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THE CALLISTO GAMBIT

 


i.

 

Six months before the fall of Mars …

 

“I hate this,” John Mendoza said. Kiyoshi stood beside him on the quarterdeck of the old Startractor, watching the ship’s former occupants tumble into space.

Two men, two women, and two preteen boys. They were all wearing EVA suits. Kiyoshi wasn’t a murderer. He just needed their ship.

“They stole it in the first place, so, no need to feel guilty about taking it off them,” he told Mendoza. “C’mon, let’s get off this truck.”

They exited the airlock and flew back towards Kiyoshi’s own ship, the Monster. Behind them, the Startractor’s twin hab modules rotated slowly around its spine. Kiyoshi’s boarding party milled at the drive end of the ship. 

The sun was a bright pin stuck into the blackness of the asteroid belt. A cloud of rock fragments drifted in front of it, blocking its glare, and allowing the stars to shine out. These were pieces of the asteroid that Kiyoshi and his people had called home for the last four years, 99984 Ravilious. 

Kiyoshi’s boss had blown it up. Destroyed everything they had built. And for what, huh? For what?

To the left of the fragments, a dotted wheel of light spun lazily. Although it appeared far away, it was just on the other side of the rubble cloud. It was another ship, built from the raw materials of 99984 Ravilious—half-built, or maybe three-quarters; the boss-man said it was finished, but he’d been saying that for weeks, and new engineering issues kept cropping up. Its name was Salvation. No irony there, no sense of history. Just an ego the size of freaking Jupiter. 

Kiyoshi could no longer see the six people he’d tossed into space. He and Mendoza were halfway back to the Monster when Jun radioed him. “They picked them up.”

“Who?”

“The previous occupants.”

“No, who picked them up?”

“I couldn’t see for sure. Might’ve been Brian. Anyway, they took them to the Salvation.”  

Kiyoshi scowled at the distant wheel of light. Smaller specks buzzed around it. One of them might have been the Dumptruck that Brian O’Shaughnessy, the boss’s thug-in-chief, often rode over here to insolently observe Kiyoshi and his people. Brian and Kiyoshi had both worked for the boss-man for years. The difference was that Brian believed in the Salvation project, and Kiyoshi didn’t. When Kiyoshi begged off from the entire insane business, Brian had gleefully stepped into his position as second-in-command. 

Jun drew a red circle around the largest speck of light on Kiyoshi’s faceplate. “That’s the Now You See It, a quad-module Ironcamel. It just arrived from Ceres with a bunch of stuff for the suicide mission.” This was how Kiyoshi and Jun referred to the Salvation project. “I think some new recruits also arrived. So they’ll be busy over there for a while.”

“We got lucky,” Kiyoshi said. 

“Yep.”

If the Now You See It had not shown up at the same time as the Startractor, there was no way Kiyoshi and Jun would have been able to capture the smaller ship. The boss-man would have pounced on it himself. He had a track record in that respect. 

Kiyoshi directed a quick prayer of thanks to the Holy Spirit for this stroke of luck. Out loud, he said. “All the same, we’d better move fast.” 

“Agreed.” 

Kiyoshi juiced his mobility pack. With Mendoza trailing behind, he headed for the Monster’s command airlock. He keyed in the combination, spoke today’s password for the voiceprint lock, and finally inserted a keycard in the physical lock he’d installed after Brian came buzzing around one too many times. 

Maybe he was paranoid. Scratch that, he was paranoid. But the extra security helped him sleep at night. The Monster was the last home they had, and he wasn’t losing it.

They entered a world very different from the shabby plastisteel confines of the Startractor. The Monster was a hundred years old, in the same sense as certain shrines in Japan had been a thousand years old. Its existence dated back to the 2190s, but nearly every physical component of the ship had been replaced since. The ops module was the exception. Kiyoshi and Mendoza glided through linked caves panelled with real wood that had once been real trees growing in the mountains of Honshu. Right now the caves were sushi-zume, packed like sushi in a box, with stuff—and people. This many human beings had not lived on the Monster since the ship first carried Kiyoshi’s ancestors from Earth to an asteroid called 11073 Galapagos. 

These people were the descendants of those colonists. They were the last Japanese in the universe, apart from their cousins on Ceres. 

They were Kiyoshi’s people. They were Galapajin.

And they were packing.

Getting ready to move, again.

“Hurry up,” he told them. “We need to get this done while the boss is looking the other way.”

A young mother looked up in despair from a suitcase whose contents kept floating out. “Ever heard of advance warning, Yonezawa-san?”

“I didn’t know before today that we were going to get another ship to move into.” Kiyoshi grabbed a floating set of child-sized stabilizer braces and stuffed them into the suitcase. Then flew on, dodging a bevy of little girls who were playing at nuns in some beautiful old wimples that had turned up. For the kids, this chaos was a holiday. 

Tense faces greeted him on the bridge. Kiyoshi flew to his throne. It wasn’t really a throne, just the captain’s workstation, but he’d put in a custom couch and jacked it up so he could lounge on it in a commanding fashion. Stirrups made this possible even in zero-gee. He looked around at his inner circle. “Well, this is it. Starting today, we’ll be on our own.”

He wished they looked more enthusiastic. Their murmurs of “Hai” didn’t imply much confidence in his leadership. The problem was two-fold: these men and women had either grown up with him, if they were his generation, or had been his parents’ friends, if they were older. They still saw him as the kid who used to ditch school to get off his face on homebrewed shochu. What’s more, they didn’t believe in any of his exploits in the inner system, which they had heard about but not seen for themselves. They’d been stuck here the whole time.

And now he was going to be stuck here with them.

The thought terrified him a bit.

He put a brave face on it, describing how they were going to fortify the Startractor and turn it into a lovely home. It would be a bit of a squeeze, he couldn’t deny that. Compared to the Monster, the Startractor’s passenger and command modules, combined, offered only 80,000 cubic meters of living space, compared to the Monster’s capacious 260,000. But a person only really needed 200 m3 of space, he reminded them.

The meeting wandered off into a discussion of the feasibility of tethering Bigelows—inflatable habitats—in the Startractor’s cargo bays. They had several 20-person Bigelows on hand, and every little bit of extra living space would help. The engineers got into an argument about the right kind of connectors to use for the power and water lines. The Galapajin were all about the technical details. Take care of the engineering and God would take care of the rest. It was a good way of life, but sometimes their indifference to the big picture drove him insane. 

He lost patience and ordered them all out. “Go and make sure people are keeping their luggage within reasonable limits. It’s gonna take long enough to transship all the crap we need, without taking crap we don’t need.”

Mendoza stayed behind on the bridge. So did Father Thomas Lynch. Father Tom was an Afro-Irish Jesuit who ministered to the Irish, Goan, and Amazonian Catholic contingents aboard the Salvation. He had a foot in both camps, but Kiyoshi trusted him. 

Mendoza thrust his fists in the air. “I know maybe I shouldn’t say this … but I am pumped to be getting out of here.” 

“No, you shouldn’t say it,” Father Tom said dryly. 

“You know what I mean.” Mendoza slapped Kiyoshi’s workstation with, Kiyoshi thought, a somewhat proprietorial manner. “Hope I’m gonna be able to fly this thing,” he joked.

“Don’t worry, all you’ll have to do is water the plants,” Jun said, entering the bridge from the data center. 

Jun wore his usual cassock over muddy boots, suggesting that he had been in the garden. He floated like a normal person. Jun, however, was not a normal person. He was an artificial super-intelligence, created accidentally by Kiyoshi a few years back, and still growing. What they saw now was an illusion projected on their retinal implants—or interface contacts in the case of Mendoza and Father Tom, who did not have BCIs. They were all used to interacting with the projection as if it was human. The one thing you couldn’t do was touch it, or the illusion would be spoiled. 

Jun settled into the astrogator’s couch. Delta-V calculations flickered across the screens. “We should be able to reach Earth in less than a month.”

Mendoza reminded him with a touch of anxiety, “Elfrida’s on Eureka Station. Halfway to Mars.”

Eureka Station was a formerly secret Star Force base on a Mars trojan asteroid. The UN was now using it as a rear staging area to attack the PLAN’s stronghold on Mars.

“Of course,” Jun said. “I was speaking in general.”

“And of course,” Mendoza rehearsed, “we’ll have to cross Earth’s orbit to reach Eureka Station, given where the planets are at the moment.” He nodded, and ran his hands through his short black hair. “Of course.”

Kiyoshi almost felt sorry for the poor sap. He honestly believed they were going to risk the Monster on a voyage to Eureka Station to pick up his girlfriend. In the middle of a war.

“I’m a bit nervous,” Mendoza apologized.

Maybe he did have an inkling that there was more to it.

“I keep wondering, what if we have nothing to say to each other? What if we’ve grown apart?”

Or, not.

Kiyoshi had half a dozen cigarettes tethered to the arms of his throne, with different mixes loaded. He stuck one in his mouth and started to disconnect the others to take with him. Through a cloud of vapor, he subvocalized to Jun, ~When are you going to tell him the truth?

Jun responded, for his ears only, “I haven’t decided yet.” His back was still turned; he was gesturing at the astrogation screens, as if busy with pre-flight checks. But there was a hint of tension in the set of his head. You had to assume that every little nuance of his self-presentation was calculated, because it was literally the product of a calculation. But you also had to assume that he made those particular calculations, showed Kiyoshi these glimpses of indecision and vulnerability, because he was really feeling that way. 

He wasn’t the only one. Kiyoshi had agreed to their plan, but now that the moment had come, anxious forebodings gripped him. He dragged on his cigarette, inhaling a calming mix of nicotine and synthetic THC. 

Father Tom gave Mendoza a last-minute lecture about his responsibilities. Mendoza had recently been ordained a deacon, which gave him a special role to play in Masses as a minister of the Precious Blood. From the rucksack he wore over his EVA suit, the Jesuit took a pyx hand-forged from asteroid iron. “The Holy Eucharist,” he said, holding it up. He gave it to Mendoza, and took out a bulb-shaped bottle made of opaque, two-inch-thick Moon glass. “The Precious Blood.”

Mendoza fell to his knees, clutching the vessels. In zero-gee, this came out as bending his knees in the air. “I’ll guard it with my life, Father.” He looked up, his brow wrinkling. “But what if I drop it?”

“You won’t drop it,” Father Tom said, with just a hint of menace.

“No, but just in case. I mean, if it’s the Host, I pick it up and consume it, but what if it’s the Precious Blood?”

“It used to be illegal to reserve the Precious Blood at all,” Father Tom said. “The Vatican changed canon law to allow it in space, when the priest may be millions of kilometers from his congregation. But it does present new dilemmas in zero-gee. If the Precious Blood is spilled on the floor, you wash the area with water, then pour the water into the sacrarium and drink that. But what if it never reaches the floor? What if there is no floor? I suppose you would have to scramble around catching all the drops. It’s never happened to me.”

Kiyoshi kicked off from his throne. “Well, I’m going.”

“Wait,” said Mendoza. He caught up with Kiyoshi at the door and hugged him. “Be careful, dude.”

“You be careful. Don’t spill the Precious Blood, or Jun will space you.”

Kiyoshi made a circuit of the ship, chivvying the last of the Galapajin out. He also made sure they hadn’t taken any of the booty from the Startractor. The Gravimetric Upcycler they’d liberated from the Startractor’s engineering module now occupied pride of place in the Monster’s fabrication lab. Kiyoshi had not asked Jun what he wanted that for. Even he didn’t know every detail of Jun’s plan to win humanity’s war singlehandedly. 

Jun said he didn’t know every detail, either. He was going to leave it up to the Holy Spirit, a.k.a. winging it.

In the garden, Kiyoshi found some dwarf pigs that had been left behind. They were hiding amidst the stalks of the vegetables harvested in haste by the departing Galapajin. He chased them, sweating in the garden’s 0.4 gees and sticky heat. Jun deployed a pair of gardening bots to help, but the pigs were quicker. Adapted to micro-gee, they leapt in sailing bounds right over Kiyoshi’s head.

“I give up,” Kiyoshi growled. 

“I’ve almost got this one. Just stay where you are. Hold the cage open.”

The bots edged slowly towards the nearest pig. Kiyoshi squatted, holding the travel cage open.

“I can’t understand why you’re taking Mendoza instead of me,” he said.

They’d had this argument before, and Kiyoshi had lost. Of course he’d lost. You couldn’t win an argument with an artificial super-intelligence. But now his forebodings were back, telling him loud and clear that Jun was making a mistake.

“I know you need someone on board, to pretend to be flying the ship. But Mendoza? He doesn’t have a freaking clue. He actually believes you’re going to kidnap his girlfriend from Star Force, so she and he can join the rest of the nutjobs on Salvation. The guy is … I mean, he’s a good guy, but he’s Earthborn.” To Kiyoshi, this was a synonym for clueless. 

“He’s pious,” Jun answered, which was inarguable.

“Oh, so it’s because I’m a bad Catholic.”

“I didn’t say that. Anyway, you’ll have Father Tom to keep you on the straight and narrow.” 

“I’m not absolutely sure where Father Tom’s loyalties lie.”

“Never even question that! He’s loyal to his Order.”

“Yeah, that’s the trouble,” Kiyoshi muttered under his breath. 

But of course Jun heard him. The bots pounced, waving their trowel attachments. Startled, the pig bounded into the air. Kiyoshi stood up and held the travel cage in front of it. The pig sailed straight in. Jun said, “Jesuits make history, while other people stand and watch.”

Kiyoshi sealed the hutch before the pig could escape. “Jun, you’re not a Jesuit.”

Jun belonged to the Order of St. Benedict of Passau, a more humble monastic order than the Society of Jesus. He said now, “Did I tell you I ran my plan past the Abbot Primate?”

“No!” Kiyoshi was stunned. The Abbot Primate was the supervisor of all the scattered monasteries of St. Benedict of Passau, a holy man who lived in Rome and published monographs on the mercy of Christ. Kiyoshi literally could not imagine his reaction to Jun’s plan to win the war singlehandedly. “What did he say?”

“He said Christ will have mercy on me. I took that as a green light.” But Jun didn’t sound entirely happy about it.

