger than the water she was drinking. 
 
    “Then answers won’t do you any good, sweetheart.  Answers don’t bring back the dead, no matter how much we want them to.” 
 
    Alya stood up.  She was starting to feel queasy from eating too fast.  It was time to go. “I don’t want to bring back the dead.  But maybe I want to get a little justice for them.” 
 
    Mama’s face sagged. “You want the moon on a stick, honey?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say I like it, but your mind seems to be made up.  When you get into trouble – and you will, I can tell – come find me.  I’ll do my best to help.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Whatever Alya had hoped that her visit to Mama would bring her, it had only left a disappointed feeling in her chest.  Look on the bright side, she told herself, at least you had a good meal.  And something about Mama’s company had calmed her power a little so that she managed to fall asleep as soon as she climbed into her bed. 
 
    Her last thought as her head hit the pillow was that she was at least too tired to dream.  She was wrong. 
 
    In the dream, she was wearing running clothes, not her biosuit.  She started at a light jog but soon she was running full pelt, heart hammering in her chest.  She was trying to get to something, a blue light that shimmered and dissolved as she watched it.  The tunnels on the moon were endless and no matter how fast she ran she never got any closer to the pulsing blue light at the end of them. 
 
    Footsteps, too loud to be entirely human were pounding along behind her.  She glanced over her shoulder and she saw that the thing that was chasing her was gaining on her with every step.  She looked ahead again and there were other figures up ahead, and they were running too.  One of them slipped and instead of helping them up, Alya stepped on their back to keep running.  She heard a scream and didn’t need to look round to see that they had been eaten by the thing that followed them. 
 
    She woke up and sighed in relief when she realized she hadn’t been screaming out loud.  Then she saw that she was floating three feet above her bed. 
 
    Crash.  The instant she noticed her position her body fell back to the bed with a thump.  She was sure she heard some of the bed slats crack.  She groaned and little warnings of pain reached her from her nerves.  Or had the sound been her back breaking?  No, she could still wriggle her toes, but man, that had hurt. 
 
    She rolled off the bed into a half crouch and pressed her fists to her eyes.  The power was spent for now but it had left her feeling ragged and sore.  Some night’s sleep that had been. 
 
    She checked the clock.  5 am.  Well, that was just about late enough to qualify as the morning.  She dressed quickly and dragged a brush through her hair that had gone crazier than usual during the night.  She looked at herself in the mirror and grimaced.  The dark circles only drew attention to her long nose and her skin looked clammy and white.  Even her sea-green eyes – normally her best feature – looked red rimmed and tired.  She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and turned away from the mirror. 
 
    She pulled a pair of trainers out of her suitcase – still not unpacked, but never mind – and shoved them on, clipping them into place and adjusting them for an urban surface.  There was no setting on the shoes for the moon so that would have to do. 
 
    Once she started running she could feel the dream start to drift away and her head begin to clear.  She jogged along at a steady pace, picking a path along the street that was thankfully empty at this time in the morning.  Her legs burned with the effort.  When had she last been running?  She had taken to exercise when the power had first tried to seep out of her and it seemed to help in keeping it at bay.  But lately she had gotten lazy, focusing on her mental exercises and neglecting the physical.  Well, if this morning’s wake up was anything to go by that would have to stop.  Time to get back in shape. 
 
    Alya started off jogging along the main tunnel that led to the shaft.  Then she took the stairs down to the next level and did the same.  It was actually the perfect place for running.  The tunnels off the shaft on every level led to an outer ring so that from above it would have looked like an old-fashioned bicycle wheel.  It meant it was impossible to get lost.  The only thing she wasn’t looking forward to was running back up the stairs on her way back.  She could take one of the central elevators of course, but she would need to use her ID card, and she still didn’t want to test it any more than was necessary. 
 
    She went down to the fourth floor, enjoying the pull in her thigh muscles as she went down the stairs.  She hadn’t been down to four before, but it had been on her list as this was where many of the research labs were based.  Unlike the University offices that were on the first floor, the labs were down here where space was less costly.  This was also one of the areas that had been largely unchanged since before the Continuum took over.  So Alya was definitely interested in seeing it. 
 
    On the surface, there wasn’t much to see, just a series of doors off long corridors.  Some even had the word ‘restricted’ above them, but that didn’t exactly tell Alya much about them, only teased that there was something interesting inside. 
 
    She decided she would try one of the doors, but when she walked up to it she saw she would need not only a keycard but also a retinal scan. 
 
    Someone coughed. 
 
    Alya spun around.  A large shadow blocked the light.  Alya turned to run, before a low voice spoke her name. 
 
    “Alya, isn’t it?  Are you all right?” 
 
    Damn, what was the Neru doing here?  She didn’t have the strength for deception today. 
 
    “I’m okay.  Just got a bit lost when running.” 
 
    “You don’t look so good.” 
 
    Well, that was charming. 
 
    “I didn’t sleep too well.” 
 
    “Bad dreams?” Paul was asking too many questions. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t eat spicy food late at night.” 
 
    Alya’s mouth dropped open and she turned to face the Neru. “You’ve been following me?” 
 
    Paul sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “It’s my job to keep an eye on people.” 
 
    “Whether they want you to or not, right?” Alya knew she shouldn’t be antagonizing a Continuum guard, but she was annoyed.  And it was hard to remember that Paul was the enemy when he was standing smiling at her like an old friend. 
 
    “You look like someone who needs watching.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” 
 
    He looked around then took a step closer to her.  Alya tried not to look at the way his broad shoulders perfectly filled the security uniform, or the dimple on his right cheek when he smiled. “I just don’t want you to get out of your depth.  Take your meal last night.  It might be seen as suspicious that a new arrival would seek out an establishment like Mamas.” 
 
    A chill ran down Alya’s spine and she stepped away from him. “What’s wrong with Mamas?” 
 
    “It has a bit of a reputation.” 
 
    “I’ve never been someone who worries about reputations,” Alya said firmly.  She wanted to punch him on the jaw. 
 
    “Well, you might want to look after your own up here.  The Continuum doesn’t take kindly to those who work against them.” 
 
    A prickle of sweat ran down the small of her back. “I’m not against the Continuum.  I’m just a student here, trying to learn about the place.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Best you get back to the University, then.” 
 
    What an asshole.  Alya jogged away.  She was annoyed that she had let the guy get to her.  And she was more annoyed that she had actually found him attractive.  Doubly stupid.  At least the power had kept quiet for once.  The Neru was the last person that she could show her secret to.  She ran back to the hotel to shower and wash the morning off like a dirty mark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Alya got to her desk late.  The meeting with the security guard had upset her mood.  Why was he so bothered by her anyway?  Did he suspect something?  Should she change her plans?  He was a Continuum guard after all; did that mean they were onto her?  Somehow she didn’t get the vibe from him that he wanted to arrest her, but was she just being totally naïve? 
 
    “I’m sorry about that asshole,” Marissa said, coming over to her desk with a steaming cup of coffee. 
 
    For a confusing moment Alya thought she meant Paul, but of course, she didn’t. 
 
    “Oh, Luke.  Yeah, he’s an idiot.  Academics aren’t always known for their social skills though.” 
 
    “He’s one of those underdeveloped guys, you know?  He’s a certified genius, apparently, and if you get him talking about particle physics, he’s kind of sweet.  But out of the office, yeah, he’s an asshole.”   
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “Next time we’ll go without him, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Marissa put the cup down and Alya wrapped her hands around it. “Thanks, I needed this.” 
 
    “Lightweight,” Marissa said with a wink and went back to her own workstation. 
 
    Alya turned to her datapad with relief.  Humans were complicated.  Academic research, now that was simple.  Her studies were not just a cover story.  She had always loved academia, the quietness of study, the way that it didn’t matter who you were or where you were from: if you produced good work it could stand for itself.  Of course, once she had reached a certain level she had realized that the university system was just as full of internal politics and skullduggery as any other job, but she still loved it. 
 
    Alya’s specialism was technically the built environment and structural engineering, but what really interested her was architecture and design.  And what could be more fascinating than structures made to stand on the moon?  Of course, the hope was that similar building techniques might be used underground, so that people could basically hibernate as the earth got colder.  Alya was under no illusions, though.  These underground cities, if they were ever built, would only save a few people.  The earth was dying, and it was probably far too late to do anything about it. 
 
    A tiny prickle under her fingernails warned her that obsessive thinking was another trigger for the power.  She practiced her breathing again, glad that the communal office was large enough that no one was paying her any attention.  She opened up some documents in the data stream. 
 
    Today she had decided to take a small chance and look at some of the building work that took place around the time of the Geep war.  What she really wanted was first-hand accounts of the war, maybe some video footage, but of course all of this was either deleted or so restricted that she would never manage to access it. 
 
    So instead she had to think creatively.  She searched the database for engineering work just before and just after the war.  Perhaps someone would have left a message somewhere, some offhand remark that might give her some clue.  And she would be able to claim it was legitimate for her research to look at the engineering works of that period. 
 
    She took a screen break after an hour and rubbed her eyes.  She was beginning to see the start of a pattern, and she wanted someone to bounce ideas off.  She looked at Marissa who was doing some sort of complicated 3d statistical analysis on a holographic projector.  No, she didn’t want a biologist.  Alya looked towards the other desk and gave in to the inevitable.  
 
    “Hey Luke, got a minute?” 
 
    Luke sidled over. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I scared you off the other night,” he said, fidgeting with his keycard. 
 
    “You didn’t scare me.” 
 
    “Um, yeah.  I mean, I was being a dick.  So I’m sorry about that.” He looked much younger in the harsh strip lights of the office. 
 
    For a moment Alya thought about saying it was all okay, not to worry about it.  Then something that was nothing to do with superhuman powers rose up inside her. 
 
    “Well, Luke, here’s the thing.  I’m not your mum.  I’m not here to teach you how to act as a grown up.  That’s something you ought to have figured out by now.  But let me tell you this.  Woman are not here to put up with your crap.  Seriously, we have our own stuff to worry about.  So next time you’re nervous around your colleague who just happens to be a woman, just act like you’re a professional.  Don’t try and impress her, or shoot your mouth off: just be nice.  Or, if you can’t do that, just shut up for a while and let her talk.  You might actually learn something.” 
 
    Alya stopped, realizing that the office had gone very quiet.  The tip of Luke’s ears had gone very red. 
 
    “Right.  Thanks.” He wandered out of the office looking like he’d just spent a week in zero-G. 
 
    Alya caught Marissa watching her and gave a sheepish smile. “Too harsh, right?” 
 
    “No,” Marissa laughed. “That was awesome.” 
 
    Alya laughed, even though she knew she should have kept Luke on side.  She needed his brain. 
 
      
 
    This time there was a definite flinch when Alya walked over to Luke’s desk. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about something.  It’s a research project.” 
 
    Luke still looked wary, but he gestured to her to pull up a chair. 
 
    “The other night when you were talking about the Geeps…” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m really sorry about that.” 
 
    “I’m not here to tell you off.” Alya tried a disarming smile, but she wasn’t very good at it. “You said that the official story was that it had been an infection of some kind.” 
 
    “Well, everyone has a different theory I guess.  Some kind of contamination, or radiation or something.  And then it started spreading, although no one really knows how.  The only sure thing was that it spread like an infection, from one person to another. 
 
    “So the Continuum claimed that the Geeps infected each other?” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    Alya tugged a loose hair from her biosuit and watched it fall onto the floor. 
 
    “I want you to put your physics hat on for a minute.  Do you think that makes sense?” 
 
    Luke frowned at her.  Alya half expected him to tell her to get lost, but he seemed to be genuinely considering it. 
 
    “Well, now you mention it, no.  I mean, I’m a physicist, not a biologist, but it seems to me that if it wasn’t contracted as an infection, then it’s unlikely to spread that way.  Infections work like chain reactions.  The Geep outbreak was a more gradual process.” 
 
    “Right.  And there’s something else I’ve been wondering.  Why did it stop?” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    And this guy was meant to be a genius? “I mean, why did people stop becoming Geeps?  There haven’t been any for twenty years, right?” 
 
    “The Continuum flushed the base.  The food was changed, the atmosphere… everything.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like that would be enough, somehow.  I mean, how could they be sure that they had got rid of the contaminant?” 
 
    Luke leaned his elbows on the desk. “You’re right.  They couldn’t have been sure.” 
 
    “But they were sure.  Sure enough to call the base habitable again.  So what changed?” 
 
    Luke thought for a second. “The Dome!  That’s what changed.  After the Dome was built there were no more Geeps, quod erat demonstrandum.” 
 
    Alya had him hooked. “So, physics guy, think you could take a look at the Dome for me and work out how that stopped the Geep problem?” 
 
    He was like a happy puppy. “Sure.  I mean, it’ll take some time, but I’ll get to work on it right away.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    One of the signs that reminded Alya that she had fallen behind in her exercises was when she found herself putting things off.  And there was a call she was supposed to have made days ago. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    “Busy.  Are you sure this line is secure?” 
 
    “The Secret Service set it up.  So I damn well hope so.” 
 
    Alya kept her face neutral.  Even though she was thousands of miles away from planet earth, the video call was crystal clear.  So she couldn’t get away with rolling her eyes at Ron Everett, former Supreme Chief and present day political rebel. 
 
    “There is a large Continuum presence on the station.” 
 
    “Well, that was to be expected.  They haven’t sussed you out yet?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” The call itself was making her heart rate soar.  She couldn’t help but worry that someone might be listening.  The ex-President had complete faith in his acolytes to keep her secure, but Alya was aware that it was her ass on the line. 
 
    “So what do you have to report?” Everett asked. 
 
    “With respect, sir, I have to take it slowly.  I’m sure all computer records will be monitored so I can hardly just go rummaging about the archives.” 
 
    “I expect results, especially considering my investment in your little trip.” 
 
    “And you will get them.  But you must be patient.” 
 
    “Patient!  You expect me to just wait for your call?  None of this shit happened when I was President.” 
 
    Alya wondered if he had been any more polite in his former job.  Something told her he hadn’t been. 
 
    The President grabbed a bottle of beer and took a slug. “Look, your friend from Johannesburg told me you were solid.  That you could get the job done.  That hasn’t changed, has it?” 
 
    “No, not at all.  If the evidence is there, I’ll find it.” 
 
    “It’s there.  Trust me.  You find the documents that show how badly the Continuum handled the Geep situation, and then I can take them down.  They’ve wormed their way into every department in Washington.” 
 
    “You think you can beat them?” 
 
    “I owe them.  If it wasn’t for them I’d still be in the White House.” 
 
    “Mmn,” Alya said sympathetically.  The truth was that the President had been beset by scandals from the day he arrived in Washington.  The final nail in the coffin was his failure to act quickly enough when the Geeps took over the moon.  The new President, backed by the Continuum, had moved against the Geeps immediately.  That had been twenty years ago, and Everett still wanted his butt back on the big chair in the Oval Office. 
 
    But even if Alya found the man an arrogant ass, she couldn’t help but find the idea of taking down the Continuum attractive.  Somehow, what had started off as a private company had become almost indistinguishable from the Government.  Untouchable, they owned the leadership in half the countries across the world.  They had the controlling interest in just about every international trade body.  And they were solely in charge on the moon. 
 
    “I need to see some results soon, young lady.” 
 
    Alya couldn’t manage to stop a slight narrowing of her eyes at the phrase ‘young lady’. 
 
    “I can’t move any faster.” 
 
    The President gestured to someone else in the room, just off camera.  Alya felt her body temperature rise a fraction.  Just how many people had he told about her? 
 
    “You may have to.” The President leaned forward.  Alya could see the tiny veins on his nose and cheeks. “Even in the last week, the situation on earth has deteriorated.  The equator countries are closing ranks and the northern hemisphere is feeling the pinch.  Frankly, they’ve got us by the balls.  But the good old USA still has NASA, so we’re still relevant, no matter what the Continuum says.  But if they make a major move in the next few weeks, your research could be vital.” 
 
    No pressure then. “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    “See that you do.” 
 
    Alya clicked off the call and stared at the blank datapad.  In its reflection she could see a tiny blue dot in the pupil of each of her eyes.  She blinked and it disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Alya slept well.  Which meant that she didn’t make anything explode in her sleep or float up into the air.  She woke early and reached for her trainers before her eyes had even opened. 
 
    When she was a teenager she had hated exercise.  Tall, gawky, with wide hips and a flat chest, she had found school physical education excruciating.  But when the power started causing her difficulties she had rediscovered exercise.  Pushing her body to the limit didn’t remove the power, but it did seem to quieten it, for a little while at least. 
 
    It was also an excellent excuse to explore the colony.  She started the run with a careful descent down to the sixth floor.  This far down you could really feel the massive engineering feat that built the colony.  Unlike the upper floors where the materials used were often painted or covered over with smooth plastic, down here the veins and arteries of the space station were exposed. 
 
    As soon as she ran down the first corridor she knew it had been a mistake.  It turned out that the sixth floor was basically Continuum HQ.  The logo of the man surrounded by interlocking circles was everywhere.  Doors with keypads were spaced evenly along the wall, although Alya wasn’t sure how you knew one room from another, as there didn’t seem to be any numbers or signs to show which was which. 
 
    Feeling cameras on her from every angle, she increased her pace.  If this floor was the same as the others then the tunnel would curve until she could get back to the stairwell.  In the meantime, she tried to memorize everything she saw.  She was in enemy territory and she needed to practice her spy skills. 
 
    She had only run a third of the way around the tunnel when a Continuum guard appeared.  The woman was younger than Alya, barely old enough to be out of the Continuum security academy.  She was Chinese with her hair cut into a harsh bob that accentuated her cheekbones.  Alya was very aware of her own frizzy mess of a ponytail. 
 
    “Can I help you?” The woman said.  Her voice was pleasant enough, but a plasma rifle was slung across her chest and her stance was tense and ready to move. 
 
    “I think I got a bit lost.  I was just going for a run.” 
 
    “You don’t use the simgym?” 
 
    Damn.  On earth it was still almost normal to go and run outside, but of course everyone on the moon would use a simgym when space was so much more limited.  Great way to draw attention to yourself, Alya, she thought. 
 
    “I kind of like getting outside.  As in, the tunnels.” Alya stuttered. “Not the actual outside.  Which would be space.  I mean, I’ve only been here for a week.  I wanted to take a look around.” 
 
    The woman nodded, then touched her ear.  Was she getting fed her questions from somewhere else?  From somebody watching Alya on the hidden cameras? 
 
    A tingle of fire moved from the nerves in Alya’s fingertips to the nape of her neck.  She was glad she was already sweating from the run, because she was suddenly very hot.  The power had come quickly this time and she was already struggling to control it. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Alya Kowalczyk.” 
 
    “That Russian?” 
 
    Alya tried to remember what the Continuum’s current relationship with Russia was.  It was generally pretty volatile.  Did they think she was a Russian spy?” 
 
    “It’s Polish.  Definitely not Russian,” Alya said with a laugh that echoed around the corridor.  Man, she was terrible at this. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Oh, god.  Were the Continuum allies with Russia?  Had she just insulted the guard somehow? 
 
    “Just that my grandmother was from the East of Poland.  She didn’t much like the Russians.  Because of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, I guess.  Um, I don’t mind them of course.  And I know lots of Russian refugees from the radiation fields, and they’re all very nice.  Um.” 
 
    The anxiety was forcing the power to get stronger and stronger.  She could feel it fizzing behind her teeth.  She had to get out of there, and fast.  
 
    The woman took a long look at Alya. “You seem kind of nervous.” 
 
    “I have some anxiety problems.  Running is supposed to help.  Not today!” Alya gave another mock cheery laugh.  The guard sighed. 
 
    “Look, you seem pretty harmless.  But just be aware that only Continuum personnel usually use this floor.  If you keep coming down here it might look suspicious.” 
 
    “And that would be bad?” 
 
    “That would be very bad.” 
 
    “Right.  Well, thanks.  I’ll just head back that way then.” 
 
    The guard watched her as she turned around and jogged back along the corridor.  Alya had to force herself not to check and see if she was actually glowing yet.  The power was spreading around her body and she gritted her teeth against it. 
 
    Once she was out of sight of the guard she sped up a little, wanting to find somewhere where no one would see her.  She spotted the door to the stairwell and ran through gratefully, stopping at the foot of the stairs to catch her breath. 
 
    There was a waste bin just at the bottom of the stairs and Alya leaned her weight on it.  Breathe in, breathe out.  She was frightened.  The power didn’t normally come that quickly.  Was she getting worse?  Already?  As she shut her eyes and went through her mental workout, she felt the power fade.  Good.  She had half thought that today might be the day that… But no, it was fine.  She opened her eyes and turned to walk up the stairs. 
 
    A faint pinging noise made her turn round.  First, she felt the heat.  Then she saw the bin.  It was as if it had been made of chocolate and left on a radiator.  The whole metal casing had melted, causing it to buckle and turn in on itself.  The contents of the bin had melted too, forming a horrible rubbish mass that was beginning to stink.  Alya, without thinking, reached out to touch it, then jumped back as she realized just how hot it had got.  Even now it was clicking and pinging as the melted metal cooled. 
 
    Panic.  Alya ran. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Alya cowered under the heat preserving blanket.  She was curled in the fetal position on her bed with the lights out and her eyes shut.  For the last four hours she had been waiting for a knock on the door.  Or maybe the Continuum wouldn’t even knock, they’d just barge in led by the guard from level five shouting: ‘She was acting suspiciously and prattling on about Polish-Russian international relations.  She must be guilty of something!’  But the knock never came, and neither did the armed guards. 
 
    A noise made her jump right out of bed, hands outstretched.  But there was no one else in the room and Alya sank back onto the mattress.  Her datapad was buzzing.  A message.  Not from the Continuum, saying she was under arrest – they probably didn’t do that by messaging – but from Marissa.  
 
    You missed a meeting with Prof today.  He’s pissed off.  Better think of a good excuse.  Hungover again? ;-p Marissa. 
 
    Damn.  Alya had been due to go to a meeting at 10 am, but that was two hours ago.  What could her excuse be?  I accidentally destroyed a waste bin and had to hide from the Continuum?  Maybe she should just say she slept in. 
 
    She pulled her biosuit back on and went through her exercises.  She was beginning to think she might have got away with her little accident with the waste bin.  Surely if anyone had seen what had happened they would have arrested her by now? 
 
    Alya looked at her hands.  They were still trembling.  It was the thought of capture.  That moment where they took her away.  As soon as they accused her of being a Geep the Continuum could do whatever they wanted to her.  They didn’t have to answer to anyone.  She would simply disappear.  And would anyone miss her?  Probably not. 
 
    Negative thinking, she told herself, very bad for her energy flow.  But then it’s hard not to be paranoid when you know that pretty much every single person on the moon would want you dead if they found out your secret. 
 
    She thought about her Polish grandmother.  There was something about the old woman, straight-backed even in her nineties with a shock of white hair that made her look utterly mad, that always eased Alya’s anxiety.  You didn’t have to be a psychologist to see that her grandmother had been the only reliable person in her life, so it was not so surprising that the thought of the old woman could anchor her.  Alya felt the power ease.  If she had believed in ghosts, she would have said her grandmother’s presence had saved her life more than once.  As it was she didn’t believe in such things.  Sometimes it was hard enough believing in herself.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Alya’s eyes were sore from staring at technical reports.  She had made it into work after lunchtime, managing to placate the Professor by telling him she had a migraine and rescheduling their meeting for the afternoon.  She felt kind of bad lying to him, which was particularly dumb as she had lied to him from the moment they met.  Still, she felt bad feigning sickness.  Some people actually did get sick when they first arrived on the moon.  Although the massive machines that lived deep in the station’s core simulated earth’s gravity, they only did it to ninety percent accuracy.  So, as every high school physics student knows, earth has a gravitational force of 9.8 meters per second, and the natural gravity on the surface of the moon is 1.62 meters per second.  The complex mechanical structures manage to approximate earth’s gravity, but only to a field strength of 9.4 meters per second.  This small difference wasn’t even noticeable to most, but some people were naturally more sensitive.  They suffered tinnitus, vertigo and nausea.  Alya had not felt any of these symptoms.  It was about the only area where her body actually behaved as it was supposed to. 
 
    In fact, if anything, her appetite had increased since being on the moon.  Alya realized she had not had lunch and looked about for something to eat.  Her eyes caught sight of the bright white vending machine in the corner of the room. 
 
    She walked over to it, pulling her keycard out of her pocket.  It looked suspiciously like a medical unit, not something one might get food from.  The display fridge rotated sandwiches and other delicacies slowly in an almost mesmerizing fashion.  
 
    “You shouldn’t eat anything that comes out of that thing,” Marissa said, coming up to stand behind her. 
 
    “It does look kind of gross.” 
 
    “The thing is, you never see anyone refilling it.  Ever.  It’s like the food spontaneously appears in there.  Take that croissant for example.  You think people bake up here?  Make pastry with butter and flour and whatever other shit goes into it?  That thing definitely didn’t come from France.” 
 
    Alya grinned. “I’m going to do it.” She swiped her key card and the plastic wrapped croissant fell into the bottom of the machine with a loud thump. 
 
    “Hell, you are an adrenalin junkie, aren’t you?” Now they were both giggling as Alya carefully unwrapped the plastic.  She raised it to her mouth and took a bite.  Then she chewed.  And chewed some more. 
 
    “It’s… not terrible.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of creature are you?” 
 
    Alya just raised an eyebrow and bit deeper into the not totally disgusting croissant.  Marissa went back to her desk making sick faces while Alya turned back to her datapad. 
 
    She worked through her most recent acquisitions from the archive, trying not to notice that her fingers were leaving greasy smears on the screen from whatever the croissant had been made from. 
 
    Most of the files were useless.  Endless maintenance reports.  That at least was understandable: when the atmosphere on the moon wasn’t breathable, it was important to know if any of the buildings were showing any wear and tear.  Any tiny weakness could lead to an implosion and a not so fun trip to zero oxygen space.  Before she had taken the shuttle Alya had watched a safety video showing what happened when the human body was exposed to the moon’s atmosphere.  It was not pretty, although at least it wasn’t unpretty for long. 
 
