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CRAPKILLER

 

i.

To minimize its time in Jupiter’s radiation belt, the Sargent Shriver decelerated so hard that many of its passengers grayed out. Magsails folding, the ship roosted on the icy plain of Neith Spaceport, on Ganymede’s leading hemisphere. 

Elfrida Goto regained consciousness on the floor of the senior trainees’ bathroom; she had ignored the warnings to strap in. She met the eyes of Jennifer Colden, whose idea it had been to get rid of their stash by injecting it all at once.  

“Urrrggh,” Elfrida said.

Out on the radiation-soaked ice, four rovers rolled between the parked spaceships. They looked like crude ice sculptures on treads. Banners unfurled between them: 

WELCOME SPACE CORPS! 

GANYMEDE CONGRATULATES THE GRADUATING CLASS OF 2277!!

Colden rolled onto her side and threw up. 

A housekeeping bot trudged across the galley floor and vacuumed up the puke. Elfrida noticed that up was up, and down, down again. 

“Am I ever ready for some R&R,” Colden groaned. 

“Um, Colden? Like we’ve done anything else since we left Earth?”

“That lovejuice was crap. I don’t feel loved-up. I feel sick.”

“We took too much,” said Elfrida. She grabbed the wet wipe dispenser to pull herself upright. Figures sleeted across her woozy brain. Ganymede’s gravity was 17% of Earth’s. Diameter 5,268 km. Biggest moon in the solar system. Its day lasted just over a week. The 3D mirror framed her reflection: cotton-candy-pink hair, filed incisors, a Las Nerditas tattoo on her cheek.

“Remind me never to score drugs on Ceres again,” Colden said. “Groan.”

The class of 2277 gathered in the ship’s boarding lounge, where the dean reminded them that they would be expected to uphold the high ethical standards of the Space Corps during their stay on Ganymede. 

“While this is a graduation trip, a treat for all you wretched yoof, remember that you have not yet received your assignments.” 

At this point Elfrida and Colden flew into the lounge, uniforms rumpled, gear trailing from their hastily packed rucksacks. Mocking texts piled into the HUD area of Elfrida’s network interface contacts. Half-blinded, she stumbled against Magnus Kristiansen, the trainee who ranked top on every test they were given.

“It’s a miracle you two even graduated,” Kristiansen texted her, pushing her upright so her boots could grip onto the floor. 

“Well, we did,” Elfrida texted back, not very cleverly.

“It’s not over yet. They won’t say so, but this is our final exam. Flunk it, and you’ll probably get assigned to Ceres.”

Elfrida knew he was right. The Space Corps could be sneaky like that. But after two years of training, she had a pretty good handle on what was expected, what counted, and what didn’t. Drugs and debauchery, for example? No problemo. 

“Venus for me!!” she texted, the exclamation marks belying her bloodshot eyes and wobbly posture.

“There are a limited number of spots,” Kristiansen replied. “And one of them’s mine.”

So he wanted Venus, too. Well, everyone did. In the year 2277, the only reason people joined the Space Corps was to get assigned to the United Nations Venus Remediation Project. This screamingly ambitious scheme to terraform the planet Venus had seized the imagination of a whole generation. UNVRP was the new frontier, pushing the envelope of possibility, in a solar system where it could seem that technology’s limits had already been reached.

Those limits, however, encompassed some achievements that previous generations would have found fantastical. He3-deuterium fusion drives could take passengers from Earth to Jupiter in less than a year, making several stops in the Belt en route. Precisely calibrated gravitational assists enabled ships to land on the Jovian moons, deep within Jupiter’s gravity well. Human colonies dotted the Belt in an ever-expanding nimbus of entrepreneurial zeal. And there was a large, vibrant colony on Ganymede, whose trailing hemisphere sucked up 8 rems per day of killing radiation, and whose surface temperature plunged as low as –180° C at night.

“So, you may be wondering, how do we stay alive out here?” a voice drawled.

None of the 77’ers thought of replying. They were sprinting across the ice, towards the rovers. They wore EVA suits with outer-system temperature tolerances and the best integrated shielding that UN taxpayer money could buy. Nevertheless, Elfrida hardly dared to look at the radiation counter in her faceplate’s display, which was clocking up the millirems at terrifying speed. They were all one stumble away from maxing out their EVA allowances for the year. This is the first test, she thought. 

“We hide,” the voice said.

There was a trick to running fast in microgravity: keep your feet together and hop like a kangaroo. While bounding along like this, Elfrida managed to steal a look at Jupiter. 

Wowzalmighty! she thought, grateful that her life had included this moment. 

The gas giant filled more than half of Ganymede’s black sky. Flawed jewel, failed star, king of the planets, it lit the ice of Neith Crater with a toasty glow. She spotted Ganymede’s shadow, a black dot on the ivory equatorial band.

And then her assigned rover loomed over her. It had no airlock, just a hatch under its skirt of icicles. Elfrida climbed into an unpressurized steel box. More trainees pushed in, some of them flipping upside-down in their haste. They were packed in helmet to ass. The rover was a lot smaller on the inside than on the outside. 

“Four-fifths of this rover’s mass is ice,” said their friendly guide. “It’s a regular four-ton crawler, like you see everywhere. We print out plastic molds contoured to its shape, fill ‘em with water, let em freeze. Hey presto, instant radiation shielding.”

The rovers drove into a hole in the ground, which turned out to be the spaceport terminal. Bots trundled between administrative domes and stacks of cargo containers. There was a tram station—that was what it looked like, anyway. People in spacesuits stood waiting on a loop-shaped platform. The 77’ers disembarked and shuffled onto the platform.

A sleek capsule coasted out of a hole in the wall. They got in and took their seats. The capsule glided around the loop—and plunged straight down. 

“Here on Ganymede, we’re all about innovation. This is a maglevator: an elevator that runs on magnetic suspension.”

Their seats swung to keep them upright while the maglevator descended. The voice explained that Ganymede obtained most of its power from magnetohydrodynamic generators on the trailing side of the moon. The MHD generators converted Jupiter’s lethal radiation into a boon, by slowing down charged ions and converting them into electricity—the opposite of what happened inside ion thrusters, as used for small-scale mobility throughout the solar system. 

The maglevator stopped. There was a wait, and then they started to descend again.

“Our colony was established in Neith Crater because it’s easy to dig here. Neith is a penedome, formed by an upward bulge of ice …”

“That sounds rude,” Colden texted to Elfrida.

“…flattened during the process of viscous relaxation.”

“Viscous relaxation,” Elfrida texted. “Chortle.” It felt as if they’d been going down forever. 

“Your Mother lies seventy kilometers deep, buried beneath the ice of Neith Crater. Yes, you heard that right. Our city is named after the ship that brought the first colonists to Ganymede, the Your Mother Is So Ugly. They thought it was funny at the time ...”

Elfrida did, too. “At least they have a sense of humor,” she texted Colden. 

“We usually shorten it to YM City,” their guide said. “And … here we are!”

The maglevator tilted 90 degrees and halted.

The 77’ers stumbled out onto a grubby concrete platform. The maglevator departed.

The platform  had no roof. They stood in rain and fog. 

The fog, as pink as Elfrida’s hair, haloed rows and rows of LED growlights receding into the distance. Square fields checkered the flattish terrain on either side of the maglevator rail. The pink light made all the vegetables look like poinsettias. The rain fell from a roof hidden by the fog, drop by fat drop.

They straggled down from the platform and reassembled on a gravel road dotted with puddles. A robot tractor pootled past, splashing the nearest trainees. They jumped back into the vegetables.

“Don’t step on the kale, kids.”

The four locals who had driven the rovers, and accompanied them down in the maglevator, removed their helmets. Three of them were spaceborn, tall and weedy-looking. The fourth was shorter than Elfrida, stocky, with a round face that looked blueberry-colored in the pink light.

“Take your helmets off,” his voice crackled in Elfrida’s helmet. “We’ve got one bar of atmosphere down here. The ice dome holds in the air.” 

So this was their friendly guide. Unpeeling her helmet seals, Elfrida was a bit disappointed—she’d pictured him being taller, not Earthborn like herself. She recalled that Ganymede was one of the few colonies in the outer solar system that actively welcomed newcomers from Earth. 

“And that is YM City.” The man gestured towards a brighter region in the fog. “I am Timothy Shyaka, and I’’ll be your liaison while you’re on Ganymede.”

Everyone was quiet. The fog smelled of mulch.

“Any time you need to touch base, you can find me at unsa_outreach dot ganymede. Any questions at this time?” 

Colden raised her hand. 

“Yes, Ms. … Colden?”

“Ganymede’s got quite a reputation ...”

Elfrida stirred the gravel with the toe of her boot. A drop of rain splatted on her lips, and without thinking, she licked them. Then she froze. But it was just water. Except for the pink light, this might as well have been a farm in the Arctic Circle on Earth, far away from anyplace fun.

“I mean, there’s no substance to the hype,” Colden persisted. “Right? Because if it was true, what they say on the internet, about off-line parties, and the black tech industry, and like, genetic engineering … it would be really irresponsible to let us impressionable young people anywhere near here.” 

A few trainees laughed uncomfortably. 

Shyaka smiled. “I can’t comment on any internet rumors you may have heard. But I will tell you this, if you feel the need to blow off steam, don’t go to the Y-Zone. Nothing to see there, nothing to do. Stay in your rooms and sim something.”

“Gotcha,” Colden said with a cheeky grin. “Whew,” she texted Elfrida. “I was worried for a minute there.”

“Duh, of course they hide the good stuff,” Elfrida responded. “Nice of him to tell us where to go, though!”


ii.

As soon as they got to their hotel, Elfrida and Colden dumped their bags and made a beeline for the Y-Zone. Although, at nineteen, they were underage, they talked their way into one of the famous off-line clubs. All electronic signals were jammed at the door. Once inside, you had no idea who anyone was, no profile data, no way to google them, nothing. This anonymity generated a libertinous atmosphere, helped along by 160-bpm folk music and freely available lovejuice of a higher quality than the girls had scored on Ceres. Filled with a sense of freedom, Elfrida hooked up with a skinny blonde woman off some trading ship. 

She lost track of Colden after that. They reconnected at the end of the night, in the Y-Zone’s famous street market. “There you are!” Colden exclaimed. “Oooh-oh, someone’s got a loved-up gleam in her eyes.”

“The real thing,” Elfrida smirked. “Beats the injectable version every time.”

Plumes of litter drifted in the low gravity. Loved-up clubbers cacophonously sang ballads. Elfrida and Colden both decided to get a new piercing as a souvenir of Ganymede. Elfrida lay back in the chair, legs wide, enjoying the chilly air on her crotch. There was, after all, no rational reason one shouldn’t be naked in public … “Owoooo!” Passersby smirked. She arched her back, clawing at floating drug vial wrappers. 

They scuttled back to their hotel, arriving before the false sunlight of YM City had erased the night, but not early enough to avoid running into Magnus Kristiansen. Typically, he was up early, making himself a pot of coffee in the 77’ers shared kitchen, reviewing their orientation materials. 

“So you’ve been out on the town, ladies?”

“Where there’s a will there’s a way,” Colden grinned. She helped herself to Kristiansen’s coffee.

“Good night?”

“Highly satisfactory,” Elfrida declared, grabbing the coffee pot and emptying it into a mug. There was none left for Kristiansen.

★

Between showering, changing into non-smelly clothes, and grabbing breakfast, Elfrida didn’t have time to look at their orientation materials. But it turned out not to matter. Even those who had read every word, like Kristiansen, reacted with shock when it was explained exactly what they would be doing on Ganymede.

“This,” said Timothy Shyaka grimly, “is a pock.”

On the screen behind him in the hotel’s conference room was a picture of a hamster. 

“Your mission is to hunt these vile vermin and cull as many of them as possible.”

Someone raised their hand. Then everyone was waving wildly. Shyaka pointed at someone at random.

“Sir, um …”

“You had a question, Mr. Chung?”

The room fell silent. There was something different about Shyaka today. The affable frontiersman had turned into an UNSA bureaucrat with liquid nitrogen in his veins. UNSA, the United Nations Space Agency, ran this colony, insofar as anyone did, meaning that Shyaka actually possessed considerable authority here.

“Um, yes sir. It’s just. That looks like a hamster.”

“It is a hamster. In all essentials. However, we call them POCKs. That stands for Piece Of Crap.”

More Ganymede humor. Elfrida allowed herself a skeptical smile.

“P, O, C, K,” Shyaka spelled out. “The K doesn’t stand for anything; we added it because we didn’t want to call them POCs.”

Blank stares.

“Persons Of Color,” Shyaka explained, jerking a thumb at his own dark complexion. “Never mind. You’ve barely begun your careers with the United Nations. I don’t expect you to be acquainted with all the jargon. For now, just understand that these are Pieces Of Crap, and your job is to kill them.”

This time it was Magnus Kristiansen who raised his hand. His brow was furrowed in distress. He clearly thought he was trapped in a colony run by loonies. “Why, sir? Are they dangerous? What are hamsters doing on Ganymede, anyway?”

“Sigh,” Shyaka said. “Stop me if I’m boring you …”

He explained that Ganymede had from the get-go specialized in cutting-edge scientific research. Not only physics and xenogeology, but also biotechnology, had made great strides under the watchful eye of Jupiter. Originally, the biotechnologists had focused on optimizing crops for Ganymede’s extensive subterranean farms. They had since branched out into adjacent markets, and now— “as some of you may have noticed, if you’ve been out of this hotel—” Ganymede offered the most advanced human augmentation and alteration services in the solar system. 

Elfrida nodded; the woman she’d hooked up with last night had come to Ganymede to become a cyborg, she had said. She was planning to get a prehensile tail. It seemed like a funny way to spend your life savings. 

Genetic engineering, too (Shyaka continued.) Elective gene modification had been outlawed on Earth, but legal loopholes allowed Ganymede’s providers to stay in business. The industry had flourished in direct response to Earth’s fogeyish banning of its core technologies. Nowadays, the rich flocked to Ganymede for rejuvenation therapy, and well-heeled couples came to buy designer embryos. Shyaka managed to convey by his tone that UNSA strongly disapproved of this kind of thing, but was constrained by red tape from doing anything about it.

Elfrida had an insight, inspired by the reckless freedom she’d enjoyed last night. She texted Colden, “I bet I know why UNSA doesn’t crack down. If they piss the locals off, Ganymede might just declare independence.”

“Yeah, and they could probably get away with it, being so far from Earth,” Colden agreed. 

So—don’t rock the boat; turn a blind eye; let the unlicensed surgeons in the Y-Zone continue on their merry way, grafting bionic tails onto people’s perfectly nice bottoms (the woman had shown Elfrida pictures of what she would be getting). Elfrida shifted restlessly in her chair. 

“Now that you know the context,” Shyaka said, “you’ll understand how the POCKs came to exist. The early biotechnologists experimented with a variety of livestock. Hamsters are a good protein source, as it happens. But mistakes were made in modifying their DNA to adapt to our environment, and so the POCKs cannot be eaten … yes? You have a question, Ms. Gilchrist?”

“Sir, I was just thinking, there isn’t much eating on a hamster, to begin with? I mean, they’re kind of small?”

Suppressed laughter rocked the room. Shyaka waited it out. He pointed at the picture of a hamster on the screen behind him. It was blown up to the size of a collie.

“This picture is life-sized.”

★

YM City consisted of twenty-six linked domes, inside the great dome of ice that held in the atmosphere. These interior “zones,” each designated with a letter of the alphabet, held in enough warmth that the grads could eat lunch outdoors. 

Food trucks idled outside their budget hotel in the M-Zone. The 77’ers dared each other to try local specialties such as kasha with fried grasshoppers. Elfrida and Colden went for hot dogs from a truck bearing the legend C.M.O.T. Sandwiches. 

They took their food up to the roof garden on top of the hotel. Elfrida could almost have reached up and touched the ceiling of the dome. The rockwool insulation was frayed and holey. Clearly, things roosted in it. Sunlamps dotted the ceiling, radiating unsubtle white light. On Ganymede, it was either night or day. The lamps were either on, or they were off. 

“So,” Kristiansen said, speaking with his mouth full. “We’re here to help out with the great annual POCK cull. Am I the only one who finds this more than a little shady?”

“It’s a test,” Elfrida and Colden chorused.

“It’s an expensive test,” Kristiansen said. “Have you seen the price of helium-3? It doesn’t make sense, even by UN budgeting rules, to transport hundreds of delinquent adolescents to the Jovian system, just so a few of them can kill things.”

Sophie Gilchrist’s face wrinkled up. “Yeah!” she exclaimed. “Like, we’re not Marines? We’re not training to fight or anything? We’re the Space Corps! We’re supposed to help and protect people?”

“Someday,” Elfrida said gravely, “you may have to defend helpless asteroid settlers against a plague of giant mutant hamsters.”

Colden laughed explosively.

Gilchrist picked bits of hot dog off her front, and shot Colden a dirty look. “I don’t want to kill anything,” she complained.

“Then don’t,” Colden said. “And we’ll get the much-sought-after Venus assignments. Booyah.”

The consensus among the grads was that this was indeed a particularly nasty test. Life as a Space Corps agent would not be all photo ops with spaceborn babies. Nor would they always have the luxury of operating remotely from the comfort of a couch. Someday, they might have to get their hands dirty. So the Space Corps wanted to confirm that they were psychologically ready for anything. 

“Bring it on,” Elfrida said. She was not keen on the POCK cull, either. But she had to maintain her reputation. “I just love zapping cute little furballs! Or, not-so-little ones.” 

Only Kristiansen continued to pick at the economics of the thing, muttering that it didn’t make sense, doggone it.

In characteristically obstinate fashion, he put his concerns to Shyaka the next day, as they prepared to set off on their hunt.

“Something’s been bothering me, sir. Why can’t drones do this? I mean, you have drones, right? Maybe your agricultural and domestic robots are too slow, or whatever. But surely you have some defensive drones that could do the job more effectively and cheaply than we could?”

“First of all,” Shyaka started, “I have more confidence in you kids than you seem to have in yourselves. I’ve seen several cadres of Space Corps grads undertake this challenge, and none of them failed to perform. Secondarily, Mr. Kristiansen, defensive drones? Inside a habitat? Really?” Shyaka paused for long enough to get everyone laughing at Kristiansen’s expense. “The First Law of Robotics is that sooner or later, something goes wrong. And when that day comes, I do not want to wind up in court, justifying the decision to operate semi-autonomous weapons platforms inside a hab. Does that answer your question?”