Kiyoshi set down the pig cage. “Does he know what you are? Did you tell him?” 

“Yes.” Before Kiyoshi had the chance to react with four-letter words, Jun said hurriedly, “If I hadn’t, someone else would have, sooner or later.” He meant the other monks and nuns among their people. The Order of St. Benedict of Passau had taken root strongly among the Galapajin during their years of isolation, and they had forty-six brothers and sisters among their number here, including five priests. The other religious tended to be wary of Jun. Kiyoshi was the only one who understood him. It seemed highly unlikely that an abbot on faraway Earth would.

“How did he take it?”

“It was a lot of ‘on the one hand,’ and ‘then again, on the other.’ He did mention that holy orders are technically for people, not artificial intelligences.” 

“You. Are. A. Person.”

“Yes, but he’s never met me. In the end he said he was going to consult with the Vatican, bearing in mind that it’s a unique situation.”

The Abbot Primate was right about that, Kiyoshi reflected. Jun was the only true artificial intelligence in the solar system … except for the PLAN. He felt sorry for the Vatican theologians who would have to wrap their heads around the problem. To Kiyoshi himself, it was simple: Jun was the same person he’d always been. He was Kiyoshi’s little brother. 

“Come out where I can see you,” he ordered.

Jun’s projection emerged from behind a bush, carrying one of the pigs. In reality a gardening bot was carrying it, and Jun had cleverly overlaid his projection on the bot. Kiyoshi opened the hutch so he could stuff the pig in. The illusion of interactivity was painful. He wanted to hug Jun and tell him it would be OK, and he knew that all he’d get would be an armful of metal attachments. 

“So are you in or out?”

“Still in, I think,” Jun answered. “The Abbot Primate raised the point that I can’t take Communion. Which is obviously a problem. But I think the real sticking point is that I’m still claiming to be Jun Yonezawa, who they think is dead. And obviously, no one can come back from the dead except our Lord.”

“Yeah,” Kiyoshi said. “But Jesus raised Lazarus, and Jairus’s daughter, so why couldn’t He have raised you? I need to talk to them.”

Jun laughed. “Yeah, that would help. It’s not a lost cause. They’re discussing it. But it’ll probably take years before they come to a decision, and that’s my point: the Jesuits aren’t like that. They’re open to everything and everyone. New frontiers are their way of life. See it, go for it.”

“I know you’ve been discussing Jesuit spirituality with Father Tom.” 

“Yup. So many of the great saints have been Jesuits. It’s incredibly inspiring.” 

Now Jun sounded happy, the way he always did when he got onto a favorite topic. But for some reason he couldn’t put his finger on, this made Kiyoshi uneasier than ever. 

“I’d better go.” He picked up the rabbit hutch and trudged towards the airlock. His eyes told him he was walking up a hill clothed in bushes and saplings. His feet told him he was walking on level ground. With the garden unaccustomedly empty, he could hear the throb of the massive motors that rotated the module on the ship’s axis.

Halfway to the airlock, he halted. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

Jun stood in the vegetable garden, small and alone. His voice was also small, a mere whisper in Kiyoshi’s cochlear implants. “We have to.”

We, but all Kiyoshi would be doing was staying here. 

“I’m the only person in the solar system who’s ever taken on the PLAN and won.”

“On Mercury? That wasn’t the PLAN. It was a copy of the Heidegger program running on a portable.”

The Heidegger program had been a PLAN virus that targeted human BCIs (brain-computer interfaces).

“It was still educational,” Jun said. “Let’s just say I know more about how to fight the PLAN than anyone else. Star Force is trying to defeat it with nukes and charged particle beams! As for the Chinese, they’re not fighting at all. They’re sitting back and waiting to see who wins. But the writing is on the wall. We’ve already lost 6 Hebe. The population of Luna was decimated last year. What’s next? Ceres? Earth? Yesterday we had a system-wide civilization. Tomorrow there might be nothing left except the PLAN’s automated resource extraction facilities. Believe me, I know how an artificial super-intelligence thinks. I understand the drive to grow—and grow—and grow.” Jun’s voice shook with intensity. 

Kiyoshi’s fingers tightened on the handle of the rabbit hutch. He knew that Jun deliberately denied himself the opportunity to grow much bigger, by refusing to move out of the Monster. He’d relocated from the ship’s hub into a custom data processing center next door to the bridge, but that was as far as he’d go. Kiyoshi admired him for it, and now felt a shiver of dread as he remembered the temptations Jun resisted, every day. Instead of succumbing to the destructive internal logic of AI, he was instead spending his time on discussions with a bunch of elderly Earth-based theologians, and humbly abiding by their decisions. Viewed that way, his preoccupation with theological hairsplitting was not drivelling. It was noble.

“So do you get it?” Jun said. “This is my responsibility. What am I for, if not to do this?”

“Yeah, I get it. You’re bored out here, and this war came along at just the right time to give you something to do.”

Jun laughed. “Something like that.”

“So,” Kiyoshi drawled, “just to recap, you’re going to steal a Chinese space station; eject whoever’s on board; fly it to Mars; and use it as a Trojan horse to deliver a cyberattack that’ll demolish the PLAN from the inside out, while somehow squaring it with the UN, and not getting murdered by the China Territorial Defense Force.”

“Like I said, it’ll be easy.” 

“Goddamn it, I wish I was going.”

“But you have to stay here. Look after our people. Keep them safe.”

“Leave it to me.”

“And please don’t kill the boss.”

“No promises.”

“Come on. He’s got the best beard in the asteroid belt. You can’t kill the beard.”

Kiyoshi didn’t want to make light of the boss-man’s sins. “He believes the human race is doomed,” he grunted.

“He might not,” Jun said delicately, “be wrong.”

“If you screw up—”

“If I screw up, the Salvation might, um, be necessary.”

Kiyoshi took a moment, hugging the pig cage. Jun thought the danger to the solar system was so great that a sociopathic inventor and his Bussard ramjet might be humanity’s last best hope. 

He asked reluctantly, “What probability are you assigning to—ah—the utter destruction of Earth?”

“Oh, only two percent.”

Two percent. That was further from zero than Kiyoshi would’ve liked to hear. “Eh, well, what can I say? Don’t screw up.”

Jun said rapidly, “I’ve also modelled various ways the situation here might play out after I leave. A ridiculously high fraction of the models end up with the boss killing you. Please, please be careful. Don’t piss him off. Don’t pick fights about his stupid Bussard ramjet, or the moons of Planet X, or whatever he fixates on next week.”

“Didn’t I tell you once before,” Kiyoshi roared, “never try to predict my behavior?”

Jun shrank away. “Maybe I shouldn’t have shared that.”

“No, you shouldn’t have fucking done it. You cannot predict me. You get it wrong every time. You’re just wasting processing power.”

“Sorry. I just want to make sure you’re going to be careful.”

Kiyoshi stomped to the airlock. “I will be living in a broken-down old Startractor with five hundred and sixty-eight of our people, totally reliant on a hydroponic garden, a jugaaded water reclamation system, and the boss’s goodwill … and by the way, he still owes me money. And now 6 Hebe is gone, there’s nowhere to run to if the situation goes to shit.” He pulled his helmet off its velcro patch, fitted it over his head, and inflated it, shutting out the smell of growing things. “You bet your ass I’m going to be careful.”

But he couldn’t leave it at that. 

As he flew towards the Startractor, towing the pigs in their airtight cage, he pinged Jun again. “Don't worry about me, OK? Just watch your back out there." Jun might be an ASI, but Kiyoshi was the elder brother. It was his job to sound reassuring. 

Many of the Galapajin were still buzzing around outside the Startractor. That little airlock in the quarterdeck was a real bottleneck. 

They all stopped and turned to watch when the Monster’s drive spun up. 1.5 kilometers away, the powerful, fifth-hand fusion drive, originally made for a Hyperpony courier, blazed brighter than the sun. The plasma plume seared a violet after-image on their eyeballs. The old ship arrowed away, accelerating at a pace that would take it to the L5 Earth-Moon LaGrange point in … oh, about a month and a half. 

When the Monster got closer to Earth, Jun would enable the Ghost, the stealth system he and Kiyoshi had stolen from the PLAN. It would prevent Earth’s ships and IR telescopes from detecting his approach. At that point they would no longer be able to communicate. For now they could still talk by radio. But as the Monster’s drive plume shrank to a speck, and then to nothing, Kiyoshi felt a keen sense of abandonment. 

Guessing the others felt the same way, he said cheerfully, “Well, let’s get moved in.”

“Yonezawa-sencho.” A senior nun, Sister Terauchi, addressed him as captain. “Does this ship have a name?”

Kiyoshi scowled at the ugly length of the Startractor. Its conical drive shield sprouted heat radiator vanes. The small engineering module nestled atop the radiators. Forward of that, the Galapajin were busily tethering their Bigelows to the ship’s spine, in between the circular plates where cargo would have been anchored. The propellor arm that rotated around the ship’s nose was aleady slowing down. He was going to halt it. Spin gravity? The Galapajin didn’t need no stinking spin gravity. Waste of power. One of those modules was for passengers, the other for crew, but it was a good bet they’d be using both of them for food production. 

“Yeah,” he said. “It was a recycling barge, as I understand. Fomerly known as the Kharbage Collector.”

 

 


ii.

 

Michael Kharbage crouched in his mecha, trying not to cry. Kiyoshi Yonezawa had let him keep his mecha when he threw him off the Kharbage Collector. That was a crumb of comfort amidst his shock and despair. Nothing like this had ever happened to him. Would this be the last thing that ever happened to him?

He floated helplessly into space, together with the other people Yonezawa had tossed off the Kharbage Collector: Captain Haddock—a self-styled pirate—and Haddock’s family. The Collector and the Monster shrank to tinker-toys adorned with LEDs. Captain Haddock uttered a monotonous string of piratical swears. Michael used to think Captain Haddock was a real pirate. That was why he’d hired him when he needed an adult to help him steal the Kharbage Collector from his dad. But compared to Kiyoshi Yonezawa, Haddock was a piker. And now he was as helpless as Michael himself.

Fear yammered in Michael’s head. They drifted closer to the fragments of the asteroid 99984 Ravilious. The free-floating iron mountains blocked out the sun.

Back in the inner system, humanity was embroiled in a life-or-death war against the PLAN, the voracious AI that had occupied Mars and wanted the rest of the solar system, too. Ships were battling. Carriers and orbitals were exchanging barrages of unthinkable destructive power. But it was all so far away. Out here, in this black void sprinkled with stars, the rest of humanity might as well not have existed.  

Nothing moved except the asteroid fragments. In slow motion, two of the massive rocks crashed together. Splinters flew. Michael cowered in his mecha’s cradle.

“Have you not got thrusters on that thing, Michael?” Captain Haddock demanded.

“Yes,” Michael said, swallowing tears. “But I can’t tow all of you.” There were six of them: Haddock, his brother Codfish, Codfish’s wife Coral, Haddock’s wife Anemone, and their son Kelp, who was twelve years old to Michael’s ten. “Anyway, where would we go? What are we going to do?”

Kelp said calmly, “It’s OK. Someone’s coming.” 

A Dumptruck shot out from among the fragments. Michael had seen this type of spacecraft before, on his travels with Alicia Petruzzelli, the previous captain of the Kharbage Collector. It was a dumpster with rocket jets on the bottom and a railed cage at the prow for the operator. Powered by hydrogen and a few grains of uranium, Dumptrucks were commonly used by asteroid miners to shift rubble.

This one glided past the stranded group, slowly enough that they all had time to grab onto Michael, who pulsed his mecha’s thrusters to heave them aboard. The bottom of the Dumptruck was dusted with what looked like soil.

“Hi,” said the spacesuited figure on the prow, raising a hand in greeting without looking around. “I’m Brian. What happened?”

Captain Haddock erupted. “That accursed pirate Yonezawa happened! Did he not steal our ship from under us? He did that!”

“MY ship!” Michael piped up.

“Are yez going to let him get away wi’ it?” Haddock demanded.

“Hmm,” Brian said, distractedly. He was piloting the Dumptruck between the asteroid fragments. Flame belched from its rockets. Although monstrously fuel-inefficient, these old-fashioned chemical drives could really pour on the thrust. The Dumptruck squirted through a gap so narrow, Michael instinctively shut his eyes in anticipation of a collision that didn’t happen. “The thing is,” Brian said, “that Startractor is not your ship anymore. It now belongs to the boss. Call it a fine levied on you for coming here without an invitation. We’ll see what he decides to do about it.”

Anemone said indignantly, “No one needs an invitation to travel in the asteroid belt! Space belongs to everyone.”

“You’re namsadang, aren’t you? I understand that’s how you see it.” Michael digested the information that the Haddock gang’s identities were already known. They were namsadang, offshoots of a loose criminal network with origins in the old Earth State of North Korea. That was where they got their definition of private property (‘it belongs to everyone, until I want it, and then it’s mine’). “But the fact is,” Brian said, “you do need an invitation to join the Salvation. We’re quite selective. Well, we’ll see.”

The Dumptruck glided out of the rubble cloud. Michael caught a glimpse of flashing lights. He worked the pedals under his feet to flip the mecha upright. It was four-legged, with a pair of powerful grippers that he operated with his hands. He made it grab the lip of the skip and pull itself up to look out. 

They were rushing towards another spaceship. Right now, it appeared the size of a mushroom, but Michael’s high-end suit allowed him to zoom in. Judging by the size of the ant-like human figures moving around on various regions of its hull, the ship was perfectly enormous. Its shape resembled the steering column of a car. The slab-sided fuselage—easily 1,500 meters long, six times the size of the Kharbage Collector—was crowned by a modular torus. This consisted of eight spheres joined by trusses, like an octagonal steering wheel. The torus rotated slowly. But centripetal acceleration was relative to radius as well as velocity, and that torus had to be a kilometer across, so they probably had as much as one gee of spin gravity at the rim. 

Forward of the torus, a weird structure wobbled in the vacuum, half as long again as the ship. Had Michael come from Earth—rather than Ceres, where rain meant drippings from the ceiling—he would have mentally compared it to an umbrella blown inside-out. Even without an apt comparison, the sheer scale of the rib-and-spoke arrangement impressed him. He took it for an advanced heat exchanger, like the Hail Cycle systems utilized by Star Force carriers, although it was funny that it should be at the opposite end of the ship from the drive.