    She thought she found something when she came across a damage log for the surface structures just after the Geep war.  There was an oblique reference to ‘munitions damage’ but no more details.  Not exactly what she had been hoping for, but she copied the file into her research notes just in case.  Perhaps if she could show unnecessary damage to the base that would help President Blake in his mission against the Continuum. 
 
    In the same section, her eyes alit on a folder named ‘planning’.  In it there were half a dozen text documents.  She opened one up and had to stifle a gasp of surprise.  It seemed to be a Continuum document written just three months after they had come to power on the moon.  It was titled; ‘Maintenance level post-event planning’.  There could be little doubt what the ‘event’ was.  There were around twenty pages, organized under headings like Structure, Resources, Personnel.  She immediately copied it into her personal folder.  She probably should have disguised her excitement by waiting to read it later, but she couldn’t help but look at the section named Personnel.  A paragraph leaped out at her. 
 
    Neutralized GPs have been offered employment, subject to the conditions of their parole.  Supervisors should be trained to observe all behavior and alert superiors in the case of subnormal development. 
 
    Alya’s pulse started to race.  Subnormal development in neutralized Geeps?  Did that mean that the Continuum’s treatment didn’t stop the contamination spreading?  She read on. 
 
    All workers in maintenance areas should have monthly bloodwork.  Workers in Sections Z1 through Z26 should attend additional weekly medicals.  Any anomalies should be reported to superiors. 
 
    Alya bit her lip.  So the Continuum had been worried about anomalies appearing three months after the Geep war?  That might be something her sponsor could use.  The Continuum had always vowed that there was no possibility of contamination after they had ‘solved’ the Geep problem. 
 
    She leaned back in her chair and allowed herself a small satisfied smile.  It was her first piece of definite evidence.  The first hint that her trip to the moon might not be a complete waste of time.  She had been lucky to come across something like this so early in her research. 
 
    The smile slipped away.  Or could someone have placed the report there deliberately to trip her up?  It could have been planted, just to see if she would use the information and therefore expose herself.  Paranoid thinking?  Or sensible caution.  Sometimes it was really hard to tell. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Marissa said, giving Alya a start.  The other woman had arrived at Alya’s desk without her even realizing. 
 
    “Not dead yet,” Alya replied. 
 
    “I’m heading to the bar.  Had enough of staring at microbes for one day.  Want to come?” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m kind of behind after missing the morning.  Better stay late.” 
 
    Marissa leaned over the desk. “You know, when you first turned up here, I thought you were a fake.” 
 
    The croissant tried to climb back out of Alya’s stomach. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, you appeared out of the blue, wanting to look at sensitive information.  So I’ll admit, I went and checked you out.  I found a video of the talk you did in Madrid, the one about substructures and temperature falls?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that one.” 
 
    “Well, you clearly know your stuff.  Not that I understood a word of it of course.  If something doesn’t wriggle when you poke it then it doesn’t interest me much, scientifically speaking.” 
 
    “Right.  So you’re saying you think I actually am who I am?” 
 
    “Exactly.  Besides, no Continuum spy would ever eat that disgusting croissant.” 
 
    “I’m already regretting it.” 
 
    Marissa winked. “Bet you are.  See you tomorrow.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Alya wanted somewhere quiet she could think.  She decided to walk up to the first floor.  Just one floor below the dome, it shouldn’t be as full of tourists as the surface area.  And it was too expensive for most of the moon workers to hang around. 
 
    She found a cafe overlooking a small park area and ordered a coffee that cost more than her entire meal did in the student canteen.  Her credit card balance nagged at her, but she tried not to think about it.  If she didn’t allow herself small luxuries then she really would go crazy. 
 
    The chair was molded plastic, but someone had at least put a foam cushion on it so it wasn’t completely uncomfortable.  As she sipped on her coffee, Alya looked out over the park.  It was an attempt by whoever had designed this section to bring something of an outdoor playpark to the subterranean tunnel.  It wasn’t entirely successful.  The only plants were in tubs, and Alya wasn’t sure if they were real or not.  Plant life on the moon was generally limited to the giant algae farms that formed the lowest levels of the base.  There were trees and bushes in the dome section, of course, but they were mainly for show.  A wall of subtle lighting was a warm yellow color, just a little too bright to accurately represent sunlight.  But there were a few benches that people were sitting on, drinking expensive coffee, and a small children’s play area. 
 
    A young child and its mother arrived just as Alya was finishing her coffee.  The little one was squealing with excitement at all the things in the park and his mother kept trying to shush it.  Alya wished she wouldn’t.  There weren’t many children on the base, and it was actually kind of nice to hear a child’s voice.  It felt more real than everything else in the base. 
 
    The child seemed fascinated by the wall of artificial sunlight.  Alya wondered how long he had been on the base.  Did he remember what it was like to see the sun with his own eyes, not from under a dome?  Had he spent most of his life in these tunnels, never knowing any better? 
 
    The child started whining for food and the mother began to rummage through her bag.  While her back was turned the child discovered that he could use the small yellow lights as hand and footholds and began to climb the wall.  His mother noticed and warned him not to go too high before turning her back and searching for the still elusive snack. 
 
    Alya watched the mother and child with her mind somewhere else.  The boy was laughing as he climbed.  It was a boy, she thought, something about his face shape despite the mop of curls.  His mother probably didn’t want to cut them, to lose the last reminder of his babyhood. 
 
    Alya was thinking about Paul.  He’d been such an ass the other day when they met, but before then she’d actually thought he was almost sweet.  Showed her just how wrong she could be. 
 
    “You finished?” The waitress said rather curtly.  She probably assumed from Alya’s clothes that she wasn’t in for a big tip. 
 
    “Sure,” Alya said, pushing the cup over to her.  The waitress picked it up and put down the datapad showing the bill without a word, sauntering back into the cafe.  Alya pressed her finger to the pad and gave the minimum acceptable tip.  Served her right, miserable woman. 
 
    A cry, high and terrified drew Alya’s eyes back to the park.  The boy had climbed right to the top of the lighting wall, almost twenty feet in the air.  The world slowed down.  The child’s right hand slipped from the handhold, then his left.  Alya was halfway across the tunnel from him, but she still caught the flash of fear on his face as he lost his grip. 
 
    Alya thrust out both hands.  As the boy fell – faster than she had ever thought possible – the power streamed out of her.  Invisible until it reached the child where he was enveloped in a wave of blue energy.  He hit the floor a second later, like he had just toppled off a stool.  The light vanished. 
 
    The mother was there in a flash, scooping the boy into her arms and crying with fear and relief.  The child was already wriggling, complaining about her grip. 
 
    No one was looking at Alya, but she knew they soon would be.  The power had been used and now it wanted more.  Alya’s teeth were chattering.  She managed to lower her arms and pressed them to their sides in an effort to stop them shaking. 
 
    The waitress had gone over to check on the woman, and there was no one else around.  Alya forced herself to walk steadily out of the park area and into the main tunnel.  She checked there was no one around.  Then she ran. 
 
    As long as her feet were pounding along the corridor then the power was kept at bay.  Just.  She could feel it under her skin like a thousand needles poking and prodding at her. 
 
    She was going too fast now, but there was no way she could stop.  She hit the central circle and kept running, looking desperately for some place of refuge.  There was nothing.  She knocked into a couple of maintenance guys and managed to shout an apology without slowing her pace for a second.  Finally, she saw a stairwell and – thinking it would be dark, quiet and safe – flung herself through the door.  Only there was some kind of cleaning going on, and she didn’t even see the cleaner’s cart until she slammed into it, full pace, feeling the impact immediately in her knees.  The pain quickly disappeared to be replaced with sheer terror as she realized she was falling down the stairs.  She fell towards the wall first, slamming her face into it, then her right elbow which immediately filled with fiery agony.  Then she was toppling, cartwheeling over and over until she hit the bottom. 
 
    The last thing she saw before she blacked out was a black Continuum uniform.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    When Alya came to, she expected to be imprisoned.  Handcuffed at the very least.  What she hadn’t expected was a comfortable bed with a soft duvet and a firm mattress.  The light was warm and yellow and emitted from a strip on the ceiling.  She looked at it for a while.  Her head hurt, but not as bad as it should do.  Memories started to flit back from the night before.  Was it morning by now?  It was hard to measure time on the moon in the best of circumstances, but now she was totally disorientated.  She could have slept for minutes or for days.  But still, her foggy brain told her that after the display of power – stupid, utterly stupid – of yesterday she should be barely able to move.  As it was, she just had a sore head and a dizzy, disconnected feeling. 
 
    She glanced over at her arm and saw the drip.  Well, that explained something.  Someone had kindly thought to replace her electrolytes.  That was something.  Or was this just how the Continuum treated people so that they would spill their guts in the interrogation rooms? 
 
    That thought prompted Alya into movement.  She sat up, then gingerly pulled the needle from the back of her hand.  She bit her lip to stop from grunting in pain.  She pushed herself off the bed and was annoyed to realize that she’d been partially stripped.  Her biosuit was gone but at least her undershirt and leggings were intact.  She wiggled her toes to judge the strength in her legs.  The lack of shoes might prove to be an issue, especially if she had to run out of the building.  For the moment, though, the stealth aspect might actually be a good thing.  She would worry about footwear once she had worked out where the hell she was. 
 
    It took her ten minutes to walk across the room to the door.  Her legs were like jelly and her head thumped with every step. 
 
    Alya pulled the door open and looked right into a wrinkled face. 
 
    “Mama!” Alya was half relieved, half terrified.  She couldn’t believe the woman could want to do her harm, but why didn’t she remember getting there?  
 
    “What are you doing up?” The old woman put her hands on her hips in an exaggerated annoyed pose. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Now isn’t that a clichéd thing to ask?  You’re in my house, sweetheart.  Where else would you be?” 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “Now that is a bit of a story.  Come along and we’ll have a drink.  Just a tea for you though with that concussion.” 
 
    Mama led Alya along a corridor.  They walked past the front door and for a wild moment Alya thought about wrenching it open and running away.  Her nerves were jittery with anxiety.  How could she trust this woman, even though it looked like she had saved her?  It could all be a Continuum ploy to get under her skin.  She half turned towards the exit, but then she found her legs following Mama down the corridor.  I can always run later, she told herself. 
 
    Mama led her into a small cozy living room with colorful printed throws that gave the standard plastic furniture a bit more personality. 
 
    “Sit yourself down, sweetheart.” 
 
    Alya could hear someone moving about in the small kitchenette next door.  All her anxieties came flooding back.  Just who else knew she was there?  At least the power was silent for the moment, all used up from her intervention with the child.  Did Mama know about that?  She looked around the room and decided that the large vase on the table would do as a weapon in a push.  But could she really bring herself to hit Mama over the head with it? 
 
    “Please, I need to know how I got here.” 
 
    Mama sat opposite her, plump legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. “A friend of mine came across you at the bottom of the stairs.  He brought you here.” 
 
    “Which friend?” 
 
    “That’s his business.  I don’t give away names that don’t belong to me.  My friends have to trust me, you understand.” 
 
    “Okay.  Why didn’t you take me to the infirmary?” 
 
    “We sort of got the impression that you might not want the attention.  Were we wrong?” 
 
    Alya let her eyes meet Mama’s. “You weren’t wrong.” 
 
    The old woman’s smile widened. “I thought so.” 
 
    A woman strolled in from the kitchenette, carrying a tray of drinks.  She offered a bottle of water to Alya, her brown eyes full of laughter. 
 
    “Good morning, sleeping beauty!” 
 
    “Marissa!” 
 
    “You two know each other already?” Now it was Mama’s turn to be surprised. 
 
    “Alya works with Professor Blake.  Gave me a hell of a turn to see you lying in Mama’s bed.  Mind you, I always thought you weren’t just a student.” 
 
    Alya’s stomach churned. “Was it that obvious I’m not meant to be there?” 
 
    “You did seem a little out of place.  Actually, I thought you were a Continuum spy, remember.” 
 
    “I thought you were joking about that.” 
 
    “Well, there was just something a little off.  You know I told you I watched your plenary lecture?  Well, I wanted to make sure.  So I phoned Johannesburg.  And they said that they had sponsored your research to the moon.  But they also said you had been proposed by a scholar from Cape Town.  A Mr. Verwey.  Verwey vouched for you in glowing terms.  Very glowing.  He clearly knew nothing about your research.  In fact, he was a humanities scholar.” 
 
    “He is an old family friend,” Alya said.  If she couldn’t protect her own secrets, then she must at least protect her friends. 
 
    “But it did suggest that maybe your scholarship wasn’t your only reason for being on the moon.  Would that be right?” 
 
    Alya chewed her lip.  Breathe in, breathe out.  Marissa’s interrogation was stressful but Alya didn’t get the sense that she was in trouble.  Not yet, anyway.  And no one had mentioned the power yet. 
 
    “I guess my interests in the moon are not just scholarly.” 
 
    Mama just said, “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Alya looked down at her hands. “You don’t know how I came to be at the bottom of the stairs.” 
 
    Mama frowned. “No.  But we know that you have been investigating the Continuum and the Geep war.” 
 
    They don’t know about the boy, Alya realized.  They don’t know about the power.  But how much to tell them?  Her natural sense of self-preservation – tell no one anything, keep secret, keep safe – fought with the warmth that she found whenever she looked at Mama.  She decided on a compromise. 
 
    “I was sent here to find evidence of the Continuum’s poor management of the Geep war.  If I can find the correct evidence then we might be able to stop them gaining power on Earth.” 
 
    “Poor management?” Marissa said, the bitterness in her tone a stark contrast to her usual sunny disposition. “That’s a nice phrase for a slaughter.” 
 
    Alya looked at her curiously while Mama barked out a laugh. 
 
    “Well, if you’re looking to take down the Continuum then you’ve come to the right place.” 
 
    Just then the door opened.  Alya leaped to her feet.  A large figure sauntered down the corridor towards them. 
 
    “Any sign of life?” Paul shouted to Mama as he entered the room. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Alya replied.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t been entirely honest with you,” Paul said, grabbing a beer from the table and looking at Alya with his usual almost-smile. 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty clear.” Alya kept her tone light but she couldn’t help but clench her fists.  She probably had no right to be annoyed at Paul, but she was anyway.  She didn’t like not knowing what was going on. 
 
    “It’s probably about time that you worked out my secret.” Paul sat down next to her, his long legs nearly touching hers. “I’m not exactly who you think I am.  What you think I am.” 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re a Geep!” Alya said, breathlessly. 
 
    Paul just looked at her for a few seconds, then burst out laughing. “How old do you think I am exactly?” 
 
    The laughter had spread now and Mama was shaking her head like Alya had lost her mind. 
 
    “But, you said you had a secret…” Alya stammered. 
 
    Mama smiled in a slightly pitying way. “Think about it sweetheart, the lunar war was twenty years ago.  So the youngest of the Geeps must be well past forty.  I’ve never met any younger than fifty.  They couldn’t have kids, remember.” 
 
    Alya’s cheeks burned. “Of course.  I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    Paul patted her shoulder, which only made her feel worse. “They reckon that the contamination made them sterile anyway, but the Continuum wanted to make doubly sure.  So no baby Geeps.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    Paul must have seen something hidden in her face because he was about to ask Alya another question when the door opened.  Marissa came back in with a tray of tea things. 
 
    “Whenever I see you you’re carrying drinks,” Alya said, glad of the interruption.  She took the mug of tea and added two sugars.  She needed the boost.  Every so often she would get a twinge of pain that reminded her just how recently she had fallen down the stairs. 
 
    “Well, that’s not such a bad thing, is it?  Just tea rather than cocktails today though.  How are you feeling anyway?” 
 
    “Not too bad,” Alya lied.  She didn’t want any of them to send her back to bed.  There was still so much to find out. 
 
    “So since you’re obviously not a Geep,” Alya said to Paul letting her gaze linger on his dark eyes. “What is your big secret?” 
 
    Paul set down his teacup. “This, really.  That I’m not exactly a loyal Continuum guard.” 
 
    Alya smiled. “That is good news.  But what made you get involved in this… whatever this is.” 
 
    Paul shrugged. “It was because of my father, really.  Nerus are not exactly known for blind loyalty to our employers, remember.  We are mercenaries for hire.  So if something’s not right, well, we won’t just keep our mouths shut.   
 
    “My dad was working for the Continuum on the day that they invaded the moon.  Honestly, I don’t know why they call it a war.  They were soldiers with plasma guns and DNA seeking missiles.  The Geeps were a bunch of scientists and janitors.  Well, my dad was a Lieutenant on that day and he pointed this out to his commanding officer.  The guy put him on a court-martial immediately and bumped him down to Private.  But he always told me about that day and it kind of stuck in my head.” 
 
    “But you still joined the Continuum?” 
 
    “It’s a job, right?  Nerus work.  It’s important to us.  But when I got posted up here dad’s story kept going round and round in my head.  And then one day I went for a curry.” 
 
    He smiled down at Mama. 
 
    “And I corrupted another young mind,” Mama said with a wink. 
 
    “Right.” Alya took a gulp of the tea and it burned her throat on the way down. “But I still don’t really get what you are all doing here.” 
 
    Marissa stirred her coffee. “Plenty of time to get to that.  It’s your turn to answer some questions.” There was an edge to Marissa’s voice that Alya hadn’t heard before, and she suddenly understood just how much this woman had gone out on a limb for her.  If Alya turned out to be a Continuum spy, the others would blame Marissa. 
 
    “Okay.  I’ll answer what I can.” 
 
    “What were you doing unconscious in that stairwell.” 
 
    Alya swallowed. “I’ve been looking around the station.  Trying to get access to any areas that might have clues to what happened during the Geep war.  I saw some Continuum guards and I panicked.  I fell down the stairs.” 
 
    Paul glanced up at her. “You were just unlucky then?” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    There was a brief pause where Alya wondered if Paul was going to say anything else, but he just shrugged and turned his face back to the viewscreen. 
 
    “You said you were sent here to find out about the Continuum.” Mama continued. “Who sent you?” 
 
    “That I’m afraid I can’t say.  But you can assume it’s someone whose interests oppose the Continuum.” 
 
    “Someone down on earth then?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, you see, that’s a bit of a problem,” Marissa said. “Earth people just don’t get it.  They don’t understand what went on up here.” 
 
    “Can I ask… why are you here?” Like Paul, Marissa was too young to be a Geep.  Alya wanted to know what her story was. 
 
    “Pretty simple.  My brother was on the moon.  He was ten years older than me.  And he wasn’t a Geep.  But he thought what was happening to them was wrong, so he stood up for them.  And then he just disappeared.  No body, nothing.  The Continuum got him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Alya couldn’t think of anything else to say, but Marissa nodded acceptance. 
 
    “Who was it for you?” Marissa asked. 
 
    Despite all her precautions the word mother formed on Alya’s lips, but she stopped just in time. “My aunt.  She was a scientist working up here.  She just disappeared too.” 
 
    “Was she on the moon when the army came?” 
 
    Damn, shouldn’t she already have this story all worked out?  Alya tried to force her fuzzy head to think.  But then nobody was supposed to have found out she had any connection to the Geeps at all.  Think! 
 
    “No, it was back on earth.  She’d only done a six month stint on the moon, so she thought she was safe.  But they came and took her anyway.” 
 
    Mama nodded and made sympathetic noises.  Marissa stared at her bottle, lost in her own memories.  Paul just looked at her, head on one side.  Alya didn’t like the expression on his face.  It looked like he didn’t entirely believe her. 
 
    “So how did the rest of you come together?” Alya asked. 
 
    Marissa grinned. “I guess we should let Mama tell this bit.  She’s the bad influence really.” 
 
    Mama aimed a mock-blow at the woman with her spatula. “Well, that’s not how I remember it, but sure, maybe it was me that started things.  I heard people griping about the Continuum, about what happened with the Geeps, and I wanted to find them a safe place to do it.  Somewhere we could have these discussions without anyone listening in.” 
 
    “But why do you care so much about the Geeps?” 
 
    The room fell silent and everyone looked at Mama. 
 
    “I guess I better show you my party trick.” 
 
    It wasn’t, after all, as spectacular as Alya had expected.  In fact, compared to some of the things Alya had done, it was barely unusual.  But still, Alya knew she would never forget it. 
 
    Mama put down her mug and stood up straight.  She took a few steps until she was right in front of Alya.  She closed her eyes for a second.  Then she opened them.  Then she opened her other eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Alya’s heart drummed in her chest.  She wanted to reach out and hug Mama.  But instead, she just stared at the pale blue-grey eyes.  They had no pupils.  They were as blank as marble, but somehow Alya felt that Mama could see through them. 
 
    The old woman blinked and her normal eyes appeared. 
 
    “Okay,” Alya said slowly. “I’m impressed.  Just what exactly are they?” 
 
    Mama smiled. “It’s not really another set of eyes.  It’s a sort of film that covers my eyelids.  It allows me to see in different spectrums.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, like infrared, that kind of thing.  I can’t fly or go faster than a speeding bullet, but I can see if my pan’s about to boil over.” 
 
    “Useful.” Alya smiled. “I wonder what sort of evolutionary throwback that is.” 
 
    Mama looked at her sharply. “That’s what you think the Geep traits are then?  Mutations from previous evolutionary cycles?” 
 
    The words Mama used were familiar. “You’ve read the Continuum report?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mama nodded. “I might not be a scientist, but when people are writing about you then you make it your business to find out.  Yeah, one of their theories for Geeps was that our bodies were trying out different evolutionary paths.  Kind of mutations.” 
 
    “It’s one of the better theories.” 
 
    “I like the one where we’re all alien half breeds.” 
 
    “Really?  I hadn’t heard that one.” 
 
    The mood in the room had lifted.  Marissa had sat back on the sofa and was watching them with her eyes half shut.  Paul was pretending to look at the viewscreen which was showing earth news nonstop on mute. 
 
    “What’s your theory?” Mama asked. 
 
    Alya chose her words carefully. “I guess that’s what I’m here to find out.” 
 
    This seemed to be the right answer.  Mama grabbed a bottle of beer. 
 
    “So what do you want from me?” Alya repeated. 
 
    “What,” Mama said, “you don’t believe there is such a thing as a free meal?” 
 
    Alya picked her words carefully. “Well, you went out on a limb for me.  You all risked yourselves.  So I guess I’m wondering why.” 
 
    “Well,” Mama said, her eyes sharp, “I suppose my first worry was: is this pretty young lady a spy for the Continuum?  And I think we’ve decided that you are not.  So the next question is: what do we do with you?  You are here under false pretenses, that much is clear.  But are you an enemy or a friend?” 
 
    Alya thought this was another rhetorical question until she realized that Mama really did want her to answer. 
 
    “A friend, I hope.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Alya felt rough the next morning at work.  She had stayed talking to Mama and the others for hours, but eventually she had persuaded them to let her go home.  She’d slept like a dead thing, no dreams, only the vague memory of parts of her body complaining at every wriggle or twist she made.  Her head still ached, even though she had downed four of the pills that Mama had given her.  That morning as she had dressed she had seen the bruises all over her body from her tumble down the stairs.  Even sitting on the plastic chair at her desk had her wincing in pain.   
 
    “I’m off to get some lunch,” she announced when she couldn’t find any way to sit that didn’t make her hips hurt.  Marissa gave her a sympathetic smile as she hobbled her way to the door. 
 
    Alya went along the corridor to the University cafeteria.  It was always busy.  Food was expensive on the moon, but the cafeteria was subsidized by the University, so it was one of the cheapest places to eat.  Alya ordered a bowl of some sort of noodle dish and found a quiet table.  She looked around as she shoveled the food into her mouth. Most people were stereotypical academic types; socially awkward, reading on their datapads even while they were eating their lunch.  There were one or two groups of friends who were actually chatting, most of them younger than Alya.  These students were all dressed fashionably with trendy haircuts that Alya envied.  They probably came from the wealthier Universities from the equator countries.  They were usually the ones that could afford to send students up here. 
 
    “Hello,” Paul said. 
 
    Alya jumped, not expecting anyone to talk to her.  She reached for a napkin to wipe the noodle sauce from her face.  
 
    “Hi.  I’m having lunch,” Alya said, immediately hating herself for her terrible small talk. 
 
    “I see that.” 
 
    “I work just up there.  In the science department.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Alya rolled her eyes. “You know, that’s not an attractive trait.  That ‘I know all about you’ stuff.  It’s creepy.” 
 
    “I’m a security guard.  It’s my job to know where people are.” 
 
    “It’s still creepy.” 
 
    Alya drank her tea.  Paul was still hovering next to her. 
 
    “You can sit down if you like.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He took the chair opposite her.  He looked at the viewscreen on the wall and Alya took advantage and studied his profile.  He was such a strange mix of Neru reticence and, well, whatever the opposite of that was. 
 
    “Was it you that brought me to Mama’s place?” 
 
    Paul leaned forward. “No.  I didn’t know until I came round and you were lying there unconscious.  What exactly made you fall down the stairs anyway?” 
 
    Alya shrugged. “It might surprise you to learn that I’m not always totally graceful.  I wasn’t paying attention and I slipped.” 
 
    “Right,” Paul said eyes narrowed.  Alya took another sip of her tea to give her hands something to do. 
 
    “I have a question for you.” 
 
    This is it, Alya thought.  He knows.  But how exactly would she respond? 
 
    “I would like to ask you out on a date.” 
 
    Alya blinked. “A date.”  
 
    Paul looked at her confused expression. 
 
    “You know, two people who like each other go somewhere together?  A date.”  
 
    Wow, Alya thought, was it normal to start sweating instantly? 
 
    “Well, I don’t really do dates.” 
 
    “You don’t.” Paul’s expression was slightly amused. 
 