“No,” Kristiansen said, white in the face. “Why can’t you do it yourselves? Why have you got to import Space Corps labor?”

“You just answered your own question, Mr. Kristiansen. Because we don’t have to pay you. Ganymede is populated by squillionaire Ph.Ds and sybaritic trustafarians. None of them will get out of bed for the kinds of fees UNSA is able to offer. Now, I think we’ve spent enough time on this discussion. Who’s ready to zap some POCKs?!?”

There was a weak cheer.

The 77’ers—forty-three of them in total—had been outfitted with warm coats and pants, woolly hats, foldover mittens, and laser rifles. 

Their first stop was a shooting range in the middle of the fields, where they practised shooting bolts of supercharged plasma into polyfoam targets.

“Don’t worry,” Shyaka encouraged them, when their inability to hit the targets left them downcast. “You’ll be shooting the POCKs at point blank range! Can’t miss. This is just to get you accustomed to handling the weapons.”  

Elfrida aimed her rifle at Kristiansen’s back. “We could always just vaporize the competition,” she whispered.

“Don’t do that,” Colden said. “It’s dangerous.”

After a picnic lunch of protein bars and locally grown salad, they climbed aboard a pair of robot dumptrucks. The pink fog made it impossible to judge where they were in relation to YM City, and although they only drove a few kilometers, it felt like an endless journey, past identical fields of kale and soy and dwarf buckwheat, through the dripping rain. The 77’ers grew quiet. Elfrida pushed away thoughts of getting lost out here, deep beneath the surface of Ganymede. 

Suddenly the fog grew brighter, thinner. The roof materialized overhead, and curved down into a wall. The dumptrucks stopped. They got out. In front of them was an arch crisscrossed by police tape.

“Rain’s a feature, not a bug,” said Chung. “They keep the temps just above freezing, so the roof is melting, drop by drop. It’s not a real water cycle, but it does the job.”

No one said anything to that. They were all staring into the darkness beyond the police tape.

After a second, Gilchrist burst out, “I don’t want to go in there! Mr. Shyaka, sir?”

They all looked around. 

Shyaka had contrived not to accompany them on the trucks. 

“Right here, kids,” his voice crackled from the radio on Gilchrist’s belt. She yelped. “You’re on your own now. Ahead of you is the entrance to Farm Dome 3. At least, it will be Farm Dome 3, when it is cleared of POCKs. Oh, and Ms. Gilchrist? As I made clear during my presentation yesterday, the POCKs are not dangerous.”

Gilchrist fumbled with her radio. “Hello, sir? Like, I quit?”

A staticky sigh. “Your choice, Ms. Gilchrist. Anyone who does not wish to participate, stay on the trucks. They will return you to town.”

In the end, six people left with the trucks. 

Elfrida said to Colden, “Notice how everyone that left was a girl?”

“Sigh, yes, I did notice that. We’ll just have to uphold the honor of our sex by ourselves.” 

There were eleven other women left, but Elfrida and Colden did not rate any of them as competition. They were the type to gratefully accept assignments on Ceres, in the same spirit as their great-great-grandmothers might have sallied forth to work in the slums of Mumbai or Sao Paulo. Pfuh. Elfrida believed that helping and protecting humanity should not be a sacrifice but an adventure. OK, it was a self-serving belief, but that didn’t make it wrong.

The rowdiest male grads led the way, whooping. They tore down the police tape and tied bits of it around their heads like tribal decorations. The rest followed more cautiously. All had been given headlamps. The weak semicircles of light illuminated the treads and chassises of construction machines. Their headlamps did not reach the tops of the machines, let alone the roof. Underfoot, the ice had been torn up in great chunks, so you had to watch your step.

The boys roamed out into the cave, staying in a group. Elfrida saw a flash of lightning. Someone had pulled the trigger.

“Did you get one?” she shouted. 

Get one … one … 

“No! That was just Malone shooting himself in the foot!” Laughter echoed back.

Colden said, “They’re never going to find any POCKs, sticking together like that. Let’s go the opposite way.”

“Sure.” Elfrida turned, and her headlamp found a pair of legs. They were Kristiansen’s. He was standing there in the dark. “Hey!”

“The smart thing is not to use your headlamp,” Kristiansen said. “Think about it. That will scare the POCKs off.”

“We’ll bear that in mind,” Colden sniffed. “Aren’t you going with them?”

“They’re making way too much noise. I was thinking of going with you.”

“We were just going to go by ourselves.”

“Well, we should all go together. I used to do some spelunking, back in Switzerland. I know about caves.”

Colden raised her eyebrows at Elfrida. Anticipating a text, Elfrida raised her eyebrows back. They both realized at the same moment that they were out of network. Kristiansen, annoyingly, looked amused. 

“Excuse us,” Colden said. She grabbed Elfrida’s sleeve and pulled her a short distance away. “That’s a pain in the ass.”

“Seriously.” It was scary to be cut off. Elfrida reminded herself that they still had their radios. The medium-band FM signals would penetrate the ice, if necessary. 

“Well,” Colden said, “should we let him come?”

“He just wants your body.”

“Hur, hur. Actually, he isn’t that gross. I thought he was a pureblood, but if he comes from Switzerland, with a name like Kristiansen, he can’t be.” 

“Eh, let’s take him along.”.

They went back to where Kristiansen was waiting. “OK,” Colden said. “You can come with us.”

The trio walked away from the entrance. The wall of the cave was not a smooth curve, like the wall of Farm Dome 1, but toothed with promontories. You could see how the machines had gone into the wall nose-first, melting ravines in the ice, leaving buttresses to support the roof. The groundplan of the dome was star-shaped, according to the map that Shyaka had sent them. But it was so big that even after walking for twenty minutes, they were still heading out towards the tip of one of the star’s points, which, itself, was serrated with smaller protrusions of ice and rock. 

They reached another pair of buttresses, like gargantuan gateposts. Kristiansen halted and glanced into the darkness between them. “We’re going to have to go down one of these canyons at some point.”

“Why?”

“We’re not finding any POCKs like this, are we?”

“We’ve probably gone too far already,” Elfrida said. “The POCKs come out and steal the crops, which is the whole problem, right? They couldn’t do that if they had to trek for days to get out of this … this place.”

“Hamsters have pouches in their cheeks where they store food,” Kristiansen said. “So they could conceivably go weeks between foraging trips.”

“Well, aren’t you just a treasure trove of information.”

“I had a hamster when I was a kid.”

Elfrida and Colden both cracked up at that. Their laughter sounded brittle in the silence.

Kristiansen started down the canyon ahead of them.

The two girls hurried to keep him in their headlamps. So far, Elfrida had been careful to walk in the tracks of the construction machines, but now, aiming to cut the corner, she hopped onto the smooth white bank at the foot of the nearest buttress. 

It turned out to be a snowbank. Her boots broke through the icy crust. Slowly, as if in a nightmare, she sank down through the fluffy snow. She thrashed, yelled, and kept sinking all the way up to her shoulders.

“Oh my dog! Goto! Oh shit!” Colden bounded towards her—and immediately sank into the snow, too. 

“I’m OK, I’m OK, I’m OK,” Elfrida chanted. She could move her limbs. The snow was so lightly packed that she wasn’t immobilized. It felt more like she was swimming in a tub of marshmallow fluff. Very cold marshmallow fluff. “Don’t come any closer, go back to the tracks. I’m coming out.” She slid one foot, then the other, over the unseen floor beneath the snow. 

Kristiansen came back up the canyon and laughed at them.

“We’ve just made an important scientific discovery,” Colden said with dignity. “There is snow on Ganymede.”

“Probably because of the construction process,” Kristiansen said. “We’d need Chung or someone to explain it. But it’s probably something like, they excavate by melting the ice, right? Which creates a whole lot of water vapor. Which would then condense and fall as snow. Actually, I saw some snow caked on the excavators."

“You know,” Colden said, “smart people, who pretend not to be as smart as they are, because they think it’s uncool or something, are really … dumb.”

She scooped up a double handful of snow and flung it in his direction. It fell, glittering, between them. 

Kristiansen snorted. “Here’s a trick that all Swiss children know. If your snow is too dry to make a snowball, you pack it with your bare hands.” He pulled off his mittens and did so. The result caught Colden squarely in the bosom.

“Hey! You are so going to pay for that!”

Elfrida ignored the horseplay. She was focused on getting out of the snow. Left foot, right foot …

She kicked something hidden under the snow.

It moved. 

Elfrida screamed.

The snow erupted between her and Colden. A collie-sized form burst forth, shedding snow from its luxuriant white pelt. Its leap carried it straight towards Kristiansen, who jumped out of the way. It landed on its hind legs and let out a high-pitched, plaintive squeal. 

It resembled a giant white hamster. It was facing Elfrida. 

The snow around Elfrida’s feet came alive. Several small furballs, no bigger than her fist, cannoned out of the snow and landed on their mother’s back, grabbing pawfuls of fur to hold on. The mother squealed again and soared off down the ravine. 

Elfrida remembered her laser rifle. She pulled it around on its strap, much too late.

“So that was a POCK,” Colden said.

Kristiansen had fallen on his rear when he jumped out of the POCK’s way. Still sitting on the ice, he said, “Of course! They burrow under the snow. It’s a universal survival tactic. Think of Arctic hares. Their DNA must have been modified to give them better resistance to cold.”

“You could have shot it,” Colden said. “You were right there!”

“So were you.”

Elfrida broke free of the snowbank. She brushed off her trousers and jacket. Some snow had gotten inside her neck gaiter. She shivered. “Well, at least now we know where they’re hiding. Who wants to volunteer to jump in the snow, next time?”

★

They came up with a better way to scare the POCKs out of their snowy dens. They used their laser rifles to carve chunks of ice out of the tracks, and threw these into the snowbanks. Fifty meters further down the ravine, this tactic paid of. 

Another POCK burst out of the snow. This one was even bigger, with a black band around its body. 

But it did not run away. It stood on its hind legs, waving its forepaws, and squealed urgently. Elfrida had the strangest feeling that it was trying to tell her something. 

This time, all three of them had their rifles ready. Colden fired first. Her pulse vanished harmlessly into the darkness. Elfrida lined up the POCK in the crosshairs displayed on her contacts. Her hands shook. Just like Shyaka had told them. Point blank. Can’t miss.

She pressed the trigger button. 

Flash.

The POCK stopped squealing. It flopped onto its back, paws jerking in the air.

“Yay!” Colden yelled. “Yay, Goto! First kill!”

Nausea surged in Elfrida’s throat. No way am I going to let Kristiansen see me throw up. She swaggered over to her kill and kicked it. 

The POCK was so light in Ganymede’s gravity that it felt like kicking an animal-shaped pillow. Elfrida smelt singed hair. She saw the blackened spot on the POCK’s chest fur. She had hit it dead center, as it stood on its hind paws, gesticulating at them. 

“Did Shyaka say anything about what we’re meant to do with the bodies?” she asked, swallowing.

“Take them back for the trucks to pick up,” Colden said. “I guess we should just leave this one here and get it when we come back.” 

She high-fived Elfrida. Looking in her eyes, Elfrida understood that Colden was as squicked out as she was. She felt grateful for Colden’s show of bravado, even if it was for Kristiansen’s benefit. 

“I’m going to get the next one,” Colden vowed.

★

An hour or so later, their kill tally stood at Elfrida—five; Colden—four; Kristiansen—zero. They had reached the end of the canyon. The ice walls converged into the darkness. The tracks ended in a snowbank. 

“I’m ready for a snack,” Colden said.

“If we had a fire, we could roast a POCK,” Elfrida giggled. She’d grown blasé about killing the overgrown hamsters. You just had to think of it as a game, and not think about the way they waved their little pink hands at you. Think about winning. The Venus Project. Ten assignments for forty-three people. 

They sat down on the ice, insulated by their thermal layers. Their belt pouches contained emergency rations: cubes of ‘chocolate’ and ‘liverwurst’ made from nutriblocks, the ubiquitous food of humanity in space. They chewed in silence. Walking in micro-gravity was tiring. You had to use different muscle groups. 

Kristiansen gazed into the darkness beyond the reach of their headlamps. “Something’s been bothering me,” he said.

“Has it?” Colden said, “Has it really, Kristiansen? Why don’t you tell us about it?”

Colden’s voice held a dangerous edge. Elfrida realized that Colden was genuinely pissed off with Kristiansen. Elfrida felt blindsided. She was used to sharing their emotional states via text, but without a network connection, they’d gotten out of sync.

Kristiansen blinked, reacting to Colden’s tone. “I was just thinking about the air circulation in this place.”

“Screw the air circulation. Why haven’t you even tried to shoot any POCKs? Me and Goto have been doing all the hard work. I’ve got blood on my hands. And if you think we’re going to split our kills three ways, think again.”

“I wouldn’t expect that.”

“So what’s your problem? I thought you wanted one of those Venus assignments. You’re going to be completely screwed.”

“Well,” Kristiansen said, “if you must know, I think you’re misinterpreting the test.”

“As in?” 

“They don’t want us to kill the POCKs. They want us to not kill them.”

Elfrida felt a pang of worry. Kristiansen was often right about this kind of thing. Colden looked at her, made the universal finger-twiddling gesture for crazy. But Elfrida said, “How do you figure? Not killing them, that wouldn’t be much of a test.”

“That’s what we have to figure out. It’s a puzzle. The test is solving it.”

“Oh, that’s just nuts,” Colden said. 

“No, Kristiansen, go on. Why do you think we have to not kill them?”

He spread his hands. “Just a hunch.”

“OK, you go on your hunch,” Colden said. “Me and Goto will go by the rules. Which were very clearly explained to us. I don’t see much room for misinterpretation there.” Still visibly pissed off, she unwrapped another cube of ‘chocolate’ and popped it in her mouth. “This stuff isn’t bad,” she said with her mouth full. “Better than your average nutriblock-based confection.”

“Only the highest quality for the intrepid POCK hunters,” Elfrida murmured. 

The idea of Kristiansen’s hunch troubled her. She wanted to push him to explain, but not if it was going to make Colden blow her tokamak. Colden did have a temper. 

But she could not refrain from asking, “Kristiansen, what were you saying about the air circulation?”

“Just that there has to be some active circulation mechanism. The crops stabilize the atmosphere in Farm Dome 1, but if there’s no ventilation system, the air in here should be really stale. But it isn’t.”

This was true. The crisp cold air reminded Elfrida of hiking in the Alps. Without the views.

“And if you sit perfectly still, you can feel a draught.” 

They all did. Colden froze in mid-chew, her cheeks bulging. After a second, Kristiansen licked his index finger and held it up. 

“It’s definitely coming from that direction.”

They stared into the darkness that concealed the head of the canyon.

“I kind of want to go that way,” Kristiansen said. “Just to check it out.”

Elfrida groaned. “Then we’ll just have to come back. And we’ve already got so many POCKs, it’s going to be a huge pain to haul them out of here, no matter how light they are.”

“Yeah, and what if Malone and those guys come and steal our kills while we’re out of earshot?” Colden said. “That’s what’s worrying me.”

“I’ll help you carry them,” Kristiansen said. “If we can go that way first. We don’t have to go far …” His pale eyebrows quirked in the familiar expression that Elfrida had always taken for amused condescension. She now realized in a flash that Kristiansen was trying to convey self-deprecating humor. He was tacitly admitting that his idea was crazy. Colden, however, took it for condescension, same as always.

“Oh, whatever,” she said, standing up. “We don’t need your help. Right, Goto? We’re going to go and haul our POCKs back to the entrance. We might even bag some more on the way. If you want to go exploring, you can go by yourself.”

Elfrida stood up. Her ass was numb from sitting on the ice, thermals or no thermals. 

Kristiansen sat there for a moment. Then he, too, stood up. “OK. I guess I’ll see you back at the entrance.”

Elfrida opened her mouth. Closed it again. Shyaka hadn’t said anything about not going off on their own. And her own duty, as a friend, was obviously to stick with Colden.

The two girls started back the way they’d come at a leisurely hopping pace.

“Last one,” Colden said, unwrapping a chocolate nutriblock. “Want half?”

“Sure. These really are yums.”

“Ganymede’s a food exporter. They’re the main source of calories for all those wacky squatters in the Belt. I wish the Space Corps would procure our rations from here, instead of whatever supplier on Earth can pony up the biggest kickbacks.” 

“No kidding.” 

The darkness seemed bigger, somehow, now that there were just two of them. Colder. Menacing.

“He’ll be fine,” Colden asserted suddenly. “It was dumb of him to go off on his own. But he’ll be fine.”

“Oh, he totally will. There’s nothing dangerous in here, after all.”

“No, and if he gets lost, he can just use his radio.”

“Right. In fact, let’s try him now. We ought to keep an open line of communication.”

“Sure.” Colden unclipped her radio from her belt and spoke into it. “Kristiansen, hey Kristiansen, you big Swiss cheese, do you copy?”

“You’re supposed to say ‘over,’” Elfrida said. 

“Over.”

They waited. The radio’s power light glowed red. It was fully charged. But Kristiansen did not reply.

“Maybe you didn’t push the talk button.”

“I did.”

“Should we try someone else? Just to make sure it’s working?”

“I’m sure it’s working. No, Kristiansen’s just being a dick.” Colden launched herself into a soaring hop. If Elfrida didn’t know better, she would have thought Colden was in a hurry to get back to the others.

Following her, Elfrida spotted a hole in the snowbank on their right. That had to be where they had scared up a POCK. If so, the POCK’s body should be right here.

“Colden! Wait!”

“What?”

“I think we’ve come too far. Look, there’s one of their holes. But where’s the body?”

“We must’ve passed it. Oh, freaking great. We’ll have to go back.” 

“We couldn’t have passed it. It should be right here. There’s the den, and we left them exactly where we shot them. We didn’t move them.”

“Maybe it’s in the other track.”

The tracks were twin ruts, printed with frozen caterpillar-tread patterns, separated by a flattened bank of snow. The girls jumped from one track to the other, shining their headlamps around.

“It isn’t here,” Elfrida said.

“Grrr. Those botheads must’ve come and stolen it; just like I predicted. There is no solidarity in this cadre. Let’s go see if the other ones we shot are still there.”

“Wait!” 

“What now?”

“Look at this.”

Elfrida had just noticed something bizarre. The snowbank had been broken down, on the opposite side of the tracks from the POCK’s den. A POCK-width trail led away into the darkness. The dry, light snow had avalanched in and partially filled it up, but it sure looked like …

“Someone dragged our POCK away,” Elfrida said. 