“Whaddaya think?” Brian said. “That’s the Salvation.”

“Wow.”

“Wow?”

“I mean, the fuselage looks like an ITN hauler, but they don’t put toruses on those, ‘cos haulers only have four-man crews. Actually, I’ve never seen a spinning torus on a spaceship at all. They only use them for space stations, orbitals, things that don’t have to move. The structual resilience just isn’t there. But I can see how the modular structure would help with that.”

“You know a lot about ships,” Brian said, amused. “How old are you?”

“Ten.” Raised in spin gravity, Michael was small for his age, so he couldn’t get away with pretending to be older. “But I’ve been around ships my entire life. And I’ve never seen one like this. Who built it for you? The Centiless shipyard at Midway? LGM Technologies on Mercury? Adastra at the Earth-Moon L1 point? They do some nice customizations.”

“We built it ourselves.”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” 

“The fuselage is an ITN hauler. In its former life, it hauled liquid hydrogen from Titan to the inner system. It’s basically a big tin can with a drive, but it does the job. We fabbed the torus ourselves, using the nickel iron from those fragments back there.”

“How?”

“Vapor deposition. Sounds like a bloody joke, eh? But it worked. It was the boss’s idea. And now you’ll have the pleasure of meeting him.”

The Dumptruck dived towards the Salvation.

“Show-off,” Coral muttered, clearly meaning Michael. But he didn’t care. He’d proved to Brian that he wasn’t just any castaway. 

They landed on a donut-shaped docking pad in the center of the torus, which rotated around a dorsal column the size of a skyscraper. The column ended in a blocky module, high overhead. The spokes sprayed outwards from there like an upside-down Christmas tree. Warning lights affixed to their tips twinkled blue against the darkness of space. Michael craned up. He was so preoccupied with trying to work out what that was, that he barely noticed the other craft parked on the docking pad until he heard Anemone and Coral giggling. 

“That’s the Now You See It,” Brian said. “They had an invitation.”

“I know what ship it is.” Michael recognized the tubby hauler. “We followed them here.”

He’d thought the Now You See It was just a delivery truck, lugging consumables from Ceres to 99984 Ravilious. But people were filing out of the fat little ship’s belly, clinging to the rails of the steps as if this were their first time in space. That was what Coral and Anemone were laughing at. Their relatively short stature categorized the passengers as Earthborn, so maybe they really were noobs.

Brian strode forward. “This way!” he shouted on the FM public channel. He stooped and spun a wheel set flush with the pad’s steel-alloy surface. It popped up a few centimeters. He heaved at an awkward angle. Captain Haddock and Codfish helpfully set their shoulders under the hatch, too. All three men strained until inertia took over. The hatch rose upright, revealing an airlock chamber large enough for the entire group from the Now You See It.

They all piled in. Brian got the hatch closed, and white jets of air hissed into the chamber. Michael noticed brown crumbs blowing around. “That looks like soil,” he said.

“Yes,” Brian said. “The Now You See It brought the soil for Amazonia. That’s the last module we have to fit out. It was in shrinkfoam packages, but they must have leaked.”

“Soil? Why do you want soil on a spaceship?”

An indicator on the wall of the chamber went green. Brian took his helmet off. Michael stared. Even Captain Haddock stared.

“Never seen a redhead before?” Brian said cheerfully. His hair was closer to orange. Freckles splotched his friendly face, and his eyes gleamed blue. “Oh yes, I’m a pureblood. Marked for death anywhere in the solar system.”

He was referring to the PLAN’s notorious policy of targeting ‘purebloods,’ human beings with distinctive ethnic lineages. 

“We’re safe here, however.” He turned to address the noobs from the Now You See It. “Safe at last!”

They all took off their helmets. To Michael’s astonishment, all sixty-odd noobs turned out to be as white or whiter than Brian. They asked Brian if they should change now. “Sure, sure,” Brian said expansively. “We’re ready whenever you are!”

“Where are you from?” Coral said.

“I’m Irish,” Brian said. Staring at the newcomers, he lowered his voice. “Your man’s ignoring centuries of sectarian rivalry, bringing this lot on board.”

“Where are they from, then?”

The newcomers opened the duffel bags they had brought with them. Swaths of red and black tartan cloth drifted in the microgee environment, falling slowly towards the outer wall of the chamber. Everyone in the chamber was also falling slowly in the same direction, except for Brian, Michael, and the Haddock gang, old hands at this, who’d already planted their gecko boots (or mecha feet, in Michael’s case) on what was now the floor. From the slow-motion hurricane of tartan emerged a forest of naked legs, which descended towards them and around them, until Michael in his mecha towered above a clan of Highlanders—men and women, old and young, fat and fit—in full regalia. 

A warm-up blast of pipes split the air. 

“They’re Scottish,” Brian said. “In my own opinion, no one should ever wear a kilt in micro-gee.”

The floor abruptly sank beneath them. Michael understood that the airlock chamber was actually an elevator. The spokes of the torus were elevator shafts. It was similar to the arrangement they had on the Kharbage Collector—on a far more ambitious scale. 

Down, down, down they went, out to the torus, experiencing stronger spin gravity every second. 

The elevator stopped. A horizontal slit of light appeared at the far end of the chamber, and widened, spilling radiance into the dusty air. The Highlanders arranged themselves in two files. Visibly nervous, they straightened their backs and struck up the worst din Michael had ever heard. They trooped out of the chamber. 

Michael, the Haddock gang, and Brian tagged along at the end of the procession, tripping on the discarded spacesuits the Highlanders had left behind. In their own worn and torn suits, grubby from months in space, they made a sorry contrast to the fluttering pennants and swinging sporrans that preceded them. 

Cheers filtered through the racket of the bagpipes. Michael stumbled out into a grassy avenue lined with fruit trees and people—lots of people, of all colors, in all kinds of weird costumes. The Highlanders, marching in time, were just disappearing from the end of the avenue into a large building that appeared to be built of stone. (Stone, on a spaceship? No way. Had to be fake.) The roof was very high overhead and glowed like the sun, too bright to look at. 

Michael pedaled urgently, commanding his mecha to follow Captain Haddock and his family, who were attempting without much success to blend into the crowd. 

Brian reached up from behind, into the cradle of the mecha, and released Michael’s leg straps, then his waist belt. The comforting pressure of the restraints vanished. Michael tried to whirl around and throw the Irishman off, but other men came out of the crowd and jumped on the mecha. Whooping, they clung to his grippers. He rampaged for a bit, and knocked down one of the trees—they were not very deeply rooted—before they dragged him out of the mecha’s cradle. 

“That’s enough,” Brian said. “That’s enough now.”

Michael screamed and wept. He scrambled towards the mecha. Brian blocked his way. He hit and kicked Brian until one of the other men knocked his feet out from under him. After that he lay on the grass, smelling earth where his mecha’s feet had torn up divots. He kicked anyone who tried to approach him. He tore up more grass, ripping his fingernails, not caring.

“He’s got an autism spectrum disorder,” said the distant voice of Kelp. “He has an implant to manage it, but we were on the road for more than four months. I think he’s probably run out of meds.”

“Gotcha.” Another familiar voice, deep and strong. Michael recognized the Voice—the man who’d hailed the Kharbage Collector during their approach, telling them to frag off. Now the Voice came closer. “Kid. What do you need? Risperidone, thioridazine, something like that? Lithium? SSRIs?”

Michael realized in the midst of his distress that the question was important. “Lithium,” he choked out. “And clonidine. Just a low dose.”

“Good. We’ve got those.”

Michael peered up through tear-swollen eyes. It was not the promise of meds that diverted him from crying, but the Voice itself. Its owner turned out to be a powerfully built man in late middle age, sitting on his heels beside Michael. He had a spectacular beard and a shaggy mop of hair to match. Nose like an ice hatchet. Shoulders like a pro wrestler. He looked very different from Michael’s father, who was built like a sofa, but an impression of similarity lingered. It was in the voice. Authority—and warmth: the twin characteristics of a man who was always in control. 

The man’s dark eyes twinkled, nested in creases above the graying tideline of his beard. “So this is the boy who nearly crashed his spaceship into us … and followed that up by crashing the welcome party for my Caledonians.”

“I want my ship back,” Michael said.

“Yes, that situation needs to be dealt with.” A climactic fanfare of music screeched from the stone building. “I think I can safely miss this party,” the man said wryly. 

“Is that building really made of stone?” Michael said.

“Of course not. Aerogel blocks.”

“That’s what I thought.”

The man leaned over and pulled Michael up into a sitting position. Michael scrubbed his face with the heels of his hands. He snuck a glance over the man’s shoulder, and saw his mecha standing under the trees, guarded by several of Brian’s Irishmen. It reassured him to see they hadn’t taken it away. 

“Autism is very rare nowadays,” the man said. “Was there some reason your parents didn’t have you fixed before you were born?”

Michael laughed. “I was fixed before I was born. They had my IQ enhanced at one of those illegal labs on Ganymede. It turned out to come with side effects. Why do you know about it?”

“I’ve a theory that autism and genius go hand in hand. As a matter of fact, I was diagnosed myself as a child. I grew out of it, but I can still remember what it felt like.”

“Wow.” Michael’s eyes widened. He’d never met anyone else on the spectrum. 

“Parents can’t cope with you? Sent you off to school, and then the school kicked you out too?” Michael nodded, and the man nodded with him. “Zygmunt, get my suit,” he called.

Haddock pushed forward. Next to the boss, he looked even more untrustworthy than usual. “If you’ve no objection, sir,” he whined, “we’d like to come with you. Myself and my lad.”

Kelp hung between his mother and uncle, his face an unhealthy shade of beige, his breathing labored. The gravity down here was close to one full gee. Kelp was spaceborn—born and raised in zero-gee, his limbs as long and thin as pieces of string, his head too large for his frail torso. He was in trouble. Michael started forward with a cry of concern. 

“Shit!” the boss exclaimed. “What’s that kid doing down here? Brian, are you out of your everloving mind?”

Brian shrugged. “They’re ISA, boss, I’d lay money on it.”

Michael froze at the realization that Brian’s friendliness had been fake.

“You’re obsessed with the ISA,” the boss said. Brian’s face reddened at the public putdown. 

Kelp’s condition was urgent. They all hustled back into the chamber. Brian came, too, as did several more Irishmen, toting flechette cannons. The valve closed, cutting off Michael’s view of leafy trees and green fields. He wondered if they were going to be spaced now.

The Information Security Agency of the UN was the most dreaded organization in the solar system, next to the PLAN. It was natural to be scared of the ISA.

But people didn’t normally jump to the conclusion that strangers were ISA agents. Unless they had something to hide …

As the elevator ascended, and the gravity slackened, Kelp recovered. His mother, Coral, hugged him in relief.

Brian said grumpily, “OK, I’ve just checked our visitor logs. You were right, boss; they were here before, three years ago. They may not be working for the ISA. But they’re definitely pirates.”

Captain Haddock blustered, “We’re independent construction workers. Yes, some of the asteroids we developed may not have been ours to develop, technically speaking. But I’m a great believer in freedom of movement and the right to settle wherever a person might want. That’s something you support yourself, sir, as I understand. Regarding the pirate stuff … there’s no law against cosplay, is there?”

Kelp wriggled out of his mother’s embrace. “No, Dad, but I’m sick of it! I’m sick of always being on the wrong side of the law. I’m sick of always having to move. I’m sick of being sick because we live in filthy construction shacks full of asteroid dust. I’m sick of playing pirate. And I don’t want to do it anymore.” His gaze fixed on the boss, proud and yet pleading. Michael watched in wonder. He’d never seen Kelp open up like this. It seemed that Kelp had seen something in the boss linked to what he saw. A chance. “If you’ll take me, sir, I’ll work on your ship. Obviously, I know a lot about construction.”

The boss raised an eyebrow. He opened a locker and passed out glow-in-the-dark EVA suits to the Irishmen. These were color-blocked in the same greens and blues typically used on maps of Earth. Big Gothic letters on the integrated backpack-style mobility units said Salvation. He gave the last suit to Kelp. “You’ve got yourself a job, kid.”

The rest of the Haddocks looked appalled.

“Our permanent construction zone’s in the fuselage. Freefall environment. You should be comfortable there. If you do turn out to be ISA agents—” the boss grinned— “I’ll space you myself. Otherwise, welcome aboard.”

Michael felt an irrational twinge of jealousy. He looked away, and accidentally met the eyes of Brian, who made a skeptical face. “Helmets on,” the Irishman said.

The Haddocks stayed on the docking pad. Everyone else—including the armed men—got into the Dumptruck. Brian took the steering yoke. The boss rode in the back with the rest of them. Michael liked that the boss was not above riding in a glorified dumpster. Michael’s own father never went anywhere in a lesser vehicle than his own Rolls Royce skiff, or the Voidstream spaceplane for longer journeys, even though he owned a fleet of recycling barges so decrepit, they would have given the Ceres licensing commission a collective fit—if Adnan Kharbage had not had the Ceres licensing commission in his pocket.

The boss said, “What about you, kid? What’s your name, where did you come from?”

Michael dropped his gaze. He was feeling very lost without his mecha, barely holding it together. “My name’s Michael Kharbage. My father was going to send me to school on Earth, so I ran away.”

“Why did you run here?”

Michael shook his head. “I just want my ship back.” 

Brian took them safely around the cloud of asteroid fragments this time. As they cleared the danger area, a burst of bright light flooded over the Dumptruck. Something’s blown up, Michael thought. He saw his own small shadow hunched on the wall of the skip. The war’s come here, after all. He realized with great clarity that he didn’t want to die. He’d told the boss the truth: he had run away—from the war … but he hadn’t run far enough.

His breath came in high hoarse pants. 

The light didn’t go away, like an explosion would have. Its source moved rapidly. Their shadows slanted and collapsed into a corner of the Dumptruck. 

The boss jumped to his feet, gesturing angrily. Michael clicked through all the channels on his FM selector, eager to hear what was being said. He didn’t look up until one of the men nudged him. “It’s a drive.” 