    “It’s just… Well, think about what dates are all about, right?  Making a good first impression.  You’ve got what, a couple of hours to convince someone that you are the perfect person for them.  Their soulmate or something.  And some of us aren’t brilliant with that kind of pressure.  I mean, maybe you go out for dinner, but you’re nervous so you knock over a glass and spill a drink on them.  You can’t think of any small talk so you start asking them awkward questions about their dreams.  Or they take you on a romantic walk and you’re concentrating so hard on saying the right thing that you walk into a lamppost. 
 
    “And this might be someone that you’re meant to fall in love with, have babies with, and live together for the rest of your lives.  And you’ve screwed it all up because you were so anxious you were worried you might be sick into your lap.  So all in all, I think its best not to date.” 
 
    Paul who had been watching her throughout this little speech, lips slightly parted, considered her for a moment. “So you’ve never had a boyfriend?” 
 
    “Oh sure.  But normally I get to know them for years then sort of end up living with them.  It’s much easier that way.” 
 
    “Right.  But you’re only here for six months.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Paul thought for a moment. “How about drinks tonight?  There’s some music playing in a bar nearby.  You won’t have to talk so you can’t say anything wrong.  No lampposts.  And if you hate it – or you hate me – then you can just leave.” 
 
    Alya looked at him.  He actually looked a little nervous.  Did he seriously want to take her out? 
 
    “Okay,” she said before she had time to think. “That might just about work.” 
 
    “Good.  Pick you up at eight?” 
 
    “Sure, I’m at the New Horizon apartments.” 
 
    “Number 17.  I know.” 
 
    “That’s creepy, you know that?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a bit creepy.  Did you really spill a drink on someone on a first date?” 
 
    “Only a couple of times.” 
 
    “And the lamppost?” 
 
    “Just the once.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    While Alya was getting ready she imagined how her next conversation with the President might go.  Well, I have made progress, actually, I met some weird people who don’t like the Continuum much, I nearly exposed my powers to the whole station, I fell down a flight of stairs and I’m going on a date with a Continuum guard.  That progress enough for you? 
 
    She had spent an irritating hour trying to find some combination of clothes that wouldn’t look entirely out of place in a nightclub.  Unfortunately, that had not been her main priority when packing for her lunar trip.  She discarded several items as being simply too casual or well-worn and eventually settled on black trousers that didn’t accentuate her hips too much and a nice green top that she had been given by a friend and that someone once told her made her eyes look great.  A little makeup and some product on the hair to turn the frizz into something resembling loose waves and she was done. 
 
    Paul turned up five minutes early.  Alya was ready and slipped out of the door quickly so that he couldn’t see inside her room.  Part of her felt that a spy shouldn’t reveal their headquarters.  Another part of her didn’t want him to see the stack of clothes that she had tried on and that were currently flung over every inch of the floor. 
 
    “You look great,” Paul said, and the smile on his face showed he meant it.  He was dressed in a plain black shirt with jeans and he seemed more relaxed just being out of his uniform.  Alya wondered if she should have said he looked great too – because he really, really did – but the moment had passed and it was too late. 
 
    “The club’s down on Level Seven,” Paul said as they walked along the corridor. “It’s owned by one of the big hotels and they like to make it look like it’s this seedy little pop-up place.  It’s not though.” Paul kept outpacing her with his long strides and had to keep slowing down to let her catch up.  Alya noticed a blush creep up his neck every time he did so.  He couldn’t be nervous, could he? 
 
    “Right.  Do you go often?” 
 
    “Actually I’ve only been once.  A friend invited me.” 
 
    Alya waited for him to elaborate but he didn’t so she just kept walking alongside him.  She tried to think of some small talk, but she couldn’t.  Hopefully he would think she was just silent and mysterious, rather than an idiot. 
 
    Alya’s breath caught in her throat as she realized he was taking her to the elevator.  He noticed her hesitation. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “It’s just I don’t really like small spaces.” 
 
    “We can take the stairs.” 
 
    Just then the elevator doors pinged open. 
 
    “No, its okay, I’ll be fine.” The minute the doors closed behind them she realized it was a mistake.  The low whump whump that made her stomach jump as the massive lift moved downwards made her heart rate soar.  And with it, like always, the power growled in her veins.  The metallic walls seemed to flicker, or was that the strip lighting?  Energy trickled up the back of her neck… And stopped. 
 
    Alya looked down.  Paul had taken her hand and held it firmly.  She looked up and saw his dark eyes searching for hers. 
 
    The lift doors opened.  Paul let go of her hand and stepped into the corridor. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    If Paul hadn’t warned her, Alya would have thought that Level Seven was exactly what it looked like, a grimy club most likely illegal.  It was only the women in dresses that cost more than a lunar shuttle ride that gave it away.  That and the bouncers in suits made from the latest hyper-reflective fabrics so that they looked like walking mirrors, shimmering with light. 
 
    “Um, are you sure they’ll let us in,” Alya said, feeling more out of place than usual. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m on the guest list.” 
 
    Sure enough, when they got to the front of the queue the men let Paul and Alya walk in.  One of them even gave Paul a leering wink, which Alya thought was probably on her behalf.  She was about to ask Paul if he brought a lot of women here, then she realized what an ass she would sound asking it and for once kept her mouth shut.  In fact, she was concentrating so hard on not saying something stupid that they reached the bar before she had taken anything in. 
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    “Beer please.” 
 
    While Paul adopted the slightly awkward pose of people everywhere trying to get a barmaid’s attention, Alya looked around.  The bar had gone for industrial lunar chic.  Burnished metal and moon rock were the materials of choice and the bartenders and staff all wore slightly more stylish versions of vintage space suits.  Retro posters filled the walls with moments from the history of the base, including the Landing, the first habitable structure, the placing of the dome.  It was all a little too pretentious for Alya to love, but she had to admit it had a certain style. 
 
    Paul handed her a beer. “If you want to do small talk, now’s the time to do it,” he said into her ear. “The music gets louder in the club area.” 
 
    “Then maybe we should go through there.  Less talking,” Alya smiled.  Paul led the way out of the bar but stopped just before the swing doors that led into the club. 
 
    “Hello,” he said to a man coming towards them. “Alya, this is my brother, Stephen.” It was as if someone had taken Paul’s profile and smoothed out all the rough edges.  Stephen was handsome in the manner of a Greek statue.  His muscular arms were accentuated by a shirt that was surely a size too small.  His hair was perfectly groomed.  Paul looked positively scruffy next to him. 
 
    “Hello, Stephen.” Alya glanced at Paul, unsure how to read the situation.  Did Stephen know who she was?  Had Paul mentioned her?  Did he even know about Mama and her little group of rebels?  He must do, surely, but Alya didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were coming tonight,” Stephen said to Paul.  While he spoke to his brother, Stephen kept his eyes on Alya. 
 
    “I wanted to see the DJ.” 
 
    “Ah right.  Your little project.  Well, don’t have too much fun.” Stephen offered Alya a smile that was dazzlingly perfect, then sauntered over towards the bar. 
 
    “Okay,” Paul said to himself, then seemed to remember Alya was there. “Want to dance?” 
 
    Anything to avoid another awkward situation. “Sure.” 
 
    The club was the bar area ramped up to eleven.  Beautiful waiters and waitresses smeared in glow-in-the-dark paint handed out tubes of brightly colored liquid.  Samples, Alya supposed, to get you to pay for the overpriced cocktails at the bar. 
 
    Alya wasn’t exactly a fan of clubbing.  Her upbringing hadn’t kept her up to date with youth culture, and she never knew any of the music.  She grabbed a multi-colored tube drink and let her body vibrate to the beat. 
 
    The music was so loud she didn’t notice Paul’s brother appear until he was leaning over to shout into her ear. 
 
    “So are you two here together?” Paul moved closer.  He must have hearing like a fox.  There was a definite curious tone in the way Stephen asked the question.  Alya expected Paul to explain that they were just friends, but instead he took a step closer to her and nodded his head. 
 
    “Yeah, we are.” 
 
    Alya managed to plaster what she hoped was a happy couple type expression on her face.  Stephen’s eyes narrowed but he nodded, took a long drag on his bottle and wandered away towards the dancefloor. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Paul said.  Alya almost grinned: she had never seen a Neru look embarrassed before. “It’s just that he’s kind of a pest around women.  Thinks he’s god’s gift.  If I hadn’t said we were together he’d have been hitting on you all night.” 
 
    “Right.” For some reason, Alya was starting to get fed up. “Look, I’m kind of tired.” 
 
    “Just one more song.  I promise it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    Just at that moment, the lights dimmed and the music faded away.  Paul turned to face the stage and Alya did the same, wondering what this was about.  If it was some amazing new song then she was going to be painfully ignorant. 
 
    A figure moved onto the raised DJ platform.  He was wearing a sort of hooded cape, like a boxer from a century ago.  As he moved towards the decks – retro, of course, no pre-programmed playlists in this club – the crowd started to cheer.  He pulled back his hood to expose a high domed bald head and features that Alya thought might be Middle Eastern.  He raised his hands above his head for a moment, enjoying the applause, then brought them down on the decks. 
 
    “Keep watching!” Paul shouted into her ear. 
 
    The DJ’s hands scratched on the retro discs, the middle two spinning incredibly quickly.  Then two more arms shot out and span the other two decks. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Alya shouted, but her voice was lost in the screams of excitement from the crowd.  The DJ waved all four of his hands in the air. “He’s a Geep!”  
 
    Paul couldn’t have been able to hear what she was saying, but he got the meaning plain enough. 
 
    “Yes,” he shouted into her ear. “One of the few they let stay here.  He’s kind of a novelty act, but he’s actually a good guy.  His name’s Arty.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Even Alya could tell that Arty wasn’t just a gimmick.  He judged the mood of the crowd perfectly, slowing the tunes down when people wanted to chill, winding them up when he needed to get people back on their feet. 
 
    The time flew, and not just because of the colorful drinks.  Before she knew it, Arty was leaving the stage to even more cheers. 
 
    “Want to meet him?” Paul asked.  Alya didn’t have to reply, he could see the excitement in her eyes. 
 
    Paul took them down a back corridor – again, a shiny suited bouncer waved them past – until they were in the staff area of the club. 
 
    “Arty, you ready for visitors?” 
 
    “Sure, come on in.” 
 
    Paul introduced Alya to the DJ.  Funnily enough, it wasn’t Arty’s extra hands that drew Alya’s eyes when they walked into his office.  It was the scar that ran down his face. 
 
    “Plasma burn?” Alya asked before she could stop herself. 
 
    “Yeah.  From a Continuum rifle.  How’d you know?” 
 
    “Seen one before,” Alya said.  Paul gave her a warning look and she changed the subject. “You were awesome out there.  I mean, I don’t know much about music, but it was really good!” 
 
    Arty smiled. “Thanks.  Why don’t you guys have a seat?  Paul said he might be bringing someone.” 
 
    Alya sat down on a foldout chair and Paul did the same.  His bulky frame looked ridiculous perched on the flimsy plastic, but he managed to look like he belonged.  Soon he was chatting about music and remixes and all sorts of things that Alya didn’t understand. 
 
    “Give me a second, I’ll order something to drink.” One of Arty’s hands reached for a datapad and tapped something in.  If Alya had been in any doubt that the extra limbs were real, she wasn’t now.  Each moved independently, and they were never still. 
 
    It wasn’t until a waitress brought them drinks and Paul and Arty were deep in conversation about music that Alya allowed herself to properly look at him.  It was then that she realized that everything about Arty was a performance.  His outfit had been cut deliberately to show off his extra arms, with fluorescent lights accentuating each limb.  His hoodie even had its own logo on it, a spider with a set of decks in front of it. 
 
    “It’s rude to stare.” Arty was looking right back at her. 
 
    “Sorry.  I’ve never met a Geep before.” The lie tripped off her tongue, even though she felt bad about lying to him when he’d been nice enough to invite them in. 
 
    “You probably have, you know.  Ever seen a homeless guy begging on the street?  Some crazy old lady searching for drugs down an alleyway back on earth?  Half of those folk are Geeps.  The ones that agreed to go along with the Continuum’s plans.” 
 
    “And that didn’t happen to you?” 
 
    “I worked out a deal.” 
 
    Paul was looking at Alya like he wanted her to stop interrogating the guy, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    “I didn’t think the Continuum went in for compromises.” 
 
    “I guess they thought I wasn’t much of a threat.  I mean, I wasn’t exactly a military general about to wage war against them or something.  So they let me go.” 
 
    The next question was awkward, but what the hell, she was already being rude. “People say that they asked the Geeps to be sterilized.  Did they, I mean… you don’t have to say.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.  Sure, I got the snip.  I wasn’t ever planning to be a family man anyway, if you get what I mean.  And it was better than the alternative.” 
 
    Arty made a cut throat sign that chilled Alya, even though he never lost his easy smile while doing it. 
 
    “Were you here?  When the Continuum came?” 
 
    “Yep.  Someone had to tend bar while the world burned.  That’s what I was then.  A bartender in one of the posh hotels under the Dome.  Of course, we hadn’t had guests for a while once the rebellion started.  Still, even Geeps need to drink.” 
 
    “And that’s when you got that?” Alya pointed at his face.  She could see Paul squirm at her lack of tact – well, not everyone could be as restrained as a Neru. 
 
    “The fifth day of fighting.  It was clear from the start that we were going to lose, of course.  But no one had realized what was going to happen.  That it was going to be a slaughter.” For the first time, the easy grin fell from Arty’s face. “I was seeing this guy at the time, beautiful Danish bloke with a beard.  When he got contaminated it made all the hair grow all over his body.  By the time the Continuum turned up for their little war his beard was ten foot long.  He used to wear it pleated around his head, like a turban or something.  Well, he was out front, and he came running back into the bar to tell us they were coming.  I’m guessing that’s what he was going to say because they shot him in the back and he was already dying as he ran in the door.  Then I did something really stupid.  I ran over to him, to stroke his face, hold his hand even though he was already dead.  I was hunched over his body when the soldier fired.” 
 
    “Do you think they meant to shoot you?” 
 
    Arty’s eyes narrowed. “They meant to execute me.  Headshot, see?  But the guy was distracted, already turning to shoot at someone else.  So he just grazed me.  I blacked out, woke up in prison.” 
 
    “But the Continuum let you live.” 
 
    Arty laughed, though his body was still tense.  His two extra arms gripped the sides of his chair even while the other two were folded over his chest. “I guess I’m a survivor.  I’m Gay and a Turkish Muslim, so even before the goddamn Geep radiation I was used to being an outcast.  So when the Continuum said, we’ll let you live as long as you sign away your DNA oh and by the way you can’t have kids… Well, I said hell yeah if it means survival.  Better deal than my Danish friend got, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Alya said. 
 
    “Right,” Arty said again and finished his drink. 
 
    “And now you work here?” 
 
    “It’s a job.  And yeah, I know what you’re thinking.  I’m a sideshow attraction, right?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Alya stammered, the blush already creeping across her face. 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s what I’d think too.  But really, I’m the winner.  I get to do what I love, and I don’t have to hide away in secret.  Do you think I’d really be happier watching my back all the time, waiting for the Continuum to get me?” 
 
    “No,” Alya said, looking at the scar on his face. “I guess you wouldn’t.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Alya thought she would wake up with a hangover, but instead she woke up buzzing with adrenalin.  The meeting with Arty had been just the sort of connection she was looking for.  Sure, he hadn’t told her much about the Continuum that she didn’t already know, but it was a start. 
 
    Still, she couldn’t help feeling that she needed to push forward with her research into the archives.  She needed something more tangible than hearsay to keep the ex-President paying her rent.  She jumped out of bed and pulled on some clothes and her biosuit.  Time to get to work. 
 
    The office was quiet, as usual.  Marissa was doing something terrible to microscopic creatures down in the labs and Luke had his headphones on working on some equations.  Alya looked around at all the empty desks.  Did the Continuum ever intend to fill them?  It seemed strange to have such a big facility with so few students using it. 
 
    Before Alya took her research any further, she needed to construct the layers of plausibility that made it look like she was just an engineering student looking at relevant files.  Her research was in the construction of the moon base, so it was perfectly natural that she would want to see the records from that period. 
 
    She did, however, make sure that her first request from the Continuum’s restricted archive was suitably vague.  Materials, construction blueprints, nothing about the personnel at all.  Her plan was to ask for more pertinent items later on, once she had proven herself to be above suspicion. 
 
    At the same time, Alya was very aware that her assignment to the colony was only for six months.  Less, if someone worked out that she wasn’t exactly who she claimed to be.  She had to get the information she needed, and fast. 
 
    It was time to start taking some risks.   
 
    She opened up a new request from the archives.  She went through the engineering section, but this time she searched for information on the labs.  Then she narrowed it down to the biology labs.  438 results.  Okay.  She downloaded them to her datapad.  Then she clicked some other sections at random: air purification systems, heating and water coolant blueprints, food production plants.  If asked, she would explain that the labs were just one part of her general research into the structures of the moon base. 
 
    A shadow fell over her desk and Alya jumped. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to give you a fright.” The Professor smiled.  Alya fought the urge to close down all the archival requests on her pad.  It would only make her look even guiltier. 
 
    “It’s okay.  I was just concentrating.” 
 
    The Professor looked around the room.  It was pretty quiet.  Luke’s head was bobbing to the rhythm from his headphones. 
 
    “I’ve got a message for you.  The Director wants to meet with you.  She wants to talk to you about your research.” 
 
    That sounded pretty routine, so why did the Professor look so nervous?  His bald head was shining with perspiration. 
 
    “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    The Professor tapped his pen against the table. “You know that the subject matter of your thesis could be regarded as somewhat controversial.” 
 
    Alya decided to plead ignorance. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.  Actually, I’m kind of amazed it got approved in the first place.” 
 
    Friends in high places, Alya thought, though she kept her expression neutral. 
 
    The Professor let out a nervous cough. “Well, that’s not to say that your work isn’t excellent, but you have to understand the position of the University.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t follow.” 
 
    “Well, you think Universities depend on scholarship, right?  New discoveries, new ideas and so on.” 
 
    Alya nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “Well that, frankly, is horseshit.  Universities depend on funding.  Without funding they die.  And where exactly do you think all the funding for this institution comes from?” She would have got there anyway, even if he hadn’t been pointing at the massive Continuum logo visible on the viewscreen screensaver. 
 
    “The Continuum.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then, the Director works for the Continuum?” 
 
    “In a way we all do, my dear.  Even you.”  
 
    That was an unpleasant thought. 
 
    “So what should I say?” 
 
    The Professor sighed. “Tow the company line.  Tell her that your research will help save the human race.  The usual rubbish.” 
 
    Alya frowned. “Well, that is why I’m here.” 
 
    He leaned in closer. “Frankly, I don’t know what you’re here for, and I don’t much care.  But I don’t want you to bring the attentions of the Continuum with their spies and cameras into my department.  So play nice with the Director and don’t drop the rest of us in the shit.” 
 
    Alya met the Professor’s eyes. “I’ll try my best.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    If the Continuum had deliberately chosen the Director of the University to intimidate academics then they had done a good job. 
 
    The Director was in her fifties, blond hair dyed an ash shade that accentuated the slick of red lipstick and the perfectly powered face.  Unlike most people on base who, like Alya, wore a biosuit so they could go in and out of different environments without the need for changing, the Director was dressed much more formally.  Her pinstripe suit was impeccably tailored, even if it did mean she would have to change every time she went anywhere.  The suit then was a message, one that said this person was powerful and focused on the job at hand.  Not to be underestimated. 
 
    Alya wished she had put on makeup, or at least done something about her hair.  She had put it into a ponytail wet with the result that it was now frizzy on top.  Oh well, compared to blue flares of energy, it wasn’t most alarming part of her physical self.  Hopefully the frizzy hair would be the only thing to worry about today.  
 
    The scariest part about the Director was that she wore thin grey gloves that matched her suit.  Even Alya had heard the rumors about them.  Apparently she was so afraid of contamination by the Geeps that she never took them off.  Don’t stare at them, Alya reminded herself, and forced her eyes upwards. 
 
    “So, Alya Kowalczyk, you are here with us for six months, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alya said.  The Director met her eyes for a second, gave her a piercing stare, then turned back to her datapad. 
 
    “There have been some concerns about your research.” 
 
    “Concerns?” 
 
    The Director put the pad down on the table with a metallic click. “Surely someone with your credentials can give me more than one word answers.  It has been brought to my attention that some of your colleagues have some concerns over the scope of your research.” 
 
    Had Alya pissed this woman off already somehow, or were her meetings always this confrontational? 
 
    “My thesis was approved by both my department in Johannesburg and the department here, Director.  The scope hasn’t changed.” 
 
    The Director tapped a gloved finger on the desk in front of her. “The aim of the research hasn’t changed, that is true.  Although I have some doubt that the subterranean solution will ever come to pass.” 
 
    “There is strong support for it on earth, Director.” 
 
    “That is due to the inability of those on earth to look beyond the planet.” 
 
    Ah, well that explained something.  If the Director was a fan of the Mars project, then perhaps that explained her antagonism towards Alya’s research.  It might have nothing to do with her secret project after all. 
 
    Alya decided to try her hand at diplomacy. “Well, it is not just the subterranean supporters that might benefit from the lessons learned from building on the moon.  If you look at the fourth section of my research proposal then I explain how colonies on Mars and even Europa might benefit from this research.” 
 
    “I’m not a Mars supporter.  I’m much more interested in the possibility of a long term settlement here.” 
 
    “Here.  You mean a lunar solution?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    Alya frowned.  She didn’t want to look like a fool but as far as she understood, the moon base was only ever an experimental colony.  It simply wasn’t large enough to support a sustainable population. 
 
    “Well,” she said cautiously, “if there were plans to enlarge the settlement here then I’m sure my research into the built environment will prove useful.” 
 
    “It might prove invaluable, Alya.  That is why I wanted to speak to you personally.  Yes, there are some concerns about your approach in terms of the security aspects.  But I wanted to offer my personal assurance that you will not face any opposition from me.  Quite the opposite.  If you encounter any problems with getting access to the archives you only have to ask me.  In fact, you might want to show me your research topics as they come up, so I can anticipate any difficulties for you.” 
 
    Alya bit her lip. “So, you want me to run my work by you?” 
 
    “Well, not before you are ready, of course.  But perhaps you could update me periodically with your research.  I would be fascinated to see it.” 
 
    Why did this feel like a threat?  Alya hated the idea of working with the Director constantly looking over her shoulder, but what could she do? 
 
    “Of course, Director.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The meeting with the Director had not been good for Alya’s negative thinking.  She couldn’t decide how to take the woman’s reassurances – did she really mean that she was on Alya’s side, interested in what her research would mean for the future of the moon colony?  It was hard to take the woman’s assurances at face value. 
 
    The last thirty years on earth – basically ever since people realized that the ice age was coming and they were going to freeze to death if they didn’t do anything about it – had been spent debating how humanity could survive the next few centuries.  There were various factions and, of course, each had become mired in political and economic ideologies.  Firstly there were on-earth and off-earth solutions.  The most well-known on-earth solution was the underground cities concept.  Some of these had actually been built, but there had been only limited levels of success.  Turned out people didn’t really like living underground and never seeing daylight again. 
 
    The off-earth solutions were more varied.  The most popular was the Mars colony.  It was in the process of being built, largely on the model of the moon base, but on a much, much bigger scale.  Another solution only theoretical at present was an entirely space-based ark solution, essentially a giant space shuttle that would orbit the earth until such a period that it might become habitable again. 
 
    Despite their differences, each solution faced the same challenges.  How to provide food, shelter, warm and sustainability for a long-term population.  And how to ensure that that population kept some vestige of the humanity it had started with. 
 
    Of course, even though Alya had been sent to the moon to investigate the sort of structures that could be replicated down on earth, she wasn’t expected to solve the problem by herself.  Thousands of scientists on earth were engaged with the same issue: the survival of the human race. 
 
    Alya had been mulling all this over as she walked home from work.  Despite her ulterior motive for being on the moon, she couldn’t help but think that perhaps her research could be more than just a cover story.  She walked through the tunnel with its low ceiling, watching other people as they did the same and thinking what it would be like to born and die here, to never set foot on the earth. 
 
    The Director had suggested that the moon might be somewhere this could happen.  What an eerie place to spend your entire life.  Even the electric lighting in the corridors seemed half alive, flickering and dimming when she walked past.  Alya shivered as she checked the corridor behind her.  She was sure that someone had been there, but she couldn’t make out anything.  Mind you, the power throbbing in her temples was making it hard to concentrate.  She had spent too long inside her own head and had forgotten her breathing.  If she wasn’t careful she might lose control right here.  That would be pretty bad. 
 
    Breathe in, breathe out. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Alya jumped. “Paul.  What the hell?” 
 
    “Do you ever just say hello?” 
 
    “Not when people creep up behind me.” 
 
    She walked over to a quiet alcove to catch her breath.  The Neru followed her. 
 
    “You looked like you were upset about something.  I thought my charming company might cheer you up.” 
 
    He was looking particularly amazing today with the short sleeves Continuum shirt cutting across his biceps in a way that made her feel a little funny.  But now was not the time.  Alya glared at him, not in the mood for a chat. 
 
    “You weren’t keeping an eye on me?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Why do you keep watching me?” Alya said, her voice catching. “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    Paul took another step towards her.  She could smell his aftershave, see the stubble that shaded his jawline.  She swallowed. 
 
    “Maybe I just can’t keep my eyes off you.” 
 
    Alya started laughing at the cheesy line but stopped when Paul pressed his mouth against hers.  His lips were warm and firm and she found herself kissing him back.   
 
    This was probably a bad idea.  Like, a really bad idea.  But she was so tired of keeping so controlled for so long.  Maybe the tiniest loss of control might not be such a bad thing. 
 
    She pulled him in closer to her and wrapped her arms around his neck.  She felt his lips move into a smile for a second, then kiss her more fiercely.  Eventually Alya pulled away. 
 
    “Okay.” She said, unable to think of anything else to say. 
 
    “Okay,” he repeated, backing up against the wall to put some distance between them. 
 
    “So you popped by for this awesome chat?” Alya grinned. 
 