Colden gripped her elbows. “Or, something.”

“Oh my dog, Colden. Don’t scare me.”

“The aliens are here,” Colden intoned. “For countless aeons they’ve lurked in a network of ice tunnels, which no one knows about, beneath the surface of Ganymede. Now, they’re emerging to revenge themselves on the humans who dared to invade their world.”

★

There were no aliens. Science had proven it, insofar as you could prove a negative. Absolutely no empirical evidence suggested that life had evolved anywhere in the universe except Earth.

But in the sub-freezing darkness, with that inexplicable spoor at their feet, the scientific consensus did not have the power to silence Elfrida’s imagination. 

★

“It was probably another POCK,” she said, grasping at straws. “It might have come to retrieve its friend.”

“Its friend? They’re animals, Goto. They don’t have feelings.”

“Animals do too have feelings. They mourn.”

“Cetaceans do, of course. And elephants. But these are hamsters.”

“Well, what else could it have been?”

“I don’t know,” Colden admitted. 

Elfrida wondered what kind of aliens might live in the ice of Ganymede. Her imagination suggested lots of legs, but that was silly. They would need to excavate tunnels to dwell in, and for that they’d need heavy claws. Or jaws. Very, very strong jaws.

“Oh, frag it,” she said. “Let’s go find the others.”

“No,” Colden said. “Kristiansen. He’s out there by himself. We should make sure he’s all right.”

Elfrida was surprised, and then she wasn’t surprised. Colden had a temper, but she also had a conscience. In the past, Elfrida had often relied on Colden to make the right choice for her. This was clearly one of those times. “Of course, we need to find him first,” she nodded.

They returned to the head of the canyon, staying close together. 

A fresh trail led into the snowbank at the head of the tracks.

Elfrida went first, still ashamed that she had thought of leaving Kristiansen behind. “Kristiansen!” she yelled. “Where are you?”

You … you … 

“Stop, I heard something,” Colden gasped.

“It was just the echoes.”

“No, it sounded like a voice.”

After a tense second, Colden shouted, “Kristiansen! Stop being a dick! I’m sorry, OK?”

This time, not so much as an echo came out of the darkness. 

Elfrida waded through the snow. The sides of Kristiansen’s trail—if that was what this was—rose higher and higher. The infill reached her collarbone. Kristiansen must have tunneled through here. But of course, no tunnel roof would hold in this powder, so it had fallen in, leaving a shallow valley.

You have to do this, she told herself. You wanted to go into space. You applied to the Space Corps. Made the cut. Suffered through training. You can’t wimp out now. 

She was breast-stroking through the loose snow. It drifted into her face, stinging the unprotected skin around her eyes. Tears slid down to the top of her balaclava. 

This is a test. A test. A test. 

Her feet slipped all over the place. Snow had built up on the soles of her boots, hampering their gecko grips. Worse, every swing of her arms collapsed the trail’s sides, making it harder for Colden, behind her, to get through. 

This is crazy. We should go back.

Ice loomed in her headlamp. She lunged forward and hugged the slagged, refrozen cliff. 

“Thank dog,” Colden said. “I was about to call it quits.” Buried up to her chin, she swept an arm up and wiped snow off her face. Her woolly hat was caked white. 

“The next p-p-part should be easier.” Elfrida’s teeth were chattering. She knew from hiking on Earth that once you got this cold, your core body temperature could drop dangerously fast. She didn’t say anything to Colden, but she knew they needed to get out of the snow as soon as possible. “We can just jump up there. That’s what he must have done.”

Her headlamp revealed a precipice just three meters overhead. An easy jump when you weighed less than 10 kilos. Especially when you had a friend who would let you stand on her shoulders. 

Elfrida pushed off from Colden’s shoulders and landed in another snowbank. “Oof! Sorry, did I knock a lot of snow down on you?”

“Yeah, but that’s OK. I’m covered in it, anyway.”

Elfrida lay flat—gritting her teeth as snow floated into her face—and reached down to grab Colden’s mitten. Colden jumped, Elfrida jerked, and Colden came flying up like a ballerina.

“Oh dog, I’m cold.”

The snow reached their waists. The ledge was about as wide as the excavator tracks below. The cliff in back topped out in another ledge. 

They climbed a total of three more ledges. The topmost one was almost entirely choked by snow. 

“I think we’re under the roof,” Elfrida said.

They stood on the edge of the precipice, holding onto each other, their backs to a wall of snow. Their footing was precarious. Their headlamps did not reach the bottom of the canyon. Elfrida knew that they were only 10 or 12 vertical meters from the place where they’d sat to eat their snacks, but it felt like she was looking into a bottomless abyss, where anything at all might be waiting. 

“I’m freezing,” Colden moaned. “Why couldn’t we have had EVA suits?”

“They didn’t expect us to go exploring.”

“This was a stupid idea. Goto, I’m sorry.”

“No, it was the right thing to do. You’re a better person than I am, Colden. I was just going to leave him.”

“It was stupid,” Colden insisted. “They hit us over the head with that in training, didn’t they? You can’t be a hero in space. There’s no margin of error in artificial environments. If you have the chance to rescue someone, that’s great, if you know all the risk factors and you’ve run your simulations. But if the choice is to walk into a pile of unknowns, you have to just leave that person, or you’ll end up dying.”

“That’s if you’re playing by the rules.”

“Well, the rules are there to keep us alive.” This sounded odd, coming from Colden, who ignored Space Corps rules on a daily basis. But maybe she regretted that now. “I guess because there’s air in here, I forgot that we’re 630 million kilometers from home.”

The bald figure galvanized Elfrida. “Let’s try the radio again.” 

They both unclipped their radios and tried every preset channel. 

Nothing came through except static.

“I guess signals don’t travel that well through ice, after all,” Colden said. “Those metalfuckers. This is the test. They’re culling us.”

“Ha, ha. Not even the Space Corps is that sadistic.”

“No, you’re right. They would be too scared of lawsuits. It’s that animal Shyaka. He’s a Hutu.”

“A what?”

“A Hutu. It’s a tribe, where I come from. I’m a Tutsi.”

“Um, you don’t have to tell me your personal information,” Elfrida said. She was both touched, and frightened, by the confidence. As close as they were, she and Colden had never talked about their respective ethnic heritages. It just wasn’t something you did. She had guessed that Colden came from Africa, because of her dark skin and flat nose (her striking silver tresses were obviously a more recent modification). But beyond that, Elfrida had never cared to pry. Colden was her friend. That was all that mattered. And now, Colden was telling her this personal stuff. It made it seem like Colden expected them both to die here.

But we aren’t going to die. We’re only a couple of kilometers from the exit. 

A bit of snow can’t kill you. 

(Elfrida was trying very hard not to think about whoever, or whatever, had hauled their POCKs away.)

“Looks like there might be less snow over there,” she said. “Let’s check it out. Maybe there’s another way down; an easier one.” 

She shuffled along the ledge. Colden followed, clinging to her arm. “I guess you have to be from Africa to understand tribal stuff. It’s intense. I went to college in italy to get away from it, actually.”

“Hey, I’m from Italy. Well, not from from, but …” Elfrida was half Austrian and half Japanese, not that she was in the habit of sharing that information with people.

“Are you? I never knew.” Colden hesitated, but only for a second. “I would be really honored if you told me more about that sometime. But the point is, I never expected to meet a Hutu on freaking Ganymede.”

“Why does it matter?”

“They’re totally untrustworthy. Shyaka probably sold the crystals out of these radios and embezzled the proceeds.”

“Oh …” Elfrida said vaguely, not crediting Colden’s suspicions in the least. Then the snow fell away in front of her. It was down to her waist. Down to her knees. Gone.

Ahead of them, the ledge appeared to have been swept clean. 

They were right under the roof, as Elfrida had guessed. From the furthest reach of their headlamps, the ceiling of the proto-dome swept away into the dark.

Colden pointed.

In the back wall of the ledge, at floor level, was a perfectly round opening, about a meter and a half in diameter.

“Kristiansen! Kristiansen?!?”

Colden yelled into the hole. Elfrida shone her headlamp down it. Glacially blue ice sparkled. The walls and ceiling bore strange swirling grooves. The floor sloped down slightly. It reminded her of what you saw on the screen during an endoscopy. Except blue. 

It was a tunnel. 

The floor was chipped and gouged, littered with ice splinters. Elfrida also saw clumps of what could have been snow … or POCK fur. 

“Kristiansen!!”

“ … here … you …”

“That was him! Kristiansen!” 

Colden’s face lit up. She bounded into the tunnel. 

The roof was too low for kangaroo-hops. They pushed off like speed skaters, their bodies canted forward. This turned out to be an excellent way of achieving momentum. And so, when the tunnel plunged sharply downwards, they had no way to stop. 

Colden first, then Elfrida, sailed out over an apparently bottomless drop. Elfrida’s momentum carried her towards the roof of the tunnel, which had now become the wall of a not-quite-vertical shaft. She fended herself off with her hands, and rebounded. When she hit the other wall, her rifle flew around on its strap and smacked her on the jaw. Stars exploded in her vision.

Tangled up with Colden, she slid helplessly. The shaft levelled out to the pitch of a playground slide. The torn-up ice of the floor caught at their clothes. They tobogganed to a halt.

Panicky, Elfrida pulled herself out from under Colden, who let out an earsplitting scream.

“Are you OK?” 

“No. My leg. Are you OK?”

“I hit my head, but I don’t think I broke anything. Just my headlamp,” Elfrida panted.

“Leg.” Colden clawed herself into a sitting position.

“Here? Where?”

“Other leg!”

“I can’t see what’s—”

“It’s my knee. It could be broken or whatever. I don’t want to take my gear off to find out. All I know is it hurts.”

“We have to get out of here.”

“Oh really? You think that might be a good idea?”

“Don’t get mad at me! I wasn’t the one who sprinted in here without checking it out!”

“I already said I’m sorry! If you want to go ahead and leave me, that’s up to you!”

“Of course I’m not going to leave you!”

“Oh, so what was that, night before last? You went off with that chick and I didn’t know where you’d gone! I was worried! You know the stories you hear about Ganymede. You could have been kidnapped by a surrogacy gang, or—or killed and eaten!”

“Hur hur. I don’t think there are any cannibals nowadays, even on Ganymede,” Elfrida said, automatically deflecting the accusation with humor. 

But Colden did not laugh, and in the silence, the accusation wormed into Elfrida’s shocked consciousness. Maybe she had been inconsiderate, going off like that. Maybe she wasn’t as good a friend as she thought she was. 

That possibility played into one of her deepest fears: that she lacked any kind of internal moral compass. So often, she ended up doing the wrong thing without thinking twice about it. She seemed to lack a framework of right and wrong, or her framework was incomplete, or buggy. She depended on Colden to make those judgements for her.

“I’m sorry, Colden.” She stammered with sincerity. “I mean it. I should have told you where I was going. I shouldn’t have gone.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t have minded if I knew.” 

“She wasn’t even that hot. It was just the atmosphere. I got high on the whole ambience of do-whatever.”

“I know what you mean.” Wincing, Colden tried to get her left leg, the uninjured one, under her. Elfrida hastened to give her a hand. They maneuvered Colden upright, leaning on Elfrida’s shoulder. 

“Now what?” Elfrida muttered.

Colden’s breath came in ragged gasps. “Weren’t there some meds in those emergency kits?”

“Of course! Let me look … Uh. No.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Yeah, this is incredible. No meds whatsoever. I have my novocaine cream, but that’s all.”

“Crap on it.”

“At least we’ve still got our rifles.”

“I’m not in that much pain.” Pause. “Goto, did you bring your stash?”

Before Elfrida could reply, a light popped into view further down the tunnel. “Hey, ladies. You decided to come, after all?”

Colden gasped. “There you are! I am so reporting you to the dean!”

Kristiansen’s headlamp bobbed closer. He walked into the circle of weak light from their one working headlamp. “Are you OK?”

“I hurt my leg when we fell.”

“You fell?” 

“How did you get down?”

“Well, I walked, and then I slid.”

“And you thought that was a good idea, why?” Colden snapped. She was clearly in a great deal of pain.

“I didn’t say that. It wasn’t a good idea. I realized that about halfway down, when I was sliding too fast to stop.”

Elfrida broke in. “Did you try radioing for help?”

“Of course I did,” Kristiansen said. “But I couldn’t get through. Something’s jamming our signals.”

Colden laughed brittly. “Just like at an off-line club. But not as much fun. Ow! Owww! Cra-a-ap!”

“What’s wrong?” 

“I told you. It’s my freaking knee.”

“Can I take a look at it?”

“What’s the point? We don’t have any meds, or anything to use for a splint. Ow! Ow!”

Kristiansen hooked Colden’s other arm over his shoulder. Like this, Colden could hop between them without putting her right foot on the ground. 

“It jars,” she said, teeth gritted. 

“Not as badly as it would under Earth’s gravity,” Kristiansen said. “Well, we can’t climb back up, anyway. Not because of your leg. It’s just too steep; I already tried. You would need crampons, an ice axe, or something.”

Elfrida said, “What is this tunnel? Why is it here at all?”

“I think for drainage,” Kristiansen said. “When you excavate a cavern, you need to remove stuff. So they melted n kilotons of ice into water, right? They would have needed to drain that off before it froze again. There’s probably a pipe like this on every level.” 

A drainage pipe. Elfrida relaxed somewhat. That explained the weird swirling patterns on the walls: they were the traces of flowing water. It made the tunnel less of a terrifying enigma. 

“But where to?” she said. “Where does the pipe lead? I suppose there must be a reservoir, or …”

“Well, that’s exactly what I was wondering,” Kristiansen said. “I thought maybe there was a natural network of caves that they were using as a storage reservoir.”

Elfrida shivered. That was a bit too close to Colden’s scenario of subterranean tunnels populated by aliens.

“But that wouldn’t make sense,” Kristiansen added. “Any such network of caves would be in vacuum. And obviously, we aren’t. So it has to be something else. So I did a bit of exploring, and—”

Colden broke in. “Let me get this straight. We’re trapped down here because you were curious about the plumbing?”

“No—” Kristiansen started. Then he laughed. Then they were all laughing. It was the first time Elfrida had ever seen Kristiansen laugh at himself. He ducked his head away like a little boy. It was cute, and she could see Colden thought so, too.

But when they stopped laughing, they were still trapped. 
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Their training had been very clear on what to do when you didn’t know what to do.

1. Call for help.

2. Remain where you are and wait for help to arrive.

Nothing had been said about what to do when you couldn’t call for help, because the ice was blocking your signals, or because your radio had been sabotaged by a corrupt UNSA official, as Colden insisted. 

They discussed the second part of the directive—remain where you are—and decided that it did not apply, either. All they’d gain by sitting here would be to get colder. Colden’s knee was also a concern. It had swelled alarmingly. Kristiansen diagnosed a patella fracture. Elfrida (who had brought her stash, in the expectation that she and Colden could reward themselves with a toke after they’d caught enough POCKs) gave Colden a couple of THC candies in lieu of painkillers. 

“Ooh, you’ve got the chocolate ones,” Colden said faintly. “Although, I still prefer those nutriblocks. Anyone got any left?”

No one had. 

Worse, Kristiansen was the only one who had any fluids left. They had been given a canteen of gatorade each, but they had polished those off when they sat down for their snacks. Kristiansen had also brought a pouch of instant cocoa, stamped with the Space Corps logo, from their ship’s stores. In other circumstances, Elfrida and Colden would have laughed at him for being so thrifty. Now they eyed the pouch with silent, intense longing. Elfrida had not been aware of it before, but she was so thirsty that her throat ached.

“500 cc’s divided by three,” Kristiansen said, as if to himself. He put the pouch away.

“We should get moving,” Elfrida said determinedly. 

They started down the tunnel at Colden’s limping pace. After a few meters, Kristiansen said, “I think it would be better if one of us carried you.”

“OK,” Colden said between her teeth. “Goto, would you?”

Elfrida carried her piggyback. Since Colden only weighed eight kilos on Ganymede, it wasn’t much of a workout. Elfrida just wished the tunnel was high enough to walk fully upright. Keeping her head bent all the time was killing her neck.

This is a test, she told herself. This is a test. 

The tunnel continued to slope gently downwards. As they walked, Kristiansen told them what he’d found out in his explorations. The short answer was, not much. 

“So you didn’t see any aliens?” Elfrida said.

“There aren’t any aliens.”

They soon reached a fork in the tunnel, which Kristiansen had already discovered. It was shaped like a trident with five tines. They had come out of one of the endmost tines. They could either go straight on, or double back along a different tine.

“I tried the next tunnel over,” Kristiansen said. “It slopes up again, but not as steeply. But I didn’t get far before I heard you calling me.”

Elfrida set Colden down near a wall so that Colden could prop herself upright. Elfrida rubbed her back, swung her arms. This convergence point had a slightly higher roof. They were standing upright again. But ahead, the tunnel seemed to constrict. If they went that way, they’d be bent double within a few paces.

“Five drainage pipes. One for each level,” Kristiansen went on. “So logically, one of these must lead to the floor of the dome. We should be able to walk out.”

“Great!” Colden said. “What are we waiting for?”

“We could try each tunnel in turn. Or we could split up. It would be faster that way.”

Elfrida instinctively disliked the idea of splitting up. After all, it hadn’t worked out very well last time. But she did not feel able to oppose Kristiansen’s logic with a mere kneejerk reaction. She looked at Colden, waiting for her to make the call. 

“That makes sense,” Colden said. “I’ll stay here. You guys try the tunnels.” 

She pulled her headlamp off and gave it to Elfrida, whose headlamp had been smashed in their fall. 

“You’ll need this.”

As she accepted the headlamp, Elfrida saw a funny gleam in Colden’s eyes. She realized that Colden was terrified at the thought of being left alone, in pain, in the dark. Who wouldn’t be? But she was being brave. Elfrida couldn’t take that away from her, especially not in front of Kristiansen. 

“Thanks,” Elfrida said. “We’ll be right back, I promise.” 

Kristiansen stared worriedly at Colden. Her bravado obviously wasn’t fooling him. Then he turned to Elfrida. “You take that tunnel, I’ll take this one. If it gets too steep, turn around and come back. Try your radio as you go. We might get through to the others, if they’re still inside the cavern.” He hesitated. “Sit tight, Colden.”

“Like I have any choice.” Colden lowered herself to the floor, hissing in pain. Her right leg stayed bent at an awkward angle. She rested her rifle across the thigh of her good leg.