The light source was now bluish-tinged, identifying it as the white-hot plasma from a fusion drive. It shrank into the void and vanished.

“What ship?” Michael wondered aloud.

“The Monster.” 

“Gone. Gone!” the boss said. “Good riddance. We don’t need their negativity.” But he sounded tense, not happy about it. 

The Kharbage Collector was still there. The rotator arm was barely turning. The ship looked abandoned. But a puff of gas wisped from one of the auxiliary ion thrusters around the main drive shield. Someone was in there, station-keeping. 

The Dumptruck cruised along the Startractor’s spine. Brian’s men crouched at the back, laser rifles at their shoulders. Nothing moved. 

A dozen fully inflated Bigelow habs now occupied the cargo bays. There was nowhere left to dock, so Brian deployed grapples. Magnetic clamps glommed onto the plate between Cargo Bays 2 and 3. They all jumped out and bobbled towards the quarterdeck, still tethered to the Dumptruck.

The airlock of the little quarterdeck module opened. A group of people in patched black EVA suits floated out. None wore tethers. They held their positions in the vacuum effortlessly, dribbling gas from their personal mobility packs to stay upright. 

The tallest one carried the same Habsafe™ laser rifle he’d used to chase Michael and the Haddock gang off the ship.

“What do you want?” Kiyoshi Yonezawa said.

My ship! Michael thought, but he was too frightened to say it out loud.

The boss floated up to Yonezawa. “The Monster’s gone.” 

“Yup.”

“Where to?”

“You mind your own business, and I’ll do the same.”

“Didn’t take you. Who did he take?” The boss turned his helmet, glancing at the clusters of Bigelows in the cargo bays. “Ha! He didn’t take anyone, did he? Left you here. Stranded.”

“We’re not alone,” Yonezawa pointed out. “Got the Salvation parked next door, packed full of life-support essentials. You’ve procured enough stuff to last a thousand people a hundred years.”  

“Longer than that,” the boss said. “And none of it’s yours.”

“I procured a heck of a lot of that stuff, running your errands in the asteroid belt and beyond. I’ve worked for you half my life.”

“And you were well paid for it.”

“You still owe me for my last run.”

“Money,” the boss said. “Money, money, money. That’s all you ever think about, Yonezawa. Money’s going to be about as much use as plastic toilet paper when Earth falls.”

Yonezawa laughed. “Earth isn’t going to fall. Have some faith.”

“Faith in what? Your Christian god?”

“Whatever god you like. I know you’re a devout Muslim.” 

That explained the beard, but Michael did not take this revelation too seriously. Yonezawa was obviously being sarcastic. Anyway, Michael had known plenty of Muslims on Ceres. They were just like everyone else, except they didn’t drink or do drugs. He approved of that, naturally. Spending time around professional astronauts, he’d learned that addiction was the worst vice of all, the downfall of many trekkies who had everything else going for them.

“Insha’Allah, we’ll survive, but many millions won’t,” the boss said. “Who’s going to protect humanity from the PLAN? Star Force?”

The incredulous way he said that made everyone laugh, even Yonezawa’s henchmen. 

“Star Farce!” Michael chirped, taking what was obviously the right side of the joke. 

“Ha, ha; the kid gets it,” the boss said. “With protectors like that, humanity is doomed.” He uttered this prophecy in a matter-of-fact tone. “Folks are starting to catch on. Throughout the asteroid belt, people are panicking. A couple more 6 Hebes, and everyone will get it: the PLAN is going to win. This. Is. The. End.” Michael shuddered at the sudden intensity in the boss’s voice. “The time to run for the hills is now, before the stampede starts, before civilization breaks down. Everyone here understands that. Everyone except you.”

He spoke ostensibly to Yonezawa, but Michael saw some of Yonezawa’s henchmen make nervous movements.  

“It’s easy to talk about running for the hills,” Yonezawa said. “Harder to follow through. That ship of yours? It’s not going anywhere. No fusion drive in the universe can push that much mass—soil! Trees! Rivers and ponds! You might as well walk. As for the Bussard ramjet, it’s useless until you get up to 6% of the speed of light.”

A Bussard ramjet! Michael suddenly understood what the arrangement of spokes at the Salvation’s nose was. 

“Quit talking out of your ass, Yonezawa,” the boss said. “I’ll give you one last chance. Come aboard. There’s plenty of room left for your people. We’ll make Arsalan and his people move over. They don’t need a whole freaking deck for their goats.”

“Oh, so we get to live next door to the Pashtuns,” Yonezawa said. “Ha, ha. No.”

“Jun’s abandoned you. Five hundred and sixty of you in that clunker? You are going to die.”

“We’re Japanese. We can do more with less than you can even conceive of.”

“That’s right,” a couple of Yonezawa’s people said.

The boss threw up his hands. Fearing he was about to cede the argument, Michael clenched his fists. “It’s my ship! You had no right to throw me off and just take it!”

Yonezawa looked around until he saw who had spoken. Michael was easily identifiable, being the smallest person there. Also, his pricey crimson-and-kingfisher self-luminous suit said Kharbage, LLC on the chest. 

“Your ship?” Yonezawa said. “It belongs to your father. Oh yeah, I did a search on your name. You’re missing, presumed dead. I bet Adnan Kharbage would pay well to find out where you are.”

“No!” Michael screamed. “I’m not going back! No no no no!”

The boss laid a calming hand on Michael’s arm. The hand was so large it swallowed Michael’s forearm. It exerted gentle pressure. Normally, Michael hated to be touched, but it was different when he was having a meltdown, or was at risk of one. At these times, touch helped. It seemed as if the boss knew that. “Don’t worry.” The boss spoke for them all to hear. “Yonezawa won’t go anywhere near Ceres. He’s a known smuggler; his name’s on corporate watchlists from here to Luna. He won’t risk getting in touch with the authorities, or Adnan Kharbage, who I have heard of. Not the forgive-and-forget type, is he?”

“Still keeping the ship,” Yonezawa said.

Brian cleared his throat. His men pulsed their personal mobility thrusters, spreading out into a semicircle. Their flechette cannons pointed inwards at Yonezawa’s group.

Part of Michael wanted to see these pirates mown down. At the same time, he was terrified. He sensed something in Yonezawa, something dark and unpredictable, that seemed to promise ten-fold retribution if you screwed with him. He might have a dead-man’s trigger set to blow the Kharbage Collector’s reactor! 

Perhaps the same thing occurred to the boss. His hand tightened on Michael’s arm. In a too-calm voice, he said to his followers, “They’re all going to die in there. We’ll take the ship back when they’re bones.” 

With a jerk of his chin, he summoned them to the Dumptruck. The men got in backwards, keeping their flechette cannons trained on Yonezawa. Brian cast off the clamps and retracted the grapples. Michael looked back at the small group of Japanese floating outside the quarterdeck, watching them go. 

He was shaking from head to foot.

All the way back to the Salvation, the boss cursed Kiyoshi Yonezawa out, calling him every filthy name Michael had ever heard, and more besides. He definitely was not a devout Muslim. They didn’t call people cocksuckers. 

“He’s crazy, boss,” Brian said. “Crazy as a shipboard rat. I’m sorry for the rest of them.”

“I’m not giving up hope,” the boss said, calming down. “They’ll change their minds when they begin to starve. They’ll come to me, begging for refuge, and I’ll welcome them with open arms.”

They landed on the docking pad. This time Michael noticed how the docking pad rotated in the opposite direction from the torus, providing a static landing surface. After the Dumptruck touched down, the docking pad slowed to a stop. This ship did have some nice touches, regardless of Kiyoshi Yonezawa’s criticisms.

The Haddocks were waiting for them on the landing pad. Kelp’s faceplate turned to Michael and his hands moved questioningly. Michael shook his head: no. No ship.

“I’ll show you the construction zone,” the boss said to the Haddocks, his rage of a few moments ago sloughed off, or stored deep inside. He touched Michael on the shoulder. “You too, Mikey.”

They climbed into a hatch in the side of the dorsal column. Now that Michael knew the Salvation was built on the hulk of an old ITN hauler, he understood that the dorsal column was the hauler’s keel. It stuck out from the end of the hauler’s fuselage, which had originally been longer. It was not solid, but hollow—a mighty steel tube.

They sailed ‘down’ a sheer drop of half a kilometer, kicking off from grab handles. 

Lightening holes cut into the sides of the keel tube showed glimpses of a busy manufacturing area. About 400 meters down from where they’d entered the fuselage, the boss led them out of one of these holes. They floated into a 360° panorama of machinery—all operating in the silence of the vacuum, in the dazzle of UV floodlights affixed to the keel tube.

The fab equipment bolted to the inside of the old hauler’s fuselage would not have looked out of place in a factory on Ceres. Hundreds of people in mismatched EVA suits tended the machines. 

“This is where we fab components and standardized parts for the hab modules,” the boss said. “We can build pretty much anything here! We’ve even got a cleanroom where we grow memory crystals for the hub’s supercomputer.” 

The boss pointed further ‘down’ the fuselage. 

“Down there, see those Bigelows? That’s where the construction crew live.”

He hailed a factory worker, who kicked off and flew proficiently towards them. 

“This is Arsalan. He’ll find you space in a Bigelow, and show you the showers, the kitchens, and so forth. Arsalan, this is Captain Haddock, his son Kelp, and the rest of his family.” 

“Who?” said Arsalan, whose faceplate was mostly filled with the gray curls of his beard. 

“Space construction experts, and my personal guests. I guess they’re also our first Koreans.”

“We’re not pureblooded Koreans,” Captain Haddock said. He didn’t sound entirely happy with the way things were shaking out, and no wonder. As far as Michael knew, Captain Haddock had originally intended to sell the Kharbage Collector’s recycling equipment to the boss-man, and then move on. Instead, he and his family were stuck working construction again. Serve them right, Michael thought.

He followed the boss back to the keel tube, hoping against hope that something better was in store for him.

“I want to show you the drive,” the boss said. “That sleb Yonezawa was running his mouth about our thrust capacity and wet mass ratio. But he doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about. So I want to show you just how much power we’re packing under the hood.”

“Is it true you’ve got a Bussard ramjet?”

“We sure have,” the boss said as they flew on down the keel tube. “Do you know what a Bussard ramjet is?”

“Of course.” Michael seized the chance to show off. He knew this was one of the things that most people found annoying about him. But he had a feeling the boss was different. “It’s a ship that harvests hydrogen out of the interstellar medium, using a magnetic scoop. There’ve been prototypes tested. I recognized your field support structure as something, even though it didn’t click immediately. It’s a really exciting concept … but there are a bunch of problems. You need to get out to the heliopause before it’ll even work. And where do you get the power to generate a magnetic field 6,000 kilometers across? The prototypes, as far as I remember, diverted reactor power to their scoops and ionizing lasers. But they were all engine. They had to be, to get up to the threshold velocity for the ramjet to start working. I think it’s seventy million kilometers per hour. It took them years, and they didn’t have, um, towns attached. So what Yonezawa was saying about your wet mass ratio kind of made sense to me.”

The boss glanced over his shoulder at Michael. He chuckled. “That prebirth procedure you had? Obviously worked. What’s your IQ?”

“178, last time I was tested.”

“Holy cow. I wonder if it’s illegal to hire a ten-year-old as a propulsion technician?”

Michael wanted that more than he had ever wanted anything. But he was terrified of being lied to. He said, “If you’re being nice to me because my dad is Adnan Kharbage, stop it. Please. Don’t. Everybody does it, until they can’t cope with me anymore, and then it’s ‘Bye-bye.’” 

The boss grabbed a handle to break his descent. He waited until Michael came level with him and then snagged him with an arm around his shoulders. He knew just the right moment to do that. It was comforting. “Kid, I don’t know how to say this nicely, so I’ll just say it: Your dad is the biggest asshole in the asteroid belt. Be nice to you on his account? I’d be more inclined to space you on his account.”

Michael gulped. “That’s what Petruzzelli used to say.”

“Who’s Petruzzelli?”

“Alicia Petruzzelli. She used to work for my dad. She was the captain of the Kharbage Collector. I was her second-in-command.”

“Sounds like quite a lady.”

“Maybe. But when the war started, she quit to join Star Force … I guess.”

“You guess?”

“I don’t know where she went. I … thought maybe she came here.” Ashamed, he confessed the original motivation for his journey.

“Did she know about the Salvation?” the boss asked, a sharp note in his voice. His alarm was understandable. No one knew about 99984 Ravilious. Michael wouldn’t have known about it had he not met Captain Haddock and company. And not even they had known, before they got here, that 99984 Ravilious had been smashed up to build a Bussard ramjet.

Michael shook his head. “She knew Scuzzy the Smuggler. Uh, I mean—”

“Kiyoshi goddamn Yonezawa!” The boss laughed out loud. “Did you know it was me that gave him that nickname? Because he is scuzzy as hell. I used to love the guy. It’s a damn shame.” He was silent for a moment. “Well, there’s no one by the name of Petruzzelli here. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t care,” Michael said. “She probably did join Star Force. She might be dead by now. I don’t care! If she was stupid enough to sign up for Star Farce, she deserves it.”

“It’s hard to accept that this war is unwinnable.”

Michael shrugged. “If you live on Ceres, like I did, you’re already halfway to accepting it. We’re used to living on the edge. So what you said to Yonezawa makes complete sense to me.” A thrill of sadness and excitement ran through him. “We’re monkeys in space. We can’t beat an artificial super-intelligence. It’s not logically possible. So … yeah.”

The boss gave his shoulders a squeeze and released him. “You keep on proving you’re the kind of person I need, I may have to put you on my personal team.”

Michael said earnestly, “Oh no, I’d rather have the propulsion job. I mean, please.”

“Ha! Sure, sure. But don’t you want to see the drive before you make up your mind?”

A little further down the keel, the tube ended in a blast door of rust-flecked steel, with an electronic security lock. The boss entered a code and enunciated: “Qusantin Hasselblatter.” So that was his name. It didn’t ring any bells. “I’ll set up access for you later, Mikey, if you’re a good match for the job.”