    “Actually I’m here with a message.  Mama wants to see you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Some people do enjoy your company, you know.  I think Mama just wants to make sure you’ve not been getting yourself in any more trouble.” 
 
    “Or she wants to know if I’ve found anything good in my research.” 
 
    Paul folded his arms. “Look, sure, Mama wants to know what you find.  It kind of involves her, see?  But don’t go thinking she’s just using you.  She’s not like that.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “When I first came here I had… sort of an identity crisis.” 
 
    “Really?” Alya couldn’t help but look skeptical.  Paul had always seemed like one of the most together people she had ever met. 
 
    “I don’t want to get into it too much, but I was having some problems with my background.” 
 
    “The Neru thing.” 
 
    Paul sighed. “It’s not like a racial group, or a geographical thing.  Being a Neru means following certain codes of behavior.  Living your life a certain way.  I found that… restricting.” 
 
    “And Mama helped you.” 
 
    “She listened.  That was exactly what I needed.” 
 
    “So you think I should go and see her.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “You need people on your side, for when the proverbial shit hits the fan.” 
 
    “You think it will?” 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Mama’s cafe was in that quiet lull between lunch and dinner.  There were only a few customers, drinking beers and eating bowls of stew while the waitresses chatted to them.  Alya looked at them with more than a little envy.  If she wasn’t hiding so many secrets, for herself and for others, would she be able to relax and make friends like them? 
 
    Maudlin thinking – unhelpful as usual.  Alya took a deep breath and walked inside to ask for Mama. 
 
    “Sure, you just go right on through.” 
 
    Again, Alya wondered about the women that worked there.  Were they related to Mama in some way?  Were they involved in the conspiracy (or whatever the hell it was)?  Or were they just students making a little extra cash on the side? 
 
    Mama was stirring one of her giant pots, but when Alya came in she ushered her through the back to the living quarters. 
 
    “I’ll just get the girls to mind the café,” she said, briefly disappearing again. 
 
    Alya sat down on one of the couches.  She wondered if the colorful textiles on every surface had come from the Caribbean.  When Mama came back she asked her. 
 
    “Ah, no, afraid not.  After the islands were lost to the sea, our fabrics became very expensive.  Scarcity drives price, or something like that.  There are strange people back on earth who enjoy collecting these relics of lost worlds.  I can’t think why.” Mama’s face was full of a bitterness that Alya hadn’t seen before, even when she was talking about the Continuum.  The old woman caught her looking and the frown lifted. 
 
    “So these are copies that I bought to cheer myself up.  Made in China, probably.  The island of my ancestors, Saba, where my mother lived until her house fell into the sea, it was a place of wonderful textiles.  You have heard of Saba lace?” 
 
    “Sorry, I haven’t.” 
 
    “Ah well, what does it matter, now that it is all gone?  That’s why I think your young man, Paul, was sent to me.  We are both people without land, islanders whose homes were reclaimed by the water.” 
 
    “Right.” Alya was starting to feel a little uncomfortable.  Mama seemed to be in a rather mystical mood, and she wasn’t too sure where the conversation was going.  Plus she wasn’t at all sure about Paul being her young man.  The phrase didn’t exactly suit whatever the hell their sort of relationship was.  They had barely had one date. 
 
    “Your people come from a high place, is that right?” 
 
    “My grandmother was born on the base of the Carpathians.  So yeah, I guess so.  Still too far north to be one of the major players.” 
 
    Mama shrugged. “The equator countries are in the ascendancy now, but they might not be forever.  The earth is changing faster than anyone ever expected.  Who knows what it will look like tomorrow?” 
 
    This speech seemed a little rehearsed.  Alya looked over and sure enough, Mama was scrolling through messages on her datapad. 
 
    “Sorry.  Always too much to do, too little time.” 
 
    “I wondered if you might explain a little more to me about that.  I mean, the café isn’t your only enterprise, is it?” Alya kept her voice steady though her anxiety raised a little.  She wasn’t sure how Mama would react to a more direct line of questioning. 
 
    Mama smoothed a bright orange cushion that sat on the sofa next to her. “Just what is it you are asking me, Alya?” 
 
    “I guess I want to know what you’re putting together here.  Is it just a place for people to drown their sorrows about the Continuum?  Or is it something, well, more… active.” 
 
    “Would you be interested if it was?” 
 
    Alya’s hands trembled. “I might just be.” 
 
    “Well, I’m probably going to disappoint you.  We’re not an army.  We have no plans to take over the moon.  But I suppose we are a group of like-minded people, people who for whatever reason would like to see the governance of the moon change.” 
 
    “And you want to help that change?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Why did Alya feel like they were two enemies circling each other in a fighting pit, trying to find each other’s weaknesses?    
 
    “Well, that is something I just might be interested in.” 
 
    “And you think your research could help us do that?” 
 
    “It just might.  My… sponsor believes that there has been a massive Continuum cover-up.  If I can expose it, then it might just suit your aims as well.” 
 
    “The Continuum will kill you when they work out what you’re here for.” 
 
    Alya tried to look nonchalant. “Let them try.” 
 
    Mama put her head on one side and laughed. “A slip of a girl like you.  What are you going to do to stop them?” 
 
    Alya was so tempted to blast the sofa into pieces, just to show Mama she wasn’t useless.  Feeling the call, the power rose up in her so that it would only take the tiniest twitch to… No. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll think of something,” she said vaguely, dropping her hand to her side. 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re holding out on me?” 
 
    Alya kept her gaze steady. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Ah, sweetheart, you’re going to need to start trusting someone.  The moon’s a lonely place when you won’t share what’s in your heart.  Believe me, I know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Alya was more positive after her meeting with Mama.  This was partially the woman’s oblique hints at some sort of anti-Continuum group on the base.  But it was mainly to do with the bag of deliciously savory smelling takeaway containers that the woman had pressed on her on her way out. 
 
    Feeling generous she stopped into the office to share her bounty.  As she had thought, Luke and Marissa were working late and swooped on the food like locusts. 
 
    “This is amazing!” Luke said. “Where’s it from?” 
 
    Marissa and Alya shared a look.  
 
    “A little place on the first floor,” Marissa said, piling her plate with rice. “We’ll go sometime.” 
 
    The enticing scent had clearly made it as far as the Professor’s office.  Blake appeared in the doorway, clearly unsure whether or not to intrude. 
 
    “You want some?” 
 
    The Professor wandered over and grabbed a plate with a bashful smile.  He took a modest portion and headed back to the safety of his office. 
 
    “Oh, I wanted to talk to you about something.  You know, the little project about the origins of a certain architectural feature.” 
 
    Alya almost laughed out loud at Luke’s attempt to be subtle. “It’s okay.  Marissa knows what I’m working on.” 
 
    Marissa waved a fork in agreement. 
 
    “Right.  Well.  You asked me to find out about the construction of the dome.” 
 
    “Go on,” Alya prompted. 
 
    “I’m not sure I got what you wanted.  Apart from the obvious benefits of containing the atmosphere, there doesn’t seem to be any major change to do with the dome that would have stopped the Geep infection spreading.” 
 
    “Hmmn,” Alya said, rinsing down her food with a slug from her water bottle. “And you can’t see why the dome would have made a difference?” 
 
    “It’s made from lunar-reinforced plastic.  But so is half the world now.  So I can’t see why that would make a difference.  But anyway, you shouldn’t be talking to me about it.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t?” 
 
    “You should be talking to Blake.  It was his brother that built it.” 
 
    “The Professor’s brother built the dome?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Alya looked at the Professor’s office.  He had retreated back there pretty quickly, but he had at least left the door open.  Maybe that was a sign he was warming to her a little.  It would probably be terrible to use this moment to plumb him for information.   
 
    Alya knocked on the door of his office. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Just wondered if you wanted any more.  Luke’s putting away a hell of a lot of curry for a skinny guy.” 
 
    “I’m okay, thanks.” Blake looked at her for a second. “I had a call from the Director today.  She said you had impressed her.  That’s pretty hard to do.” 
 
    “Actually I was kind of terrified.” 
 
    Blake let out a honking laugh. “She is scary, isn’t she?” 
 
    “It’s the gloves I think.” 
 
    “Apparently she has allergies.” Blake leaned forward and tapped his nose in a conspiratorial fashion. “When she first turned up I thought she might have something to hide.  You know.” He mouthed the word Geep and Alya pretended to look surprised.  She had actually been thinking the same thing. “But she had never been to the moon before last year.  So it turns out she’s just your average weirdo.” 
 
    It was now or never. “We were talking a little about the Geeps actually.  It made me think of something.  I guess I was wondering why you never mentioned your brother.” Alya put on her best innocent expression, but the Professor didn’t look at her.  Instead, he looked at the viewscreen, even though it was turned off and was just displaying a fuzzy blackness. 
 
    “You heard that my brother was a Geep?” 
 
    “Someone said he was killed during the invasion.  Sorry, I didn’t want to pry.” 
 
    The Professor reached under his desk and brought out a small bottle.  He lifted it to his lips and took a quick swallow.  The bottle disappeared back into the desk so fast that Alya half thought she imagined it. 
 
    “He was my younger brother.  I was the academic, he was the practical one.  So it made sense that he studied engineering.” Professor Blake’s eyes were growing misty and Alya wondered if he had already been using his under desk drawer that afternoon. “He built the tidal wave plant on the edge of Bali.  You’ve heard of it?  Of course, it was all a dreadful mistake.  By the time it was installed the oceans had raised so far that it never really worked properly.  It wasn’t my brother’s fault, but it was an embarrassment, a black mark on his CV. 
 
    Blake’s corpulent chin wobbled. “I guess when he took the job on the moon he thought it couldn’t get any worse.  Stupid bastard.” 
 
    “What did he do here?” 
 
    “He was in charge of the Dome.  It’s hard to imagine, but for the first ten years of the colony there was no Dome. There were only the tunnels and a few structures on the surface.  If you wanted to get anywhere you had to wear a full spacesuit.  So Ephram was in charge of the Dome construction.” 
 
    “It must have been a difficult task.” 
 
    “It would have been impossible if it wasn’t for the technological advances of the last decade.  The plastic – yes, the base material for the Dome is plain, everyday plastic – was reinforced with compounds created from synthetic versions of the minerals that were discovered in the moon dust.  Of course, these are now common back on earth, they use them for everything from space shuttles to prosthetics.  Strength, even at a molecular level, that’s the key.  Anyway, Ephram wasn’t involved with the chemistry, his job was to actually construct the thing, and he did it too, ahead of schedule.” 
 
    Alya leant forward, fascinated. 
 
    “It was about a month before the Dome was due to be installed that the early symptoms of the disease were starting to show up in the colonists.  Ephram was one of the first.  It turned him mad.” 
 
    “Mad?” Alya bit her lip. “But I thought most Geeps had advanced physical characteristics?” 
 
    “Extra arms, new eyes, that sort of thing?  Yes, it’s to do with the way that the infection mutates cells.  The body goes back to an almost fetal like state, you see, creating new cells like its back in the womb.  Ephram was a study in what happens if the cells affected are the ones in your brain.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” Alya whispered, her hands now gripping the table in front of her so hard her fingers were turning white. 
 
    “As I said he went mad.  At the time I was back on earth, so the first indication came with his messages.  They became increasingly paranoid.  He seemed to think that everyone was out to get him.” 
 
    Paranoid?  Huh. “But that was true, wasn’t it?  I mean, the Continuum did come after the Geeps.” 
 
    The Professor shook his head. “It wasn’t the Continuum that he suspected.  It was his colleagues, people he met in bars… He thought everyone he met was spying on him.  That was the first suggestion that anything was wrong.  Then he got much, much worse.” 
 
    Professor Blake leaned his head down into his hands. “He started to see things that weren’t there.  He could actually see the imaginary spies now.  They stood in the corner of the room, watching him.  They sat on the bed next to him while he slept.  They whispered to him in his dreams.” 
 
    Alya shivered.  The shadows in the office seemed longer, more menacing than they had just minutes before. 
 
    “What happened to the Geeps, it was a kind of cancer.  No wonder there was a war.  Who knows how many of their brains were infected just like Ephram’s?  The Continuum had no choice but to act.” 
 
    “But the Continuum killed your brother!” 
 
    The Professor sighed. “They did the only thing they could do.  They put him out of his misery. They cured him.” 
 
    Alya stood up to go.  She knew she shouldn’t judge the Professor, but she couldn’t help but feel like he had let his brother down.  Blake seemed to sense that because he suddenly sat up straight and looked at her. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re playing at here, Alya, but if it’s anything to do with the Geeps… Well, some things belong in the past.  If you go around digging up trouble, it might just find you.” 
 
    Alya backed away out of the room.  The last she saw of the Professor he was reaching back into his desk drawer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Alya made up some excuse and went home early.  She needed a run.  The story of Professor Blake’s brother was jangling in her head, upsetting her equilibrium.  The most important thing was not to compare herself with Blake’s brother.  The fact that they both experienced paranoia was just an unfortunate coincidence.  It absolutely did not mean that she was destined to go mad, see friends and family as enemies and end up having to be ‘cured’ by a Continuum plasma rifle.  Nope, didn’t mean that at all. 
 
    She definitely needed a run.  She stopped in to her apartment to fling on her running gear and then she was back out the door, ramping up her pace until it blew away any thoughts from her jumbled brain.  For once she stuck to the first level.  She was in no mood to go spying today. 
 
    She burned up the kilometers, running too fast but not really caring.  Before long her hair was plastered to her face and she was breathing heavily.  She was probably getting funny looks from everyone else, wondering why she wasn’t in a simgym like a normal person.  Well, it was better than them looking at her because she was a Geep.  Then they really would think she was a freak, and instead of mild curiosity, their expressions would turn to fear and hate. 
 
    She stopped at a water fountain, her mouth suddenly dry.  She swiped her card through a few times, but it just beeped in a pathetic way. 
 
    “Let me get that for you.” 
 
    Alya started to smile when she saw the deep brown skin and the lazy smile, but her expression faltered when she realized who it was. 
 
    “Hello, Stephen.” 
 
    “It’s Alya, isn’t it?” Was she just imagining that there was something predatory about his smile?  He wasn’t that different from his brother really.  Still, he was a little… off. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “So what are you doing, exactly?” He moved a little towards her so that his body was in between Alya and the exit.  She noticed that his tattoo was more intricate than Paul’s and snaked up to his ear. 
 
    “I’m just out for a run.” 
 
    “That’s not quite what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Alya just looked at him blankly.  If he wanted to make this awkward, then he could do the talking. 
 
    “I guess I’m just asking what your intentions are.  Towards my brother.” It was strange, watching Stephen’s expression.  He was so like, but so unlike his brother.  All of Paul’s soft edges had been removed to give Stephen a hungry, almost wolf-like expression.  Alya suddenly realized she really didn’t like him at all. 
 
    “Really?  I didn’t realize it was the nineteenth century.” Alya looked at Stephen’s face to see if he was joking, but he just frowned at her. 
 
    “Paul doesn’t really date, you know?” 
 
    “Well, that’s good.  Neither do I.” 
 
    Stephen sighed. “Look, you don’t have to be so defensive.  It’s you I’m looking out for here.” 
 
    Alya was starting to feel very uncomfortable. “Is it?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I mean, you know that we’re Nerus, right?” 
 
    “Kind of hard to miss.” 
 
    “And you understand what that means?” 
 
    Alya let her arms drop to her sides.  Maybe he was just trying to educate her, even if he was going about it in a kind of patronizing way. 
 
    “You live by a mercenary code.  Kind of like the Samurai,” she said. 
 
    “That’s a good start.  But it’s more like the old Italian mafia than the Samurai.  Your duty is not to yourself, it is to all the other Nerus.  The Nerus got us this job, you know?  Connections go a long way.  Paul would be nothing if it weren’t for our Neru friends in the Continuum.  And if Paul puts a foot out of line they’ll banish him.  He leaves the family.  He is no longer a Neru.” 
 
    “That’s kind of harsh.” 
 
    “Yeah.  But we come from a harsh place, you know?” He smiled and Alya caught a little of the charm that he used with other people. 
 
    “Look, I’m not trying to cause any trouble for Paul.” 
 
    “But you will.  I can see it already.  Attachments that have not been approved by the council are forbidden.” 
 
    Alya couldn’t but let out a laugh. “Come on Stephen, Paul told me you had a different girl every week!” 
 
    Stephen shrugged, unabashed. “Sure, sex is allowed.  I’m talking about relationships.  That’s completely different.” 
 
    Alya held up her hands. “I’m not going to talk about any relationship with you.  I get the feeling Paul would be pretty pissed off if he knew you were talking to me like this.  So maybe you should just wrap it up.” 
 
    Stephen shrugged and handed her a cup of water. “Enjoy your drink,” he said and then turned and walked away.  Alya jogged all the way home.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The mandatory three minute shower was definitely not long enough to wash the encounter with Stephen from Alya’s skin.  The power was lying low.  Maybe even it was too disgusted to do anything.  Alya stared at herself in the bathroom mirror.  The worst of it was, she had no idea what she was going to say to Paul the next time she saw him.  I’m sorry your brother is a prick didn’t seem like great small talk, even for her. 
 
    A call rang on her datapad and she flung on her clothes before answering.  She didn’t think it was politically savvy to speak to a former President in a towel. 
 
    “Status report,” Everett barked out. 
 
    Alya grimaced.  The man really did have an attitude problem.  
 
    “I am following several lines of research.  I’m working on connections between changes on the moon and the end of the Geep contamination.  I’m hoping to find out what exactly stopped the Geep outbreak.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what stopped the Geep contamination.  What I want to know is how we can take down the Continuum!” 
 
    “But that’s what I’m trying to do,” Alya said, counting to ten in her head.  She was not in the mood for Everett today. “If I can prove that the Continuum didn’t need to go in with the war, that they didn’t need to shoot half the population of the moon, then surely that helps your case.” 
 
    Everett leaned back in his chair. “It won’t be enough.  No one cares about a few dead Geeps.” 
 
    Steady now.  Breathe in, breathe out. 
 
    “Then what exactly am I doing here, Mr. Everett?” 
 
    “Things are moving along down here more quickly than we had anticipated,” the former President said with a grimace.  Alya wondered what he meant.  Had something happened back on earth?  She hadn’t exactly been keeping up with the news. 
 
    Everett looked at the corner of the room. 
 
    “Someone else want to contribute to the meeting?” Alya said before she could stop herself. 
 
    It was a mistake. “Just you keep those brains of yours focused on the task at hand, girl,” Everett growled. 
 
    Alya managed a nod.  She didn’t trust herself to speak. 
 
    “Martial Law has been declared in Cape Town.” 
 
    “What?” Alya had been there just before she departed for the moon.  She wracked her brains.  There had been some reports of protests on the streets, some people unhappy with the government, but nothing severe enough to involve the military.  She had always loved Cape Town, its eerie mountain that rose from the mist like some sort of fairyland, the friendly people, the music… 
 
    “The ruling party, the New Cape Coalition, have struck a deal with the Continuum.  They have all but ceded control to our friends in black.” The Continuum security uniforms were always black.  It didn’t help with their sinister reputation. 
 
    Alya’s stomach clenched.  The Continuum had never openly looked to control a country before.  And Cape Town was one of the main spaceports.  It would only increase their stranglehold on the moon. 
 
    “Apparently some people in South Africa aren’t too happy with a largely white man’s corporation buying up the country.” 
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
    “Exactly.  But they are sadly under-resourced.  It won’t be long before the Continuum sends in their troops to stop the disorder.  We all know where that leads.” 
 
    Arty’s burned face popped into Alya’s mind. “Can’t you help them?  I mean you and your group, whatever you are.  You want to get rid of the Continuum too.” 
 
    Everett shook his head. “Much too risky.  We must conserve our energy for places that matter.” 
 
    God, he really was despicable.  But was he still better than the alternative?  Alya didn’t know how she could be sure. 
 
    The ex-President leaned forward.  His face was unpleasantly enlarged on the datapad, like he was a peeping tom pressed up against a window. 
 
    “I have some new intel for you.  I’m sending you a location.  It is one of the restricted rooms.  Our sources tell us that the Continuum have an unregistered message center there.  We want you to do a little eavesdropping.  Find out exactly what they’re telling their cronies back on earth.” 
 
    “Your sources told you this?” Alya had a sour taste in her mouth. “You expect me to break into a restricted room, place myself in direct danger because someone I know nothing about thinks it might be a good idea.” 
 
    “Just a little light surveillance.” Everett gave her a dazzling smile. “With your vast array of qualifications I don’t think it’ll be too tricky.” 
 
    “I’m not going to take stupid risks.” 
 
    “There’s nothing but risks in this business, little lady.  And I’m paying you enough to take some pretty big ones.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Alya let her thoughts wander to exactly what terrible life choices had led to her hiding in a maintenance cupboard that stank of unwashed overalls.  She could hardly blame the power, even though it was tempting.  She could have ignored the sabotage hidden in her genes.  Or she could have dealt with it.  Killed herself.  That made her shudder.  She had been close to that awful point during her teenage years when the power would flare up without warning.  So perhaps the small dark cupboard wasn’t the worst possible outcome. 
 
    She peered out through the crack in the door.  It was a terrible risk to have the door open, but without it she couldn’t see a thing.  The whole thing was stupidly risky.  Sweat trickled down her back.  She had been lucky with the cupboard really.  She had looked up the location of Everett’s secret room on the seventh floor and the blueprints had shown this cupboard directly opposite. 
 
    Too convenient?  Possibly, if she listened to her paranoia.  But still, too good an opportunity to miss.  She had waited until the middle of the night before sneaking down to the seventh floor.  She was wearing her running gear, although she knew it would be a poor excuse if anyone spotted her.  It was an odd floor, full of maintenance rooms and abandoned corridors.  Machinery too heavy for anyone to bother moving had just been left in random places.  If the Continuum liked to make the lunar colony look like the height of technological sophistication, the seventh floor was like a graveyard for obsolete dreams. 
 
    She peeked out through the crack again.  Still nothing.  She had been in the cupboard for hours now and her calf muscles were cramping from standing still for so long. 
 
    And then she heard movement coming along the corridor.  She caught sight of a smart suit and smelt expensive perfume.  The person opened the door opposite with a keycard and retinal scan, then they disappeared inside.  It had only been a few seconds, but Alya was sure it was the Director of the University. 
 
    Her mouth went dry.  Now she really did want to know what sort of secret communications were going on.  Was there a chance that the Director was in there right now, sending messages about a certain research student with a controversial area of study? 
 
    Alya wanted to bang her head on the door in frustration.  What was the point of being out here, unable to hear or see a single thing? 
 
    Maybe it was time to take another risk.  Checking up and down the corridor, she eased her body out of the cupboard.  This was a very stupid thing to do.  She had checked for cameras and hadn’t seen any in this section, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t hidden somewhere.  Still, she had to do something.  She crossed the corridor until she was standing right next to the door to the restricted room. 
 
    She moved along a little so that she was facing the wall next to the door.  Alya pressed her hands against the wall.  She would look really weird if anyone walked past, but there wasn’t much she could do about that.  She closed her eyes and listened.  Then she listened harder. 
 
    It was like her ears were filled with water, but gradually she could make out the tones of a conversation.  She concentrated, feeling her mind focus on the people in the room beyond the wall.  The power purred with pleasure at being given something to do. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, voices emerged from the background. 
 
    It was easy enough to recognize the Director’s voice with its clipped, efficient tone.  The other voice was male but much more difficult to make out.  Alya pushed the power to its max, but still couldn’t hear more than a murmur.  She decided the male voice was probably not in the room and was coming over a viewscreen or satellite call so that it was less distinct. 
 
    The male voice said something that might have been a question. 
 
    “We are still on schedule.” The Director replied. “Two years for phase two to reach completion.  In the next six months we will start to hear the results from Mars.” 
 
    Alya frowned.  Hadn’t the Director said she wasn’t interested in the Mars solution?  Alya took a quick look up and down the corridor.  She was alone, for now.  Her palms were sweating where they made contact with the wall.  She wouldn’t be able to keep this up for much longer.  Meanwhile, the Director hadn’t stopped talking. 
 
    “I am here to request additional funding to expand the range of our experiments.  I think you’ll agree that the first round of results were encouraging.” 
 
    There was a pause and Alya strained to hear the man’s reply.  She thought she caught the words ‘simulation’ and ‘genetic’, but it was hard to tell. 
 
    “I do not believe we should act in haste.” 
 
    Did the Director sound worried?  It was hard to imagine the woman ever being flustered.  What could be causing her this sort of concern?  There was another long pause. 
 
    “Our newest researcher?  Not exactly what she claims to be.  But not a threat to the ongoing project.” Ice spread through Alya’s stomach.  The Director had to be talking about her.  Why was she being so vague?  Were they worried that the message might be intercepted? 
 
    Alya was trying so hard to hear the Director’s reply that she almost missed the sound of footsteps coming towards her. 
 
    Alya shrank backward, her hands leaving the wall, the voices on the other side disappearing immediately.  She hurried across the corridor and slipped back into her cupboard, pulling the door shut as quietly as possible. 
 
    The only sound in the cupboard was Alya’s own breathing.  She closed her eyes, as if that would give her some sort of protection.  The power hissed in the darkness. 
 
    Then the cupboard door was wrenched open.  On the other side was a huge, menacing figure.  Alya almost attacked, purely on impulse, when something about the monster’s figure nagged at her memories. 
 
    “George?” 
 
    The Geep took a step backward.  He seemed agitated, his long limbs trembling.  He probably hadn’t been expecting to find a random person in his maintenance cupboard.  He looked around the corridor as if searching for help. 
 
    “George,” she whispered. “I’m on your side, George.  Please don’t tell them about me.” 
 
    Old George shook his head in a slow ponderous wave.  His head was bent so low that Alya could see the bald spot in his hairline.  The Geep reached for the communications device in his top pocket. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Alya looked the man in the eyes.  The old Geep stared back with his big dark pupils.  She held out her right hand and clicked her fingers.  Blue flame danced at her fingertips for an instant, then disappeared. 
 