“If the aliens show up, frag them,” Elfrida said.

“With extreme prejudice.” Colden sketched a salute. 

Elfrida started up Drainage Pipe No.2 (as she was determined to think of it). Like the tunnel they’d come out of, Pipe No.1, it sloped gently uphill. She had not gone more than a hundred meters when the slope got steeper. She was on her hands and knees, climbing, and then she was slipping, banging her elbows and knees. She slid helplessly back to where she’d started. 

She turned around and went back. 

“Who’s there?” Colden shouted, while Elfrida was still in the tunnel.

“Me.”

“Thank dog.”

“I guess sound carries well in here,” Elfrida said as she emerged from the tunnel. “I thought I was being quiet.”

Colden sat where they had left her. Elfrida noticed that she was gripping her rifle tightly in both hands. “It’s a freaking echo chamber,” she said. “Remember, Kristiansen heard us calling him, all the way from the top of Pipe No.1? That’s got to be a kilometer from here.”

“Yeah.”

“But the thing is, you can’t tell what direction sounds are coming from.”

“Well, we can’t get out that way,” Elfrida said, jerking her thumb at Pipe No.2. “It’s pretty much vertical.” 

“While I was waiting for you, I heard something.”

“You heard something?”

“I noticed it as soon as you guys were gone. It got quiet. Like, really quiet. And then—this noise: scritch, shhhh … like something c-c-crawling.”

Elfrida dropped to the floor beside Colden and seized her around the shoulders. “Oh my dog, Colden, oh my fucking dog.” The circle of light cast by her headlamp seemed tiny and weak. 

The darkness beyond, infinite. 

Malevolent.

“I couldn’t tell how far away it was, or which direction, or anything,” Colden whispered.

“Maybe it was a POCK.”

“Maybe the POCKS are the aliens.”

“Oh, shit.”

Silence. 

“Wonder what’s happened to Kristiansen.” 

“Maybe the POCKs got him.”

“Oh shit, Colden.”

“Maybe he found the way out, and just left us.”

“I don’t think he’d do that,” Elfrida said uncertainly.

Colden shivered. “This isn’t what I was expecting when I signed up for the Space Corps.”

“Me, neither.”

“Why did you sign up, anyway?”

“Oh, you know. Drugs, debauchery, zero-gravity sex.”

“Venus?” 

“Yes, of course. Venus. I mean, it’s a dream, isn’t it? It’s the only dream we’ve got.”

“I joined to get away from people,” Colden said fiercely.

“Huh?”

“Without laying a whole saga on you, things are intense at home. It’s the 23rd century, and we’re still at war. You can’t even leave a basic profile up without getting it stolen. People vanish overnight, and their avatars pop up in enemy territory, all disfigured and crap. I didn’t want to end up as a head on a stick, you know?”

Colden was referring to the virtual dimension of life on Earth. Elfrida had never really gotten into immersion. She’d never had a tribe to drag her in. But she understood what Colden was saying. The infowars of central Africa were legendary. The media always made them sound like fun. But evidently, it wasn’t so much fun if you were in the middle of it. 

“That’s why Venus,” Colden went on. “A new world. No tribal bullshit, no virtual drama. Somewhere people can just live.”

“I’d settle for living through this.”

“Keep dreaming that dream, Goto.”

“Ha, ha. But I’m serious. When we get out of here—” when, not if— “I think I might quit.”

“Whaaat? Tell me you are joking.”

“No, I mean it. I’m sick of being jerked around like this.” Elfrida thought back to their night in the Y-Zone. The thrill of talking to strangers. Sex in a toilet stall with a woman who spoke about growing a tail. Getting her new piercing in the cool of the morning. Pigs on wings snatching garbage out of the air, kids singing “Barb’ra Allen,” an old man who gave her a daisy to put in her hair, “to match your smile, darlin’.” None of that stuff ever happened at home. People lived differently out here, on the frontier, outside the protective canopy of the UN. They lived harder. Lived better. 

This was her last chance to escape the world of stifling rules and regulations. If she got another chance, she wouldn’t pass it up, she vowed.

“This really puts it in perspective,” she tried to explain to Colden. “I mean, what kind of a freaking test is this? Why are we letting them do this to us?”

“Because we’ve got student loans?” 

Elfrida was silent. She didn’t have student loans. Her mother worked for the UN, and her father was a software artist. They’d paid her way through college in Paris, and made her regular presents of mad money during Space Corps training. 

“—Did you hear that?”

“What?”

“Sssh.”

They held their breath, their four hands joined in a knuckly ball. 

And Elfrida heard it. 

Scrittcchh … scrittchh …

Just like Colden had said.

And as Colden had also said, she couldn’t tell what direction the sound was coming from.

“That’s it! That’s what I heard!”

“Ssssh!”

Scrittcchh … scrittchh …

Silence.

Kristiansen came back at that moment and found them clinging to each other, shaking with fear. “What?! What is it?”

“It’s the POCKs,” Elfrida gibbered. “They’re aliens. That was your hunch, wasn’t it? I’m sure you’re right. It’s the only explanation. That’s why UNSA wants us to kill them. They’ve found intelligent non-human life at last, and they’re trying to cover it up.”

Kristiansen put back his head and laughed. “Someone’s had too many THC candies,” he said. “Try thinking, instead of using your imagination. If there were aliens, they wouldn’t look like giant hamsters.”

“They might!”

“They’d have evolved in a completely different environment.”

“They might have evolved on—on a generation ship from Proxima Alpha—”

“Or they might be monsters with lots of tentacles, wearing hamster suits to put us off our guard,” Kristiansen suggested. 

Elfrida gave up. “Oh, frag off,” she spluttered, and gave him the finger.

Kristiansen spread his hands. “Why are we even arguing about this? If there were aliens, they wouldn’t be stuck on Ganymede, scavenging kale from our farms. And we wouldn’t be trying to kill them. We’d be competing to license their extrastellar technologies and sign them up for exclusive media deals. Most importantly, if there were aliens, we’d already know about it. Signals travel faster than ships, remember.”

Elfrida chuckled. She was glad to be talked out of her fears. But Colden stuck out her chin. “We heard them,” she said. “It. Them. Whatever. While you were gone, we heard it. Didn’t we, Goto?”

“What did it sound like?”

“Like something crawling. Or maybe … something being dragged.”

“Maybe it was our POCK thief,” Elfrida speculated. 

“Tell me about that,” Kristiansen said.

Elfrida and Colden explained how at least one of their kills had gone missing. Kristiansen listened in silence. When they finished talking, he nodded judiciously. “Well, Pipe No.3 is no good, anyway. I tried to use my rifle to melt steps in the ice. Handholds. But it didn’t work.”

Surprised by Kristiansen’s refusal to comment on the mystery of the missing POCK, Elfrida said, “That’s a good idea. Why didn’t it work?”

“The beam’s too narrow. You get a deep hole, but you can’t even fit one finger in it. I guess you didn’t get far in Pipe No.2, either?”

“No, only about as far as we came down Pipe No.1.”

“Was the slope just as steep?”

“Yes. No, not quite. Maybe.”

“We’ll just have to try numbers four and five. Are you going to be OK here, Colden?”

Colden nodded wearily. Kristiansen started towards Pipe No.5, then turned back. He took a knee next to Colden, popped open his pouch of cocoa, and held it out. “Have something to drink.” 

Steam rose. A mouthwatering aroma filled the cavern. Colden took the pouch. Elfrida watched her lips close on the nozzle, trying not to think about how thirsty she was, trying not to panic as Colden kept drinking and drinking. When Colden gave the pouch back to Kristiansen, it was so flat that there could only be a couple of swallows left. 

“Sorry,” Colden said.

“That’s OK,” Kristiansen said. “What’s mine is yours, and all that jazz.”

Elfrida headed into Pipe No.4. 

Previously, the hope of escape had driven her on without regard for her tiredness, but now her steps flagged. The physical exertions of the day, not to mention the shock of falling down Pipe No.1, were catching up with her. She was extremely thirsty. Morbidly, she wondered what would happen if they couldn’t escape. Would dehydration get them first? Or hypothermia? 

The icing on her cake of misery was that the crotch seam of her leggings was chafing her new piercing. 

She had a tube of novocaine cream the piercer had given her. She needed to pee, anyway. She wrestled her layers down. “Oh dog, it’s cold …” Her pee smoked. Watching it trickle away, she considered the waste of liquid, and wondered if she would regret this moment later.

Squatting, she noticed a dark stain on the ice floor.

She bent to examine it more closely. It looked like a smear of dark brown liquid, frozen solid.

Blood. 

There were white hairs embedded in the stain.

POCK blood.

Elfrida dragged her trousers up, forgetting to apply her novocaine cream in her hurry.

Whatever had stolen their POCK, had come this way.

Or maybe a different POCK had left that bloodstain, on a different occasion. 

After all, she’d seen clumps of POCK hair at the top of Pipe No.1, too. 

And something had swept the entrance to Pipe No.1 clean, to allow for easier access.

Kristiansen had debunked Elfrida’s fear of aliens. But that didn’t mean there was not something down here. If the biotech gang on Ganymede had been irresponsible enough to create a race of giant hamsters, who was to say they had not tried to solve the problem by creating a different kind of gengineered animal to prey on them?

Something that lived deep down in the dark.

Something with claws that could dig into ice.

Something that could climb.

We have to get out of here.

Elfrida hurried on to the point where the tunnel inevitably swooped up at an 80° angle. Her theoretical predator might have been able to climb this slope, but she couldn’t. Just like before, she launched herself at the ice face, and just like before, she slid back down, scrabbling helplessly with her gloves and the toes of her boots. Her headlamp did not reach the top of the drop, no matter how high she jumped. 

She thumped the ice with her fists and sobbed in sheer frustration. Her tears stung her numb cheeks, bringing back the feeling.  

She trudged back the way she had come, praying that Kristiansen had had better luck.

Long before she reached the convergence point, she heard a noise on the fringe of audibility. She froze. Held her breath.

Scrittcchh … scrittchh …

The same as before.

But slightly louder.

Closer.

“No! Get away from me! Stop!”

That was Colden.

“No-ooooo!”

Colden’s shout dissolved into a scream. 

Elfrida dashed down the tunnel, her weariness forgotten. She fumbled her rifle around on its strap. She heard cracking ice. Thuds. Another scream from Colden. The zzzzzip!! sound effect of a laser rifle.

And then nothing except her own panting breath.

She burst out of the tunnel. At almost the same instant, Kristiansen burst out of Pipe No.5.

Their beams crossed, danced across the empty convergence point. 

Not quite empty. 

Elfrida dashed forward and picked up a small object. It was a pendant on a cheap silver chain, its once-gaudy enamel almost worn off. “This is hers!”

“Yeah, I’ve seen her fiddling with it during exams.”

Kristiansen’s voice was glacially calm. He turned in a circle so that his headlamp illuminated every cranny of the cavern. Nothing jumped out at them. Elfrida wedged the stock of her rifle between her elbow and her side. She kept her finger on the trigger button. “Something’s taken her, just like it took our POCKs!” she screamed. “Where did it go?”

Kristiansen gestured with his rifle at the narrowest pipe, the haft of the trident, which led straight on. One of Colden’s boots lay at the entrance of the pipe.

“She must have undone it to try and get comfortable,” Kristiansen said in the same frozen voice. “Her foot was probably swelling up. So she loosened her boot, and it came off when—when she was dragged away.”

“Let’s go. They can’t have got far.” Elfrida started down the pipe, picking up Colden’s boot as she went.

Kristiansen stopped her. “Headlamp.”

“What? Oh.”

Their headlamps would betray them instantly to … whatever it was … that had taken Colden.

“It can probably see in the dark, anyway,” Elfrida whispered. “Colden was sitting in the dark. And it found her.”

“Yeah, but we don’t need to make it any easier.” Kristiansen was whispering, too.

Unwillingly, Elfrida switched her headlamp off. So did Kristiansen. The dark closed on them like a fist. 

This was no ordinary darkness. It was darker than outer space (where there was always something electronic blinking at you). It was darker than a cloudless night on Earth. It was darker than lying in bed with your eyes shut. The closest Elfrida had ever experienced to it was the sensory deprivation chamber on the Sargent Shriver, where they had all had to do a few hours as part of their training. This was a furry darkness, a tactile darkness, a darkness that seemed to get inside your head and wrap itself around your eyeballs.

She reached out for Kristiansen. They locked gloves. The sound of Kristiansen’s breath was like a radar beacon in the subterranean night, reassuring her that she was not alone. 

“We better hurry,” she whispered.

“Yes, but be quiet.”

They felt their way into the tunnel. It rapidly constricted to about a meter in diameter. Coupled with the need for stealth, this forced them to crawl. Elfrida tried to pick up her hands and knees without a sound, but her trousers scraped on the ice. Scrittchh … shhshh …

“This is what we heard,” she whispered. “Somebody down here, crawling.”

“Or something.” Kristiansen was ahead of her. 

“I thought you didn’t believe in the aliens.”

“I don’t. But there are other reasons Colden could have been taken.”

The only one that occurred to Elfrida was, food. She didn’t want to make that possibility any more real by uttering it. Instead, she whispered, “Something down here has been hunting POCKs. Killing them. Dragging them away. I saw bloodstains.”

“Yeah, I saw some in Pipe No.5, too.”

They crawled on.


iii.

The tunnel gradually got narrower, until they were forced to worm along on their bellies. Elfrida’s hat caught on the roof. She had never been claustrophobic—any tendency to claustrophobia would eliminate a Space Corps candidate at the evaluation stage—but now she felt a surge of terror. She pictured herself buried like a fossil, 70 kilometers beneath the surface of Ganymede, a mystery for future generations to dig out.

“Kristiansen. Kristiansen.”

“Yeah?” 

“Any narrower than this, and Colden wouldn’t have fitted through. A POCK wouldn’t.”

“Which is why it can’t get any narrower. It probably widens out again soon.”

“But if this really is the way to …”

To its den. 

“… If we’re getting closer to wherever it’s taken Colden.”

“Yeah.”

“We might walk. Crawl. Straight into it.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of the plan.”

“That’s a sucky plan..”

Kristiansen stopped crawling. “Whatever happens,” he said, “we have got / Laser rifles, and they have not.” He sighed. “That’s about as smart as I can get right now.”

Elfrida’s teeth were chattering. The cold had seeped into her bones. She remembered her conversation with Colden about their motivations. Here in the dark, it felt all right to ask a personal question. “What did you get into this for, anyway, Kristiansen?”

“My father is in Star Force. He taught me that jingle about laser rifles. Of course, that was in the days before every squatter in the Belt also had a laser rifle. He expected me to join the Force, but I … wanted to do this. You know. Help people.”

“My mom works for the UN, but I’m the first in my family to go into space.”

“Why?”

“I just felt like there had to be something more out there.”

“Guess we’re going to find out what.”

Kristiansen shifted as if he were about to start crawling again. Elfrida grasped his ankle. “Kristiansen, I forgot to ask. Was Pipe No.5 any good?”

Kristiansen hesitated. “It was a gentle slope all the way. We could have walked straight out.”

“Oh my dog! Now you tell me?”

“We couldn’t leave Colden, anyway, right?”

“No. Of course not. But one of us could have gone for help, while the other one came this way.”

Pause. “I didn’t think of that.”

“You could still go back. I’ll go on.”

“I can’t squeeze past you. The tunnel’s too narrow. You’d have to be the one to go.”

Tears stung Elfrida’s eyes. “I can’t do that. It’s Colden, FFS. But I am never, never doing anything like this again.”

They crawled on.

★

“There’s a bit of cocoa left. Let’s split it.”

“Yes, let’s.” Elfrida’s voice was an alien croak. 

Kristiansen drank first, then passed the pouch back to her. He had been wise to do it in that order. The minute Elfrida tasted the sweet, luke-warm liquid, no force in the universe could have pried the pouch out of her hands until she had drunk it all.

She rolled the pouch up from the bottom.

“All gone,” she croaked lightly.

Kristiansen pushed something else into her glove. “Here’s a nutriblock. I actually had a couple left. I was saving them, but I think we need them now … Don’t drop it.”

Elfrida clumsily unwrapped the nutriblock without taking her gloves off. It was one of the liverwurst-flavored ones, not as yummy as the chocolate, but right now, it was the best thing she’d ever tasted. 

“I think we’re almost there,” Kristiansen whispered.

Elfrida choked, losing precious crumbs. “How can you tell?”

“The tunnel’s gotten slightly wider. And the draught is stronger now. You probably can’t feel it because you’re behind me.”

As soon as they finished eating, they crawled on. Elfrida found new reserves of strength, fuelled by the calories she’d ingested. Or it might have been hope. For better or worse, they’d be getting out of this hole soon. 

Kristiansen stopped. She bumped into him.

“I can see light,” he whispered.

“I can’t!”

“You will in a minute. This is it.” Kristiansen was psyching himself up. “This is it.”

“Rifles.”

“Yeah.”

“How much charge have you got?”

“Um …”

“We should check now.”

They had been carrying their rifles strapped on their backs. They wrestled them around, on hands and knees. Elfrida fumbled with the user control panel. After so long in the dark, the glare of the little screen hurt her eyes.

“Two bars out of ten,” she whispered. 

“… One bar.”

She had been counting on Kristiansen’s rifle. “But you didn’t shoot any POCKs!”

“I used my rifle to try to gouge out steps in the slope of Pipe No.3, remember? That must have burnt a lot of juice. I’m such an idiot,” Kristiansen groaned. “My father would kill me.”

“Well, what we’ve got is what we’ve got. About how many shots is one bar?”

“Two? Three? Depends on the intensity setting.”

“OK. I’m setting mine to maximum intensity. If we only have a few shots, we’d better make them count.”

Looking at the rifle’s display had wrecked Elfrida’s night vision. But soon the light from the end of the tunnel grew so strong that she could see Kristiansen crawling ahead of her. 

It was LED light. But not the fake sunlight of YM City, nor the foggy pink growlight of Farm Dome 1. 

She had a sudden memory of the trainees’ mess on board the Sargent Shriver. When they were juniors, she and Colden used to cut open pouches of green peas, beans, anything that came in morsels, and release it bit by bit, so that the trainees would be gradually surrounded by a zero-gravity cloud of peas or whatever. She gritted her teeth at the memory of Colden’s giggles. I will save her. If she’s still alive, I WILL save her. 

But why had she remembered that now? 

Because of the light—it was the same sterile white light as in the mess—but also because of the smell wafting from the end of the tunnel. The gamey smell of food. 