They floated into a slice of the hull walled off from the manufacturing zone by one of the hauler’s original partitions. Michael stared at the unfamiliar equipment. A skinny torus ran around the perimeter of the 130-meter-diameter deck. Large assemblies intersected it at intervals, each tended by technicians so intent on their work, they hadn’t even looked up to see who’d come in. Stacks of metal plates were anchored beside them. Zero-gee lab tables—clear boxes whose contents you could manipulate with robotic instruments—stood around, filled with bits and pieces. Michael saw a couple of fancy printers, and an Upcycler. He also saw his mecha. The boss must have had it brought down here for him. That was reassuring. 

But there was something missing. Something big.

If this was the engineering and maintenance deck, he would have expected to see a fusion reactor. 

The tokamak—the giant donut where the plasma was confined in magnetic fields, prior to propellant injection—would be located outside the hull. But the centerpiece of the engineering deck should have been the reactor where helium-3 and deuterium, or some dirtier combination of elements, were fused into plasma hotter than the sun. Without a reactor, the Salvation wasn’t going anywhere.

“Where’s your drive?” 

The boss had taken his helmet off. The engineering deck was pressurized. Michael followed suit. He smelled dust, machine oil, and the familiar tang of hot metal. 

“Come see.” The boss goosed his suit’s mobility thrusters and flew ‘down’ to the hull. They landed near the skinny ring. 

Michael stared at the nearest of the assemblies on the ring. “That’s a laser.”

“Yeah.”

“What kind of laser?” He moved closer to it. This was a test. He had to pass it to get the job—which he now wanted more than he’d ever wanted anything. He squatted down and fingered the stack of metal plates beside the assembly. A technician frowned at him. “Boss, this isn’t a daycare center.” Michael paid no attention. He watched the technician—wearing black goggles—float up to the top of the assembly and insert the plate into a robotic handler tray. He touched the plates again. 

“These are gold.”

“Yeah,” the boss said. Then, a clue: “We’re going through about thirty troy ounces a day right now.”

That was a lot of gold. Sure, gold was one of the cheaper precious metals, thanks to its abundance on M-type asteroids, but industry devoured as much as the Belt could supply—and since the beginning of the war, the price had shot up. You needed gold to make ICs, other computer parts, thin films for insulation and lubrication—and …

“Don’t tell me, don’t tell me!” 

Michael rocketed to his feet. His gecko grips moored him to the deck.

“Antimatter! You’re making antimatter!”

The boss nodded, obviously pleased that he’d guessed right.

“Anti-protons? No, it’s got to be positrons. Shine a powerful laser on the gold plates and they pour out. Wow.” He glanced around the deck and counted sixteen identical laser assemblies. Antimatter generators. All pumping positrons into the storage ring. “Storing them is really difficult. You need lab-quality electromagnets in industrial quantities. And perfect calibration. But if you’ve got a stable source of positrons, you could inject them into the magnetic nozzle you’ve already got, mix them with matter, and boom! Huge specific impulse. You could use the existing propellant injection system … ”

The technicians gawped at Michael. “Boss,” one of them said, “where did you find him?”

The boss smiled. “That doesn’t matter.”

Michael hesitated. “Antimatter propulsion gives you orders of magnitude more thrust than fusion, for much less mass. But antimatter generation and storage is insanely freaking expensive. Well, of course, the price of He3 has shot up since the war started. So the differential’s not as huge as it used to be. But still …” 

Sixteen antimatter generators, and the biggest positron storage ring in the solar system … not to mention all that gold …

“This set-up must have cost a fortune,” he said frankly.

“Several fortunes,” the boss said. “The biggest obstacle to antimatter propulsion, as you pointed out, is price. That wasn’t an obstacle for me.” He grimaced. “I’m a lot poorer now than I used to be. But money’s not gonna be worth shit soon. Spend it while you’ve got it. So I spent it on a drive that can take the Salvation to 6% of lightspeed … with all our kit and caboodle intact.” 

He peeled his gecko grips off the deck with a sound like ripping velcro. 

“Come on.”

Michael ran to his mecha, putting his helmet back on along the way, and climbed into its cradle. The boss was heading for an airlock. Engineering decks always had large airlocks, to move equipment in and out. Michael crab-walked after him into the chamber.

They emerged onto the curving plane of the old hauler’s hull. The distant sun shone on aged, pitted iron. The drive shield sloped up to nowhere. Maintenance bots toddled here and there, fixing dings from micro-impacts. A few tens of meters from the engineering airlock, a small spaceship balanced on the hull like a steel butterfly. 

“Sometimes I just want to get away from everyone,” the boss said.

Michael understood that. He’d run away from home, after all. But the terrifying experience of being thrown off the Kharbage Collector had planted a sharper need in him: the need for a protector. His father had failed him. Petruzzelli had failed him. He wasn’t sure he’d sealed the deal with the boss yet. 

He climbed into the little ship’s airlock, mecha and all.

“This is the Angel,” the boss said. “I’ve had her forever. Couldn’t leave the old girl behind.”

Soft light and ambient music filled a shipshape vestibule. The smell of cooking drifted down the keel tube—a tight squeeze, compared to the hauler’s keel tube. Michael crabbed up it after the boss. His mecha’s feet scratched the polished walls. 

The little ship had several stacked decks, none of them wider than the Kharbage Collector’s bridge. The décor reminded Michael of home—meaning his father’s orbital villa at Ceres. Smart furniture, wallpaper that gave the illusion of scenic views, expensive organic upholstery, and holographic libraries of books and music. To Kelp, or any other spaceborn kid, this would have been unimaginable luxury. To Michael it was old hat. The only thing that piqued his curiosity was the art gallery. The boss’s taste in art ran to collectible antique tech, including an elegant first-generation phavatar, and a gundam, an exosuit decades older than Michael’s mecha. It hung on the wall like a suit of medieval armor. 

Burgers and fries, Michael thought. That was what he could smell …

“Food soon,” the boss said, reading his thoughts. “But the reason we’re here? Privacy. No one must know what I’m about to tell you.”

That caught Michael’s attention. 

“The Salvation is my ship. I have access to all the monitoring and surveillance systems. But you never know who else does, too. And I can’t risk the ISA finding out …”

“What?” He’d known the boss had something to hide. Something bigger than owning a lot of antimatter generators.

“Where we’re going.”

Michael stared, open-mouthed. After a second he hazarded a guess. “Barnard’s Star?”

The boss laughed. “Nope. The Chinese are already planning a mission there. Too far, anyway.”

“Pluto. Eris. Somewhere in the Kuiper Belt.”

The boss floated over to an ancient orrery—a clockwork representation of the solar system. “I know my people very well. I trust them all. But look at Yonezawa. I trusted him, too.”

“I’m totally trustworthy,” Michael said. He scrambled out of his mecha, as if to prove it. He floated over to the orrery, leaving his mecha sagging, marooned in the middle of the art gallery. 

The boss flicked the outermost sphere of the orrery—Neptune. It sailed, ringing, around its track. “When this was made, they thought the solar system only had eight planets. It had just been decided by bureaucratic fiat that Pluto wasn’t one.”

Michael gasped. The speculation that popped into his mind seemed too audacious. He said it anyway. “Planet X?”

A grin pulled at the boss’s lips, betraying boyish enthusiasm. “You got it.”

Planet X had been discovered in 2042. It was a watery gas giant orbiting 17,000 AUs from the sun. It had two icy moons, visited several times by unmanned probes, but human beings had never set foot on it. Correction: they hadn’t … yet.

“This isn’t a spaceship. It’s an arkship!”

“Yeah.” The boss swiped the orrery with the side of his hand, sending all the planets spinning wildly. “When humanity falls, at least one remnant will survive. The Salvation.” He glared at Michael. “This is not a leisure cruise.”  

But the boss was obviously struggling to keep a stern face. When Michael laughed out loud, the boss laughed with him. “Oh, damn you. Yes, I love space, I love ships, and I’m stoked about going where no one has ever gone before. And I hope you’ll come, too.”

“Count me in!” Michael cried, in an ecstasy of excitement. He pointed at his mecha. “I don’t need that anymore. You can have it for your collection.”

“That’s very kind of you,” the boss said solemnly. “C’mon, let’s go eat.”

 

 


iii.

 

In their first couple of weeks aboard the Startractor, the Galapajin turned the passenger module and half of the command module into a hydroponic farm, replicating and expanding the food production set-up they’d had on the Monster, minus the soil. 

Kiyoshi had never taken much interest in gardening. That was Jun’s thing. Now he suffered endless lectures from his people on just how much care—and chemistry—went into the successful cultivation of crops in space.

And how easily it could all go wrong.

By week four, it was going wrong. Even the experts couldn’t pretend otherwise.

It wasn’t that they were slacking off. They were Japanese. They thinned soy, barley, and squash seedlings by hand, with tweezers. They split-tested nutrient solutions with a few parts per million more or less of dissolved oxygen, one or two percent more salinity. They built, by hand, spiral towers of hydroponic buckets that shared a single air pump, so each assembly could be powered by one person riding a stationary bicycle—look, Ma, no batteries! Shades of 11073 Galapagos. 

But it remained the case that the LED lights in the passenger module didn’t have the right spectral distribution for plants, and the metal halide lamps Jun had left them could not be used without shorting out the wiring in the passenger module, and rewiring the whole module would require more cable than they had, unless they ripped it out of some other part of the ship. One problem led to another, like a string of dominoes. 

To top it all, the dwarf pigs were dying.

Kiyoshi couldn’t understand it. He’d started out with eight of the potbellied porkers. Now he only had four. They’d thriven in the Monster’s garden, rooting happily in their runs. On board the Startractor, they’d grown listless and thin. One had gone lame from walking on the hard decks, and had to be put down. The other three fatalities had all been sudden, inexplicable. The Galapagjin had done post-mortems on the animals before eating them. Their internal organs looked healthy. “Twisted gut,” said the pig experts. “Maybe?” 

“Stress,” said Sister Terauchi, the capable young nun who’d taken on a leadership role since their move.

One of the surviving pigs was pregnant. Kiyoshi took to keeping her on the bridge with him. He sat on the floor with her warm bulk across his legs, scratching behind her ears, in the hope that this would make her feel less stressed. She weighed about as much as a human baby, even though her actual mass was close to 70 kilograms. 

He’d re-initialized the Startractor’s spin gravity, reluctantly, after the hydroponics experts said a few tenths of a gee would help the plants. Anything to support food production. But it was using reactor power he really couldn’t spare. The ship’s dwindling fuel reserves haunted him. Jun had given them all the He3 pellets he could spare before leaving. Even so, life support power requirements were drawing down the ship’s reserves faster than Kiyoshi would’ve thought possible. 568 people breathed a lot of air, drank a lot of water, and generated a lot of heat that needed dumping. The reactor itself generated heat that also needed dumping, and this crappy truck didn’t have a Ghost to help with that.

He ran some delta-V calculations.

Propellant / fuel reserves, as a percentage of requirements to reach:

Ceres: 67%

Jupiter: 108%

The slow orbit of 99984 Ravilious, relative to the planets, had brought it closer to Jupiter than it had been for decades. Kiyoshi had been to Ganymede a couple of times, picking up tech for the boss-man (such as antimatter generators). Never visited the other Jovian moons. Didn’t want to. He’d been born inside the orbit of Venus, where the sun loomed big in the sky, showering you with free energy. Out here it was too cold and dark.

6 Hebe: 139% 

The stupid hub of the Startractor couldn’t grasp that 6 Hebe had been destroyed by the PLAN. The entrepot asteroid was now dust, but it kept popping up in Kiyoshi’s calculations, like the ghost of the carefree life he used to live, when his biggest worry was where to score drugs, rather than keeping 568 people alive.  

39 Laetitia: 151%

That was a possibility. 39 Laetitia was a mining industry hub. Big precious metals market. Good Chinese restaurants. But Kiyoshi had been hearing a lot of radio chatter about how refugees from smaller rocks were flooding in, scared of PLAN strikes, eager to shelter behind 39 Laetitia’s Star Force garrison, and the locals were not best pleased by the influx.

The comms screen beeped, letting him know that the Monster had responded to his ping.

Finally! Kiyoshi rolled the pregnant pig off his lap. He confirmed that the hatches and doors were all locked from the inside. He usually surrounded himself with people when he talked to Jun. It did Jun good to see the children’s smiles, and it did the adults good to see Jun’s face on the screen, to know he hadn’t abandoned them. But not tonight. He couldn’t allow anyone else to hear the request he had to make.

He checked himself out in the mirrored cladding of the elevator shaft. His cheekbones stuck out like doorknobs. Was that a gray hair? It was. In fact, it was a whole gang of them. Fortunately, the dim lighting—nighttime settings everywhere except the farm decks, keeping the temps down—made it less obvious. He switched on the comms screen. “Hey! About time. We’re doing fine. See this pig?” He moved aside so the camera could pick up the lazing animal. “She’s about to drop a litter. The children are fighting over who gets to name the piglets! Top suggestion so far: Startrotter.”

He was doing good, he thought. Keeping it casual. Not mentioning the issues they were having with the hydroponics. 

“What else? Lemme see, I’ve talked to Father Tom a few times. They’re busy, busy over there. Deliveries keep arriving. Can’t tell of what. Maybe components for atmospheric scoopers to mine hydrogen out of the atmosphere of Planet X. How can he actually believe they’ll make it there alive? Well, maybe he doesn’t believe it. Maybe he’s got a death wish, wants to take a few thousand people with him.”

The boss had confided the Salvation’s true destination to Kiyoshi a few months back. He must have thought it would impress him. Instead, it had confirmed Kiyoshi’s adamant opposition to the whole project. Maybe the boss had forgotten that Kiyoshi had access to an artificial super-intelligence. Jun had modelled the Salvation’s journey, and even using the most generous parameters, even assuming the antimatter drive worked as advertised, there was no way the giant ship would reach Planet X with anyone on board alive. Not even 0.001% of a chance. 