    The Geep’s mouth hung open.  Then he shut it with an audible clunk.  He raised a finger to his lips and smiled. 
 
    He put a hand out and reached past Alya for a vacuum cleaner.  He lifted it clean over her head and put it down on the floor next to him.  Then he switched it on and walked away, steps slow and faltering as ever. 
 
    Hoping that the sound of George’s vacuum cleaner would cover her escape, Alya slipped out of the cupboard and hurried back along the corridor.  Her luck held and she didn’t see a soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    It took ten minutes of breathing exercises and twenty minutes of some rather painful yoga stretches before Alya had calmed down from her botched attempt at surveillance.  It turned out being a spy was rather more difficult than the media had led her to believe. 
 
    She should probably be worried about Old George.  He didn’t look like he would be hard for the Continuum to crack.  But she felt like she could rely on him anyway.  They were kindred spirits, after all.  Maybe she could do something to help him, once she had the evidence she needed.  She might just be able to – 
 
    There was a knock at the door.  Alya froze until she heard a familiar voice call out her name.  She peeked out of her room and saw Mama standing outside. 
 
    “You ready to put your money where your mouth is, sweetheart?” 
 
    Alya simply stared as the old woman brushed past her into the hotel room.  Mama was out of her apron and dressed in a biosuit that looked like it had been purchased decades ago. 
 
    “How much are you paying for this place?  I’ve cooked dinners bigger than this.” 
 
    “Don’t ask.  Why are you here?” 
 
    Now it was Mama’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “That doesn’t sound very hospitable to me.  Not for the kind old lady that saved your ass.” 
 
    Alya rubbed her face. “Sorry.  It’s been a long couple of days.” 
 
    Mama sat down on the bed.  She picked up the edge of the duvet and felt how thin it was, shaking her head in disgust. “No daughter of mine would be staying in a place like this.” 
 
    Alya sat down next to her. “You’ve got kids?” 
 
    “Two.  Both girls.  They’re grown up now.  It was a blessing, you see, that I had them early.  It meant that when I contracted my little illness here it didn’t matter that I couldn’t have kids.  I’d had mine already.” 
 
    “What do they do?” 
 
    “Something with computers.  Both of them.  Technical minded, not like their mother.” Mama stared off into the middle distance for a second. “Anyway, I didn’t come here to play happy families.  I came here to tell you that it’s time to show me what you’re made of.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow.” 
 
    “It’s time you took your head out of the archives and did some real work for a change.  We’re going to do a little number on our friends in black.” 
 
    Alya’s heart raced.  Breathe in, breathe out.  It wasn’t hard to guess what Mama meant.  Her eyes were determined and her wrinkled face was animated with suppressed excitement. 
 
    “And what sort of number are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well now honey, before I give you the specifics, I need to know if you’re in or out.  Because if I tell you my plans then there’s no backing out.” 
 
    For some reason Alya thought of Old George, pushing his vacuum along the empty halls. 
 
    “Okay.  As long as no one’s going to get hurt.” 
 
    Mama snorted. “You really think anything in life comes with that sort of guarantee?  All right, I know you won’t bail on me.  Here’s the thing.  The Continuum are taking delivery of some fancy new security equipment.  I’ve seen the requisitions order and it says ‘defensive resources’.  So you can bet its some of the nastiest offensive weapons around.  I suggest that we take them out before those bastards have the chance to use them on any more innocent people.” 
 
    “You think they’d come after more Geeps?” 
 
    “If they can find any?” Mama’s gaze was a little too knowing and her mouth edged upwards in a smirk.  Alya decided to ignore it. “More likely they just want to use them on any people that get out of line up here.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll help you.  How exactly were you planning on getting rid of them?” 
 
    “I’ve got some friends in customs.  Everything goes through there, even the Continuum’s supplies, although they go through a special channel.  My friend will make sure there’s no one around.  And we’ll place a little device that will detonate long after we’re gone.” 
 
    “A bomb?” 
 
    Alya felt sick.  She wasn’t really meant to be a rebel.  Her entire nature was one that avoided conflict.  Literally.  One time in school she had to ask another girl for her pen back and it gave her a panic attack.  And now she was going to be in an actual fight against the Continuum.  Unless she could find a way out of it. 
 
    “I told you, the place will be deserted.  The weapons will be destroyed.  We’ll be saving lives.” 
 
    “Is Paul coming?” 
 
    Mama shook her head. “Too close to home for our Continuum insider.  No, this one is better left to those of us who can slip under the radar.  Besides…” 
 
    “What?” Alya didn’t like the expression on the woman’s face. 
 
    “I’m not sure we can entirely trust him.” 
 
    “But… he seems honest enough.” 
 
    “You sure you’re not thinking with your ovaries?” Mama said with a wink. 
 
    “Mama!” 
 
    “Okay, okay, it’s your business.  But I don’t want a hint of the Continuum knowing anything about this, and no matter what he says your Paul still wears his black uniform.  No, we’ll stick to us girls.  You, me and Marissa.” 
 
    “Marissa’s involved?” That calmed some of the nerves in Alya’s stomach.  It was hard to imagine the biologist being part of something unless she was sure it was safe. 
 
    Mama grinned. “It was her idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    “It’s about time we had a girl’s night out,” Marissa said happily. 
 
    “This wasn’t quite what I had in mind.” Alya looked down at the electric stun gun in her right hand.  Her fingers trembled slightly even though she had placed them well away from the trigger. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about the stunner.  It’s non-lethal, and besides, it’s only there for insurance.  Mama’s friend told us that the cargo bay will be empty in an hour.” 
 
    Alya looked at Marissa’s profile.  Her jaw was set and her dark eyes stared straight ahead.  It was like she was two different people.  The woman from the office who joked about croissants had disappeared. 
 
    “Why do you think Mama didn’t want to come herself?” 
 
    Marissa laughed. “She’s seventy years old.  Stealth and speed are not her strong suit.” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “Look, I know you’ve not been here long, but you can trust Mama.  She looks out for people like you and me.” 
 
    “People like you and me?” 
 
    “People who have suffered at the hands of the Continuum.” 
 
    “It was your brother, right?” 
 
    Marissa’s body tensed.  They were waiting in an old container just a few feet away from the cargo bay and there wasn’t much space.  Alya could feel Marissa shaking with anger. 
 
    “He wasn’t even a Geep!  He was a contractor working on the generators.  Low level work, but pretty specialized.  He wasn’t academically smart, you know, but he was one of those kids who could take anything apart and put it back together again.  We never really played together, you see.  He was ten years older.  I was a surprise baby.  But he looked out for me.  Anyway, he came up here and got involved with the resistance.  And they never found his body.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Do you know there are still two hundred people officially listed as ‘missing’ during the Geep war?  As if there’s any chance that they’ll walk out of some Continuum mass grave somewhere.  As if they might still come home.  I don’t really know why I came back here.” Marissa chewed her lip. 
 
    “You wanted to walk where he walked, as if just being on the moon might somehow connect you to him.  Like it might bring him back.” 
 
    “You feel that way about your Aunt?” 
 
    Sort of, Alya thought. “Yes.  But I’m starting to think I had the wrong idea.  I don’t feel any closer to her now that I’m up here.” 
 
    Marissa nodded. “It’s a fool’s game, chasing ghosts.  But this,” she patted the stunner, “this is something real.  Something that can actually make a difference.” 
 
    Another few minutes went past.  Then Marissa opened the metal container door just a few inches.  The metal rasping sound made Alya wince. 
 
    “It’s time.” 
 
    Alya scurried after Marissa, skulking low like she was in an old spy film.  Mama had told them the surveillance system would be down for maintenance for two hours, but Alya was sure she could still feel the cameras on her back. 
 
    “This way,” Marissa hissed, grabbing Alya’s arm so that she was forced to keep moving.  Marissa took out a keycard from her pocket and swiped it through the lock on the cargo bay door. 
 
    A small light turned red. 
 
    “Shit,” Marissa said.  Alya swallowed.  Had Mama double-crossed them?  Then she looked at the black card in her friend’s hand. 
 
    “Wrong way up.  Try again.” 
 
    Marissa blushed furiously as she swiped the card the right way around.  The little light went green and there was a mechanical click as the door started to ease open. 
 
    “Thanks,” Marissa said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Alya nodded.  They slipped through the massive steel door as soon as the gap was wide enough.  Marissa hurried round to the lock on the other side and hit another button to close it behind them. 
 
    “Over there,” Marissa whispered.  The cargo bay was massive, maybe a hundred feet long, and full of equipment, boxes and machinery that Alya thought could have been anything.  Luckily Mama’s connections had made sure that the box they were looking for was just a few feet to their right. 
 
    The container was six foot tall and around a dozen feet long.  Alya glared at it.  She could only imagine how many weapons the Continuum would have managed to jam inside.  While Alya was daydreaming, Marissa ran over to it and put her backpack down carefully on the floor.  Alya walked more slowly, her eyes scanning the room for hidden enemies.  Was it paranoid to think that it was all going a little too smoothly?  Surely if there were weapons here then the security would be a bit tighter? 
 
    Alya made her way over to Marissa, crouching beside her.  She made sure not to stay too close to the woman’s backpack.  Its contents didn’t help her nerves. 
 
    “I’m just going to double check this is the right container,” Marissa said, even though it was exactly where Mama said it would be.  Alya managed a half smile of approval.  She definitely approved of the biologist’s caution, especially given the contents of the innocuous-looking backpack. 
 
    There was a packaging note plastered to the side of the container.  Marissa scanned it with her datapad. “Supplies requisition number 9276-44.  This is it.” 
 
    Alya nodded, although her stomach clenched.  She had spent an hour before meeting up with Marissa doing mental exercises, trying to exhaust the power.  But suddenly it was back, pushing up behind her eyes, trying to escape. 
 
    It told her there was someone at the door. 
 
    “Stop,” Alya hissed. “I hear something.” 
 
    A second later there was a click as the cargo bay door unlocked. 
 
    “Move!” Marissa hissed, kind of unnecessarily as Alya was already sprinting towards the wall to their right.  There was a sort of passageway in between two large steel containers that had been left empty.  Alya and Marissa squeezed in so they were lost in the darkness.  But if someone shined a light down there, they would be seen in an instant. 
 
    They pressed themselves further backward against the wall.  If whoever was entering the cargo bay didn’t come too close, they might just get away with blending into the shadows.  But they could do with some more cover. 
 
    Marissa was frantically searching her backpack for her stunner.  She wasn’t looking up.  Alya took a deep breath and waved her right hand.  The tarpaulin leaped up and hung itself over the opening so that there was a second layer of concealment. 
 
    The motion caught her friend’s eye and she looked up, startled. “Well done,” Marissa said with a slight frown. 
 
    “I just pulled it over –” Alya started to explain, then stopped when she saw movement in the doorway. 
 
    It was a Continuum guard.  Of course, Alya thought, just what they needed.  A tall white man with a ruddy complexion that suggested he hadn’t been on the moon for very long.  It was difficult to maintain a tan underground.  The man moved around the cargo bay with the sort of efficiency that made Alya squirm behind her flimsy cover.  Why couldn’t he have been some work-shy incompetent person?  Was that too much to ask? 
 
    He made a circuit of the room.  Alya could feel Marissa’s tense form beside her.  The stunner felt heavy in her hand.  Could she really use it? 
 
    For a horrible second, Alya thought the man was actually making his way towards them.  But he just took a brief look at the container.  Did he know what was inside?  Had he been sent to check up on it?  There was no way to tell.  Finally, the man hit the keypad and left the cargo bay. 
 
    Marissa touched the screen on her datapad.  It showed a timer that was down to 17 minutes. 
 
    “We’re short on time now.  Let’s get on with it and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    They were rushing out of the narrow passageway when Alya felt Marissa stumble and cry out in pain. 
 
    Alya knelt down beside her. “What happened?” 
 
    “I tripped over some stupid metal thing back there.  Ugh, it really hurts.” 
 
    Alya managed to half drag, half carry her friend over to a metal bench and propped her up on it.  
 
    Marissa panted. “I’ve sprained my ankle.  Damn it!” 
 
    They both looked down at the backpack.  Ten minutes left until the surveillance came back on and they hadn’t even placed the bomb yet. 
 
    Marissa reached into the backpack and brought out a square grey plastic brick with a small keypad on the front. 
 
    “No time to mess about,” she said, still wincing from the pain in her ankle. “I’ll set it for ten minutes and we’ll just stick it on the side.” 
 
    She hit a couple of buttons, then passed it over to Alya. “Here’s you’ll need to place it on.  Do it on the far end so the blast doesn’t damage anything else in the bay.” 
 
    Alya took the bomb with trembling hands. “Okay.  But I want you to get going.” 
 
    “I should stay until it’s over.” 
 
    “With that ankle?  You’ll need all the time you can get just to get out of here.  Go on, I’ll finish it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Alya squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t worry.  I’ll get it done.  You just make sure you’re long gone, okay?” 
 
    For a split second, Marissa looked unsure.  Then she gave Alya a quick hug and hobbled away towards the door. 
 
    Alya looked at the keypad on the brick.  Eight minutes left.  Well, no pressure.  Feeling totally numb she made her way to the back of the container.  She wasn’t too sure how to attach the bomb.  Should she just sort of place it on?  She found a metal strut and carefully wedged it in.  Four minutes left.  Time to go. 
 
    Footsteps behind her froze Alya to the spot.  A hand grabbed her wrist.  
 
    “Stop,” a low voice growled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    “Arty?” 
 
    She barely recognized him out of his show gear.  Two of his arms were hidden under a thick jacket and he had a hat down low on his head. 
 
    “You can’t do this.  If you do, the Continuum will come after you.  I won’t let them.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Arty’s face crumpled. “Because I let them get your mother.  I won’t let them get you too.” 
 
    The stunner slipped out of Alya’s hand and clattered onto the floor.  Arty picked it up and put it in his pocket.  He pulled the bomb from the side of the container and deactivated it with one movement.  Then he put it in another pocket and turned to face Alya. 
 
    “Come on.  Time to go.” 
 
    They barely made it out of the cargo bay before Alya’s datapad beeped a warning that the surveillance system was back online. 
 
    “Head down,” Arty hissed as they strode along the corridor.  Alya grimaced.  She didn’t need to be reminded that there were cameras everywhere. 
 
    She let Arty direct her through the station, upstairs that she didn’t know existed and along hidden corridors.  She had decided to trust him the moment he had stopped her activating the bomb, so it didn’t seem like there was much point in questioning his motives now. 
 
    She had lost count of what floor they were on when Arty finally stopped in front of a door and swiped his keycard.  He hurried inside but Alya hesitated, one foot in the doorway. 
 
    “You want to wait for the Continuum to come get you?” Arty growled.  Alya stepped inside and the door clicked shut behind her. 
 
    They must have been on the first floor.  Only that level had apartments as sumptuous as the one that Arty had just led her into.  The size alone was sheer luxury on the moon.  It was all open plan, with a massive white sofa that seemed to float in the center like a cloud.  Every piece of furniture was reflective so that it was like living in a giant mirror. 
 
    It even had a view, a portal on the wall that was a window on space itself.  Alya walked over to it and stared, open mouthed.  She could see a white haze of stars, and if she craned her neck she could even see the edge of the dome. 
 
    “This is some place,” Alya said.   
 
    “I guess you’re thinking a Continuum pay-off buys some pretty nice digs.” 
 
    Alya felt herself blush. “I wasn’t…” 
 
    “Sure you were,” Arty said.  He pulled the bomb and the stunner from his pockets and placed them gently on the glass table. “You were thinking, Arty sold out to the Continuum for his fancy pad and his shot at fame, right?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    Arty slumped down on the sofa. “Well, you wouldn’t be completely wrong.  I did sell out.  But I did it to save my skin.” 
 
    Alya came and perched on the other end of the sofa.  It wasn’t as comfy as it looked. “You said you knew my mother.” 
 
    Arty rubbed his forehead. “She gave me as much of a headache as you did.  Yeah, I knew her.  We were good friends.” 
 
    Alya felt her breath catch in her throat.  She had never met any of her mother’s friends. 
 
    “What was she like?” 
 
    Arty laughed. “Terrifying.  She was so fierce.  So determined.  Didn’t take shit from anyone.” 
 
    “I’m not much like her then.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  You’ve certainly got the same instinct for getting into trouble.  What the hell were you doing with this?” One of his arms gestured at the bomb. 
 
    Alya bit her lip.  She trusted Arty instinctively, but that didn’t mean that she could drop Mama and Marissa in it. “The container was full of weapons.  Some friends of mine decided to destroy them before the Continuum could use them.” 
 
    Arty frowned. “Your friends were misinformed.  There’s no way that that shipment contained weapons.  Anything like that comes through a separate shuttle bay operated by the Continuum.  You think they would just leave stuff like that for anyone to blow up?  Who told you about them?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    Arty turned away in disgust.  Alya wasn’t sure whether or not to believe him about the weapons.  Hadn’t he as good as admitted he was in the pay of the Continuum? 
 
    “Tell me how you got to know my mother,” she asked. 
 
    Arty’s smile returned. “Those were fun times.  I was tending bar up on Dome 1-C, and the scientists all used to come by twice a week to let loose.  Academics, man, they love a drink, and they don’t stop until they hit oblivion.  I got talking to your mother because everyone else was so off their face and we kind of hit it off.  Your mother said she didn’t drink because she was in recovery, but of course that wasn’t true.” 
 
    “She was pregnant.” 
 
    “Right.  She told me that one night I caught her puking into a champagne bucket.  I thought she’d fallen off the wagon.  Then she said it was morning sickness.  Well, I was kind of shocked.  She didn’t exactly seem like the motherly type.” 
 
    “She wasn’t.” 
 
    “But it was a huge secret, see?  Because you weren’t meant to go to the moon if you were pregnant.  She would have been sent straight back to earth if anyone had found out.” 
 
    “And then the Geep war happened.” 
 
    “Yeah.  You know that your mum was one of the first to discover the Geeps, right?” 
 
    Alya nodded.  This part of the story was familiar to her. “She was a geneticist.  When people reported odd symptoms it wasn’t long before she thought to take a look at their DNA.” 
 
    Arty got up and made himself a drink. “Want one?” 
 
    Alya shook her head.  He poured some noxious looking cocktail into a glass and sat back down. 
 
    “I still remember the look on her face when she told me I had it.  I’d been having these headaches, see, and I knew something was wrong.  That’s the first symptom.  A headache that makes you see stars, and not the pretty ones like out of that window.  This was maybe a month after things had started to get really weird.  Some people had died, others had grown horrible deformities, although nothing as spectacular as mine.  So I got your mother to take a look at my blood for me.  Sorry Arty, she says, you’re sick too.” 
 
    He gulped back the rest of the glass and got up to make another. 
 
    “Within weeks I had my little optional extras here.  And your mother, she sort of got quieter and quieter.  That’s the only time I saw her really scared,” Arty said, the clink of the cocktail stirrer echoing around them. “She worked out what it might mean for the baby.” 
 
    Alya felt the power nudging her from behind her eyes. “But the baby was fine?” She asked tentatively. 
 
    “As far as she could tell.” Arty rubbed his eyes. “But she didn’t know how long it would be safe.  She might not have been an ideal mother, but she didn’t want anything to hurt you.” 
 
    Alya waved his comment away. “So how did she get off the moon?” 
 
    Arty blinked and finished another drink.  His eyes were becoming slightly glazed.  Just how strong were the cocktails? 
 
    “That’s when she reached out to the Continuum.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just let me finish.  This was just after the Geep outbreak was getting into the news.  Nobody knew what the hell was going on, but they knew it was something happening on the moon.  Everyone was speculating about what was causing it, but no one had a clue.  Still don’t, if you ask me.  Anyway, the first thing they did was isolate us.  No flights on or off the moon.  So your mother was stuck.  But she had her research, the tests she’d been running since things had started to go wrong.  She had a bargaining chip.” 
 
    Alya felt an emptiness in her stomach. 
 
    “She sold out the Geeps to the Continuum.” 
 
    “She was pregnant, as you might just want to remember.  Pregnant and desperate.  She said she’d give them the data if they let her leave.  She wasn’t showing the infection, so she wouldn’t contaminate anyone.  She gave them the research and she slipped away.” 
 
    “And the Continuum turned up with an army!” 
 
    “You can’t blame her for that, they would have done it anyway.  As far as she knew, she was just handing over some bloodwork.  She didn’t know that they were going to see something so bad in those damaged cells that they would kill anyone with the infection.  Honestly, do you think she’d have done it if we’d thought they would actually blow the whole thing to shit!  They said it would be a peaceful resolution.  Lying bastards.  And it wasn’t like your mother gave them the key.  Rumor was that some scared little waitress opened the airlock and let them walk right in, all guns blazing.  But it could have been anyone.” 
 
    Alya felt sick.  She had always known her mother was no saint, but to sell out the Geeps to the Continuum, that was lower than low.  Had the woman really thought that the Continuum would play nicely?  Surely she couldn’t have been so naïve. 
 
    Arty was staring at her. “You do realize that she did it to save your life.” 
 
    “Can we just park this subject, okay?” The power danced behind her synapses. “I’m not here to analyses my mother’s part in all this.  I just want to understand what happened to the Geeps.” 
 
    “That why you came up here?” 
 
    “Partly.  I need evidence of what happened so that my friends back on earth can bring down the Continuum for good this time.  If we don’t stop them they’re going to take over the whole planet just like they did with the moon.” 
 
    “What does it matter?  You can’t beat them anyway.” 
 
    Alya looked at Arty.  He looked tired.  One of his left hands fidgeted with the skin on his right forearm, twisting it until it left a mark. 
 
    “Your mother did the right thing,” he said slowly, his words starting to slur. “She gave away knowledge that she couldn’t have used anyway.  What use has her data ever been to any of us?  There isn’t a cure.” 
 
    “Arty, do you have a copy of my mother’s research?” 
 
    Arty cracked the knuckles on his two right hands. “Your mother trusted me.  I was the only one that knew she was pregnant.  And yeah, she trusted me with her other baby too.” He walked over to the wall of vintage vinyl.  He popped a particularly psychedelic one out and shook out the sleeve.  A datastick fell into his palm. 
 
    Alya couldn’t believe it.  Of all the places, she would never have thought to look here. 
 
    “She wanted you to have it, you know.  She always thought you’d come back here.” 
 
    “She never knew me.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but she wanted to.  Look, whatever you read on this, whatever you hear, your mother was not a bad person.  She was desperate.  It was a terrible, terrible time.  We all did awful things that we’d rather forget.  Only some of us are left to live with them.” 
 
    He dropped the datastick into Alya’s hand.  It felt too light to be so important.  She tucked it into the breast pocket of her biosuit and carefully zipped it up. 
 
    “Thanks, Arty.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    By the time Alya got back to her room her datapad was blinking with messages.  She even had a video message from Marissa. 
 
    “Alya, give me a call.  I really need to talk to you.” 
 
    Alya didn’t like the look on Marissa’s face.  For once she wasn’t smiling, she looked tense and jittery.  Alya pressed the recall button but it just rang out.  In a way she was glad – she didn’t know how she was going to tell Marissa that she hadn’t set the bomb.  Or Mama for that matter. 
 
    Alya took her pulse.  Not good.  She sat down in the middle of the floor and put her legs in the lotus position.  The power was like a domestic cat right now – pretending to be tame but with the sense that at any moment it might rip your face off.  Alya started off with her breathing, and once she felt the centered feeling in the middle of her chest, she moved on to her first exercise. 
 
    A glass of water was on the table.  Good, it would do.  She gently reached out with the power and picked it up.  A hint of a ghostly blue fist curled around the glass as she let it hover about a foot off the table.  Alya breathed out and the glass lowered back down, hitting the table with only a slight tremor on the surface of the water.  Excellent. 
 
    Next Alya stood up.  She took up a pose that she might have learned from a Yoga class once, or it might have been from an old twentieth-century martial arts film.  She stood with her legs wide, one in front of the other.  Her hands were both outstretched, palms facing outwards. 
 
    “Now,” she whispered.  A blue beam arced between her hands and then it crackled out like a spider web, forming a circular shield shape in front of her.  She felt the sweat trickle down her temples as she forced herself to hold the pose for ten breaths. 
 
    She dropped her arms and the glow disappeared.  She took a few long breaths.  That was enough exercise for today.  She could barely feel the power at all now, although it was always there in the background, waiting to recharge.  Alya caught sight of herself in the mirror and grimaced.  One of the more unusual side effects of her power was the effect that the static electricity had on her hair.  It was like a lion’s mane, sticking out all over her head.  Or like a dandelion clock.  Either way, it was totally ridiculous. 
 
    She pulled a brush through her hair, ignoring the tufts that wouldn’t stay down and pulled on her biosuit.  One thing she wouldn’t miss about the moon was wearing the stupid thing all the time.   
 
    She wondered if Marissa would be in the office.  But if she was, then she would probably have taken Alya’s call.  Alya thought about the labs.  If Marissa was working in her biology laboratory then she probably wouldn’t take calls.  So maybe Alya should head over there.  Plus, she really, really wanted to see inside the labs. 
 
    And she needed to confess.  Marissa deserved to hear why her friend had let her down.  Mama would too, but the old woman was much scarier.  Alya would need some more time to psyche herself up for that particular confrontation. 
 
    She caught sight of the small black datastick that she had placed on the table while she was doing her exercises.  Her mother’s research.  The real reason she had come up here in the first place.  It might just hold the evidence she needed to bring down the Continuum. 
 
    But after what Arty had told her about her mother’s actions she didn’t feel like looking at it.  In fact, it was all she could do to stop herself obliterating it in a burst of blue flame.  Instead, she took it and slipped it into the pocket of her biosuit.  Plenty of time to look at it later, when the thought of her mother didn’t make her hands shake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Alya’s pulse raced as she stood outside the laboratory wing.  The place reminded her too much of her mother.  One of the few pictures she’d ever seen taken of her was from down here.  Her mother had seemed genuinely happy.  She didn’t stay that way for long. 
 