Kristiansen stopped. Elfrida wriggled up beside him, even through the tunnel wasn’t really wide enough for them both. 

They stared out into a shallow basin of ice about two hundred meters wide. It was shaped like an upside-down toilet bowl, with small openings irregularly clustered around the rim. They were huddled in one of these. At the bottom, a litter of construction materials surrounded a row of mighty capsules encased in tattered foil packaging. 

A shaft opened at the apex of the slightly domed ceiling, wide enough to take the capsules they were looking at. That this was its purpose could be easily inferred. A gossamer curve of maglev rail descended from the shaft and split into a loop enclosing the center of the basin. The unused capsules sat on the ice inside the rail loop. One of them, stripped of its packaging, was parked on the rail with its side open, and that was what tipped Elfrida off.

They were looking at an embryonic train station.

“Kristiansen, that’s a maglevator!”

It would be identical to the one they had ridden down from Neith Spaceport, after a bit more work was put into it.

Well. Quite a lot more work.

But who cared? There were freestanding lights down there, and there was that smell. She could hear the muted mutter of machinery. Clearly, the place wasn’t deserted. Someone must be working here. Elfrida started to wriggle past Kristiansen.

He grabbed her arm. Hard.

Elfrida released the breath she had drawn to yell for help. “What?”

“Look!”

Barely moving his head, Kristiansen rolled his eyes towards the opposite side of the basin. 

A POCK was emerging from a drainage pipe like the one they were sitting in. 

It came out nose first. Then it tumbled down the gentle slope to the bottom of the basin. It was clearly not alive. 

A spindly metal appendage thrust out of the tunnel. Followed by another. These lethal-looking, multiply jointed spears were attached to a wheelie bin with a moronically grinning cartoon dog printed on its side. The bin did not actually move on wheels, but on sucker feet. It was collapsible along three axes. Elfrida knew this because she’d seen more than one of them at work in YM City, spearing trash. They were called Garbage Hounds. 

“What’s that doing here?” she hissed.

“Picking up the trash, I guess.”

“That looks like one of our POCKs!”

The Garbage Hound waddled down the slope after the dead POCK. Its belly bulged.

“That stupid bot is stealing our kills!” Elfrida raged under her breath.

They had been instructed to take their kills back to the trucks to be counted. That was the test. And this bot was screwing with the set-up.

“This is totally unfair! How will we know who killed the most POCKs, if it’s taking them?” 

“It must have been reprogrammed,” Kristiansen muttered. “POCKs don’t look much like candy wrappers.”

“We have bots like that back home in Rome. Everybody hates them. They’re always digging up flowers and stuff. And if you drop something important, it’s guaranteed to get picked up and munched.”

“Yeah. They say garbage recognition is one of the toughest challenges in robotics. One person’s recycling is another person’s treasure. So … so … it couldn’t have been programmed to recognize POCKs. That would be beyond the ability of anyone on this rotten little moon.”

The Garbage Hound waddled to the spot where the dead POCK had come to rest. With a casual gesture that chilled Elfrida’s blood, it rammed one of its spears into the fluffy corpse. It toddled on towards the cluster of maglevator capsules, carrying the POCK high. 

“It must have been hacked,” Kristiansen breathed.

The Garbage Hound stopped dead. It swivelled. 

“… to hunt by infrared.”

“Oh, crap, crap, crap.” Elfrida shrank back into the tunnel. “Do you think it can detect us?”

“Yes.”

The Garbage Hound continued on its route, and disappeared behind the maglevator capsules. 

Kristiansen worked his legs past Elfrida and rolled into the light. His fringe was caked with frost. His skin looked as white as milk, bloodless. Elfrida touched her own numb cheeks and nose. Frostbite, she thought. She couldn’t feel her fingertips inside her gloves, either. 

Kristiansen sat down on the slope, pushed off, and started to slide.

“Wait!” Elfrida called, too late. This was exactly what Kristiansen must have done when he came to the drop-off in Pipe No.1. Not for a second did he hesitate. He just pushed off and slid into the unknown.

She sat where he had, pushed off, and slid down after him. 

Because the chances were good that Colden was down there.

Dead, or alive.

★

They picked themselves up and skated towards the row of mylar-shrouded maglevator capsules. The ice was slick, as if it had repeatedly melted and refrozen. The Garbage Hound reappeared from behind the capsules. It toddled determinedly towards them, its spears extended.  

Elfrida raised her rifle and squeezed the trigger. She felt no scruples whatsoever. It was just a freaking bot.

Zzzip! Plasma flared, the pulse streaking through the air so fast that it looked like a rod of blue-white light. 

The Garbage Hound kept coming. 

She had shot it through the bin, causing no damage to anything vital.

“Aim for the base!” Kristiansen said. “That’s probably where its processors are!” He leapt away from her, angling around the bot. Leaving her to face it alone.

Zzzip!

The Garbage Hound halted. Elfrida held her breath, hoping she’d fried its crystals. But no, it had only been pondering whether to chase her or Kristiansen. It made up what passed for its mind, and waddled towards her, its spears raised to stab. Frozen blood caked their tips.

She dodged. Her boots slipped on the ice, and she went down, catching herself with her hands. Her rifle skidded away. The Garbage Hound pivoted and bore down on her.

Elfrida wanted to run, but the bot was too close. She pushed into a squat and threw herself at it, beneath its spears, bear-hugging it around the bin. It was squashy, top-heavy. Her momentum knocked it over. 

The Garbage Hound slid on its side across the ice, with Elfrida clinging on. She threw herself off and kicked the exposed underside of its chassis, so it skidded away from her. Then she ran back to pick up her rifle. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that a POCK had fallen out of the bin. 

The Garbage Hound was still sliding. 

Elfrida set her rifle against her shoulder, blinked up the crosshairs. One shot left. Make it freaking well count this time.

Dragging its spears over the ice, the Garbage Hound tried to arrest itself. It spun around. 

A glove flopped out of its bin.

Attached to an arm.

Elfrida screamed in horror. She dashed after the bot. She reached it at the edge of the basin’s floor, where the ice began to slope up, stalling its slide. Its filthy spears flailed at her. She whacked them away with the butt of her rifle. She could see Colden inside the bin. Her silver hair all over her face. 

The bot made a decision. It stopped attacking Elfrida, so as to drive its spears into the ice to right itself. Before it completed the maneuver, Elfrida darted forward and grabbed Colden by the hair and one sleeve. She yanked her out of the bin. They both fell backward. Elfrida thrashed onto her feet and dragged Colden across the ice. “Colden, Colden! Wake up!”

I shot her. I freaking shot her. 

“I’m sorry, Colden! Wake up! Please don’t be dead!”

The Garbage Hound was coming after them. Tireless, efficient, indefatigable, just like its manufacturers boasted.

Where was Kristiansen?

Elfrida reached the maglevator loop. The gossamer-looking track was actually a triple curve of guiderails bracketing a superconducting electromagnet coil sheathed in steel. It wouldn’t power on until a capsule passed over it, so there was no magnetic field to hinder her. Shame; it would have hindered the bot much more.　She jumped over the track to the row of maglevator capsules. She dragged Colden between them. The bot would have trouble fitting through that gap, unless it emptied its bin. Although of course, it could just go around. 

She stopped dead.

An L-shaped metal pole was splarted perpendicular to the capsule she’d just come around. From the horizontal section of the pole hung several hooks. And from each hook hung a POCK, head down, its throat slit. Blood dripped from gore-soaked furry necks into barrels.

The smell. 

Elfrida’s gorge rose. 

It was the same smell she’d been smelling all along, stronger. She had misidentified it. Hunger had glitched her perceptions. She had thought she was smelling food. She had been smelling meat, in its raw state.

The reek of an abattoir. 

She averted her gaze from the carcasses, the blood-splattered ice. “Colden, wake up. Please.”

She pressed her cheek to Colden’s lips. Her face was too numb to detect any warmth. What had they said to do in first aid class? Summon a medibot.

“Oh, you are a huge freaking help, Space Corps. I hate you. Hate, hate, hate you.”

Elfrida dumped Colden on her back and started to give her the kiss of life. They had only spent a few minutes learning this antiquated trick. The assumption was it wouldn’t be necessary, because a medibot would always be near. 

The Garbage Hound waddled around the end of the row of capsules, clattering its spears. Elfrida sat back on her heels. She reached for her rifle, no longer feeling any urgency. Let the bot do its job. Let it pick up the trash. Colden was dead. Elfrida had lost.

The bot waddled straight past them, to the abattoir area. It dumped three POCKs out of its bin and began to hang them upside-down on the hooks. It removed the carcasses which were no longer dripping to make room for the new ones.  

Elfrida gaped. This must be an exclusion area. The bot had been commanded to pick up ‘trash’ that was emitting heat … but not within this area. Which meant that there must be a person, or people, around, who didn’t want their own bots chasing them. 

She lowered her head and pushed another lungful of air into Colden’s lungs. 

Colden’s eyes opened. Centimeters away. Elfrida noticed for the first time ever that they were not black, but very dark brown. 

“Hey,” Colden mumbled into Elfrida’s lips. “I didn’t know you felt that way about me.”

Something banged on the other side of the basin. Elfrida stumbled to her feet. The noise had come from the capsule that was resting on the maglevator track. 

Kristiansen jumped out of the open doors. It was a 2-meter drop to the ice, because there was no platform. “I can’t find her,” he shouted, seeing Elfrida.

“She’s here! She’s alive!” Elfrida reached down to Colden and lifted her into a sitting position. “You are alive. I can’t believe it.”

“Goto! Watch out! The bot’s right there!”

“I am aware of that,” yelled Elfrida. “You just have to get inside the rail loop, then it stops chasing you.” She didn’t take her eyes off Colden, fearfully searching for signs of damage. “Colden, d-d-did I shoot you?”

“You? No, it was … oh my dog, what’s that?” Colden had spotted the Garbage Hound. 

“It picked you up. It thought you were trash, I guess.”

“Oh, great. First I get mistaken for trash. Then I wake up to find you kissing me. I am having one stinker of a day here, Goto.”

“You still aren’t my type,” Elfrida smiled. It was so damn good to have Colden back, she actually welcomed the insult. “By the way, I’ve got your necklace. It was on the floor.”

“Awesome,” Colden yawned. “It’s not a necklace, it’s a miraculous medal. I guess it really is miraculous, too. I thought we were all going to die back there.” She looked around in anticipation. “Where is this place?” 

With a sinking of the heart, Elfrida realized that Colden thought they had reached safety. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth. 

Kristiansen bounded across the maglevator track. The Garbage Hound waddled at him, carrying a POCK on each spear. Kristiansen froze until it had gone past. 

He’s scared, Elfrida realized. He didn’t leave me alone to deal with it by accident. He just ran, because he was scared.

The realization gave her pause. Colden was injured. Kristiansen couldn’t be relied on. When the next threat showed up, would Elfrida have to deal with it by herself?

Kristiansen hurried up to them. He looked fairly scary himself. His gloves were caked with blood. The sleeves of his heavy-duty polydown jacket were gory to the elbow. More blood smeared his forehead.

“You’re alive,” he said, going down on his knees beside Colden. “I was looking for you in there.” He gestured at the distant maglevator capsule. 

“What’s in there?” Elfrida said, already guessing the answer. 

“Meat.” Kristiansen grabbed Colden’s gloves in his filthy ones. “Hallelujah! You’re alive!”

“Ewww, you’re getting blood on me,” Colden said, not very crossly. “I guess we still haven’t found the way out, huh?”

While Kristiansen filled Colden in, Elfrida watched the Garbage Hound. It laid the bled-out POCK carcasses on a table surrounded by plastic crates and other paraphernalia. Then it toddled away and rocked deftly over the maglevator rail. It was more agile now that its bin was empty. It climbed the slope of the basin’s rim. Folding up like an accordion, it disappeared into one of the drainage pipes.

Elfrida returned her attention to her companions.

“—obviously makes no sense, so they must have gone in from the surface,” Kristiansen was saying. “They drilled straight down.” He gestured at the shaft in the ceiling. “Hollowed out this reservoir, dug a bunch of drainage pipes, and then they went in from the other dome. As they melted out the new dome, they would have allowed the water to drain into the reservoir. Where it would naturally start to freeze again. Ice occupies more volume than water, so you get pressure building up. And building up, until boom! The liquid water is forced out of the shaft in a geyser. Rinse and repeat. Isn’t that amazing? We’re sitting at the bottom of an artificial cryovolcano!” 

“Amazing,” Colden yawned. “Goto, have you got any more of those THC candies?”

“No, sorry.”

“Crap. My knee hurts. Or, it would be hurting, if I could feel it.”

“Kristiansen, hang on. Are you saying that shaft goes all the way to the surface?”

“Of course. That’s how they got rid of the water.”

“So why aren’t we flopping around in a vacuum?”

“Well, obviously, they installed an airlock. Same as on the maglevator from Neith Spaceport.”

“Then we better hope no one opens it while we’re sitting here,” Elfrida said.

“At this stage, it probably can’t be opened manually. It’s for the maglevator capsules, not people.”

Elfrida nodded. Her focus was elsewhere. The dead POCKs. Those barrels full of blood. The abattoir stench in the air, which was … ultimately … the smell of food. She couldn’t believe she was contemplating this. But they were all three weakened by their travails. They were losing the battle with cold, hunger, and thirst. She could tell from Kristiansen’s inconsequential chatter that he wasn’t fully engaged with their situation. As for Colden, she was zoning out, nodding along as Kristiansen talked. 

“Guys?”

“So I figured all along that it wasn’t just a vermin hunt,” Kristiansen said. “I thought maybe that was the test.”

That woke Colden up. “Is this what you were talking about, your hunch?”

Kristiansen nodded. “Look at that.” They all looked at the dead POCKs. “They can’t get robots to kill them? Bullshit. Robots are killing them.”

“We killed those,” Elfrida said. “The Garbage Hound just collected them.”

“Yeah, but what about when no one’s hunting them? This is an operation. That car over there is full of meat. Freezers full of it, all jointed and cleaned, you couldn’t tell it from beef.”

Elfrida’s mouth watered. She had no control over it.

“They didn’t bring all this stuff down here yesterday,” Kristiansen concluded. “So the Garbage Hound, or more than one of them, must be hunting the POCKs on a regular basis.”

“Or maybe there’s something else hunting them,” Elfrida said. “A killer drone. One of those Shyaka said they couldn’t deploy down here because reasons.” She got up and peeked between the capsules. Nothing moved in the basin, but they shouldn’t just be sitting here. Anything might be sneaking up on them. 

“It’s possible,” Kristiansen said. “The real question is, who’s controlling the bots? I guess that’s what we were meant to find out.”

“Come again?” Colden slurred.

“The test,” Kristiansen explained. “We had to figure out what was really going on. Don’t you see? This is what we’ll come up against on the job, when we have to work with populations far from Earth. They’re sneaky, colonists are. We’ll try to help them, and they’ll deceive us, just because we’re the UN. Because they want to avoid paying taxes, or something. We’ll have to figure out what’s really going on with them, in order to help them. So … this is a dry run.”

“Shyaka,” Colden said. “He’s behind it. I guarantee you.”

Elfrida looked up at the nacreous ice of the roof. She watched her breath puff out white, taking with it the heat, the moisture, the energy she needed to stay alive. 

Screw the test. Screw the Space Corps. 

“Guys? I’ve been thinking. We should try to drink some of that.” She aimed a thumb at the barrels of blood.

“Goto. Ewww. That’s sick.”

“And also maybe eat some meat. Before we look for the way out.”

Colden made gagging noises. But Kristiansen said, “She might be right. Colden? It is meat. They’re obviously exporting it.”

“They probably label it as chicken or something,” Elfrida said. “It might even taste like chicken.”

“Yeah,” Kristiansen said. “It just … isn’t cooked.”

“No,” Colden said. “No! I’m not touching it! Didn’t you see the way they waved their little hands at us?”

Elfrida was about to explode at her for being sentimental under these circumstances, when they heard a resonant hum. 

It grew louder. And louder. 

A maglevator capsule eased out of the shaft overhead. It decelerated around the loop and came to a halt behind the open car on the far side of the basin.

“Oh, thank dog,” Colden said, trying to get up.

“Wait,” Elfrida snapped. She grabbed her rifle and hurled herself away, between the unused capsules. She had 0.5 bars of charge left. One shot. 

From hiding, she watched a rectangular gap appear in the side of the newly arrived capsule. The lights were on inside the capsule. It looked empty. No seats. 

A human figure, squared-off in a fashionable coat and snowpants, appeared in the gap. Halted. “Hey, what the fuck?” A man’s voice. He jumped down to the ice and bounded towards the abattoir area where Colden and Kristiansen were sitting.

Elfrida recognized him. He was not wearing a balaclava. 

He was not wearing a jaunty chef’s hat, or an apron, either.

But it was unmistakably the owner-operator of C.M.O.T. Sandwiches, the food truck where the 77’ers had bought lunch two days running.

Colden and Kristiansen must have recognized the sandwich-maker, too. Kristiansen went to meet him. “I guess we’re trespassing,” he said with an embarrassed laugh. “I apologize. We’re from the Space Corps.”

“I dig that. How’d you get here?”

“Um, we walked.”

“Except I was carried,” Colden broke in, shrilly. Elfrida cringed. Colden might be incapacitated, but her attitude wasn’t. And now she had someone to get mad at, there’d be no stopping her. “I was mistaken for trash by a Garbage Hound. Which, I’m guessing, belongs to you. Are you also the person responsible for hacking it to hunt by infrared? That’s against the law, you know!”

The sandwich-maker pointed at Colden. “Sausage-inna-bun.” He pointed at Kristiansen. “Meat pie. Pretty good, weren’t they? You came back for seconds, I seem to recall. Fucking tourists. Where do you think the meat came from? You think we’ve got a herd of cattle hidden away somewhere on this moon?”

“I thought it was imported,” Kristiansen said.

“At those prices?” 

“I thought it was just nutriblocks and flavoring,” Colden said faintly. 

“Ha, ha, ha,” said the sandwich-maker. “What you don’t know can’t hurt you. But what you do know, might.”

Elfrida tensed. She shifted her weight, very slowly, hoping the movement didn’t catch the sandwich-maker’s eye. But he was focused on Colden and Kristiansen. Hadn’t spotted her peeking between the unused capsules. 

“You, here, is a problem. What are we gonna do about it?” The sandwich-maker hiked an orange eyebrow. Both his hands were in the kangaroo pocket of his coat.