“Maybe it’s a double bluff,” Kiyoshi speculated out loud. “Maybe he’s actually going to Pluto. That would be a lot more doable. Or, another possibility: he really is going to Planet X, because he’s that scared of the ISA. I wonder what he actually did? Sure, he’s got a rap sheet as long as your arm—ship theft, fraud, throw murder in there—but is there something worse, something we don’t know about? What would be bad enough that he’s got to run seventeen thousand AUs? Christ, I hope they do catch up with him.” Kiyoshi envisioned ISA ships bellying up to the Salvation, arresting the boss-man before his epic escape could even start. The thought gave him his first chuckle in a week. Unfortunately, it wasn’t likely to happen. Amidst humanity’s life-or-death struggle with the PLAN, the ISA had more important things to do. “Well, it’s amusing to speculate, but at the end of the day, who gives a shit? We’re here. Where are you?”

He hit send. He expected to have to wait 38 minutes. The time it took for a signal to make the round-trip journey to Earth … plus a bit.

The screen lit up again only 11 minutes later. For a delirious second he thought Jun must have changed his mind, was coming home. But no. They were just out of synch. Jun had started talking before he received Kiyoshi’s burst. 

“Sorry. I’ve been busy,” Jun said. “We’re there. Have a look!”

The screen showed darkness. A spotlight illuminated bots fussing with a fiberoptic cable at the foot of a cliff of machinery. Kiyoshi knew what he was looking at because he’d seen it before, in real life.

One of the docking bays of Tiangong Erhao.

“You made it,” Kiyoshi whispered. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket and took a drag of nicotine. 

Tiangong Erhao was the pride of the Imperial Chinese Republic, a fifty-kilometer space station orbiting at the L5 Earth-Moon Lagrange point. Jun planned to steal it and load it up with malware, a poisoned present for the PLAN. Kiyoshi didn’t underestimate his brother’s skills, but this part of the plan had always worried him. 

“Those bots are putting in my hardwired comms link,” Jun said in voiceover. “I’ll need that when we enter Ghost mode. But basically, it’s all over bar the shouting. Keep an eye on the news in the next couple of days. I don’t know how they’ll spin it. ‘Tiangong Erhao vanishes’? Anyway, you can bet they won’t admit Tiangong Erhao was hijacked by a person or persons unknown.” The picture changed to Jun himself. He was sitting—or rather, he portrayed his projection sitting—at the astrogator’s workstation on the bridge of the Monster. Kiyoshi felt a sharp pang of homesickness at the sight of his ship’s familiar wooden panelling and checkerboard floor. 

Jun steepled his hands under his chin. His eyes danced with elation. “It was so easy, Kiyoshi! Of course, winning the trust of the CTDF was the tricky part. But once I got them on board, the rest was a spacewalk.”

“Yeah, the CTDF,” Kiyoshi muttered. Tiangong Erhao, of course, had a guard of Chinese Territorial Defense Force ships. He wondered how, exactly, Jun had talked them into cooperating—and how hijacking a mammoth space station could be described as easy. 

“I appealed to their honor,” Jun said. “They’re as keen to attack the PLAN as we are; very frustrated with their government’s official wait-and-see stance. With their help, I infiltrated Tiangong Erhao’s hub and captured its AI. Credit where it’s due: the current resident, Prince Jian-Er, gave me his passwords for the command-and-control interface.”

Kiyoshi laughed out loud. “That’s awesome! Lemme guess. You sedated the dork and lifted his passwords out of his BCI. Sweet. And of course, Chinese ships are programmed to obey anyone with an Imperial Family ID.”

Although Jun wouldn’t hear this for another 19 minutes, he nodded on the screen. “Now I’m effectively the captain of Tiangong Erhao. We’re gonna enter stealth mode as soon as possible. Mendoza’s over there now, installing my Ghosts in Tiangong Erhao’s distributed processing centers. Um, yeah, I made some more Ghosts. Gave some to the CTDF ships, too.” A chunk of black hair fell into his eyes. He brushed it back with a work-toughened hand, and looked straight at the camera. “Once we enter Ghost mode, I’ll be able to receive your signals, but I won’t be able to respond. So if there’s anything we need to discuss, we should do it now.”

Kiyoshi sucked on his cigarette. He was torn. He felt proud of Jun’s exploits, and didn’t want to sour Jun’s moment of triumph. He also knew that the situation had to be a lot more precarious than Jun was describing. Owning a Chinese AI was a freaking huge computing challenge … second only to the challenge of owning the PLAN. This had been a practice run for the big fight. Jun now had to devote every erg of power to maintaining his mastery of Tiangong Erhao, and preparing for the battle to come. Worrying about the folks at home would only distract him. ASI or not, Jun was very human in that way. 

Through a cloud of nicotine-laced vapor, Kiyoshi glanced at the exterior optical feed. A gaggle of children in spacesuits were towing hydrogen fuel cells down to Engineering & Maintenance. That was their hack for the metal halide lamps. Run them on rechargeable fuel cells. But they didn’t have enough fuel cells. They didn’t have enough anything. Meanwhile, a near-infinite supply of stuff resided over there, on the other side of the rubble cloud …

Kiyoshi spoke. “Jun, I need money. Can you deposit some into my account? A hundred thousand spiders would do. The more the better, obviously.”

The boss-man wouldn’t give him fuel cells, but he’d sell them to him, Kiyoshi was sure. Water, too. Pig feed. The boss might harp on about the death of fiat currency, but if he was offered it, he’d take it. The problem was Kiyoshi’s capital was all tied up in illiquid assets.

This time he had to wait the full 38 minutes for a response. He spent the time tinkering with his home distillery. The Galapajin considered liquor a life-support essential. Their Catholic faith did not prevent them from appreciating the finer things in life. Homebrewed potato liquor was not what Kiyoshi considered a fine drink, but he’d never been big on alcohol, anyway. He was trying to get this working for the others. Morale.

Jun came back on the screen. “I’m glad to hear everything’s going well. But in that case, what do you need money for? Anyway, I haven’t got any. What’s yours is mine, what’s mine is yours … and it’s all tied up in Canadian farmland and Jupiter trojan asteroids. You could sell some of those.”

Kiyoshi groaned, “I can’t sell now! There’s plenty of upside left in real estate and TEOTWAWKI assets.” His belief that the war panic had a long way left to run meshed with his belief that Jun was going to bring the war to an end singlehandedly in a couple of weeks. It was the ultimate insider trading opportunity. He’d plowed all his capital into real estate and space tourism stocks, which had already tripled in value. “C’mon, Jun … what do you mean you haven’t got any money? You stole a Chinese prince’s passwords. Can’t you steal a few thousand out of his bank account? I’m not asking for a couple of million, though it would be nice.”

Another 38 minutes. He fixed the leaky seal in the reflux condenser. The pig woke up. He fed her a bowlful of kibble. Still hungry, she rooted in the rubbish around the captain’s workstation. 

“Dame [That’s wrong],” Jun said, the single Japanese word conveying the depth of his disapproval. “I’m not stealing anything, Kiyoshi. We’re in this to save humanity … not to turn a profit.”

“You’re stealing a fifty-kilometer, multi-mega-billion SPACE STATION!” Kiyoshi howled. 

He got so fed up with Jun’s strict morality sometimes. In a rage, he dug into the surveillance camera logs. Unlike the Startractor’s previous owners, Kiyoshi didn’t care to keep tabs on everyone around the clock, but the cameras were automated. He clicked and pasted stills. The hydroponic farm. Yellow, spindly seedlings. The rat’s nest of power lines around the reactor. The dead pigs. A recent Mass, held in the crew mess. You could see how skinny everyone had gotten. Zoom in on Father Tanabe’s hands, elevating the Host. A moon of see-through-thin wheaten wafer, which would be portioned into nano-sized crumbs.

This is why we need money … this … and THIS. 

On the verge of hitting send, he growled, “Goddammit.” 

Jun was trying to save the human race. But Kiyoshi knew he would have much preferred to stay here, gardening, praying, and teaching kindergarten. It had been an agonizing decision for him to leave them all behind. What if Kiyoshi’s complaints pushed him to drop the whole scheme and come home? And what if, as a result, humanity lost the war? 

It would be on me, Kiyoshi thought, and he erased the pictures.

“OK,” he said. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. Stealing is wrong.” We’ll get by somehow. “I was just throwing the idea out there. Heh. You know me.”

As he spoke, he idly flicked through the surveillance logs on an adjacent screen, going further and further back. Suddenly, a new figure caught his eye. A lean Earthborn woman with a sunburst of yellow and orange hair. She was doing yoga on the bridge, in the very place where Kiyoshi now sat. He leaned closer to the screen. Watched her flow through her poses. “Still plenty flexible, aren’t you, Alicia?” he murmured wistfully.

Alicia Petruzzelli had been the last official captain of this ship, before it embarked on its illegal journey to 99984 Ravilious. Kiyoshi checked the timestamp of the surveillance vid—six months ago—and bookmarked it, planning to have another trawl through the logs later. Hopefully, she had also let the cameras catch her changing out of that very fetching yoga outfit.

Sighing, he turned back to the comms screen. “I found some old vids of Alicia Petruzzelli,” he told Jun. “You know, I never have gotten her out of my mind.” They’d met briefly, years back, before the war. “I didn’t know her that well, of course.” They’d spent most of their time together in bed. “But there was something about her … I dunno, something kind of fragile … as well as, y’know, the fact that she was hot. It feels almost necrophiliac to look at these vids now. Because she’s probably dead. She quit Kharbage, LLC to join Star Force. And they’re chewing through pilots like my pig here chews through kibble. It’s fucking criminal, and if I think about it too much, I’ll probably break down and cry. So, Jun? Get this right. SLAG that goddamn AI. Do it for Alicia Petruzzelli. Do it for me. Do it for all of us.” He gave a crisp nod. “Yonezawa out.”

That over with, he laid his head down on his folded arms. Sucked on his cigarette.

They had to make it. 

Another three weeks until Jun reached Mars. Assuming all went well, it would be another month after that until he could get home.

So they just had to hold out for another two months. It wasn’t forever.

But Kiyoshi had a dreadful decision to make, and he had to make it now. 

Should they stay at 99984 Ravilious? Or run to 39 Laetitia? 

If they didn’t leave now, life-support requirements would drain their fuel reserves to the point where they couldn’t go anywhere.

But which option would offer them a better chance of survival? 

And what about those 6,000 souls in the Salvation? Was abandoning them really an option? Kiyoshi felt a personal connection only with Father Tom and his motley flock of Catholics. But in a sense, they were all his responsibility, non-believers included, because only he knew the truth about the boss-man’s insane plan for them.  

Two sounds interrupted his agonized reverie. A chime from the astrogation workstation, and a ping from Sister Terauchi.

“News from the other side,” the nun said. Mukou—over there, the other side; that was how they’d begun referriing to the Salvation.

“Lay it on me,” Kiyoshi said. He ambled over to the astrogation workstation. The radar detector was flashing. He requested velocity and position data. While he waited for the stupid, slow hub to compute them, he speculated, “Another delivery of goodies?” 

The stream of ships bringing supplies to the Salvation had slowed to one or two a week, just when Kiyoshi was getting desperate enough to consider raiding the next one. 

“Holy Mother of God!” He stared at the radar plot. It was now clear that the ship his sensors had picked up was moving away. 

“Yeah,” Sister Terauchi said. “They’re leaving.” 

He heard her saying the same thing in real life, from inside the elevator. And then a thump. 

“This stupid elevator is stuck.”

Kiyoshi unlocked the elevator. Sister Terauchi sailed onto the bridge, the split skirt of her habit flapping. A dozen other people followed her. Nothing ever happened on the Startractor but a crowd turned up to gawp and make ‘helpful’ remarks. 

“The Salvation’s leaving,” Sister Terauchi repeated.

“Did they warn you?” Kiyoshi said. “They didn’t warn me.” He kept glancing back at the radar plot, as if his eyes might be lying to him. The fact that the Salvation was moving at all meant the boss’s antimatter drive worked. Kiyoshi hadn’t expected that. Nor had Jun. The boss-man didn’t have anyone smart enough to DIY an antimatter drive, and have it freaking work. Except, he apparently did.

“No,” Sister Terauchi said. “No one was warned. Father Tom texted me a minute ago. An announcement was made to everyone on board. But no one was given a chance to get off.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Kiyoshi muttered under his breath, too quietly for the nun to hear his foul language. He sucked on his cigarette, wishing it contained something stronger than nicotine. Then a thought came to him. “This wasn’t scheduled. The boss must have received new information that convinced him to clear out immediately. Maybe the ISA’s coming. About time—all those deliveries to the middle of nowhere …”

Sister Terauchi swatted him on the head with an open hand. He flinched. She said, “If the ISA comes here, and finds only us, do you think that’ll go well for our people? We’d be dragged away for resettlement. Our faith would be suppressed, our identity destroyed! We must follow the Salvation. It’s our only chance.”

Kiyoshi refused to be rushed into a decision. He moved to the captain’s workstation in the center of the bridge. The Startractor had one cutesy piece of kit: a holographic starmap. He switched it on. A beachball of starry darkness materialized overhead like a black moon. He cued it to display 99984 Ravilious and the Salvation—a moving spark. Not moving very fast, yet. Radar returns put the ship’s velocity at 50 meters per second, acceleration at 0.09 gees. Antimatter drive or no antimatter drive, they’d have to take their time geeing up that monstrosity, lest it pull itself apart. 

“SHIP COMMAND: Extrapolate possible trajectories.”

Everyone stared at the starmap.

“We have to follow them,” someone muttered. 

“Father Tom’s on board!”

“All our friends …”

“You have friends on the Salvation?” Kiyoshi asked the woman who’d spoken.

She flinched, but responded, “Sure. We all do.”

“What are we going to do?” cried a little girl, her voice a needle of fear.

“Yousu miru [We’ll see how things develop],” Kiyoshi said evenly. There was no language like Japanese for deferring decisions. “Get out of here, honey. You’re upsetting the pig.”

Though he spoke to the child, the dismissal was meant for all of them. 

“Get back to work,” growled an older man, backing Kiyoshi up—for which Kiyoshi was extremely grateful.

In a few moments, only Kiyoshi, Sister Terauchi, and old Isobe-san were left on the bridge. They stared at the starmap. 

“Well, we’ve got the place to ourselves at last,” Kiyoshi said. 

Sister Terauchi shook her head. “Until the ISA arrives.”