    She had taken note of Marissa’s lab number – 37C – but she walked slowly along the corridor, peering into doorways and basically stalling for time.  She was looking forward to telling Marissa about the bomb, even though she knew it had to be done.  Alya couldn’t even give it back to her – Arty had refused to return it, muttering that he couldn’t trust her or her ‘dumbass friends’ with it. 
 
    Alya’s University keycard allowed her access to all but the restricted areas.  The actual laboratories required a fingerscan, but even they were mostly accessible.  Alya guessed that the Continuum labs on other floors were a bit more difficult to access.  She looked wistfully at a few labs that were marked ‘restricted’ but she knew she would be pushing her luck to try and get inside them.  One botched attempt at sabotage was more than enough for one day. 
 
    She walked up to Laboratory 37 and swiped her card.  A light went green and there was a satisfying thunk as metal bars slid backward.  She pushed the thick steel door open and stepped inside.  She was in another, slightly wider, corridor with four doors, helpfully titled from A to D leading off it.  Each door had a round, porthole style window.  Alya peeked into A and B but couldn’t see anything.  Putting off her confrontation with Marissa for as long as possible, she looked into lab D and was surprised to see someone she knew. 
 
    Luke was working at a computer in front of some complex looking machinery that could have been really expensive coffee makers for all Alya knew of them.  He looked totally absorbed in his work, so Alya reluctantly turned back to lab C.  She swiped her card and went in. 
 
    The lights were on, so bright that they made her wince, but there was no one there.  All the equipment was stacked neatly, and there was no sign that anyone had been in that day. 
 
    Alya sighed.  She took out her datapad and tried to call Marissa, but there was no reply.  Had she gone to get her ankle checked out?  Probably not, if she didn’t want to look suspicious.  Maybe she had gone directly to Mama’s place.  Alya’s stomach churned.  Maybe it would be best to go there straight away, rather than putting off the inevitable.  The conversation about the bomb had to take place as soon as possible. 
 
    Alya left the lab and walked straight into Luke who was coming out of the one opposite. 
 
    “Alya!” 
 
    “Hello, Luke,” she said with forced friendliness.  She wasn’t in the mood to make small talk. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Alya swallowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was beginning to think half the office had vanished.  I’m actually kind of worried.  Marissa didn’t come in today.  Neither did the Professor.  And I can’t get either of them to answer my calls.” 
 
    Luke’s mouth was turned down at the corners, making him look even younger than he was.  Alya felt her anxiety rise, but she did her best to calm it.  Perhaps her ankle was just too sore and she’d gone home to bed. 
 
    “Marissa called me earlier,” Alya said to the concerned Luke. “I’ll get in touch and find out where she is.  As for the Professor…” A subversive thought occurred to Alya. “Maybe we should check his office.” 
 
    “His office?” Luke didn’t look convinced. “If he was in there we would know, surely?” 
 
    “It’s just that I saw him drinking in there the other day.  Something that wasn’t tea, if you get my meaning.  Maybe he drank a little too much and fell asleep at his desk.” 
 
    Luke didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “I’ll take the blame.  I’m sure he’ll understand that we’re just concerned about him.  I mean, he’s not exactly in good shape.  He could have had a heart attack or anything.” 
 
    Luke paled. “Right.  Maybe we should check on him then.” 
 
    Alya tried not to look too eager as they hurried back to the University offices.  A chance to snoop around Blake’s office was too good to miss. 
 
    Even though she’d said it just to convince Luke to follow her, Alya felt her heart catch in her throat as she pushed open the door to the Professor’s office.  She breathed a sigh of relief when she peeked inside and saw it was empty. 
 
    “No sign of him,” she said breezily. “I’ll just check if he left a note or anything.  Why don’t you go check his room?  He’s got a place in the University accommodation, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Luke nodded. 
 
    “Oh, and Luke?  Will you check in on Marissa for me too?” Alya was starting to get a little worried about Marissa.  She was probably sitting eating ice cream letting her ankle rest, but it couldn’t hurt to check. 
 
    “All right.” Luke scurried away, leaving Alya alone in the office. 
 
    Alya wasn’t sure if it was the power or her conscience that niggled at her brain while she opened the cupboards on the office walls.  She wasn’t sure what she hoped to find.  All the Professor’s research would be digital anyway. 
 
    The Professor had left his datapad on his desk.  Alya touched her hand to the screen.  A picture of two young men flashed up as a screensaver.  The Professor was almost unrecognizable.  The huge stomach was merely a few pounds of extra weight and he had long, wavy hair that was only just starting to thin.  The other man had a serious face that was longer and thinner than the Professor’s, but similar enough to show the family relationship.  The men were both holding up some sort of large fish, displaying them proudly for the camera. 
 
    Alya felt a shiver creep across the back of her neck.  She was looking at a picture of a dead man. 
 
    The screen flashed up with a request for a fingerprint scan.  Alya let it fade back to black.  There was no way the power could help her fake a fingerprint. 
 
    Next to the datapad was a piece of paper and a pen.  Alya couldn’t help but smile.  The Professor was definitely old school.  There was a series of number and dates written down, but none of them made much sense.  After a moment’s hesitation, Alya took out her own datapad and snapped a couple of photos of the paper.  Any information was useful, right? 
 
    She was starting to feel bad about sneaking around on the Professor.  After all, Blake had never done anything suspicious, as far as she knew.  It was just a feeling she had about him, the way he had been so dismissive of the way his brother died.  And the fact that he was missing from work just like Marissa. 
 
    Alya made her way over to her own desk, feeling grubby.  Her hand strayed to her pocket and she pulled out the tiny datastick from Arty’s flat.  Without giving herself time to think she plugged it into her datapad and slumped down at her desk while it loaded. 
 
    It only took a few seconds.  She clicked on the device.  It opened up into a series of folders, all neatly named and numbered.  Her mother’s personal life might have been pretty chaotic, but her work was always perfectly organized. 
 
    For a moment Alya was totally overwhelmed.  Her mother had written these files, saved them on this very datastick.  What had she been thinking when she’d left a copy with Arty?  Had she known that she would never see them again herself?  Had she hoped even then that the tiny creature in her belly would one day return to find them? 
 
    Alya realized that her fingertips were glowing blue.  She quickly closed her eyes and counted to ten.  When she opened them again her hands were their normal pale, uninteresting selves.  Perhaps it was a blessing that her colleagues had all left.  If she couldn’t control the power, at least there were no witnesses. 
 
    Many of the folders had scientific names, but some were simply dates.  Alya scanned through the names looking for anything significant. 
 
    One section caught her eye ‘potential for in utero abnormalities’.  She scrolled down. 
 
    Chance of genetic contamination in utero high.  Possibility of a viable fetus after contamination low. 
 
    The scientific abstraction of it all almost broke Alya’s heart.  Then she noted that her mother had added a footnote.  It read: The Only Chance. 
 
    The only sound in the office was Alya’s breathing.  That was what her mother had written about Alya when she had been gestating in the womb.  She would be her mother’s only chance.  Any subsequent pregnancy would be highly likely to fail. 
 
    Alya tried not to let the negative thoughts crowd out her mind, but they did so all the same.  If it had not been her mother’s last chance, would she have terminated the pregnancy?  Safe in the knowledge she could have had a baby another time when it was a little more convenient?  Her mother, ever the practical scientist, had looked at the data and made a decision.  It was as simple as that. 
 
    Alya was suddenly exhausted.  She shut down the datapad and put the datastick back in her pocket.  If she kept going she would lose all the mental strength she had worked so hard to achieve.  She needed a break.  She needed to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Alya felt like her head had hardly hit the pillow before she was awakened by a knock at the door.  She put her hand to the wall and let the power leak out a little, just enough to hear if it was a death squad.  She could only hear one person breathing. 
 
    “Alya, its Paul.” 
 
    Probably better than a death squad.  Was he here about the bomb?  But then hadn’t Mama said that she wasn’t telling him about it?  Alya rubbed her eyes.  She was too sleepy to work this stuff out. 
 
    “Okay, give me a second.” A second was definitely not enough to make her look presentable.  She ran her fingers through her hair and pulled a cardigan on over her pajamas.  She went to the door and pulled it open an inch.  Paul was in his Continuum uniform.  He looked amazing. 
 
    “Isn’t it a bit early for a visit?” Alya growled. 
 
    Paul shrugged. “I’m working nights.  I wanted to see you.” 
 
    She couldn’t think of an answer to that.  While she was trying to work out an excuse not to let him in he put his hand on the door and gently pushed it open. 
 
    “Well, I guess you better come in then,” Alya said finally.  He had already seen the worst.  She suddenly remembered that she had meant to wash the cardigan after spilling tea down it the night before.  Oh well. 
 
    “You look good,” Paul grinned. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Alya said stiffly. 
 
    “I mean it.  That sexy just got out of bed look.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I actually did just get out of bed.” He was still smiling.  There was a tiny dimple in his right cheek. “I could make you a tea?” 
 
    “Thanks, that would be great.” He sat down on the end of her bed.  Alya tried not to think about the significance of this.  Do not let yourself become distracted by the handsome man on your bed, she told herself sternly. 
 
    She pressed the button for boiling water on her tiny kitchenette and made them both a cup of tea. 
 
    “There’s no milk.  Do you want sugar?” 
 
    “No.  Who still takes sugar in their tea anyway?” 
 
    “I do.” Alya frowned. 
 
    “Of course you do.  How much?” 
 
    “Just one spoon.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Alya turned her back so that he wouldn’t spot her putting in the three spoons of sugar. “You think you know all about me, don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, I have some ideas.” 
 
    Alya turned to face him, but she could only see innocent amusement in his expression. 
 
    “Maybe there’s more to me than you think,” she said, passing over his cup. 
 
    “More than academic turned rebel?  Come on, let me in on the mystery.” 
 
    Alya flushed. “That’s it.  No more to tell.” 
 
    His eyes dropped to his feet.  Damn.  Killed the mood again, Alya thought. 
 
    “Look, here’s the thing.” Paul looked up at her, his dark eyes serious. “I like you.  But you’re very… closed off.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a bit hypocritical coming from a Neru?” 
 
    “Hey, for a Neru I’m practically an open book.  I could be excommunicated just for speaking to you like this.  My first girlfriend, we didn’t hold hands for six months.” 
 
    “So you’re kind of forward, is that what you’re saying?” Alya couldn’t help but grin a little at his discomfort. 
 
    “I’m trying to be.  But it’s hard when you’re always holding back.” 
 
    And weirdly, some look in his eye, some little movement of his mouth and Alya knew that now was the moment.  She was going to tell him.  But where to start? 
 
    “Okay.  Well.  The thing is, I kind of have an anxiety problem.” 
 
    “Anxiety.” Paul raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Alya ran her fingers through her hair pulling out the tugs. 
 
    “Yeah, anxiety.  So I get short of breath, my heart races and I get panicky.” 
 
    “All right.” Paul still looked confused.  Alya bit her lip. 
 
    “And then this happens.” 
 
    Alya held out her right hand, palm upwards.  In the center of her palm was a flickering blue flame. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Paul scuttled backward so fast that he fell over the end of the bed.  The tea went flying out of his hand.  He picked himself up and pressed himself against the far wall. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Alya said, leaving the tiny flicker of power in her hand. 
 
    “What… what is that?” 
 
    “Think about it for a second.” 
 
    Paul frowned, but he wasn’t stupid. “It’s not a weapon or anything.  You’re doing it yourself.  So it’s some kind of Geep power.  How can that be?” 
 
    Alya closed her fist.  The blue light went out and Paul sagged against the wall in relief.  Well, at least he wasn’t screaming and calling the Continuum on her.  Yet. 
 
    “My mother was a Geep.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s really not possible.” 
 
    “I kind of just showed you that it was.” Alya said, giving him her best you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me look. 
 
    “Right.  So your mother was a Geep.  And your father…?” 
 
    “Wasn’t.  Look, it’s a long story but basically, my mother was working on the moon, she got contaminated, she found out she was pregnant and managed to escape before the Continuum found her.  Then she died.” 
 
    “Was it the Continuum?  Did they find her?” 
 
    “No, she got sick when I was a baby.  I was passed around various relatives and ended up with my Polish grandmother.  Who was kind of freaked out when I started to explode things with my hands.” 
 
    “You can explode things?” Paul pressed himself further up against the wall. 
 
    “Yeah, and I can do other stuff too.  Anyway, my grandmother managed to keep me hidden away so that the Continuum never found out I existed.” 
 
    Paul took a step towards her, but still hung back, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. 
 
    “So why did you come here?  I mean, if you were safely hidden away down on earth.” 
 
    “My mother was a geneticist.  She realized pretty early on what was happening with the Geeps.  When it started happening to her too, she threw herself into her research.  She knew more about the Geep contamination than anyone else.” 
 
    “Okay, but you said she died.” 
 
    “She did.  But she left me a note.  She said that she had left her research up on the moon, so that the Continuum wouldn’t find it if she was captured.  So I came up here to get it back.  And I did.” 
 
    “So what did it say?” 
 
    Alya frowned. “I’m not totally sure yet.  I’ve only just started looking at it.” 
 
    “What do you hope it says?” 
 
    She took a ragged breath. “I guess I’m looking for any reason to hope at all.” 
 
    “You want to know what’s going to happen to you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t always like this.  When I was little, I was practically normal.  But every year the power gets stronger.  It gets more difficult to control.  So I need to use mother’s research to cure myself.” 
 
    “That’s what you’re looking for, a cure?” 
 
    “Preferably one that doesn’t involve castration or lobotomy, like the Continuum’s wonderful cures.  I just want to stop the power before it gets too much to control.  Before I hurt any more people.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Paul had looked kind of stunned after Alya’s big reveal, but he hadn’t run out of the room screaming, so she was counting it as a success.  Of course, she had no guarantee that he wasn’t going straight to his bosses in the Continuum to rat her out, but that was a risk she was willing to take. 
 
    She stood in front of the door for a long time after he left, just staring at nothing.  The power had quietened down to a low murmur in her ears.  Did that mean it approved of her decision?  Alya sighed and looked at the time.  Six in the morning.  Not worth going back to bed. 
 
    She thought about trying to call Marissa again, but she didn’t want to bother her friend if she was sleeping.  She had probably gotten some pretty hardcore painkillers for her ankle and conked out somewhere.  There was a little niggle of doubt, a tiny anxious moment of fear when Alya wondered if Marissa wasn’t able to answer the phone.  But she pushed that down.  No need to panic yet. 
 
    Alya pulled on her biosuit.  People who owned restaurants got up early, right?  It was time to go and find Mama.  She needed to explain about the bomb, no matter how mad the old woman was going to be.  Alya felt her heart rate go up a notch.  What was she worried about?  It wasn’t like she couldn’t take the woman in a fight.  But that wasn’t it.  Mama had looked after her, stuck her neck out for her, and Alya couldn’t help but feel that she had betrayed the old Geep. 
 
    The streets of the moon were empty this early in the morning.  Alya normally found it calming, but today it felt eerie.  It was easy to forget when there were people around that you were hundreds of thousands of miles from earth living under a dome, entirely dependent on hidden machines to keep you alive.  She resisted the urge to stare at the air vents as she passed.  Don’t worry about things you can’t control, Alya reminded herself.  Asphyxiation was one of those things. 
 
    When she got to Mama’s café she was worried that she would just have to turn back.  The whole restaurant quarter was deserted.  Thankfully she could see Mama through the window, cleaning tables. 
 
    “Hi,” Alya said, walking into the café. 
 
    “Alya, what the hell are you doing here!” 
 
    Mama looked really, really pissed.  Alya took a step backward. 
 
    “I came to explain about the cargo hold…” 
 
    “And you thought that here was the place to do it?  Right after you failed to set off a bomb you think it’s a good idea to come here to my work to tell me about it?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Let’s take a walk.” Mama ushered Alya outside, slammed the café door shot and swiped her card to lock it.  Then she started striding away while Alya hurried to keep up. 
 
    Mama took her along the main passageway, then turned into a side corridor.  After a few paces she swiped her keycard at an unmarked door. 
 
    It was a big room, about thirty feet long.  Shelves and tables lined the walls.  In the middle was a large table with a few chairs around it. 
 
    “Is this some sort of secret base?” Alya asked. 
 
    Mama narrowed her eyes. “It’s my store cupboard.  I keep bags of rice here.” 
 
    “Oh.  Right.” 
 
    Mama glared at her some more. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you about the bomb.” 
 
    “You didn’t plant it.” 
 
    “No.  I was… persuaded otherwise.” 
 
    Mama’s face was unreadable in the dim light of the storeroom. “By whom, may I ask?” 
 
    “I can’t say.  But basically, this person told me that you were wrong about what was inside the box.  They said that if I exploded the container then it wouldn’t do us any good, and we would just all get arrested.” 
 
    “And you didn’t trust me?” 
 
    Alya whistled out a breath.  The power nudged her, but she kept it down. “I thought that you would want me to act on more accurate information.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t have called me?” 
 
    “I only received this information in the last minute before the bomb went off.  I was literally on a timer, Mama.” 
 
    The old woman folded her arms. “Have you any idea the risks I took to get that device.  Not to mention the risk Marissa took in helping you.” 
 
    “That’s another thing, I tried to call Marissa but she’s not answering,” Alya said, worry clutching at her stomach. 
 
    “I spoke to Marissa last night.  She’s fine.” 
 
    “Thank god.  I thought… well, it’s good to know she’s okay.” 
 
    “Are you surprised she doesn’t want to talk to you?  You let her down.” 
 
    Alya felt her face redden. “Marissa didn’t have all the facts.  Neither did you.  I did the sensible thing.” 
 
    Mama took a step towards Alya. “You gave the Continuum those weapons.  Who knows how many they will kill?” 
 
    “They weren’t weapons!” 
 
    “Did you look inside?” 
 
    Alya paused. “Well, no.” 
 
    “Then you have no idea what was inside that box.” 
 
    Alya took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I let you down.  But it wasn’t that I didn’t trust you.  I simply couldn’t blow something up without being completely certain about it.” 
 
    A little of the anger seemed to leak out of Mama. “I can understand that.  But I want you to consider your position.  If you want to work with me, you’re going to have to learn to follow orders, without question.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll be able to do that.” 
 
    Mama sighed. “Then maybe fighting the Continuum isn’t for you.  Because they have more power than we can even imagine.  To even make a dent in their organization is going to take swift, decisive actions.  There’s no time when you’re in the heat of battle to second-guess yourself.” 
 
    “Did you fight in the battle?  The first time, I mean?” 
 
    Mama gave her a sharp look. “Yeah, I did.  For what good it did us.  I wasn’t Mama then.  I didn’t even have the café.  I was waiting tables in one of the burger joints, if you can believe it.  I had just split from my kid’s dad, my daughters were in college and I wanted a new challenge.  Well, it sure as hell was a challenge.” 
 
    Alya wanted to ask if Mama knew her mother, but she wasn’t quite ready to give that much away. “What happened when the Continuum came?” 
 
    “You want to hear that sad old story again?  At that time the moon was run by a collective of countries, the US, Russia and China along with the emerging strengths in Africa.  But that was the problem, you see?  When the news of the contamination started to leak out the different governments couldn’t agree on what to do about it.  So the Continuum offered to fix the problem for them.  You could say those fat men in suits down on earth didn’t know what they were doing when they sold us out to the Continuum, but the truth was they just didn’t care.  We went from a bunch of sick people in quarantine to dangerous rebels overnight.” 
 
    “You fought them?” 
 
    “I tried.  Me and a bunch of others.  I had a tiny stunner and that was it.  Some people had knives.  And then the Continuum came in with plasma cannons.  I saw what was coming and I turned and ran for my life.” 
 
    “So how did you survive?” 
 
    “Bribery.” Mama shrugged. “Even then it was possible to buy your way out of trouble.  I had a bit put aside and I found a Continuum agent who was willing to look the other way.  I got off the moon on a shuttle wearing a black uniform, if you can believe it.  And I never thought I would come back.” 
 
    “So why did you?” 
 
    “Because I couldn’t stop being angry.  And here I am.  Back on the moon and still angry.  But now I intend to do something about it.” 
 
    “I want to help.” 
 
    Mama’s black eyes stared at her. “You expect me to trust you again?  And where is my bomb by the way?” 
 
    Alya’s hands trembled. “I, um, lost it.” 
 
    “Then get the hell out of here before I kill you myself.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Alya could hardly blame Mama for being pissed off.  Unless she had been willing to drop Arty in it, there was no way to explain what happened to the bomb. 
 
    She kicked off her shoes and lay down on the bed, staring at the ceiling.  She truly was turning out to be a terrible rebel.  She wanted the Continuum to fail so badly, but she couldn’t help questioning everything.  Was Mama right?  Should she just put her doubts to one side? 
 
    Maybe she was just too scared.  She was still convinced that the Continuum would find her.  Her mother had spent her last days hiding from them, jumping at every shadow.  Was Alya’s life destined to end the same way? 
 
    There was a knock at the door of her hotel room.  Alya froze.  Should she answer it?  Would there be a Continuum hit squad waiting for them on the other side of the door? 
 
    The knock came again.  Better to ignore it.  If they came through after her then, well…  She climbed off the bed and raised up her hands in front of her.  The power roared in excitement. 
 
    A second later the door opened.  Whoever it was had a key.  They took a step into the room and Alya forced the power out… And stopped just in time. 
 
    Paul caught sight of her outstretched palms and his normally chilled expression faltered. 
 
    “You weren’t going to explode me were you?” 
 
    Alya let her hands drop. “Only a little bit.  Can you just let yourself in here?” 
 
    Paul shrugged. “Sure.  Security guard, remember?” 
 
    “Okay then.  That’s not at all creepy.” 
 
    “Anyway, I’m not here for you.” His eyes flicked to the door and Alya’s smile faltered. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Have you seen Marissa?” 
 
    Something in Paul’s voice made Alya put down her datapad. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s just no one’s seen her for a few days.  I’m going to check out her apartment.” 
 
    “I’ll come too.” 
 
    Paul raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “She’s my friend.  And I know that she’s been doing some things for Mama…” Alya bit her lip. 
 
    Paul’s jaw tightened. “Okay.  Let’s go.” 
 
    Alya felt like there were cameras everywhere on the way to Marissa’s apartment.  Had the Continuum discovered she had tried to place a bomb?  Was that what had happened to Marissa, was she lying in some Continuum cell waiting to be interrogated?  Alya was also worried about Paul who was striding along beside her.  Would she get him in trouble just by being seen with him?  She hated that he was taking so many risks just to be around her. 
 
    “This is it,” Paul said.  Marissa had a small apartment just outside the University accommodation.  It was nothing fancy but a small step up from the student digs.  She even had her name on the door. 
 
    “Marissa?” Alya shouted as Paul rang the bell.  There was no answer. 
 
    Paul looked at Alya. “I guess there’s no point me asking you to wait here, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Paul did his magic with the keycard and they were in.  Marissa’s apartment was small but functional.  The main door opened into the living room with a kitchenette.  Marissa even had room for a dining table, although that was stacked with research equipment and scientific drawings.  There were two doors leading off, presumably one to the bedroom and one to the shower room. 
 
    Paul had pulled a stunner from his belt.  If anything, this made Alya feel more nervous.  He pushed open the door to the bedroom.  No one was there. 
 
    Alya couldn’t help but smile at the piles of clothes on the bed and the makeup strewn across the top of the chest of drawers.  It was always nice to meet a fellow messy person. 
 
    Paul put his stunner back into his belt and they went back into the living room. 
 
    “Almost done,” Paul said, squeezing her shoulder. 
 
    Then Alya looked at the closed door.  There was only the bathroom left. 
 
    Somehow Alya knew what they would find in that second before she pushed the door open.  But nothing could have prepared her for Marissa’s body sprawled out across the floor, a pool of blood around her pretty face. 
 
    Alya didn’t scream.  She didn’t do anything for a second.  Then she took a step towards her friend, right up until her legs went and she had to cling on to the sink. 
 
    “Paul!” Alya’s hands covered her eyes as if she could hide away from Marissa’s body that lay at her feet. 
 
    Without seeing him move, Paul was suddenly next to her, holding her up, checking that she could stand.  Once he was sure Alya was okay, Paul bent low and checked for a pulse, even though they both knew there was little point.  He stood up, his face determined. 
 
    “You need to get out of here.  Now.” 
 
    “But… but who did this?  Why?” 
 
    “Alya, listen to me.  You cannot be found here.  If you are you will spend the rest of your life in a Continuum cell.  This would give them the perfect excuse to put you away.  Forever.” 
 
    “But Marissa!” 
 
    “Do you think she would want you to get captured over her?  You need to go!” 
 
    Alya took a step backward.  Then another.  Before her brain had caught up with her feet she was pounding along the corridor, leaving Paul with the remains of her friend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Alya was almost home before she thought of something.  Luke. 
 
    Damn!  She slammed her palms into a nearby wall.  A spark of blue power escaped before she could stop it, but there was no one around.  She had asked Luke to check on Marissa. 
 
    She clicked on his number on her datapad. 
 
    “Answer, damnit,” she yelled at the screen, but only got the unavailable tone. 
 
    Alya forced herself to breathe.  For all she knew Luke could be dead already.  Or he could be fine.  But if there was a chance…  She turned around and ran back along the corridor.  She was pretty sure that Luke lived in the University residences, but not where exactly.  She rang Paul. 
 
    “Kind of busy right now,” he said, grunting as if hauling something heavy.  Alya didn’t want to think about that so she shut it out of her mind. 
 
    “Do you know where Luke stays?” 
 
    “The skinny kid?  No, but I can check.  What’s his surname?” 
 
    “Dr Luke Fermosa.  It doesn’t matter, I’ll ask the university.” 
 
    “Tell me that you’re at home in your room.” 
 
    “Paul, I asked Luke to help find Marissa and now he’s not answering.” A sob threatened to escape her throat but she swallowed it down. 
 