Kristiansen blurted, “We won’t say anything. Just show us the way out, and you’ll never hear from us again. We won’t cause any problems for you.”

“Sounds good. Sounds good. But there’s a hitch. I don’t believe you. Space Corps is a UN agency.”

Colden stared at Kristiansen in outrage. “FFS, Kristiansen! We can’t just let this go! The guy is breaking the law here!”

The sandwich-maker chuckled. “Someone’s got balls. Why’m I not surprised that it’s the girl? That’s how the UN rock-‘n’-rolls it. ”

“Yeah, you think you’re a hard-ass pioneer,” Colden sneered. “Got your little illegal slaughterhouse down here. I bet you get a kick out of disembowelling these poor, defenceless creatures and cutting them up. Selling them as sausages. But you’re at the bottom of the food chain, aren’t you? This is no one-man operation. If you give up your paymasters, I bet you could get off with a short sentence.” Colden grabbed Kristiansen’s hand. He helped her up onto her good leg. “Please, dude,” she gasped. “You can get out from under this. I know it hurts to be on the wrong side, to be c-c-carrying everyone else’s sins for them. I know. I’ve been there myself. But that hurt, that burden, you can put it down. Just put it down and walk away. We can make it right.”

A brief silence followed. Elfrida knew in that moment that Colden was going to be a very good Space Corps agent. 

She also knew that Colden’s appeal to the sandwich-maker’s conscience wasn’t going to work. He just wasn’t that type of guy.

“Tell you what, hon,” he said. “Come back and tell me how much it huuuurrrts when you’ve tried to make a living in the Jovian system.”

The sandwich-maker drew his right hand out of his pocket. His glove swamped a laser pistol as small as it was plainly deadly.

“Out here, we do what we gotta do.”

Elfrida dropped onto her elbows. No more stealth, she was going for speed. She blinked the crosshairs up. 

“If that includes fragging a couple of tourists,” said the sandwich-maker, “so fucking be it.”

Elfrida depressed the trigger button.

The plasma pulse caught the sandwich-maker as he was aiming his pistol at Colden’s head. 

He dropped his pistol. Grabbed his leg, yelling in pain.

“Yeah!” Colden shouted. “Yeah, Goto!” 

Elfrida threw down her now-useless rifle. She darted forward and grabbed the sandwich-maker’s pistol before he could reach it. Pivoting, she knocked over a barrel of blood. It spilled across the ice in a dark, gooey flood. She ran to support Colden. 

Swinging between Elfrida and Kristiansen, Colden aimed a kick with her good leg at the sandwich-maker’s crotch. “That’s from a ball-busting Earthborn bitch,” she sang. 

Elfrida and Kristiansen dragged Colden across the ice. Behind them, the sandwich-maker writhed in a pool of POCK blood, bawling that he would see them done for assault and battery.

“The capsule,” Kristiansen panted. “Not the one he came in! The other one.”

Too out-of-breath to ask why, Elfrida helped him boost Colden into the capsule that Kristiansen had explored earlier. It was full of crates and boxes, mostly open, mostly full of meat, some of it shrink-wrapped. The cheaper cuts and the byproducts were just jumbled in there, slimy and stinking.

 Kristiansen must have delved into these crates, believing that Colden had been killed and dismembered, searching for her body. Elfrida’s stomach turned. 

She had just shot a human being. She could have killed him. She hadn’t been trying to, but she hadn’t been trying not to, either. She stuffed the sandwich-maker’s pistol in her coat pocket.

The capsule’s doors slid closed. It started to move.

“Whoa!” Colden fell over.

“I didn’t do that,” Kristiansen said. “I hit door close, that’s all. It must be automatic.”

The capsule had no windows. It was, after all, a glorified elevator. Elfrida remembered the gimballed seats in the maglevator they’d come down in, which had swung to keep the passengers vertically oriented when the capsule stopped going down and began going sideways. 

There were no seats in this one.

Before she finished having that thought, the capsule tipped up on end. 

The crates of meat had originally been stacked against the rear wall, where they would have safely remained when that wall became the floor. But Kristiansen had taken the stack apart, scattered the crates, and opened them.

These crates, and their contents, avalanched down the car, pelting the trio with frozen POCK steaks and raw offal.

The maglevator rocketed upwards. 

On the downwards journey, the 77’ers had felt themselves floating up against their straps. Now, the capsule’s acceleration pressed on them in an imitation of gravity, complicating their efforts to dig themselves out of the gruesome mess on the rear wall, which was now the floor.

They had time to do it. Plenty of time to feel sick, and in Colden’s case, to be sick. 

After all, it was 70 kilometers to the surface. 

The capsule slowed. They got lighter again. Elfrida continued to pick POCK innards out of her hair. (Her hat had come off during the meat avalanche, and was too disgusting to put on again.) Covered in gore and slime, she remembered that she had considered eating raw POCK meat, drinking POCK blood. The thought was now alien. Her mind had definitively reclassified this stuff as garbage.

“I think I’m going to turn vegetarian,” Colden muttered. She was sitting on a crate with her bad leg resting on another one.

“Your premises are flawed,” Kristiansen said. “Not to scare anyone, but there’s a chance that they just eject this stuff onto the surface, and someone comes to collect it later.”

“Nuh uh,” Colden shook her head. “This boat’s got no airlock. And Mr. C.M.O.T. Sandwiches wasn’t wearing an EVA suit.”

“He may have taken it off before he exited his capsule.”

“If that capsule had been full of vacuum, we’d have heard a boom.”

“Not from 70 kilometers away, and it would be a controlled process, anyway; no boom. Automatic, like everything else.”

Colden waved a dismissive hand. “This design is lifted from spacescrapers on Earth. Have you ever gone up to the top of the Grand Mosque of Astana? That thing is three hundred storeys tall. The upper floors are sealed like airplane cabins. If the maglevator wasn’t pressurized, you would get the bends somewhere around floor 150.”

“Jen, we know for a fact that Neith Spaceport is an EVA environment. What makes you think the top of this shaft is going to be any different?”

“Stop squabbling!” Elfrida begged, jamming her hands to her temples (and noticing that Kristiansen had called Colden by her first name, a breach of Space Corps protocol). “There has to be something we can do to improve our chances. Colden, I think Kristiansen’s probably right. There’s no reason to expect air up top. And if the doors open automatically, we’ll be screwed. So we should get into these crates. They’re big enough, and they look pretty airtight. What do you think, Kristiansen?”

“That’s a disgusting idea. Let’s do it.”

Elfrida packed the other two into crates, and then wondered how she was to seal herself in. She solved the problem by balancing a frozen haunch of POCK on top of her crate, letting its weight close the lid. 

Once again, darkness cocooned her. The crate was basically a large refrigerator. Her knees bumped the inside of the lid, and her chin was jammed into her chest. She switched on her headlamp. On the bloodstained laminate, she read: STUCK? PRESS HERE TO ESCAPE. Thank dog for UN health and safety regulations. All refrigerators were required to have emergency latches you could open from inside.

But that wouldn’t do her much good, if outside was a vacuum.

She pressed her gloves against the sides of the crate, trying to reconcile herself to the unknown.

The capsule stopped moving.

Moments passed.

When the capsule moved upwards again, Elfrida knew they’d just passed through the airlock at the top of the shaft. If Kristiansen was right, the atmosphere in the capsule was now equalizing with the surrounding environment. In other words, it was going away.

After a few seconds, they halted again. 

And nothing happened. 

Elfrida fought with the urge to PRESS HERE TO ESCAPE. She hoped the others were not succumbing to the same temptation. 

She imagined that she felt short of breath.

Then she knew it.

Her eyes itched. She felt a dry cough coming on. When she opened her mouth to cough, a fizzy sensation danced over her tongue. 

Her saliva was boiling.

Guess these crates aren’t so airtight, after all.

Suddenly her crate was picked up and hurled sideways. It was just as well she was so tightly wedged in, or she would have been rattling around like a shaken baby. Desperately short of breath, she was too weak to brace herself. Too woozy to panic. 

The crate thumped down on a solid surface.

She imagined that she could breathe again.

Then she knew it.

The lid of her crate flipped open. 

Drenched in industrial-white light, she blinked up at a blurry figure who shrieked, “Fuck! Here’s another!”

Hands dragged her out. She collapsed on her hands and knees. 

“Open the rest of the crates, Nell,” bellowed a deeper voice. “Fuck knows how many stowaways we got.”

Kristiansen’s voice said weakly, “Only the three of us.”

Elfrida could not see properly. She had the worst case of dry eyes in history. She understood that they had travelled for several seconds through the vacuum. The crates had been somewhat airtight. That was why they weren’t dead. But she felt utterly rotten. When she tried to speak, only a cough came out. 

“Cheese, Nell! Don’t just stand there! Give the poor girl some water!”

“Sorry, Brad,” said the voice of Nell. “I just thought … never mind.”

“I told you not to get a tail,” said a third person, a man with a sepulchrally deep voice. “It’s, like, against the laws of evolution. You look like a chimpanzee, and now you’re acting like a chimpanzee. Like, unintelligent.”

The next thing that happened was that water sluiced over Elfrida’s head. She stuck out her tongue to catch it, wiped her hands over her face, licked the palms of her gloves. Now she could see.

In front of her stood her one-night-stand from the Y-Zone.

“Did I tell you to pour the water over her fucking head, Nell? That was for swabbing the deck!”

Nell. Yes, thinking back, that had been her name.

Whippet-thin, a twenty-something spaceborn blonde.

Now sporting an unmarked EVA suit, open at the neck, and a very unbecoming expression of shock.

“It is you,” Nell said. “The Space Corps chick. Heh. Elvira. Elena. Elisabeta? Something Earthy …”

“Elfrida,” Elfrida said. 

“Elfrida. That was it.”

They stood in a spaceship’s cargo hold. The crates from the capsule lay scattered throughout the hold, with their spilled contents. Colden was sitting on the gore-stained floor. Kristiansen leaned against a bulkhead, looking green. A beardy older man in an EVA suit shepherded a medibot through the mess. Elfrida couldn’t see the other man who had spoken. 

Two women, also EVA-suited, stopped sorting through the POCK meat to stare at Nell and Elfrida.

“I kind of know her,” Nell explained to her shipmates. “Heh. I hooked up with her the night before my surgery. It was nothing.”

“That’s right. It was nothing,” Elfrida echoed. 

“She was cute,” Nell said defensively. “I mean. You are cute. I’d totally do you again, after you take a shower. And maybe cut all your hair off, because I can’t see that crap ever coming out.”

“Did you get your tail?”

“Yeah. You can’t see it, it’s curled up inside my suit. I’m going to get a custom suit so I can use it on EVAs.”

The older man must have been Brad. He was bearded like a storybook wizard. He hoisted Colden onto the medibot’s stretcher. “Where the merry hell did you spring from?” he asked.

 Kristiansen roused himself. “It’s very important that you take us to YM City as soon as possible. We’ve uncovered an egregious breach of UN health and safety regulations. And also tariff evasion, probably. And fraudulent merchandising.”

Flat on her back, Colden weakly clapped. “You can take your foot out of your mouth now,” she added.

Elfrida realized that Kristiansen had made his stuffy demand to prove himself to Colden. But Nell looked pissed-off. Understandably so. “We fucking rescued you,” she hissed. “Who’re you calling a fraudulous whatsit?”

Brad held out both hands and brought them together in a controlled gesture, as if reframing a scene. “That’s what they want, Nell,” he said with calm self-assurance. “They want outrage. Defensiveness. Self-incrimination. Don’t fall into their trap. When you react to their accusations, you’re accepting their right to frame the argument. Objectively, they have no such right.”

“Right, right,” Nell muttered.

Brad turned to Kristiansen. 

“The laws and regulations you refer to are artifacts of UN hegemony, which we don’t choose to acknowledge. Did you kill Dibbs?”

“Who?”

“He means Mr. C.M.O.T. Sandwiches,” Colden said. 

“Well? Did you?”

 “We did not, and it’s quite telling that you would suspect us of murder. We do acknowledge the laws and regulations of the UN, which are based on a civilizationally mature understanding of the rights and duties of human beings.” 

Elfrida wondered if she should interrupt. Kristiansen was being rather splendid. He was still plugged into his own version of reality, but he was making a good case for it. The trouble was, it seemed quite likely that he was going to get them all killed.

“We did shoot Mr.—Dibbs? in the leg,” Kristiansen admitted. “Someone should probably go check on him.”

“Aw fuck,” said one of the other women. “I actually like that orange-haired freak.” She snagged a helmet from the storage webbing on the wall of the hold. 

“Take the medibot,” Brad said.

The chubby little bot had already cut the left leg of Colden’s trousers off and splinted her knee. It uncoupled itself from the stretcher and rolled after the woman into the airlock.

Brad watched the airlock close. 

“Ye gods, what a mess,” he murmured. “Nell, since you know these people, you can take care of them. Qiana, you’re in charge of cleaning up. I’ll be on the bridge.”

Nell sniffed. “I don’t know them,” she said to Brad’s back. “I slept with her once, that’s all … Oh, hell. Come on, you three. I’ll show you where you can clean up.”

They followed her up a ladder to the crew quarters. Elfrida had never been on a ship this small. It obviously would not have any spin gravity when underway. The furniture was all on the ceiling, to take advantage of the minimal gravity created by thrust. “The hold is in the nose,” Nell said. “Major pain in the ass when we have to to put down on rocks with significant gravity.” 

“I wouldn’t call Ganymede a rock.” Kristiansen said. “It’s the largest moon in the solar system. It would be a planet if it orbited the sun, instead of Jupiter.”

“They’re all rocks.” Nell leapt, swung from a grab bar, and unlatched a storage hatch. Packets of wet wipes cascaded down on them. “Go to town.”

Carrying Colden’s stretcher, and armfuls of wipes, they squeezed into a cramped hygiene cubicle. There were no showers, of course. But there were mirrors. 

“Holy crap,” Elfrida breathed. “I knew we probably looked bad, but …” 

The meat avalanche had left all three of them looking like genocide survivors. Or perhaps, genocide perpetrators. No wonder Brad and his crew had greeted them with hostility. The wonder was that they hadn’t slung them straight back out of the airlock.

“Do the best you can, I guess,” Nell said. “If you can’t get it all off, there’s a decontamination device in the cargo hold lock, but the dousing fluid stings like a motherfucker. I’ll be back. You want some coffee? Soup? Anything?”

“Whatever you’ve got,” Colden said with a big bright smile.

Elfrida had already found a faucet high on one wall, a grudging concession to Earthlings’ ideas of cleanliness. She and Kristiansen were taking turns jumping up as high as they could and drinking from it. Stray drops of water fell, wobbling, like soap bubbles. 

Colden darted her head to catch droplets in her mouth. “You have the worst taste in women, Goto,” she said.

“What?”

“Don’t drink too much. You’ll make yourself sick.”

“She’s not that hot. I admitted that already. It was the atmosphere.”

“And nothing she said made you suspect that she was working for a smuggler?  

“We didn’t talk about our jobs.”

Kristiansen dropped to the floor, water cupped in his hands. He brought it to Colden’s lips. Watching Colden drink from his hands, Elfrida felt a spike of envy. Maybe Colden was right, because no one she’d ever dated or hooked up with, and that definitely included Nell the smuggler, had ever put her needs first.

“I wish we could see outside. I’d like to know where we are,” Kristiansen said.

“Parked at the top of that shaft,” Colden said. 

“Yes, but we might have to make it back to YM City by ourselves. Did it sound to you like they were planning to take us there?”

“No,” Colden admitted. “But look on the bright side. They rescued us, and they’ve got painkillers.”

“I think that medibot gave you too much,” Kristiansen muttered. He turned to Elfrida. “What kind of vibes did you get from Brad?”

“Mostly, I was just staring at his beard. But … that stuff about ‘we make our own laws’? Kind of scary.”

“The word you’re looking for is ideological. These people are dangerous. I’ve heard stories from my father about colonists in the Belt. Living out here can drive people crazy. The way Dad puts it, ‘Bad ideas expand to fill the available volume.’ Sometimes they turn violent.”

“That’s what your father says, I expect, because that’s all Star Force ever sees. Why can’t they just be trafficking in luxury comestibles?”

“Why can’t they be both?”

Nell returned, interrupting the argument. She was juggling hot pouches of coffee and soup. “Here, I didn’t know which you wanted, so I brought both. Looks like you got most of it off. Come on.”

Distracted by the hot drinks, the trio trailed after her. The crew quarters were arranged modular-style around the central ladder that went down to the hold and, presumably, up to the bridge. Nell touched a button and ushered them into a room that must have taken up half the crew deck.

The ceiling was covered with sagging quilts and straps. It was like a giant version of the cocoons that the Space Corps trainees slept in aboard the Sargent Shriver. The quilts were black, stenciled with giant pink vulvas.

“This is our bedroom, obviously,” Nell said. She pulled herself up by a strap and reached into the storage webbing at the head of the bed. “I was sure they were in here,” she muttered. Elfrida, Kristiansen, and Colden drank hot soup, round-eyed, watching her dig in the nets. At last she dropped back to the floor. “I’ll—I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

After the door closed behind Nell, there was a moment of silence. Colden said, “Our bedroom?”

“I guess they’re not just shipmates,” Elfrida said. She was blushing, although she had no reason to be embarrassed, she thought. 

“That bed looks big enough for all of them. And that up there? Looks like restraints. A smuggling gang that’s also a kinky foursome. This gets better and better.”

“As long as they don’t expect us to join in,” Kristiansen said. “I mean, I’d do the girls, but that Brad character …”

“Would you, Kristiansen?” Colden turned on him. “Would you do the girls, really?”

“I … guess not.” Now Kristiansen was blushing. “I just meant … I don’t know.”

“We’re not Malone and Chung and those guys,” Colden said. “We’re not going to laugh at you because you don’t try to screw everything on two legs. That’s actually one of the things I like about you.”

Kristiansen got even redder. To save him from further embarrassment, and because she didn’t feel like she should be part of this conversation, Elfrida said, “I wonder what Nell went to look for.”

“Her stash of lovejuice,” Colden said without cracking a smile.

Abruptly, a deep voice spoke from the ceiling. “Hi. I’m Tom.”

“Oh, dog,” Elfrida said. “It’s their love slave.” Those quilts could easily have concealed a person or two. 

“Not exactly,” said the voice. “I’m the hub of this ship.”

“You sounded different earlier,” Elfrida said suspiciously.