“That’s just your guess. Long-range scans haven’t picked anything up.”

“If the ISA isn’t coming, our outlook is even worse. Yonezawa-sencho,” she pointedly addressed him as captain. “There are five hundred and sixty-eight of us. Packed into one small ship. Without properly working growlights. With one printer, and a water reclamation rate of seventy-two percent. We have to follow the Salvation … or die.”

There was no question but that she believed it. “How long do we have, Sister? I want your best estimate.”

“Forty days, assuming no new failures in the hydroponic systems.” 

He’d been guessing thirty. “Jun’ll be back by then.”

“But what if he’s not?”

“I just talked to him a few minutes ago,” Kiyoshi said. But he knew Sister Terauchi’s fears were not irrational. For whatever reason, Jun might not come back. There was no telling what might happen when the Monster reached Mars. No telling what was happening in the inner system. The news feeds were lies, wall to wall …

The sow butted against Kiyoshi’s leg. He petted her. Sister Terauchi and Isobe-san smiled patiently, waiting.

“I was thinking about running to 39 Laetitia,” Kiyoshi confessed. Red lines, possible trajectories for the Salvation, sprang across the starmap. None of them led to 39 Laetitia. The boss-man was heading away from the sun, not towards it. “If we follow the Salvation, that option’ll be gone.”

Isobe-san said suddenly, “I vote for staying here.”

“You do?” Kiyoshi said.

“Yes. Qusantin Hasselblatter is a dangerous criminal. Follow him, we’d be putting our own people in danger.”

“Agreed,” Kiyoshi said. 

Sister Terauchi started, “But—”

“But,” Kiyoshi nodded, “you’re right, Sister.”

Staring at that insouciant spark, he felt a surge of rage. After everything they’d been through together, after everything he’d done for the boss-man, the bastard had just—left. Knowing full well how marginal their situation was, he’d left them to die. 

“Isobe-san, take some people down to the engineering deck and disconnect all those power lines. Sister, warn everyone we’ll be accelerating in thirty minutes.”

The nun’s face crumpled in relief. “Thank you, Yonezawa-sencho. You’re making the right decision.”

“Yup,” Kiyoshi said, not meeting her eye. He hadn’t made exactly the decision that she thought he had. “We’re going after them.”

★

Kiyoshi flew the ship by himself. He’d given several of his childhood friends officer positions, which entitled them to hang out on the bridge, but none of them knew much about astrodynamics. That was OK. Kiyoshi preferred to fly solo. He’d been doing it half his life.

Never, though, had he flown a ship as dumb as this one. The hub was a real dog. He had to check its key computations by hand, with a calculator. 

Nestled in freezeblankets at the captain’s workstation, living on cigarettes and stim pills, he coddled the Startractor along in the Salvation’s wake. He kept a prudent distance of a few tens of thousand klicks, until one night, his comms officer woke him from a doze. 

★

“Callisto.”

The room was no more than a closet with a window. It contained nothing except a bowl of water, on the floor, a crucifix, on the wall ... 

… and a VHF radio with quantum encryption, issued to Thomas Lynch by the Society of Jesus, so that he could communicate with the Order no matter where in the solar system he might be.

Now he was using it to communicate with the Startractor wallowing along in the Salvation’s wake.

“Callisto. That’s where we’re going. I had it from Brian, and you can be sure he knows.”

80,000 kilometers away, Kiyoshi Yonezawa said, “Makes sense. Makes sense. I knew he couldn’t be running for Planet goddamn X. Even an antimatter drive needs propellant, and I know how much liquid hydrogen he’s got. Not enough to reach the orbit of Neptune, let alone the heliopause. So he’s making a fuel stop.”

The VHF radio’s antenna was mounted on one of the sensor bumps of the Salvation’s Caledonia/Hibernia module. The officers in the Salvation’s comms section knew it was there—Father Lynch had made it a condition of his presence on board. They might have noticed the antenna reorienting itself towards the smaller ship astern. But they had no hope of breaking his encryption. 

“Can you make it?” he asked.

There was a long pause. Father Lynch assumed Kiyoshi was crunching the numbers. “Yes. Just.”

“Good. Good, then we’ll see you there.”

“Yes.”

“I’m hoping we won’t see you any sooner than that, Yonezawa. You wouldn’t get a warm reception.” Father Lynch hunched over his radio, head bowed, one finger depressing the encryption key, the other hand curled into a white-knuckled fist around his pectoral cross. The priest knew Kiyoshi Yonezawa rather well, and he suspected that Kiyoshi was planning something stupid.

There was a long, long pause. Then Kiyoshi began to laugh. In between hoots of mirth, he gasped, “Damn you, Father.”

“I’m hoping we can fix this situation without either one of you murdering the other,” Father Lynch said. A smile floated to his lips, but it was uncertain. He seemed to hear a dark edge to Yonezawa’s laughter. 

“I would hope so, too,” Kiyoshi said, sobering. “But if the boss’s intention wasn’t to murder my people by leaving us behind, what the hell was it?”

“Maybe you can ask him yourself.”

“Maybe I will, on Callisto.” Kiyoshi cut the connection.

“The peace of the Lord be with you,” Father Lynch said into the dead radio. 

Sighing, he cut the little unit’s power and stowed it in the safe in the corner of the room. But he made no move to rise. For several minutes he stayed where he was, on his knees. 

All the room held was the bowl of holy water and the crucifix on the wall.

It was all he needed.

Water and God.

His burden seemed to lighten for a minute, as he remembered that he wasn’t alone, that Jesus was always with him. And for that moment, even the impending destruction of the solar system seemed a bearable thing.

At last he rose, genuflected, and left the little room. He walked along the upstairs balcony of his apartment building, which was open to the gentle breezes of Deck 2, and went down the stairs to the ‘village square.’ 

This open area was one of many on the residential deck of Hibernia/Caledonia. Saplings and rustic benches stood around a shared tap. The idea had been to encourage neighborhood solidarity—and save water—by putting in only one spigot for every twenty families. It had worked: young mothers sat chatting on the benches, while their toddlers splashed in the spigot’s overflow gutter, and made mud pies from the soil underfoot. The breeze from the air recirculation units, concealed in the blue-sky smartpaper on the ceiling, dried the washing on lines stretched from window to window. The Irish community had adjusted to an eighteenth-century lifestyle with remarkably little fuss. 

Father Lynch’s eye fell on the one person who didn’t belong in this wholesome scene: a brown-skinned, curly-headed boy scuttling away with a rucksack on his shoulders. 

He strode after Michael Kharbage and caught him by the arm. “What are you doing here?”

The boy defiantly jerked away. His eyes held so much fear that Father Lynch regretted his harsh tone. 

“Sure you can go wherever you like. Were you coming to see me?” He smiled. 

“No,” Michael said. “Anyway, I’m going now. I have to get back to work.”

The boss had put the child to work in the propulsion section, according to Captain Haddock and his family (who were themselves unhappily moored in Construction). If there were castes on the Salvation—and there were, oh yes, unofficial though they be—the Propulsion lads were the Brahmins, the tippy-top dogs on whom the whole mission depended. Michael’s pride showed in the way he wore his new printed-to-fit uniform, even though it made him stick out down here more than his coloring did. His skin after all, was not darker than Father Lynch’s own. Lots of the Irish had some African in their lineages. So Michael had no real reason to feel shy or out of place. Yet there was the fear in his eyes.

Too fast for the boy to react, Father Lynch seized his rucksack. He opened its suspiciously lumpy main compartment. It held a directional microphone. 

The boy would have just sat there, pretending to read a book or something, while the microphone soaked up everything being said inside the thin-walled apartment building.

That was one way around encryption, Father Lynch admitted ruefully to himself.

“What did you hear?” he asked.

“Everything you said!” Michael snatched the rucksack back. “The boss is going to be pretty cross when he finds out you were talking to Kiyoshi Yonezawa!” He almost spat the name. Such hatred was a sad thing to see in a child so young.

Father Lynch’s smile faded. “Actually, I don’t think the boss will be cross at all. And if he is, he’s welcome to take it up with me. He knows I’ll do whatever it takes to keep the colony intact … and I’ve not given up on the Galapajin, either. We need them, and they need us.”

★

On the bridge of the Startractor, Kiyoshi stabbed the disconnect button, boiling with rage. 

He faced his childhood friends. They had stood around the captain’s workstation, listening in on his conversation with Father Tom. Now they looked confused. Some of the smarter ones looked disappointed. Not many of them were smart. They were the 11073 Galapagos junior high goof-off gang, now in their mid to late thirties. Mouth-breathers. Alcoholics, several of them. Kiyoshi loved them, but he didn’t have any illusions about their IQs. 

He pushed through them. At the far side of the bridge, the pregnant sow reclined on a bed of rags. Kiyoshi eased her aside and opened the emergency life-support locker. With a clatter, ten Kalashnikovs and twice as many HabSafe™ laser rifles tumbled out. His friends automatically went to pick up the weapons. Kiyoshi gestured for them to stop. “He guessed. That damn Jesuit guessed.”

“No way,” exclaimed Miyazaki-kun. “How? No one would ever guess we were gonna board them!”

“You wouldn’t. But Father Tom is crazy smart. He definitely had our number.” With a sour smile, Kiyoshi waved at the guns. “You might as well put these back where they belong. Safer not to have ‘em all in one place. Make sure the kids can’t get at them.”

When they’d scattered, he collapsed at the captain’s workstation. His plan to overhaul the Salvation and board her had not yet been finalized. It had been more of a Plan Z, to be implemented if they had another cascade of failures in the hydroponic farm. It had given him and his friends hours of fun as they plotted out how they could fake a drive failure, trick the boss-man into letting them dock with the Salvation, and then mount a surprise assault on the fuselage. 

Now Kiyoshi abandoned the whole idea. He didn’t put it past Father Tom to warn the boss-man, all in the name of preventing violence. 

Twenty days to Callisto, he thought. We can make it. 

We’ll just eat less.

As his angry reaction faded, he felt a bit relieved. His old school friends versus Brian’s boys? Kalashnikovs versus flechette cannons? It probably wouldn’t have gone well at all. There was only so much the element of surprise could do for you. 

He probably owed Father Tom for warning him off.

All the same, he’d kept his own rifle back. He touched it from time to time as he monitored the ship’s stats, like a better Catholic than him might touch a favorite religious totem.

 

 


iv.

 

The solar system was big.

When Kiyoshi was a second-grader on 11073 Galapagos, their science teacher had organized a game to help them understand just how big it was. Sensei had given one child a kabocha squash. That was the sun. She had stood at one end of the hollowed-out asteroid. The other children had got washers, or vitamin pills, or grains of rice. They’d walked down the unfinished canyon of Cathedral End, counting off paces. Venus had stopped 19 paces from the sun. Earth had stopped 26 paces away. Kiyoshi had been given the B12 pill that represented Jupiter. He’d walked all the way out of Cathedral End, into the tightly-knit streets, almost back to school, before he’d counted off his alloted 135 paces. 

He’d then eaten the B12 pill, started to run, and got halfway home before a passing adult collared him and dragged him back to school.

But unlike most of what he learnt at school, the lesson had stuck.

The outer solar system was no place to run out of fuel. 

There was a good reason why humanity had not ventured beyond the asteroid belt until the 23rd century. 

Nowadays, colonies flourished on the moons of Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune. Schemes to mine the atmospheres of these three gas giants were perpetually in development. There was a gloomy little scientific outpost on Pluto. Drones poked around the Kuiper Belt. The exponential increases in fuel efficiency of the Clean Revolution, which made ship drives faster, cheaper, and lighter, had enabled even a beater like the Kharbage Collector to reach Jupiter. 

But not comfortably.

Not with 564 people on board.

(Four people had died.)

Low on fuel, Kiyoshi had been forced to coast for a week. That had allowed the Salvation to pull ahead of them. He’d lost track of the big ship’s radar profile in the noisy crowd of spacecraft around Jupiter. So he didn’t even know for sure that the boss-man really had landed on Callisto. But it looked like everyone else in the outer Belt either had, or was trying to. 

Kiyoshi had no choice but to join the queue.

He had to land, before more people died.

The hydroponics had failed. They’d eaten the roots and seeds.

Kiyoshi distracted himself from his growling stomach by calculating and recalculating their approach to Callisto. The astrogation computer was behaving oddly, and he was on his knees under the astrogator’s workstation, shining a flashlight into its guts, when Sister Terauchi slapped his ankle.

“We’re going to eat the fertilizer,” she said.

Kiyoshi sat back on his heels. “Seriously?”

“Yes. There is nothing else left.”

“I mean: you can eat that stuff?”

“It’s basically freeze-dried compost. It’s got calories. If we empty the hydroponics tanks, we’ll have enough water to rehydrate it.”

Kiyoshi pointed at the 3D starmap over the captain’s workstation. It held a single object: Jupiter, the famous red spot glowering at them. The gas giant hid Callisto. Only a quarter-million klicks away now. All the food they could possibly ever want. “Another day and a half,” he said.

“Come across to the passenger module. The children are too weak to cry anymore. A lot of people are—well, this is tough to say, Yonezawa-san … but they’d have mutinied by now, if we didn’t all know you’re the only one who can fly this swine of a ship.”

“All right. Serve up the freaking fertilizer.”

“Want some?”

“No. I’ll have a piglet.”

Against the odds, six piglets survived. All the adult pigs had been eaten, but Kiyoshi had laid down the law regarding the infants. He’d even locked up the pig kibble so no one would eat that. He was not going to roast and eat a piglet now, no matter what he said. They were just too cute. Besides, he believed their survival gave people hope. 

Sister Terauchi sat on the astrogator’s couch. Her split-skirted habit outlined stick-thin legs. “Bad memories,” she said.

Kiyoshi nodded. Back on 11073 Galapagos, they’d had a few brushes with colony failure. The rice blight. The nanorot. Worst of all had been the water crisis that had forced Kiyoshi to put into space for the first time, on a desperate mission to buy, borrow, or steal H2O. All the Galapajin remembered what it was like to starve. It haunted their nightmares, a deeply imprinted trauma, and now they were facing it again. They’d have mutinied if anyone else could fly the ship, Sister Terauchi had said. It was a shock to hear that, but Kiyoshi understood. You’d do anything rather than watch your children die of hunger.