    Silence at the end of the line for a long second. “Don’t go anywhere.  I mean it, Alya.” 
 
    “I’m just going to check on him.  And besides, I can take care of myself.” Alya felt a shiver of power crawl up her spine and for once she welcomed it.  If she just happened to bump into whoever had done that to Marissa…  
 
    “Listen –” Paul was saying as she hung up the call. 
 
    Alya raced through the station to the University accommodation.  She didn’t care anymore about looking suspicious.  She had a horrible feeling that she had sent Luke into danger when she’d asked him to check on Marissa and the Professor.  Marissa’s dead body haunted her mind.  If there was any chance that she could save the young lad from a similar fate she had to try. 
 
    The students digs managed to have the same unwashed socks smell that she remembered from the accommodation back down on earth.  A few people she recognized waved as she ran past, but she didn’t have time to stop.  Every second counted if her friends were in danger. 
 
    She managed to find Luke’s room and she stood outside for a second, breathing heavily.  He was probably sat inside watching the viewscreen in his boxers.  That horrifying image stopped her for a second, then she raised her hand and knocked. 
 
    No answer.  All her anxieties came flooding back.  She knocked again, louder this time but there was still no answer. 
 
    “Luke!” she shouted, but he didn’t answer. 
 
    Alya pressed her hands against the door.  She let her mind search for a sound.  Was that the hint of a voice inside? 
 
    “Luke!  If you don’t open up I swear I will break this door down and come and get you!” 
 
    The door opened, but it wasn’t Luke that answered it. 
 
    “Professor!  What are you doing here?  You look terrible!” Alya winced at her lack of tact, but Blake just chuckled. 
 
    “You better come in,” he said and she slipped in past him.  Professor Blake smelt awful and looked worse.  His shirt was so crumpled that he had probably been sleeping in it.  His face was covered in a sheen of sweat. 
 
    “Where’s Luke?” Alya asked. 
 
    “Here,” the young man appeared, holding out a beer.  He looked almost as disheveled as the Professor.  Just what was going on? 
 
    “I’ve been looking for you both.  Marissa… Marissa’s dead.” Saying it still didn’t make it seem entirely real. 
 
    “We know,” Blake said.  He sat down and put his head in his hands.  Luke stood clutching his beer, not drinking it. 
 
    “What do you mean, we know?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here.  We think it might be our fault.” 
 
    Professor Blake hung his head low.  Alya looked from one to the other. 
 
    “Your fault?  How could it be your fault?” 
 
    “We’ve been involved in something a little dangerous.” 
 
    Alya gasped. “You’re part of the rebels!” 
 
    Luke frowned. “What rebels?” 
 
    “Okay.  Never mind.  What the hell are you involved in then?” 
 
    “We’ve been arranging for the movement of certain items from the moon to earth.” 
 
    “Smuggling.  You’re talking about smuggling, right?” 
 
    Professor Blake groaned softly. 
 
    “I guess you could call it that,” Luke said. “But look, we weren’t really hurting anyone.  In fact, we were mostly doing people favors.” 
 
    Alya just glared at him, waiting for the student to find some way of explaining himself. 
 
    “All right, so there’s all this stuff lying around up here.  You must have seen it yourself.  Old machines, old materials, most of them from before the Geep war.  It’s just sitting their rusting.  Or not rusting because, you know, physics.  But that was the idea.  We sell stuff up here that nobody wants to our friends back on the surface.” 
 
    Alya really, really wanted to smack him off another wall. “That was your plan?” 
 
    “It worked!  For a while at least.” 
 
    “So who exactly are you selling this stuff to?” 
 
    “Interested buyers down on earth.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that rubbish.” 
 
    “We don’t know!  We use an auction site on the cloud.  Everything stays anonymous.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s forget about the people on earth for a second.  What were you going to do when the Continuum found out?” 
 
    “Listen, half the time the Continuum didn’t even know what they had in the boxes!  It was the Professor that came across them when he was doing his research.  I saw what he was working on and realized it was a gold mine.” 
 
    “You were scamming the Continuum?” Alya wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or horrified.  Mainly she just felt ill. 
 
    Professor Blake nodded. “I know.  We were stupid.  And now we’re right in the shit.” 
 
    “What I don’t understand is why you think it has anything to do with Marissa’s death.” 
 
    “We missed a shipment.  We were meant to be delivering some scrap machinery to a mining firm that was part of the Mars mission.  And they were really, really pissed off about it.” 
 
    “So you think they killed Marissa.” 
 
    Luke and the Professor glanced at each other. 
 
    “We were using the University,” Blake said finally. “We sent the shipments are research materials, stamped all over with the Lunar University logo.  Got us through customs no problem.  But we used the department as a return address.  And sometimes we even used our names, and the names of our colleagues.” 
 
    The power rose up in her mind like an angry bear. “You put Marissa’s name on this shit?” 
 
    “I know!” Luke backed away, his hands up for protection. “But we never thought it would be a problem.  It was just a way to avoid the customs checks.  Only we didn’t send this shipment, and they tracked who it was meant to come from and… there you are.” 
 
    Alya frowned.  In some ways she really, really wanted to believe that Marissa had been killed because of the stupid smuggling operation.  But on the other hand, it didn’t quite add up. 
 
    “What’s your evidence that these guys killed Marissa?” 
 
    “None.  But it’s too much of a coincidence, right?  They sent us a message saying there would be ‘repercussions’ from us missing the shipment.  I never thought this would happen.” 
 
    Alya took a deep breath. “You guys are idiots.  Major idiots.  But I don’t think you’re to blame for Marissa’s murder.” 
 
    “Why else would someone have killed her?” 
 
    “Marissa was… involved in some stuff.” 
 
    “Rebel stuff?” Blake said sharply. 
 
    Alya gave a small nod. “I can’t be sure, but I think that’s why she was killed.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes flicked between the Professor and Alya. “So… it’s not our fault?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.  But you’re still…” 
 
    “Idiots.  I get it.” 
 
    “We’ve finished anyway,” Blake said quietly. “This has been a wakeup call.  No more smuggling.” 
 
    Alya glared at Luke. 
 
    “What?  Of course, I’m quitting too.” 
 
    A little color had returned to Professor Blake’s face. “You’re a rebel too, I’m guessing?” 
 
    “No comment,” Alya said. 
 
    “Well, you see that you get those bastards.  And if you need any help just let me know.  Marissa was one of us.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Alya sat and stared at her datapad.  She had sent Mama a message: 
 
    Marissa has been killed. 
 
    Mama had sent one back immediately.  Stay safe. 
 
    Alya couldn’t help but obsess over those two words.  How exactly was she meant to stay safe?  She wanted to text Mama again, but she was worried that her messages might be intercepted. 
 
    Alya had also been trying to get through to former President Everett for hours, but the man wasn’t taking her calls.  It wasn’t helping her general sense of things slipping out of her control.  Wasn’t it meant to be him checking up on her?  She scanned the news channels to try to find out what was happening back on earth, but as they were all owned by the Continuum it was hard to filter fact from fiction.  There was the occasional mention of ‘unrest’ in Cape Town, but no more details. 
 
    She drifted in and out of sleep between checking her calls.  Each time she did nod off for a second she was greeted by the sight of Marissa’s broken body.  Finally, she slept.  So she wasn’t exactly impressed when Everett called her in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Everett barked after she answered. 
 
    “Sleeping?” Alya replied, her head fuzzy. 
 
    “I’m not paying you to sleep, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Everett, things are pretty bad up here…” 
 
    “They’re sure as hell not a bed of roses down here!” 
 
    Alya rolled her eyes. “I know.  I’ve seen the news.  Listen, before you start ranting at me I’ve got you some information.” 
 
    She clicked on some files and dragged them across into the video chat. 
 
    “It’s coming across now.  They might help you out with your case against the Continuum.” 
 
    “And who exactly was responsible for this information?” 
 
    Alya paused.  She suddenly realized that if she gave the President the evidence he wanted about the Continuum then she would have to make public her mother’s part in it all. 
 
    It doesn’t matter, she told herself.  The woman is long dead.  But somehow Alya wasn’t sure she could bring herself to do it.   
 
    Her grandmother, the only person Alya knew who actually knew her mother, hadn’t liked her much.  Bopcha used to say that Alya’s mother was a cold woman, the sort of person who would risk the life of her unborn child just to fulfil the dream of going to space. 
 
    Alya herself had gone back and forth.  She had hated her mother when she was little, hated that she was an orphan, that she had to live with her elderly grandmother.  But it was an irrational hatred, that feeling that was so strong against someone whose only crime had been to die. 
 
    Then in her late teens, Alya had idolized her mother.  She was an angel, someone who had been taken away from her loving daughter through no fault of her own.  This was when the hatred had shifted to the Continuum, the faceless corporation that had caused her death. 
 
    It was when she was in this phase of imagining her mother as this perfect woman that her grandmother had stepped in.  In Bopcha’s mind, Alya’s mother had let Alya down.  These had been hard words to hear, but they were a million times better than what Arty had told her. 
 
    The idea that her mother had sold out the Geeps was horrifying.  She hadn’t come to terms with it, and she sure as hell wasn’t ready to explain it to Everett. 
 
    “That’s confidential, for now.  Just let me know what you make of the information.” Alya wondered if she should have given all of it.  She had transferred most of the data from the drive that Arty had given her, but not all.  She hadn’t given Everett her mother’s journal entries, or the later articles she had written on the Geeps.  Those she wanted to read herself before they were shared with strangers. 
 
    “Have you been up all night reading this?  You look like shit.” 
 
    Excellent, Alya thought, just the sort of compliment to make a girl feel better. “Someone I asked to help me has been murdered.” 
 
    There was a pause as Everett took this in. “That means you must be getting close.” 
 
    “What, that’s it?  No get the hell out of there because there are murderers trying to kill you?” 
 
    “You have a job to do.  That hasn’t changed.” The former President’s eyes flickered again to someone just off camera.  The power nudged Alya from behind her corneas.  Who was this guy working for?  Just because he had once been the most powerful man in the world didn’t mean that he couldn’t have been bought.  Careful now, Alya told herself.  Don’t give away more than you can afford to lose. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can do this anymore.  My friend is dead.” 
 
    Everett leaned closer to the camera. “Do you think this is some sort of game?  We have a bargain.  You find me what I need, and I won’t let it known about your little genetic problem.” 
 
    Alya almost felt herself black out.  Dots spun around in her field of vision. “What… what did you say?” 
 
    The ex-President took a swig from his beer. “Aw, you didn’t think you could keep that a secret from your Commander-in-Chief, did you?  We had your DNA taken from a sample you gave before you ever set foot on the moon.  We know exactly who and what you are.” 
 
    Alya struggled to contain her nerves, the power making her fingers tremble. “And what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “If everything goes to plan, absolutely nothing.  But let me put this in plain English for you.  You deliver the goods.  I don’t tell the Continuum that you’re a Geep.  Oh, and you save the Earth from a tyrannical company that wants us all to freeze to death.  Get it?” 
 
    “Got it.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    It took more than an hour of exercises to quieten the power after her call with the President.  There was no point in going back to sleep.  So Everett knew all about her being a Geep.  And he was prepared to use it as leverage to get what he wanted from her.  Awesome.  Pity she couldn’t explode people over a video call. 
 
    Alya sat in the lotus position and tried to think about her life in a rational, detached way.  It was not going especially well.  First, there was Everett.  Alya had never really thought that the former President would let her just send over a few documents and consider their contract fulfilled.  So it was hardly surprising that he considered Alya to be his personal spy in the lunar colony.  The question was just how far she wanted to play along with that. 
 
    For the moment her two lives merged.  She could work for Everett and do her own research, tying the two together by looking for evidence of Continuum wrong-doing. 
 
    But that would not be the case forever.  At some point she would have to decide just how far she wanted to take her vendetta against the Continuum.  Some days she would happily throw the whole black-clad lot of them out into orbit.  On other days, she was more pragmatic.  The Director’s vision was appealing, for example.  Could there be a new Continuum that was more caring, more interested in people like her? 
 
    She doubted it.  Alya trusted the Director – well, a bit anyway – but she was just one person.  The Continuum were a kraken, sticking their tentacles into every aspect of life on earth and beyond.  She would never like them. 
 
    She stretched her back out and stood up.  This sort of thinking was threatening to undo all of her calming exercises. 
 
    She went to the bathroom to splash cold water on her face.  She looked up at the mirror.  Blotchy skin and red-rimmed eyes.  Nice.  And then there was the whole issue with Luke and Professor Blake’s little smuggling ring.  They might not have been responsible for Marissa’s death – Alya knew in her bones it was to do with her opposition to the Continuum – but it was a problem nonetheless.  If they brought the Continuum’s attention to the department, Alya might get caught in the crossfire.  Hopefully not literally. 
 
    Hang on, hadn’t Luke said they had a contact in customs?  Maybe Alya could find a way to appease Mama after all. 
 
    Alya hit the call button on her datapad. 
 
    “Hello?” Luke whispered. 
 
    Alya rolled her eyes. “You still hiding out then?” 
 
    “I know you think Marissa was killed by someone that had nothing to do with us, but until we’re sure… Yes, we’re hiding out.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I need you to do me a favor.” 
 
    “Um.  As long as I don’t have to leave my apartment.” 
 
    “You don’t.  I need you to get your customs guy to check out a container for me.  Supplies requisition number 9276-44.” Alya didn’t normally have a fantastic memory for numbers, but everything about the container was etched into her brain like a brand. 
 
    “All right, I’ll see what I can do.  You take care, okay.” 
 
    Luke hung up.  Alya managed a small smile.  If she could prove to Mama that there were no weapons in the box then maybe the woman would trust her again. 
 
    But none of that would help find out what happened to Marissa.  Alya felt as if a wisp of air had brushed across the back of her neck.  She was on a space station in the middle of nowhere, and somewhere close by was a murderer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Alya couldn’t believe she was willingly walking into the Continuum security headquarters.  It was a long, low building covered in some sort of black cladding, just to make it look extra intimidating.  Like most of the buildings on the moon, there were no windows, giving it a monolithic quality.  The Continuum logo of the Vitruvian man was plastered all over the place, just so that no one forgot who was in charge. 
 
    It made her nerves hum with tension even to stand outside.  But Alya had decided she needed to tell Paul about the bomb.  Marissa was dead and if the actions of the rebels had anything to do with it, he needed to know.  She had tried calling and his datapad redirected her to a canned message saying he was ‘on patrol’ and to contact headquarters.  So that was just what she did. 
 
    Part of her knew she was also going to the Continuum to hide out.  She was terrified.  Now that the shock of Marissa’s death was wearing off, she was starting to accept the possibility that she might actually be in danger.  The Continuum was – ironically – just about the safest place she could think of right now. 
 
    She walked through the automatic doors and forced herself to stride confidently over to the woman on the reception desk. 
 
    “Hi, I’m here to see Paul.” Damn, what was his last name?  Alya’s palms started to sweat. “Paul the security guard.  Can you tell him that Alya Kowalczyk is here to see him?” 
 
    The efficient-looking woman clicked at a datapad. 
 
    “I’ll send him a message.  Will you please wait here?” 
 
    She took a seat in the reception.  The Continuum security division was not technically a police force, but they basically performed that function on the moon.  So the reception had a sad, forlorn quality that Alya associated with police stations, and that peculiar smell of disinfectant not entirely covering up other more unpleasant smells. 
 
    The seat was plastic and uncomfortable, but at least there was no one else there.  She was just settling in to relax when her datapad buzzed. 
 
    She looked down to see Mama’s name flash up with a message. 
 
    They know. 
 
    It took all of Alya’s strength not to jump up and run screaming out of the door.  They know.  The words chilled her to her core. 
 
    Who knows?  Alya typed back, her hands shaking.  She glared at her datapad but it stayed silent.  She thought about calling Mama, but she could hardly do so in the Continuum reception.  Damn.  A flicker of blue light appeared under her thumbnail.  Alya bit her lip and it went out. 
 
    “Alya Kowalczyk?” Alya’s head whipped around at her name, but the receptionist was smiling. 
 
    “I passed on the message to Paul XXX but he’s just come off shift.” The woman explained when Alya hurried over to the desk. 
 
    “Right.” Alya’s face dropped and she suddenly felt exhausted.  What the hell was she going to do now? 
 
    “You okay, honey?” The receptionist had the sort of Texan drawl that seemed more at home in movies than in real life.  She could have been the perfect western cowgirl if it hadn’t been for the pink hair and nose ring. 
 
    “Well, it’s probably not a big deal.  It’s just I work at the University and we’ve been doing some research on genetics.  Obviously it’s all confidential, but some things came up in Paul’s files and I really want to talk to him.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes were the size of saucers. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I’d hate for rumors to start going around, you know?” 
 
    “And you tried his datapad?” 
 
    “Yeah, no answer.  It’s kind of urgent as well.  But I don’t even know where he lives.” 
 
    “You said you’re from the University?” The girl asked, belatedly realizing that she should probably be checking the story out. 
 
    “Yeah, here’s my ID.” Alya showed the woman her card. 
 
    “Well, if it’s urgent,” the Texan’s face was pink with excitement. “You might want to check apartment 47B in the Continuum residential complex.  But I didn’t send you, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Alya put on a bright smile. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Alya half ran, half walked towards the Continuum residential quarter while pressing the keys on her datapad.  First she tried Paul again.  Still no answer.  Then she tried Mama, but it didn’t even connect, just gave her the ‘number unavailable tone’. 
 
    Alya walked into a waste bin while her eyes were scanning her datapad. 
 
    “Ouch,” she said, wincing as her shin thumped the metal, but she didn’t stop walking.  A man walking on the other side in tourist chic laughed at her and took a picture with his phone.  Alya imagined exploding him into tiny ash particles.  But she didn’t, obviously. 
 
    The power was singing to her, like a Siren.  If she tried not to think about it, she might just be okay.  If only someone would answer the phone. 
 
    “Alya?” It was Luke’s voice.  Had she dialed his number?  Alya stared down at her datapad and realized that he had called her. 
 
    “What is it?” She asked, trying to unclench her jaw.  The anxiety made every muscle in her body tremble. 
 
    “You asked me to check out that container, remember?” 
 
    “Right.  What did you find out?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not really sure why you’re so interested in it.  It was just some old junk from before the Continuum took over the moon.  Some sort of generator or something.  Nothing anyone would want.” 
 
    “But… I thought it had been sent up here?” 
 
    “No.  It was going the other way.  The box was being sent from the moon to earth.” 
 
    Alya pinched the bridge of her nose.  How could Mama have thought the supplies were weapons if they were being sent from the moon to earth, not the other way around? 
 
    “You still there?” 
 
    “You’re sure there was nothing special in the box?” 
 
    “Trust me.  We send stuff like that down to earth all the time, only this old machine wouldn’t even have been worth the space on the shuttle.  It’s nothing more than lunar junk.” 
 
    “What sort of lunar junk?” 
 
    “An old airlock.  Pretty much useless.  The standard size back then was only seven feet.  So by the time you allow for the layers of metal, anyone taller than me had to stoop in them.  The new ones are ten foot in diameter.  Want to know what it’s made of?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Aluminum and Kevlar.  Decent enough thirty years ago, but the stuff we have now is much better, lighter and cheaper to make.  I’m kind of surprised anyone’s even bothering to send it back to earth.” 
 
    “Okay.  Thanks.” 
 
    She clicked off the call.  Her temples were starting to ache.  Had Mama simply gotten the wrong container?  Or had she been tricked by someone, some member of the Continuum who wanted to expose the rebels? 
 
    Alya dialed the woman’s number again.  Still no answer.  Before she realized it, Alya was just a few feet away from Paul’s apartment block. 
 
    The same sick feeling she had felt in the Security Office returned as Alya walked towards the Continuum residential block.  It wasn’t restricted – even Continuum workers had to be allowed guests – but there were enough black uniforms to make sweat trickle down her back.  Plus Mama’s message kept echoing around her head.  They know.  They know.  They know. 
 
    She banged on the door to number 47B.  No answer.  Was Paul dead, lying on the floor like Marissa?  She knocked again, trying not to look at the security cameras positioned every ten feet along the corridor. 
 
    “Coming.” A thick voice called from inside.  Relief flooded through her for a second, only to be replaced by the same loud throb of anxiety that she had been feeling since the message.  They know. 
 
    Paul opened the door. 
 
    “Alya.” He didn’t exactly look overjoyed to see her. 
 
    “Can I come in?” 
 
    There was a strange look on Paul’s face.  Was he embarrassed? 
 
    “Um?” 
 
    Alya felt her hands ball into fists.  Was he really going to send her away?  Now? 
 
    “What?” she hissed. 
 
    “It’s just… well, Nerus aren’t meant to have girlfriends in their flats.” 
 
    Alya’s mouth opened and shut silently for a second. “But you’re allowed to help potential murder victims, right?” 
 
    “Um, yes.  Of course.  Yes.  Come in.” 
 
    Alya ducked under his arm and walked into the apartment.  It was small, clean and smelt of coffee. 
 
    “Can I make you something?” Paul looked big and awkward in the tiny room.  He was also really, really nervous.  It was bizarre. 
 
    “Tea, please,” Alya said, sitting on the edge of the sofa.  Her anxiety was still so high that her calf muscles jittered uncontrollably.  She had hoped that Paul would have calmed her down.  He normally did.  But now he was looking at her like he couldn’t wait to get rid of her. 
 
    He’s scared of me because I’m a Geep, Alya thought.  I should never have told him.  She stared at the back of his neck, the last tendrils of his tattoo peeking out from above his collar.  Was it really a Neru problem, or did he just not want a mutant in his living room? 
 
    “So I guess you should tell me why you’re here,” Paul said without turning around. 
 
    Alya was just thinking how to answer when her datapad buzzed. 
 
    Are you at home?  Mama asked. 
 
    No.  At Paul’s.  Alya replied. 
 
    Then she waited for a few seconds, but the datapad stayed silent.  Did Mama really still suspect Paul?  Alya looked at his broad shoulders while he made tea in the kitchenette. 
 
    And something occurred to her.  She had only told one person she was a Geep.  Just one.  So if the Continuum knew, then who exactly had told them? 
 
    “There you go,” Paul said as he carefully placed the teacup down on the table. 
 
    Alya didn’t move.  She watched the steam rise from the cup. 
 
    “Paul, can I trust you?” 
 
    Paul’s face fell. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Alya couldn’t bring herself to look at him so she scowled at the teacup some more. 
 
    “Someone told the Continuum about me.” 
 
    “And you think it was me?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell anyone else!  Marissa is dead, Paul.  Mama sent me a warning.  The Continuum know all about me.  It’s only a matter of time before they come for me.” 
 
    Paul’s didn’t move.  His breathing was ragged and he looked like he was in pain.  Alya wanted to go to him but she couldn’t make herself cross the room.  Was there any chance that she was wrong?  Alya went to the door and listened.  No one was coming.  Yet. 
 
    “Alya, you are just being paranoid.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” A blue spark shot out from her hand and fizzled into the wall just beside his shoulder.  Paul’s eyes narrowed and he dropped his hand to his side. 
 
    “And don’t you dare go for your gun!” Alya’s voice cracked.  She could feel the power roaring in her ears, telling her to blast him into space. 
 
    “I wasn’t.  I was just going to make a call.” 
 
    Alya was about to tell him to put the phone down when there was a blinding burst of light. 
 
    She was so tightly wound that for a second she thought it had been her, that she’d failed to control the power and that it had exploded out of her.  Then something thumped her on the back of the head and she fell to her knees. 
 
    Alya just had time to hear shouting voices and feel a stunner shooting into her back before she lost consciousness.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    When Alya woke up, strapped to a bed in a white room, so tightly restrained that she couldn’t move an inch, she almost felt relieved.  Her whole life she had been waiting for the worst to happen and now it finally had.  She found, surprisingly, that she wasn’t going to fall apart.  She was ready for it.  She had been in preparation her entire life. 
 
    The light was so bright it burned her eyes.  She closed them again and colors danced behind her eyelids. 
 
    “Is she awake?”  
 
    Alya groaned.  She had thought nothing could surprise her.  But she knew that voice. 
 
    Mama loomed over her, the old woman’s face made monumental by the harsh lighting. 
 
    “You,” Alya hissed out, her lungs aching with the effort. 
 
    “Who else?  This is your big reveal sweetheart.  Good old Mama is nothing more than a Continuum agent.  So sorry to disappoint you.” 
 
    Alya said nothing. 
 
    “I mean, did you really think that nice old Mama sat down opposite you on the shuttle and from that moment on sorted your life out for you?” The person that looked like Mama sneered at Alya. 
 
    Alya reached out tentatively for the power, but she felt only a strange absence.  What the hell had the woman done to her?  Alya blinked her eyes, hot tears spilling from them under the burning light.  She could ask of course, but how could she do that without giving herself away? 
 
    “I guess you’re wondering why you’re here,” Mama said.  Alya’s head wasn’t aching so much that she couldn’t imagine slapping the old woman across her smug face. 
 
    “Not really,” Alya said, her voice a low croak. 
 
    There was some sort of electrical source in the room.  It made a humming noise that – now that Alya had noticed it – she couldn’t get out of her thoughts. 
 
    “What… what is the noise?” She couldn’t get out of the habit of asking Mama questions.  This one seemed to please her though and she clasped her hands together. 
 
    “Ah, you hear it!  Not everyone can, you know.  I would explain exactly how it works to you, but you are simply much too stupid to understand.  Suffice it to say that it disrupts energy at the molecular level.  The strange mutation in your genes that was caused by your time on the moon causes a disruption in the molecules that link the proteins in your body together.  It is this contamination that gives you that curious blue energy.  I have to say, as Geeps go, you’re the most interesting one I’ve met in years.  You’ll keep our scientists back on earth very busy once I supply them with your samples.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to process,” Alya said.  Mama cackled a laugh and turned to face a monitor that seemed to be displaying Alya’s heart rate.  Which was pretty damn fast.  Alya wished there was a mirror in the room.  She could see some sort of tubing coming out of her hands if she really tilted her head forward, but that was about it.  There was something pressing on her chest and something else pulled at the skin on her temples.  None of this was good news. 
 