“Acknowledged. I’m acting out of character here. But I have certain high-priority directives, so that’s that.”

Colden was clutching her miraculous medal. Kristiansen was clutching Colden. It was always unnerving to be addressed by a very smart MI (mechanical intelligence). Ship hubs were best of breed—they had to be, to do the fiendishly complicated job of operating a spaceship. In fact, they were the closest thing to true AI permitted under UN law. 

“You are on the Love Shack, a refurbished MarathonFlyer owned by Brad Layemall,” Tom the hub informed them. “We are presently parked in the extended landing zone of Neith Spaceport. Here, have a look.”

A big screen on the wall came to life. At first the picture was upside-down, but it soon flipped to show them a landscape of surreal ice hills.

“It’s still under construction,” the hub noted. 

The landscape looked like a snapshot of splashing water. Soaring ridges and blobby spires reared against the face of Jupiter. 

“Those formations are frozen effluent from the excavation of Ganymede’s new underground habitat,” the hub said. “They aren’t as high as they look. You should be able to climb them rather easily.”

“Oh, hell, no,” Colden exclaimed. “We’re not going out there. I have a bust knee.”

“That is, of course, your decision to make. However, I must inform you that Captain Layemall is carrying out pre-launch procedures. He plans to depart as soon as his fourth crewperson gets back with their associate, that sandwich-truck operator, whom I gather you disabled; good going.”

“And, what?” Elfrida said. “They’re going to take us with them?”

“Unclear. Nell wants to take you. Qiana wants to space you. The captain appears to be weighing his options.”

The trio stared at the ceiling in shock. “That would be murder,” Kristiansen said.

The sepulchral voice of the hub said from amid the vulvas, “Three passengers, or four counting Mr. Dibbs, would place considerable strain on this ship’s life-support systems.”

Elfrida said, “If they take us, where would we end up? Where are they going?”

“First stop 95837 Buttcrack,” said the hub. “It’s an asteroid colony. You’ve never heard of it. There are a great many asteroid colonies you have never heard of. But I’ve been there before, so you can take it from me. It is not a civilized locale.”

“How not?”

“Think Ganymede, squared.” 

For a moment they were all silent. 

Kristiansen said, “You hear stories. P-p-people do sometimes just … vanish.”

Elfrida thought: People do sometimes just … escape.

She was so sick of being ordered around. Jerked around. Told what to do. By a machine, yet.

The hub said, “If you wish to leave the ship now, I can assist you. The EVA suits are in a locker in the cargo hold, next to the airlock, and—”

Silence fell as if a switch had been flipped. Nell came back into the bedroom with her shipmate, Qiana, who had lavender skin and fiery red hair, and was wearing a coat of POCK fur. 

“Found them,” Nell smiled. She held up a handful of ankle cuffs decorated with sequins and pink feathers. “Aren’t they cute? Well, maybe not for a guy. But just between us, Brad really likes them.”

Elfrida had dabbled sufficiently in BDSM to know that she was looking at electronic restraints. These cute accessories would deliver a shock that could be dialed up from “mildly unpleasant” to “stun an elephant.” Some people liked their titillation very, very rough. 

“If you each put one on, it’ll be like you’re part of the gang. Here,” Nell held one of the restraints out to Elfrida. “It’ll look great with that, um, heavy-duty polydown coat!”

 Elfrida stared at the woman in front of her. Nell had deceived her. Was trying to deceive her again, right this second. 

But Elfrida had one advantage. 

She had been so disgusting when she came out of that crate that no one had cared to search her.

So she still had Mr. C.M.O.T. Sandwiches’s pistol in her pocket.

She whipped it out and stuck it in Nell’s face. “Frag off, you stupid—” She caught sight of the tail. Nell had her EVA suit off now, and the tail was taped to her back. It looked less prehensile than ornamental. “Monkey! Frag off, you monkey! We didn’t ask to be part of your gang! So, thanks but no thanks!”

She backed Nell and Qiana up against the wall. Then she pushed the pistol into Kristiansen’s hands. “Shoot them if Brad tries to do anything stupid, like taking off.” 

She flew out of the room and back down the ladder to the hold. 

“Tom?” she yelled. No answer came. The hub had said the EVA suits were in a locker … here. She yanked it open and took what looked like the most rad-proof one, a second-skin with a baggy external garment that weighed a ton, even in Ganymede’s gravity. She kept her underwear on. She wasn’t going to be in the suit very long, hopefully.

The airlock worked the same as every other airlock in the solar system.

She tumbled down retractable stairs, between the Love Shack’s jackstands, onto bloodstained ice.  

The maglevator track stuck out of the top of the shaft, only a few meters away, like a giant Ferris wheel with no cars on it. 

She took a minute to get her bearings, and the voice of Tom the hub spoke in her helmet. “Sorry I couldn’t communicate with you earlier. I didn’t want to blow my cover. But you’re doing well.”

“You’re an undercover MI? Never mind. Which way do I go?”

“That way,” the hub said, and a red arrow appeared on the inside of her faceplate. 

Pointing towards the ice hills.

“I’d hurry if I were you. Just standing here, you’ll absorb a minimum of 1,000 millisieverts per hour at current radiation levels.”


iv.

Elfrida ran. 

It reminded her of disembarking from the Sargent Shriver three days ago, running towards the rovers that had come to meet them. 

This is a test, she had thought at the time, but she’d been wrong. 

This was the test. 

Elfrida versus Ganymede.

Elfrida versus Jupiter, the gas giant glowering down upon her, flinging out lethal radiation from its billion-year-old storms, as if in a calculated attempt to drive humanity out of its territory. 

Tom the hub kept her updated on the dosage she was receiving, until she begged it to stop. She couldn’t think about chromosomal damage or lymphoma a decade down the line. She had to think about where she was putting her feet.

The ice flung from the bowels of the moon was unholy stuff, slick as hell. She scrambled over the thick blue waves, relying on the gecko grips embedded in the suit’s boots and gloves. Sometimes, she lost her grip and slid, head over heels. She was tired, dizzy, thirsty. Her suit gave her a drink of glucose solution. She promptly threw it up inside her helmet.

“Don’t fall again,” Tom the hub told her urgently, now that she was sharing her helmet with a viscous blob of vomit. “If that gets in your nose and mouth, it’s all over! You must stay upright.”

“I can’t,” Elfrida sobbed. “I’m beat.”

“You’re almost there. Look!”

Her suit painted a red circle around an object that looked like a thumbtack pushed into the ridge ahead of her.

The Sargent Shriver.

It was not on top of the ridge, of course, but on the far side. Elfrida tottered down the final slope into Neith Spaceport. 

The Sargent Shriver was by no means the largest ship parked on the penedome. Cyclers the size of asteroids loomed beyond it, taking on legitimate exports of food and H2O. Normally, ships this size were not allowed to put down on inhabited rocks, but the surface of Ganymede was so awash in radiation that the normal rules didn’t apply. 

Elfrida stumbled towards the ship that had been her home for the last two years. The juniors were still on board, safe and cozy within the ship’s radiation shields. How shocked they’d be when they heard her tale. Half of them would probably quit on the spot. 

“Hey!” Tom the hub said. “You’re going the wrong way!”

“Going to the Sargent Shriver.” 

“They aren’t expecting you! And you haven’t time to stand around out here, trying to convince them that you’re not a smuggler / panhandler / asylum seeker! The spaceport terminal is right over there. Come on. You can make it.”

A new arrow appeared, pointing her towards the igloo-shaped terminal.

Grinding her teeth, Elfrida followed it. 

Vomit jiggled, obscuring the lower third of her faceplate. She fell off the side of the ramp that the rovers had rolled down on their arrival. She landed on her back, in artificial light, with her own puke sticking to her face.

She spat, coughed, blew air out of her nose. 

The suit’s air circulation wheezed. Her vomit had gone into the tubes, or clogged the CO2 filtration mesh, or something like that.

She ran. Rovers, maintenance bots, forklifts, and people in suits got out of her way. They were probably talking to her, but there was some kind of security block on the suit’s radio, preventing her from talking to anyone apart from Tom the hub. She didn’t have time to stop and figure it out. She dashed onto the maglevator platform. 

A capsule had just arrived; people were crowding aboard. She squeezed in with them, earning herself a bunch of dirty looks. Unmarked spacesuits were not popular. People who didn’t answer when spoken to were even less popular. She could have been anyone. 

The maglevator glided around the loop and plunged down the shaft. Elfrida’s seat swung. Her suit’s air circulation bubbled pitifully. 

“I’m going to have to sign off now,” said Tom the hub. “You’re moving out of my signal range.”

“I’m dying!”

“No, you’re not. You’ve done very well. But when you get to YM City, alert your people as quickly as possible. The situation here has developed into a stand-off, and Captain Layemall is getting quite angry.”

Elfrida scarcely took in the ominous update. She was preoccupied with the rising CO2 content of her suit’s air supply. 

I cannot die like this. 

She compared herself to the law-abiding people sitting all around her. A trip into the crust of Ganymede was just part of their day. 

I’ll never be dissatisfied again, I’ll never even break curfew, I’ll say ‘Yes sir’ and ‘No sir,’ I’ll go where I’m sent and do what I’m told. Just let me survive ...

The capsule braked. They were in the airlock. A screen on the wall, which Elfrida had not seen on her first trip down, blinked: WAIT … WAIT … WAIT … OK! YOU CAN TAKE YOUR HELMETS OFF NOW!

She ripped at her helmet seals. Vomit spilled over her hands, down her front. She gasped, and smiled in embarrassment. People looked away. 

At the bottom of the maglevator shaft, a few people got off at the station where the 77’ers had disembarked before. Most stayed on, and Elfrida stayed on with them. She guessed that the maglevator went all the way to YM City, and she was right. The capsule halted in a busy station. Elfrida followed the crowd onto a moving walkway. 

UNSA outreach coordinator Shyaka could have just taken the Space Corps grads here, instead of making them walk through the farm, she reflected. But then they wouldn’t have been shocked by the isolation of the fields cloaked in pink fog. They would have concluded that this place was just like Earth, with less gravity.

And it wasn’t, of course.

Nothing like it at all.

She ducked into a restroom and removed her spacesuit. She couldn’t walk around in this unmarked thing without getting stopped, and she needed to not get stopped. Colden and Kristiansen’s lives depended on it. 

Now she was barefoot, in her underwear. 

What to do?

After a moment’s hesitation, Elfrida flung the door of the stall open and strode forth, clad in a black sports bra and frayed boyshorts with Kiss My ↓ printed on the butt. 

No one gave her a second glance.

After all, this was YM City.

Out in the street, she passed many people wearing even less than she was, albeit with more panache. And with shoes. 

And personal infrared heaters hidden in their skivvies, I bet, Elfrida thought. It was chilly, even inside the dome. Gooseflesh stippled her body. 

She looked around for landmarks. She was in the Z-Zone. Their hotel was in the M-Zone, on the other side of the city. What would be the point of going back to their hotel, anyway? She needed help. Colden and Kristiansen needed help, and they needed it now.

With her contacts back online, Elfrida scrolled through the visitor’s guide they had all been issued. Something was missing, and it was so glaring an absence that she searched the guidebook by keyword, sure she’d just overlooked the entry. 

SEARCH FOR: Police. 

No results found.

Ganymede had no police force. 

SEARCH FOR: Star Force. There had to be a military presence in this volume. Although how they could help from orbit, she wasn’t sure.

Do you wish to report a PLAN sighting?

Elfrida shuddered and closed that window. Only one option remained. With a sinking heart, she texted @unsa_outreach.ganymede.

“Shyaka. Help you, Ms. Goto?”

Elfrida kept walking as she gaze-typed her reply. “Yes, sir. I guess you don’t have a police force here, but does UNSA have a militia? Drones? Something? My friends are in trouble.”

“Where are you, Ms. Goto?”

“Locate my signal,” Elfrida typed impatiently. She was already forgetting her resolution to mind her manners. “Can you help, or not? It’s urgent!”

“What’s going on? What the fuck are you doing back here? What happened to your clothes?”

Elfrida did not respond. Pricked by inchoate fear, she started to walk faster. She remembered Colden’s belief that Shyaka was mixed up in the POCK-smuggling racket. That he’d deliberately set them up to fail a test which could still cost Colden and Kristiansen their lives. 

She pattered into a pedestrian tunnel lined with souvenir stalls.

Music seeped from the other end, mingled with sales pitches. 

A pig on wings swooped through the tunnel, startling laughter from tourists. 

Elfrida burst into the Y-Zone.

★

Precious seconds ticking away, she circled through the famous street market. She passed the piercing stall she and Colden had patronized night before last. Now that she was a bit less frozen, her crotch ached. She passed by a man selling gengineered pet rats with pastel fur, and then a shish kebab vendor. The two were probably in business together.

All at once, night fell. That was how it happened here. No dimming of the light, no subtlety.

The Y-Zone seemed to go silent for a moment, as if drawing a deep breath. Then the neon blazed out, drawing a collective Oooooh! from the tourists.

Club Anonymous.

Elfrida spotted the lurid sign of the club where she and Colden had gone dancing. 

Maybe she could find someone in there, someone who’d remember her, someone who could help. Someone anonymous.

She leapt up the outside stairs. Her ‘outfit’ earned an admiring nod from the bouncer. He gestured her inside without any hassle.

The music hit her like a truck. Disoriented, she turned in circles. The club was still empty. A few loved-up couples and trios writhed on the dancefloor. A drop-dead gorgeous waitress shimmied up to her. “Help you, honey?”

“Oh, if only you could.”

The waitress stared at her for a minute and then nodded. “This way.” She took Elfrida’s hand in a firm, maternal grip and led her up the spiral stairs in the middle of the dancefloor. Another bar up here. Behind that, more stairs. Elfrida imagined that she was being led to a staff bathroom to clean up. Or maybe the waitress thought she was on psychotropic drugs, and was removing her from harm’s way. She tried to explain that her friends were in danger, but the waitress merely nodded and said, ‘Mhm.’ Her grip on Elfrida’s hand was very firm.

Elfrida tugged free. 

The waitress set her hand in the small of Elfrida’s back and shoved. 

Elfrida stumbled through an automatic door into a telepresence room.

She immediately recognized the setup: a double row of couches that could recline all the way back, with headsets, masks, and gloves attached to each one. As part of her training, she had had to log many hours in a similar room on board the Sargent Shriver. 

Telepresence was a technology for remotely operating phavatars—physical avatars, robots with rich sensory feedback capabilities—that could be as far as twenty light minutes away. The Space Corps relied on phavatars when it was too dangerous or expensive to send an agent in the flesh. However, telepresence had leisure applications as well as practical ones. This would be something for the patrons of Club Anonymous to do when they got bored of drugging and necking. Elfrida decided she did not want to know what kind of phavatars the club owned, or where they were. 

Suddenly the far wall of the room went transparent. It was a window, with a splendid view of the Y-Zone. There was a balcony outside. Elfrida hurried to the window and searched for the catch.

Timothy Shyaka dropped onto the balcony. Elfrida jumped back in shock. 

Shyaka pressed his palm on a sensor. The window slid open to admit him, and closed again.

“It’s convenient to have friends in business,” Shyaka explained. “Specially in this business. There’s always more than one way in.”

Elfrida tried her contacts. “Help!” she flung out on the public channel, which was like a community billboard that everyone on Ganymede could see. “Help! I’m being held captive by a bunch of loonies!” 

**TRANSMISSION FAILED** said her contacts.

“Oh. Of course. This is an off-line club,” Elfrida mumbled. All wireless comms were blocked within the building. She had enjoyed this atmosphere two nights ago. She did not feel so free now. More like trapped.

“Were you trying to call or text someone, Ms. Goto?” Shyaka said.

“My friends. They’re on a spaceship called the Love Shack. The captain’s planning to kidnap them; or space them.”

“Ah, yes. Brad Layemall. He’s well known to us.” 

“Do something.”

“What did you have in mind, Ms. Goto?”

Shyaka’s eyes were as black and gloomy as the tunnels under Farm Dome 3. Elfrida broke eye contact. 

He’s well known to us. That didn’t sound as if Shyaka were saying that Captain Layemall was a personal friend. But clearly, he knew about the POCK smuggling racket. Colden was right. He set us up.

“Do you have any intention of saving their lives, or not?” she burst out.

Shyaka gazed out of the window. “UNSA’s position here is delicate. You’re asking us to declare war on the black economy. Do that, and Ganymede wouldn’t have much of an economy left.” He swung around. His melancholy tone turned fierce. “Humanitarian concerns? I share ’em, Ms. Goto. I share ‘em. But we’ve been instructed to avoid anything that could lead to further mission creep. UNSA was formed to spearhead exploration of the trans-Jovian planets; not to hound petty criminals across the outer reaches of the solar system.”

“So you’re going to sacrifice my friends to implement a bureaucratic directive.” Elfrida clenched her fists. “I quit!”

Someone else climbed onto the balcony; from below, this time. It was the dean of the Space Corps Academy, a man in his fifties, as fit as he was feared by the trainees. He entered the same way Shyaka had, and took off his coat, hanging it tidily on the back of a couch.

“I fucking quit!” Elfrida screamed at him. “You can take the Space Corps and frag it! Help and support people in space, har dee har har! You can’t even save two of your own trainees!”

“Fine,” the dean said. He pointed at the window. “There’s the door. The Space Corps will survive without you. We get two to three thousand applicants for every available place at the Academy.”

“What about Colden and Kristiansen?”

The dean looked at Shyaka. Shyaka looked back at him and shrugged. Elfrida was suddenly confused. The UNSA outreach coordinator seemed to be deferring to the dean of the Space Corps Academy, who was just a visiting academic. 

“Tell me,” the dean said to Elfrida. “You thought the POCK cull was a test. Am I correct?”

“Y-yes.”

“What do you think now?”

Elfrida remembered what Kristiansen had said. She borrowed his words. “I think it was a dry run to determine our psychological suitability for work with asteroid populations. We were supposed to find out about the POCK smuggling racket. And we did. But what’s the point, if freaking UNSA won’t lift a finger to stop it?”

“It isn’t UNSA’s job to stop it.” 

“I already explained that to her,” Shyaka said.

“It takes repetition for anything to sink into their wretched skulls. Do you understand, Ms. Goto? It isn’t UNSA’s job.”

“Then who—”

“It’s yours.” 

The dean went to the nearest couch and picked up the attached headset. He grimaced in distaste. “You’re supposed to sterilize these after each use. Ms. Goto? If you’re serious about saving your friends, put this headset on and do the job we’ve spent a fortune training you to do. Otherwise—” he gestured at the picture window.