    Alya reached for the power again, but all she could sense was a sort of empty throbbing, like the space where a tooth had been pulled out.  So Mama knew everything.  Or thought she did anyway.  Could she really have a machine that stopped Alya’s power?  It felt like it. 
 
    Don’t panic about things you can’t change, she reminded herself.  Mama was fiddling with the controls to one of the scary looking machines in the corner, making adjustments to some dials. 
 
    “What have you done with Paul?” Alya asked. 
 
    “Paul.  Such a handsome young man.” 
 
    Alya gritted her teeth but said nothing. 
 
    “Don’t worry sweetheart, he’s not dead.  That truly would have been a waste.  No, once I explain just how naughty his little girlfriend was, he’ll be begging to come over to my side.” 
 
    Alya’s head throbbed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, do you think your little adventure in the cargo hold went entirely unrecorded?  The cameras I set up that morning while you were still snoozing in your bed captured the whole thing.  Cute little Alya placing a nasty little bomb.” 
 
    Alya couldn’t help but let out a groan.  If only she’d been brave enough to confess to Paul earlier.  Unless she managed to escape she would never get the chance. 
 
    “I still don’t understand about the container.” 
 
    Mama crossed her arms. “Now that is disappointing.  I’m sure if you put that brilliant mind of yours to the test you can work it out.” 
 
    She was missing something, that was true.  Alya could feel the answers just at the tip of her tongue, but her brain was thrumming from whatever infernal machine Mama had created. 
 
    “Where is this place,” Alya asked.  She didn’t really care about the answer but she was worried that if she stopped talking she would drift off into unconsciousness. 
 
    “Oh, a basement in one of the Continuum’s secret labs.  You wouldn’t believe what goes on in these places.  Or maybe you would.  You used to work in them after all.” 
 
    Alya’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I never thought the name Alya suited you.  Sure, you died your hair, but did you think I wouldn’t recognize you, Marta.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Marta.  Alya couldn’t help it.  Even though her throat was dry, even though her tongue felt too big for her mouth, she started to laugh.  Big, snorting bellows that made her shake even under the restraints. 
 
    Mama’s lips curled into a snarl. “What’s so god damn funny!” 
 
    “You think that I’m Marta Bunina.” 
 
    “I don’t think, I know!  I was there, if you might just remember.  Oh, I wasn’t important enough to be a member of your inner circle, but you might just remember the little waitress that brought you sweet tea.  I looked up to you, god help me.” 
 
    “I’m not Marta.” 
 
    Mama wasn’t listening. “I knew that it was you.  You gave the information to the Continuum about our blood.  You saved your own skin.  Well, I can’t exactly blame you for that.  When the time came I did the same.” 
 
    Alya’s wearing brain started to put things together. “A waitress let the Continuum in.” 
 
    “There you go, I knew you’d get there in the end.” 
 
    “You let them in through an airlock.  And in the container…” 
 
    “That’s right.  The same airlock.  Who would have believed it had survived the battle?  I had no idea until it came up on some stock take some bureaucrat made.” 
 
    “You needed it blown up.” 
 
    “Killing two birds with one stone.  Only there are no birds on the moon, are there sweetheart?  Marissa was asking a few too many questions.  So were you.  So I get the two most naïve terrorists in the solar system arrested, and get rid of any evidence that I might have left in the airlock, just in case.  I’ve found it pays to be extra cautious.” 
 
    “You killed Marissa.” 
 
    Mama kept staring at the screen. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    Alya closed her eyes. 
 
    “If only she’d been a dumb trusting idiot like you were,” Mama said while she tapped a datapad. “After you didn’t place the bomb she came around with questions.  Lots of questions.  So I dealt with it.” 
 
    “You murdered my friend.” 
 
    “I’ve done worse.” 
 
    Mama got up from the screen and walked over to Alya.  She crouched down so that her face was just inches away from Alya’s. 
 
    “You are a Geep, Marta.  The Continuum let you get away once.  Now we’re not going to let you get away this time.  We’re going to crack you open and see what’s inside.” 
 
    Alya’s fingers pulled at the restraints.  Her mind searched for the power but it had gone, evaporated.  Like’s she’d always wanted.  Just perfect. 
 
    “I’m not Marta,” Alya said again as Mama adjusted one of the tubes going into Alya’s wrist. 
 
    “Sure.  I knew the minute I saw you on the shuttle.  There were rumors.  A student with a more than average interest in the Geep war.  The Continuum asked me to check you out.  Imagine my surprise when I realized I’d met you before.” 
 
    Whatever Mama had done to the liquid pumping up the tube, it was making Alya’s vision blur.  She wondered how she was going to fight the other three Mama’s who had appeared floating in her eyes. 
 
    “Not…” Alya whispered. 
 
    “And then the CCTV footage started rolling in.  I must admit, even I wasn’t totally convinced until I saw you save that boy.  We never knew you had this sort of power.  If we had we’d never have let you disappear.  Of course, for two decades we thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Marta did die,” Alya said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Mama narrowed her eyes. “Don’t play games.  You are Marta, you look just like her.” She walked over to a table and picked up her datapad.  She turned it round so that Alya could see.  The picture of her mother threatened to make her sob out loud.  The woman looked confident and carefree, pictured under the dome.  It could only have been a few weeks before the Geep war. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something,” Mama continued, slamming the datapad back down. “This energy mutation business has kept you looking young.  Shit sweetheart, if we can only harness that part of your genes we’ll make a bloody fortune.” 
 
    “My name is Alya Kowalczyk.” For some reason, it was important that Mama understood.  If Alya was going to die strapped to a table, then at least she would do it as herself.  And for a moment the buzzing in her head had lessened a little. “Marta Bunina was my mother.” 
 
    That made Mama pause, her hands hovering over the datapad.  She gave Alya a sharp look. 
 
    “Geeps can’t have children.” 
 
    “She was already pregnant when she got here.” 
 
    “Not possible.  We did blood tests.” 
 
    “She faked them.” Alya shrugged.  Or would have if she hadn’t been restrained. “She was a biologist.  It wasn’t hard.” 
 
    Mama padded over, her mouth pressed into a thin line. “I would know.  I would know if you were Marta’s daughter.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re not as clever as you think you are.” 
 
    The slap came out of nowhere.  It would have knocked her off the table if Alya hadn’t already been restrained.  Her cheek burned and her right eye watered like a tap.  But Alya couldn’t stop grinning.  She had pissed Mama off.  And that could only be a good thing. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” Alya said, her mouth throbbing from the slap. 
 
    Mama chuckled.  She had regained her composure, in control once more. “If you really are Marta’s daughter then you should have more sense.” She rummaged on a shelf and brought back a large needle which she stabbed into Alya’s upper arm a lot more forcefully than necessary. 
 
    “Ouch,” Alya winced.  It was actually kind of comforting to still feel pain.  Half her body was numb from Mama’s drugs. 
 
    “Let’s just see exactly who you are,” Mama said, taking the syringe back to her little torture center. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Alya asked. “You’re a Geep.  Don’t you think the Continuum will turn on you in the end?” 
 
    “Not while I have a mutually beneficial arrangement with them.  It’s just like in the restaurant biz.  Keep your suppliers happy and you stay in business.  The Continuum needs me to feed them information on any pesky rebels that I spot, and I need them to pay my rent.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just great.” 
 
    “Now, perhaps you and I can come to a similar arrangement.  I’ve not told the Continuum bosses about you yet.  I’m hoping to extract some more information for them.  Maybe if you tell me exactly what these extraordinary powers of yours are, then the Continuum will keep you alive.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me.” Alya was actually feeling a little better.  The power was still out of reach, like it was beyond a heavy curtain, but her head didn’t feel quite so fuzzy. 
 
    “Well, you’re right, they’ll probably kill you.  But I could ask them to spare your friends.” 
 
    “My friends?” 
 
    “You know what the men in black are like.  They have a zero-tolerance policy.  Once they learn that you are a rebel, and a Geep, they’re going to erase every single connection you have.  Starting with that handsome young security guard.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t…” but Alya couldn’t even finish the sentence.  She knew as well as anyone that Mama was only telling the truth.  The Continuum could kill Paul, and they wouldn’t hesitate to do so. 
 
    “Tell me what you can do.  Some sort of telekinesis, right?  I’ve seen the videos.” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I do.” 
 
    “You’ll have to kill me first.” 
 
    Mama’s eyes narrowed.  Quick as a flash she moved across the room and smacked Alya on the other side of her head.  This time the whole table rocked on its legs. 
 
    Alya spat blood out onto the floor.  She took a moment’s satisfaction at the mess she had made of the pristine white tiles before the pain came crashing back. 
 
    “You can make this much easier on yourself.” 
 
    “Bite me.” Was that the sound of the door opening?  Alya thought it might be, but she had developed ringing tinnitus on the side of her head where Mama had slapped her. 
 
    “All right.  Time for plan B.” Mama held up another syringe, but this one was full of a pale lilac liquid. “Truth serum.  The formula’s been about for over a century, but still hard to beat when people don’t want to cooperate.” She jabbed it into a vein and Alya moaned softly as the icy liquid disappeared into her arm. 
 
    Alya shut her eyes as a wave of nausea hit her.  It reminded her of being on a boat in the harbor just East of Cape Town.  She had gone to catch sight of the last group of whales migrating to warmer waters.  But the boat had made her stomach churn so badly she barely glimpsed an upturned tail before vomiting over the side. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you again, what exactly can you do?” 
 
    “It’s not me.  It’s the power.” Alya felt suddenly drunk.  Only without the fun bit.  The light pulsed in her eyes.  And behind it, there was just the tiny hint of the power.  Like somehow saying its name had brought it back from the dead.  Alya swallowed.  It was still far too weak to do anything, but it was there. 
 
    “Stay with me, sweetheart,” Mama said, her voice a weird parody of what she’d been like when Alya first met her.  Good old Mama with her big heart. 
 
    “Tell me more about the power,” Mama said. 
 
    Careful, the power whispered in her ear.  Tell her enough to keep her happy but not too much.  Alya smiled.  These were some nice drugs. 
 
    “You saw the video.  I can move things.” 
 
    “With your mind?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  With something.  The power.  I don’t know where it comes from.” 
 
    Mama took another look at her monitors. “Clever girl like you, a scientist no less, I reckon you know a lot more than that.” She shot a glance to somewhere behind Alya. 
 
    “It isn’t working.  She is managing to resist somehow.”  
 
    Mama was talking to someone Alya couldn’t see.  She strained against the restraints but she couldn’t move her head. 
 
    There was a pause, then a male voice said: “Why don’t you let me try?” 
 
    Alya groaned.  It was the unmistakable low tones of a Neru. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Stephen walked forward into the spotlight. 
 
    Alya wanted to scream at him, but she was genuinely too drained, and the drugs were threatening to take her into unconsciousness.  She settled for glaring at him. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this, Alya.” 
 
    Alya would have laughed but her body seemed to be floating out of her control.  I’m still here, the power reminded her. 
 
    “You probably expected this though, didn’t you?” Stephen took a step closer and laid his hand on her forehead.  He stroked it gently.  Alya wriggled against her restraints.  Stephen’s soft touch was worse than Mama’s fists.  It was unbelievably creepy. 
 
    “Can you read minds?” He said, his lips close to her temple. “Can you read mine?” 
 
    “You bastard.” It wasn’t original, but it was the only thing she could come up with. “Paul…” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure my little brother will get over you quickly enough, especially when we explain how you killed Marissa.” 
 
    “What…” 
 
    “Well, someone has to take the blame.  Might as well be you.” 
 
    “Come take a look at these EEG results,” Mama said to Paul.  He sauntered over to the monitors and Alya breathed out in relief.  She’d rather deal with Mama any day. 
 
    “These readings are off the charts,” Mama’s voice was high with excitement. “I’ve never seen neurological activity like it.” 
 
    “Take your word for it,” Stephen said, his expression bored.  He looked over at Alya, caught her eye and gave her a sleazy wink. 
 
    I’m going to kill you, Alya thought at Stephen, wishing he could read her mind.  I’m going to kill you slowly, and it’s going to hurt so bad you’ll beg me to stop. 
 
    “So where are we going to take her?  They’ll find us in the end, you know.” 
 
    “We’re not taking her anywhere.  She’ll stay right here until I’m finished with her.” Mama checked something on her datapad. “Which will be in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    Stephen stepped away from Alya. “What do you mean, finished with her?” 
 
    “It’s a complicated procedure.  I don’t have the time to explain it to you.  It’s basically like I’m uploading her brain matter into a hard drive.  There won’t be much left after that.” 
 
    Stephen’s normally arrogant expression faltered for a second. “You’re going to kill her?” 
 
    “It’s not the sort of procedure that leaves the subject alive.  Surely you had already worked that out?” 
 
    Alya might have been comforted by the fact that Stephen felt bad about killing her, but she was kind of busy.  She had just worked out that there was the tiniest bit of give in the restraints that held her left arm. 
 
    “But… I thought we were going to frame her for Marissa’s death?” 
 
    “We still can.  I can write her a goddamn suicide note if that makes you happy.  It’s not like the Continuum are going to waste much time investigating a couple of dead rebels.” 
 
    “I guess.” If Alya had hoped that Stephen might change his mind, then that was dashed by his expression of dumb acceptance. 
 
    “The truth serum isn’t working.  Maybe something to do with her altered brain chemistry.” 
 
    Alya’s was feeling a little less dizzy again. “How did you learn all this?” She called over to Mama. “Aren’t you a cook?” 
 
    “The Continuum paid for my education.  They’ve been good to me, that’s for sure.  And I guess you could say I have a vested interest in learning about the Geep contamination.” 
 
    Mama slid back down off her seat and came over carrying another needle.   
 
    “Time for phase two,” Mama said.  This time Alya barely felt the scratch as the needle went in, she was so numb from all the other rubbish in her system. 
 
    This time Mama left the syringe in and connected it to some sort of cable.  Alya realized with a shudder that the injection had not been liquid, but something mechanical.  A new screen lit up next to Mama’s datapad. 
 
    Alya tried desperately to catch Stephen’s eye, but he was standing against the wall, his arms folded and his eyes closed.  The coward probably didn’t want to watch her obliterated.  Alya pulled at her restraints.  There was still that tantalizing millimeter of give in the straps on her left arm, but she couldn’t do anything with it. 
 
    “What are you going to – gnnnnnn!” 
 
    Mama pressed something on her datapad and suddenly Alya’s words were obliterated by bright white light and agonizing pain that flooded from her temples down through her body.  She was just aware of falling into a seizure, her desperate body shaking in its restraints, before she blacked out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    The pain was beyond anything she’d ever felt before.  Alya thought she must be screaming, but she couldn’t hear a thing.  Her teeth were clamped together so tightly she felt one of them crack, the sharp pinpoint of pain from the nerve ending barely registering beyond the agony that had consumed her. 
 
    The light flickered. 
 
    “What was that?” Mama’s voice came from far away. 
 
    “Power surge?” Stephen said. 
 
    “The procedure is still running.  Make sure she’s still breathing, I need her to last until I transfer all the data.” 
 
    Stephen’s face swung into view.  Part of her screamed in rage, but another, larger part simply watched.  She was fading out of herself. 
 
    I’m still here.  The power was gaining ground.  It was still a shadow, just a hint of what it might be, but some of it was coming back.  Just a pity it was much too late. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Stephen whispered. “But I’m doing this for Paul.” And to Alya’s astonishment he actually reached over and held her hand. 
 
    Big mistake. 
 
    Alya could feel Stephen’s energy pulsing in her hand, just as she felt herself slip away.  From inside her brain there was a roar as the power took over. 
 
    Alya kept her eyes open just long enough to see Stephen’s mouth fall open in shock as the power pulled the energy from his nervous system.  He shook for a second as if he’d been struck by lightning, then dropped to the floor. 
 
    “What the hell?” Mama said as she turned around.  Alya opened her eyes and smiled.  Time to let the power win. 
 
    Alya sat straight up.  The restraints pinged off as she moved.  Blue electricity crawled all over her skin.  The power arced around her like a storm, short-circuiting the monitors and making the equipment vibrate.  The old Alya who was just about still in there was pleased to notice Stephen shudder and try to crawl out of her way.  She had wondered if he was dead. 
 
    Soon enough, the power laughed and spun her up until she was standing on top of the table. 
 
    Mama backed away from her. “You’re not a Geep.  What the hell are you?” 
 
    Alya grinned. “Sweetheart, you have no idea.” 
 
    She thrust both her arms forward.  The blue flame ran down her arms and formed a curve in front of her, like a shield.  It shimmered for a second then shot forward. 
 
    The energy pulse smashed through the room.  Mama was lifted off her feet and slammed against the far wall.  Stephen, who had managed to get to his hands and knees was flung against a cabinet, his arms shielding his face as the power pushed him backward.  Alya heard him call out in pain.  The power flooded Alya’s veins until she felt like she was flying.  She looked down at her feet.  She was flying, or at least, floating six inches above the table. 
 
    “Time to finish this,” the power said through Alya’s lips.  It burned as it coursed through every cell in her body. 
 
    The power screamed at her, goaded her to finish them.  They sure as hell didn’t deserve anything better.  But the other Alya was still there, beaten but not broken. 
 
    “Not today,” she whispered. “Not for them.” 
 
    Slowly, reluctantly, the power submitted.  Alya was spent.  She lowered her arms and fell back onto the table. 
 
    “Enough!” A commanding voice shouted.  The Director took a step into the room, her immaculate clothes and pristine hair making her look like a phantom in the chaos of the room. 
 
    “Damn,” the woman said, her eyes on Alya. “I should probably shoot you.” 
 
    Alya realized that the Director was holding a stunner.  She shrugged, too tired to complain. 
 
    Mama cackled from the back of the room. “I told you, didn’t I!  Now kill her while you have the chance.” 
 
    The Director sighed, the sort of sigh an academic does when handed an essay to mark. “Actually, I think I’ll shoot you.” And she fired the stunner at Mama instead.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    “I just want to talk to you.  Honestly and openly.” 
 
    “Well, the last time someone said that to me it didn’t go too well.” Alya kept her hands bunched into fists.  She was completely drained, totally without power, but the Director wasn’t to know that.  The older woman had stunned both Mama and Stephen and called for some sort of Continuum clean-up crew.  She had ushered Alya into her office and made another set of calls to explain the power surges as a ‘technical fault’.  And she had done it all in about five minutes. 
 
    “You want to know why I didn’t go along with Mama?” 
 
    “Well, you do work for the Continuum.  And I guess you know now about my… abilities.” Alya was finding it hard to focus.  Had she ever been this tired?  She was even finding the Director’s hideous plastic chairs comfortable enough to doze in. 
 
    “Stay with me, Alya,” the Director said and Alya’s eyes snapped open. “Mama has always worked beyond the boundaries of her job description.  When I heard about her personal vendetta against you, I tried to stop her.  Clearly not quickly enough.  I am sorry for the way she treated you.” 
 
    Alya pinched the bridge of her nose. “I still don’t get it.  Surely you want the data as much as she does.  The Continuum want to eliminate the Geeps.  That much hasn’t changed, and you can’t pretend that it has.” 
 
    “You want to know why I’m on your side?” The Director got up out of her chair and came to stand in front of Alya.  She started to pull off her long, white gloves, one finger at a time, all the while staring right into Alya’s eyes. 
 
    “Um, this is kind of creepy,” Alya said and the older woman laughed. 
 
    “If you think that’s creepy…” The glove came off her right hand.  Underneath the skin shimmered with color, pulsing with waves of reds, pinks and blues.  The other glove exposed the same bizarre light show on her other hand. 
 
    “You’re a Geep!” 
 
    In a day of surprises, this one was almost too much.  Alya found her lip trembling as she stared at the Director’s outstretched hands. 
 
    “It started with the tips of my fingers.  So subtle I barely noticed it.  Six months later it looks like this.  So, Alya, do you believe me that I mean the Geeps no harm?” 
 
    “I guess so.” But something was worrying Alya. “But you didn’t arrive on the moon until after the Geep war.  Unless… you must have been here before somehow.” 
 
    The Director sighed. “Yes, that would certainly be a simpler explanation.  I had never set foot on the moon until one year ago.” 
 
    Alya’s eyes widened. “That can’t be true!  They stopped the radiation.  The Dome protects the people, there can’t be any new Geeps.” 
 
    “Unless they were born from a Geep, right?” The Director smiled. “Everything the Continuum thinks it knows about the Geeps is wrong.  You can bet if I exist then there’s more.  Hiding, probably, terrified of people like me.  Can you imagine what the company would do if they discovered there were more Geeps?” 
 
    Alya bit her lip.  She didn’t need the Director to tell her they would be looking at another war. 
 
    “So you see my decision to improve the Continuum’s attitude to the Geeps was not without some selfish interest.  If you hadn’t taken care of the Mama problem, I’d have had to do so myself.  In many ways you have helped me, Alya.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you don’t just want to congratulate me?” 
 
    The Director smiled.  She pulled her long gloves back on. “You are unique.  A child of a Geep.  There is so much we could learn from you.” 
 
    “I won’t be a research specimen,” Alya said, her voice raised.  Her skin still bore the marks of Mama’s experiments. 
 
    “Of course not.  But I would like you to remain on the moon.  You’ve spent your whole life learning how to manage your Geep traits.  If there is going to be a new generation of Geeps then they are going to need someone to guide them.  They are going to need your help.” 
 
    “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “All right.  You have another month until your research leave is up, so I expect your decision then.” 
 
    Now Alya was surprised. “You want me to go back to the University?” 
 
    “Of course.  Your research might just prove more important than you think.  Oh, and if you wouldn’t mind not mentioning my little secret to anyone else.” 
 
    “I won’t.” This at least Alya could answer truthfully.  She knew what it was like to keep a secret. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    Alya wasn’t sure how she was going to find the energy to walk back to her apartment on her own, so when she left the Director’s office she knew she wouldn’t have to. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Paul said as he pulled her into a bear hug. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, even though it wasn’t really true.  She pulled back and tilted her head up to kiss him, until she noticed he had a black eye. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Stephen knocked me out,” Paul said, and every word seemed to cause him physical pain. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I should have realized sooner.  I could have stopped all this before…” his thumb gently rubbed the spot on her temple that was still marked from the EEG sensors. 
 
    “Stop.  We both should have realized.  At least the Director has reported them both.  They’ll be sent to earth for a trial on the next shuttle.” 
 
    “How did it go with the Director anyway?” 
 
    “Fine.  But I was wondering who told her I was a Geep.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    If Alya hadn’t spent so long looking at his face, the set of his jaw, the strong cheekbones, she might have missed the flicker of emotion. 
 
    “You told her about me.” 
 
    Paul sighed. “I’m working for her.  She reached out to me, told me she wanted to help the Geeps.  So when Marissa was killed and I was worried the same thing might happen to you, well, I told her.  And it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    It was lucky for Paul that the power was spent, otherwise Alya might just have flung him against the nearest wall.  He stood there with his broad arms folded as if nothing had happened.  That kind of pissed her off. 
 
    “You lied to me,” Alya said. 
 
    Paul frowned, as if considering her statement. “Well, you lied to everyone.” 
 
    “Not to you.” 
 
    For once, Paul did at least look sheepish. “I’m sorry.  But if I hadn’t gone to the Director then you’d have been a prisoner of the Continuum for the rest of your life.  I was trying to help.” 
 
    “I didn’t need your help.” Alya shivered.  It was too tiring to be angry all the time. “And what do you mean you’re working for the Director?” 
 
    “The Director asked me to work on a special project.  She wanted me to infiltrate a collection of what she termed ‘Geek sympathizers’.” 
 
    “That was a pretty shitty thing to do.” 
 
    “You think I’d have signed up if that’s all there was to it?  The Director knew all about Mama, of course, they were both working for the same company.  But she felt that Mama’s actions were going beyond her remit.  She wanted someone on the inside to see just how far it would go.” 
 
    “How did you know that Mama had captured me?” 
 
    “I was trying to find proof that she had killed Marissa.  I was convinced she was behind it but I needed proof before I could go to the Director.  I checked out Mama’s datapad.  And I found some pretty weird messages.  Including some to my brother.” 
 
    Paul’s jaw clenched.  Alya had never had a brother or a sister.  She had always thought that she’d missed out, but as she saw the wave of complicated emotions pass over Paul’s face, she thought maybe it was better this way. 
 
    “He never knew you were working for the Director.” 
 
    “Not exactly.  He knew that I reported to her, but I don’t think he realized I was spying on Mama.  And I didn’t realize how deep he was in today.  I guess I knew he was up to something.  He’d been following you about.  He said he was just checking you out because I… I sort of mentioned you a few times.  But pretty soon it was more than that.  To be honest, I thought he was stalking you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that your brother is a creep.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” Paul’s face was strained.  Alya suddenly lost any urge to be angry with him.  What was the point?  She wasn’t exactly perfect herself. 
 
    Somehow they had made it to her apartment.  Paul stood at the door, looking a little unsure. 
 
    “So you’re going to be staying here for a while?” he said finally. 
 
    “I guess so.  I mean, I still don’t totally trust the Director,” Alya said, without adding, although now she’s a Geep she’s probably less likely to want me dead. “But I have my research to complete.  It’s not just a façade, you know.  I really do want to understand what happened to the Geeps.” 
 
    “And find a cure?” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    Paul shook his head.  He walked over to Alya and she thought he might kiss her.  But he just placed his hand over hers like he had the first time they met. 
 
    “Do you really think you need a cure?  I mean, the things you can do…” 
 
    “And the things I won’t,” Alya said.


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading!  This novel is the first in a series following Alya’s exploits on the Moon Colony.  It’s only going to get weirder from here!  The second book, The Lunar Pursuit, is available now. 
 
      
 
    If you liked the book (and even if you didn’t!) please consider leaving a review to help others discover the series. 
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