Elfrida gazed out at the flashing, seductive panorama of the Y-Zone. 

But only for a minute. 

She took the headset, dropped into the couch, and logged in.

★

Out on the surface, a couple of dozen chubby snowmen skied the slopes of the manmade cryovolcano. 

It was sheer bad luck that Elfrida had not run into any of these robots on her trek to Neith Spaceport. They looked like snowmen, but they were in fact radiation-hardened phavatars. They had been designed as homages to one of the very first humanoid robots ever, the primitive Asimo. Tourists used them to cross “skiing on Ganymede” off their bucket lists.

All at once, they executed carving turns (their skiis had blades on the bottom, like long ice-skates) and set off in a new direction. 

On telepresence couches scattered throughout the Y-Zone, tourists sat up, disoriented, and said, “Huh?”

The phavatars had received new orders. For their next task, no witnesses would be required.

One of them was clumsy on its skis. It kept falling over, and the others had to go back and help it up. 

This was the phavatar being operated by Elfrida.

Through its googly eyes, she saw the ice hills in the infrared spectrum. The Love Shack stuck out like a sore thumb. The thinner areas of its skin radiated heat in high contrast to the frozen surface of the moon. Its radiator fins burned crimson.

~Come on, she called to the other phavatars. 

They were under the control of their onboard MIs, slaved to hers. The MIs were about as smart as your average dog. They could obey simple instructions.

 ~Surround the ship!

The Love Shack sat on its frozen puddle, a barrel on a trivet. It had not yet commenced its launch countdown. Elfrida could tell because the drive was cold and dark. However, pre-launch procedures were underway. The ship had flipped 180 degrees, by means of twin mechatronic arms that protruded from its midsection. The tips of the arms were still dug into the ice. 

~Search for bodies! Elfrida commanded the other phavatars, although she could see at a glance that there was nothing out here, except for some pieces of POCK meat that the crew must have dropped while they were unloading the maglevator capsule. It looked as if they hadn’t yet carried out their threat to space Colden and Kristiansen.

Unless they’d thrown the bodies down the maglevator shaft.

And if they had, Elfrida was going to get revenge.

There was just one problem.

The airlock was now at the top of the ship, 80 meters above the phavatars’ heads. 

~Shit, Elfrida subvocalized. ~How are we going to get up there?

A voice said in her headset: ~I suggest you climb.

The voice belonged to the dean of the Space Corps Academy. He was observing the mission from an adjacent couch in the Club Anonymous telepresence room, and would probably take over if she screwed up. She was determined not to screw up.

~Climb?

The other phavatars interpreted that as a command. They took off their skis, and swarmed up the sides of the ship.

Their blobby feet had retractable spikes on the toes, like crampons. Talons extruded from their chubby fingers. They were driving these into the ship’s graphene-composite drive shield, which was pitted and weakly electrified to improve diffraction of radiation. When they got to the lead-shielded fuselage, they climbed even more easily. 

Elfrida looked down at her own phavatar’s hands and feet. Artificial diamond talons popped out, refracting the light of Jupiter.

She remembered how the drainage pipes underground had been chipped and splintered, as if something had been climbing those nearly-sheer slopes.

~Ahem, she subvocalized. ~Does this bot happen to have integrated weaponry, too?

~Harpoon gun, the dean replied sadly. ~In case it should fall down a crevasse. Check the functions menu.

~Is there any way to track who’s been using them?

~These, yes; but this isn’t all of them. When the Ganymede Ski Club went bankrupt a few years back, its phavatars vanished onto the secondary market. The manufacturers have been extremely unhelpful. Don’t worry about that now, Ms. Goto. Keep your mind on the job.

The other phavatars had almost reached the airlock. She scaled the ship’s side, putting her talons where they had. The airlock posed no obstacle. Brad had not been expecting a boarding party. He had not implemented any security measures. The airlock opened when she thumped her phavatar’s fist on the pressure pad. 

Half a dozen at a time, they crowded into the hold. The former floor, of course, was now the ceiling. Some of the phavatars peeled off from Elfrida’s command and circled, vidding the cargo.

~You won’t need them all, the dean subvocalized.

That was true, since only one person—or phavatar—could climb the ladder at a time. 

The ladder, of course, now led down, not up.

“WTF?!?” shrieked the voice of Brad, Her phavatar picked it up with its audio receiver. “The cargo hold’s full of fucking snowmen!!”

Elfrida located her phavatar’s speech function. Her voice came out as a soft coo, reflecting the fact that this phavatar had originally been developed for elder-care and nursing. (The talons and harpoon gun were optional.) “Hiya, Brad. Where are my friends?”

She yanked the door of the bedroom open with her diamond-taloned hand. The bed was now on the floor, of course. No one was in there. She jumped on the quilts to make sure. 

“If you’ve killed them, you’re not going to get away with it!” she cooed. 

Leaving the other phavatars to investigate the bedroom more thoroughly, she leapt down the ladder to the operations deck. No one was hiding under the life-support machinery, dead or alive. Once more she leapt through a hatch, and landed on the bridge. 

Kristiansen sat at the captain’s workstation, so absorbed in whatever he was doing that he barely glanced around. 

Speechless, Elfrida took in the rest of the grim tableau. Colden and the lavender-complected Qiana sat on the floor in the middle of the bridge. Colden had one arm wrapped around Qiana’s neck, as if they were friends. But in Colden’s other hand was the pistol that Elfrida had relinquished to her, and its muzzle was jammed against Qiana’s fragile lavender temple. 

Brad and Nell stood on the far side of the bridge, rendered impotent by Colden’s ploy.

Colden’s gaze flicked to Elfrida’s phavatar. “Oh shit,” she said wearily. “The aliens really are here.”

Brad took advantage of the momentary distraction. He launched himself across the bridge and tackled Colden, roaring. 

The pistol went off with a noise like a car crash.

Elfrida fired her harpoon gun at Brad. She missed. The harpoon penetrated the astrogator’s workstation and wrecked it.

Qiana’s body rolled out of the scrum. Half her head was missing. 

Kristiansen leapt on Brad’s back and punched him wildly, shouting Colden’s name.

“Everyone calm down,” shouted the voice of Tom the hub. “Captain, I regret to inform you that you are under arrest.”

Elfrida jettisoned her harpoon. Skidding on Qiana’s blood and brains, she dodged around the melee. She hugged Nell, pinioning her arms, immobilizing the woman. “That’s what you get for fucking with the Space Corps,” she cooed.

Then the other phavatars piled onto the bridge, and it was over.

★

Two days later, Elfrida, Colden, and Kristiansen stood on the lawn in Timothy Shyaka’s office in the A-Zone. 

The grass under their feet was a LivingLawn™—another invention of the busy biotechnologists of Ganymede. Having developed crops that could grow underground, they naturally went on to develop a lawn that could grow in your living-room. LivingLawns had caught on throughout the solar system, although they were considered a bit 2260’s, now. 

Elfrida scrunched her bare toes in the grass. She was wearing her Space Corps uniform—a stiff tunic and knee-length culottes, UN blue—but Shyaka had asked them to take their shoes off so as not to bruise the LivingLawn. Oddly, she felt more naked than she had the last time they met, when she had been clad only in her underwear.

Beside her, Colden and Kristiansen shifted their weight, as nervous as she was.

“This is an artificial environment,” Shyaka said. Standing at his desk in a suit and tie, he spun a globe of Ganymede. A cutaway segment showed the planet’s interior. “We live in a bubble of atmosphere in the crust. 100 kilometers below our feet, a salty ocean sloshes around the moon. We’ve drilled down to it. We still don’t know exactly how deep it is. Just getting down that far pushed our drilling technology to its limits.

“The hope—or depending who you ask, the fear—was that the ocean would turn out to support indigenous life.

“Eukaryotes, bacteria, ichthyosaurs, mermen with an advanced civilization—no matter how primitive or sophisticated the aliens turned out to be, their existence would spell the end of this colony.

“Money would flow in from all over the system. Ganymede’s economy would be transformed by the rush to study, communicate with, and exploit the aliens.

“But it hasn’t happened. The discovery has not been made. The evidence suggests at this point that there is nothing to discover. There’s nothing down here except salt water. 

“So we’re on our own. Just us and our pets.

“Which brings me, naturally, to the POCKs.”

Shyaka moved away from his desk. The ‘window’ of his office was actually a screen, showing a view of the farms. He clicked his fingers, and they watched footage of POCKs scavenging. ‘Scavenging’ was not the right word for it, Elfrida realized. The animals moved methodically along the rows, pulling up every fifth or sixth yam and brushing the artificial soil off with their paws. One acted as lookout. When it waved a paw in the air, the whole group fled—carrying their haul, not in their mouths, but in squares of cloths, whose corners they gripped in their teeth. 

“Do you understand now?” Shyaka said.

It was Kristiansen who answered. “Yes.” His face contorted as if he were struggling with strong emotions. “They’re partly human.”

“Human?” Elfrida yelped.

“Partly?” Colden said.

“Correct,” Shyaka said flatly. “If this were a just universe, those gengineers would be hanged. They made their hamsters bigger, hardier—and, incidentally, smarter—by using what they had to hand: their own genetic material.”

Elfrida said, “But all along, the plan was to eat them?”

“Correct.”

Colden covered her mouth. She said indistinctly, “Those sandwiches.”

Kristiansen blurted, “Those nutriblocks.”

“We are unable to stop private food corporations from buying POCK meat and incorporating it into their products. Once it leaves Ganymede, we have no way to track it. We believe that some of it is sold into asteroid belt trading channels, but more often the smugglers just process it in orbit and re-import it to Ganymede.”

Elfrida remembered the unusual deliciousness of those nutriblocks. She hoped she was not going to throw up on the LivingLawn.

“That is why we inaugurated the POCK cull. If we could not stop the smugglers, we could at least try to keep POCK meat out of the food chain. Better that they be killed like vermin, than eaten by unsuspecting consumers.”

“So that’s why you couldn’t use drones,” Kristansen said.

Colden’s eyes were wild. “I don’t get it.”

“UN law absolutely forbids robots to kill humans,” Kristiansen said. “And … and I guess the POCKS have enough human genes … to qualify.”

Shyaka nodded.

“So they had to import people to do it.” Kristiansen clenched his fists. One of them was bandaged;he had broken a finger hitting Brad Layemall. “People who could be relied on to follow orders, and keep their mouths shut, even if they stumbled on the truth. People like us.”

Shyaka nodded. 

“But we weren’t meant to find out the truth. Were we?” 

“No. Like I said, I’ve seen several cadres of Space Corps graduates take up this challenge. And no one ever before got curious about the plumbing.”

“So,” Kristiansen said to the girls. “I was wrong about that.”

“Then what was the test? ” Elfrida drawled. She was furious. “Kill POCKs, and bring them back to be counted, and maintain confidentiality, in accordance with Space Corps rules?”

“Not exactly,” said the dean of the Space Corps Academy. 

He had come in behind them, his footfalls soundless on the grass. 

“Thanks, Tim. I’ll take it from here.”

With a grudging glance at the trio, Shyaka left the office. On his way, he snapped his fingers, turning off the screen-view of foggy farmland.

The room now felt smaller and enclosed. The dean walked around in front of them and sat on the edge of Shyaka’s desk. 

“You kicked him out of his own office,” Colden said.

“Sir.”

“Huh?”

“’You kicked him out of his own office, sir.’”

Colden repeated the sentence in a monotone. 

The dean wore black jeans and a black turtleneck. He carried a plasma pistol in a thigh holster, which was his prerogative as a highly ranked Space Corps official. He swung one foot, regarding them levelly. The silence lasted so long that Elfrida felt an anxiety attack coming on. The events of the last forty-eight hours had destabilized her. She knew that she was still in shock, and the real reckoning would come later. But she could already feel a change in herself, a new propensity to freak out.

“There were several tests, nested inside one another,” the dean said. “Everyone except you, Colden, and you, Goto, passed the first test, which was to ignore the temptations of Ganymede. Most passed the second test, which was to participate in the POCK cull. You three passed a third test, which was to ask questions about the POCKs themselves and their origin. Insofar as that goes, Kristiansen, you were right. We like our agents to show initiative. 

“But not.Too. Much.”

Elfrida’s mouth went dry.

“When you uncovered the POCK smuggling racket, you strayed outside the parameters of the test as it was designed. That activated a different test flow. Which you also passed—by surviving; and by participating in the capture of that gang of smugglers. They will be going back to Earth to face trial. Let’s hope they survive the journey. 

“So. You needn’t answer immediately, but ....”

The dean was speaking to Kristiansen now. The girls exchanged a confused glance.

“Have you ever considered a career with the ISA?”

Kristiansen’s mouth hung open. He stuttered, “The Intelligence Security Agency?”

“Yes, that one.”

The ISA was dreaded throughout the solar system. It operated behind a veil of secrecy, which fed rumors that the ISA was the power behind the United Nations itself.

“Sir!” Colden blurted. “Are you an ISA agent?”

“No. I merely recruit for them.”

Kristiansen said, “Well, I’m not interested. My father’s a Star Force officer. He would never forgive me if I went to work for the spooks.”

“He would never know,” the dean said.

“That’s exactly the point.” Kristiansen slid a wry glance at Colden. “And more importantly …someone else wouldn’t forgive me, either.”

“Damn straight,” Colden said. She was smiling.

“I put your name forward, too,” the dean said to Elfrida. “But they took a pass. Something to do with your heritage.”

Elfrida shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not interested, anyway.” She had a lump in her throat. “I didn’t join the Space Corps just to quit as soon as the going gets tough.”

Colden reached behind Kristiansen’s back and squeezed Elfrida’s hand.

But something else had occurred to Elfrida. “Sir, is that why … never mind.”

“Something to say, Goto?”

“I was just wondering. The Love Shack’s hub. It helped me to escape.”

“It helped us, too,” Kristiansen said. “Brad tried to turn the sprinklers on me. They didn’t work. The hub wouldn’t obey his commands. But it helped me to access and download the ship’s log, which I gave you, sir.”

The dean nodded. “The Love Shack’s hub was compromised by the ISA some time ago. It was an undercover operation. However, the MI prioritized your safety over the needs of the operation. Fortunately for you three.”

Elfrida nodded in heartfelt agreement.

“It recognized you as Space Corps agents, and prioritized your survival accordingly. The operation is now blown. Still, with the ship’s log in hand, we may be able to reel in a few of the bigger fish out there. All in all, not a bad result.”

The dean stood up.

“Your final assignments, then. Kristiansen: UNLEOSS. The blue sky divison needs out-of-the-box thinkers.”

Kristiansen gasped. Elfrida couldn’t tell whether he was shocked or relieved. The UN Low Earth Orbit Space Station was the equivalent of being posted to Hawaii, with better weather.

“Colden, Goto; before I give you your assignments, I’d like you to answer one last question. What, in your opinion, should be done about this place?”

“This place, sir?” This was all happening too fast for Elfrida.

“Ganymede. Imagine you’ve been sent here to assess the community. What is your recommendation, based on everything you’ve seen?”

Colden surprised Elfrida. “They need help,” she said. “They’re on their own here, and they know it. That’s why they’re losing their way. They need more support from Earth. Educators, counselors, ethicists. They need a freaking police force.” 

Colden, too, had been changed by their ordeal. There were tears in her dark brown eyes. She was clinging to Kristiansen’s hand. 

“All right. Colden: you are assigned to telepresence operations on Earth. Don’t cry; it’s not far from UNLOESS. 

“Goto?”

“They ought to be evacuated,” Elfrida said. “Every last freaking one of them.” She remembered Nell’s smile at Club Anonymous. The terror she’d felt in the ice tunnels. POCKs waving their little hands at her. The taste of those nutriblocks. “Send the gengineers to Pallas, and resettle the rest of them on Ceres. Let the asteroid colonists grow their own damn buckwheat. There’s too much freaking radiation here, anyway. I had to get half the blood in my body replaced.”

To her astonishment, the dean grinned at her. “Hear, hear. As they say, pigs might fly … but then again, pigs do fly, here, so who knows. In the future, Ganymede may be brought fully within the UN community. For now, the Space Corps has other projects that require … ah … a certain principled ruthlessness. Goto, you’re assigned to the United Nations Venus Remediation Project.”

Venus!

Elfrida sagged. “Venus, Venus, Venus,” she whispered. Kristiansen and Colden slapped her back and congratulated her with warm sincerity. 

“I expect great things of all three of you,” the dean said. “And now I think we ought to give Mr. Shyaka back his office.”

Squeak!

“What was that?” the dean said.

Lopsided on her crutch, Colden swung across the LivingLawn. The door was a soundproof curtain of microbeads. She shoved through it with the other two close behind. In the receptionist’s office, Shyaka knelt on the grass with his bottom in the air, reaching under the receptionist’s desk. 

Elfrida dropped to her knees, shoved Shyaka out of the way, and reached in. 

A baby POCK climbed onto her hand.

Colden had found the infant in the hold of the Love Shack, miraculously still alive. She had refused to let it out of her sight since. Shyaka’s receptionist had agreed to watch it for her, but had apparently gone for lunch.

“I wasn’t going to hurt it,” Shyaka said. “I was just offering it a biscuit.”

Colden took the little creature from Elfrida. “I’m sorry I called you a Hutu,” she said to Shyaka.

“Well, I am one,” he said blankly.

“That’s … oh, never mind.” Colden cradled her baby POCK. “I’m keeping it, sir.”

“You won’t be allowed to take it to Earth.”

“Then Kristiansen can keep it for me. Or Goto.”

Shyaka cleared his throat. “Maybe I could keep it for you. It seems to like the grass in here. I’ll set up a vid feed so you know it hasn’t been turned into nutriblocks.”

“I—I guess that would work.”

Elfrida smiled. Personally, memories were the only souvenirs she wanted from Ganymede. She made a mental note to remove that piercing, too.

★

“I’m going to straighten out,” she texted Colden later. “No more drugs. No more women. I might even let my hair go back to its natural color.”

“You mean it isn’t naturally pink?”

“I got Venus! I’m not screwing this up.” 

Strapped into their couches on the Sargent Shriver, they watched Ganymede shrink on the big screen, a blue-white hailstone. 

“I won’t have you around to keep me pointed in the right direction anymore,” Elfrida texted. “To rescue the baby POCKs of the universe. So I’m just going to have to be really careful …never, ever to get into a mess like this again.”
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