The Startractor groaned. Callisto peeked from behind Jupiter’s limb, a stone pimple on the jewel of the solar system. 

Jupiter had once had 67 moons, but most of the rocky and metallic tiddlers had been dismantled by human beings, their raw materials shipped to the four most massive moons. Collectively known as the Galileans, these were Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto.

Io lurked deep in Jupiter’s lethal radiation belt, subject to tidal stresses, pocked with active volcanoes. 

Europa also soaked up killing doses of radiation. It had a liquid water ocean under its crust, which was nice, but that crust moved, slip-sliding at the whim of Callisto’s plate tectonics. Living there would be like living inside an iceberg that could shatter at any moment. At present the only people on Europa were a handful of highly paid bot operators, who controlled robotic ice-mining rigs. There were plans to set up underground farms and export nutriblocks to …

Ganymede; the biggie. Ganymede had its own magnetosphere. Far beneath the icy bulges of its dead cryovolcanoes, humans had hollowed out domes the size of cities. A near-infinite supply of water was right there. Just lick the walls. Jupiter’s radiation provided free energy to their electromagnetic generators. At a depth of about 70 kilometers, the ice naturally contained atmospheric pressures up to one full Earth-alike atmosphere. They had factory farms down there, livestock, rivers and lakes … not to mention black tech manufacturers, gengineers, nightclubs, illegal gene-therapy clinics, drug labs, start-ups developing crazy new immersion experiences, chop shops that could give you the full cyborg treatment, and the biggest casino in the solar system. 

Kiyoshi really wished the boss-man would have chosen to make his pit stop at Ganymede.

But he knew why the boss hadn’t taken that option. Ganymede’s deeply buried colonies had de-facto unbreakable security. If the boys downstairs didn’t like the look of you? They wouldn’t let you in. You’d be stuck on the surface, unable to leave your ship on account of the radiation, in the crosshairs of Ganymede’s newly beefed-up Star Force garrison. 

Attractive as Ganymede was, it was a dead end for anyone hoping to fuel up and make a run out of the solar system.

Which left Callisto. 

Callisto, for some reason, had been the last Jovian moon colonized, although it was the best-qualified. Safely outside Jupiter’s radiation belt, it sucked up fewer rems even than Earth’s Moon. No need to burrow down into the ice here. The darker terrain of layered impact craters made Callisto significantly warmer than its Galilean siblings. Its ‘dirty snowball’ regolith was mixed with useful minerals. A real Goldilocks destination …

… if he could make it there.

He had to get this freaking astrogation computer back online.

Of all the times it could have chosen to crap out!

“I really, really do not want to math a three-burn approach to Callisto using a calculator,” he muttered aloud, tense with frustration. 

“Jun could have done it,” Sister Terauchi said.

“Are you still here?”

“I was wondering if you’d heard from him recently.”

Kiyoshi backed out from under the astrogation workstation. Squatting on his haunches, he said, “If I had, you’d know.”

“I suppose he’s … all right.”

“Yes, he’s all right. I’m sure of it. He’s in Ghost mode, Sister. I’ve been keeping him updated, but he can’t respond. Emitting radio signals would break his stealth.”

The truth was Kiyoshi’s updates had grown steadily less informative. By now it would be more accurate to describe them as fairy-tales. But having made the decision not to worry Jun, he couldn’t start whining about food shortages and flaky computers now.

Sister Terauchi went so silent and still that Kiyoshi stood up and peered closely at her, thinking for an instant that she’d died. She did look like a starved corpse. Her lips moved slightly—she was praying. Her eyes focused on him. 

“Where is he, Yonezawa-san?”

“It’s supposed to be a secret.” Kiyoshi shrugged. “Somewhere near Mars.”

“He’s doing it again, isn’t he?” Her eyes flashed with anger.

“What?”

“Trying to be a saint. Sacrificing himself for the greater good of humanity. Sacrificing us!”

“I kicked that nonsense out of him,” Kiyoshi snapped back. “I told him, if he didn’t have at least a 90% chance of surviving, I wouldn’t allow him to go.”

“Allow him? Yonezawa-san,” at some point she’d quit calling him Captain, “you don’t allow or not allow him anything. He’s an ASI. And if he wanted to martyr himself, he’s perfectly capable of lying to you about it.”

Kiyoshi stared down at her, holding eye contact until she looked away. “Jun doesn’t lie.”

A faint flush crept up her neck. “What’s wrong with that workstation?” she said.

“I don’t know. It’s been lagging, which is unacceptable when I’ll need to make split-second calculations. I’d appreciate it if you would leave me alone so I can figure it out.”

She got the message, and left. 

Kiyoshi crawled back under the workstation.

His flashlight shone on the transponder—not the one the Startractor had come with, but a white-label box the size of a phone, splarted in to thwart corporate tracking. Maybe that was the problem. There could be some kind of virus in there. Kiyoshi should’ve looked under here before now. If Jun was here …

He blinked up his BCI’s connection to the PA system. “Hardware Engineer Asada. Asada-san to the bridge please.”

Splarted in. The superglue of the space age, splart was invulnerable to anything short of high explosive. The transponder was not coming out of there. Kiyoshi flattened an ergoform, dragged it under the workstation, and lay on his back. With his handheld cutter laser on the lowest setting, he burnt through the seams of the transponder’s aluminum-alloy housing. 

Five minutes later, a voice from the comms workstation said, “Paladin, this is Asgard traffic control. You ceased transmitting course updates at 07:21:32 Jupiter time. You OK out there?”

Kiyoshi took a deep breath. “Fine,” he said. “Thanks for asking, Asgard. Just a slight problem with our transponder.”

“Sorry,” said Hardware Engineer Asada. “I guess I broke it.”

Hardware Engineer; ha. Asada was a master swordsmith. He hadn’t had much opportunity to practise his craft in the last few years, but he was quite good at general-purpose tinkering. Now his gecko-slippered feet stuck out from under the astrogator’s workstation. “I’m removing this bit here,” he said. “I can try to put it back together again after …”

“Don’t worry about putting it back together.” Kiyoshi copied and dumped the Startractor’s thrust logs and estimated angle of orbital entry down the comms link to Callisto, doing the transponder’s job manually. “Just tell me what that bit is.”

Asada wriggled out from under the astrogator’s workstation. He’d removed a foreign object from the transponder: a crystal in a connector sleeve, which obviously did not belong there. He plugged it into a portable sandbox, a tablet that wasn’t hooked up to anything else. 

Air gap, Kiyoshi thought with a chill, remembering past close calls with PLAN malware. Everyone was aware of those risks now.

But Asada shook his head. “It’s a transmitter. Nifty! It’s been borrowing the ship’s bandwidth, and stealing processing capacity to mask its transmissions, going back as far as … somewhere near Ceres.”

“Well, crap,” Kiyoshi said. “Captain Haddock must have installed it. What’s it been transmitting?”

“Oh, positional and velocity information. Your basic transponder dataset.”

“Comms logs?”

“Um … No.”

“Thank Christ for that.” 

Kiyoshi sucked on his cigarette. He saw Asada watching him. The younger man’s expression held an odd mixture of respect and repugnance. Kiyoshi realized with crushing immediacy that Asada did not like him. And how many of the others felt the same way? 

He reached for the tablet. “I’ll handle it from here,” he said. “Thanks, Hardware Engineer.”

“At your service, cap’n.” Asada bowed from the waist and shuffled into the elevator backwards, a posture indicating profound respect. Sometimes, these Japanese formulas conveyed the exact opposite of what they purported. 

Kiyoshi put the tablet away to examine later. The astrogation computer was now responding normally. Normally, that is, considering the huge demands he was placing on it. 

Nineteen minutes to Callisto orbital capture (anticipated). 

That was TOO freaking close.

And the trickiest bit was still to come.  

He’d decided on a three-burn approach to Callisto because he didn’t have enough fuel for the standard continuous-burn approach. It had taken an extra couple of days, increasing tensions on board, and forcing them to cut rations even further. But since the alternative was crashing into Jupiter’s gravity well, everyone had sucked it up. 

So: Adjust approach so that Callisto passed through the periapsis of the Startractor’s orbit around Jupiter. Done.

At Jupiter periapsis, perform retrograde burn, so that the Startractor wasn’t falling into Jupiter’s gravity well at quite such a mindblowing speed. Done.

At Jupiter apoapsis, perform prograde burn, lowering periapsis to coincide with Callisto’s orbital radius of 1.8 million klicks, and thank God he’d timed that right, or they’d have missed Callisto and gone sailing back towards Jupiter again, like a pinball circling a funnel.

Now the Startractor was inside Callisto’s sphere of influence. He made minor course adjustments, concentrating so hard he almost forgot to breathe, shedding excess velocity, lowering periapsis to just 20 klicks above Callisto’s surface. Drive status was in the red. Asgard traffic control was yelling at him to provide transponder data. He ignored them. At periapsis he initiated a final prograde burn, dropping the ship into a circular orbit.

Teeth gritted, soaked with sweat, he heard clapping. He muzzily looked up. The bridge was full of people. They were applauding him, cheering his name, and smiling at the starmap. 

Kiyoshi got his first good look at Callisto. It now filled the starmap, with only a thin rind of darkness around it. A dirty snowball. Unlike many objects described that way, which were whitish or grey, Callisto really looked dirty, as if it had been rolling in the mud. The mottled look came from the color variations between old and new impact craters. The two largest craters on the moon were Valhalla and Asgard—and it was Asgard where Kiyoshi planned to land, because it offered spaceport amenities and refuelling facilities for the biggest of big ships. If the boss-man was anywhere, he was there.

He shrugged off the Galapajin’s applause. “Go and get strapped in! I want everyone in their spacesuits and in their couches, NOW!” Before these outer-system asswipes start shooting at us. 

Traffic Control said, “Is that your intended parking orbit, Paladin? Because you’re too low. We don’t allow ships to park in orbit thirty freaking klicks up.”

“That’s OK,” Kiyoshi said. “I’m not planning to park.”

“What are you planning to do, then?” Traffic Control was starting to sound scared.

Kiyoshi watched the surveillance screens for a couple of minutes. Over in the passenger module, the Galapajin were suiting up and strapping in. Despite their hunger and fear, everyone moved fast, without panicking. He was so proud of them. 

He breathed deeply. The bridge, lived in continously for months, stank of dirty bodies, pigshit, and burnt splart. He answered Traffic Control’s question. “I’m going to land.” 

“Land?” Traffic Control squealed. “You are a twin-module Startractor, correct?”

“Correct.”

“Startractors can’t do surface landings!”

“Your gravity’s what, 0.12 gees?”

“Don’t you have a landing craft?!”

“Nope. And I don’t have any fuel left, either.” 

As Kiyoshi spoke, he stabbed the propulsion console, initiating the Startractor’s last burn of all. It shaved their orbital velocity down to 800 meters per second—as low as you could go without falling out of the sky—and tipped the ship into a different orbit. 

One with a periapsis of precisely zero meters.

Jesus Lord, let me not have screwed up this calculation.

Because there was very, very little difference between this … and an impact trajectory.

 

 


v.

 

The Startractor’s main drive had died in action, but Kiyoshi still had the electrically powered attitude boosters. He burned them at maximum thrust all the way down, decelerating as hard as possible, and soft-landed on Callisto at 60 meters per second. 

Too fast. 

The drive shield shattered like hard candy. The tokamak held. The Startractor tipped over sideways. The fragile radiator vanes crumpled. The passenger module slammed into the snow, and bounced. Hit again, bounced again. 

The ship rolled over and lay with its rotator arm horizontal to the ground, like a person making a snow angel.

Kiyoshi unstrapped from the captain’s couch. He’d never moved so fast in his life. The bridge was tipped sideways. He scaled the now-vertical floor to the elevator. It no longer functioned. He sprinted along the elevator shaft, leapt across the transfer point, and ran for the passenger module, shouting for his people, knowing he’d find them all dead.

They’d all been strapped in, wearing their suits. A few had broken bones. Everyone else was fine. 

The Startractor would never fly again. 

Kiyoshi and Sister Terauchi got everyone outside and moving. Kiyoshi had shut down the reactor a few seconds before impact, and it was out of fuel anyway, so it wasn’t going to blow up, but there was still the risk of a containment breach that would spew hot neutron flux all over the area. Look what had happened to the drive shield. 

“It was an accident waiting to happen!” He looked back at the fragments of ablative nanocomposite lying around the titanium skeleton of the shield. “Completely embrittled. We burned all the way to Jupiter with shit for a drive shield!”

“We’re safe, that’s what counts. Praise Him,” Sister Terauchi said. “And thank you, Yonezawa-san. You got us here.”

Ahead of them, Galapajin ran in family groups, strung out, making for the nearest lights.  

“I’m going back,” Kiyoshi said.

“No!” Sister Terauchi grabbed his arm.

“The piglets.”

He ran back to the Startractor. It was shock making him act this way. He knew it, didn’t question it. He scrambled up to the passenger module’s emergency airlock. The Galapagjin had closed it behind them, conserving the atmosphere—so tidy, so thrifty, even in a life-or-death situation. He scuffed through thermal tiles jarred clean off the walls by the impact, and the wreckage of the hydroponic farm. Everything was sideways. He jumped from one tank to the next, each as dry and clean as a bone. 

The piglets huddled on the side of their pen that was now the floor, trembling. He scooped them into the pressurized travel cage. His suit’s radiation counter said the reactor hadn’t sprung a crack yet.

He caught up with the others out on the plain. They had slowed down to a shuffle. Fear had given them a burst of energy, but they were still starving and dehydrated. So was he.

They’d landed on a flat plain, although flat was relative. Every step, your boot landed on a lump of rock or in a snow-filled hole. Kiyoshi had never seen terrain like it. 

Stars filled the crystalline night sky. On this side of the tidally locked moon, Jupiter was forever invisible. 

Brighter, manmade lights shone atop a range of serrated hills, or mountains—hard to judge their height, or how far away they were—marching away towards the south pole. 

They walked. The hills did not seem to come any closer. 

After half an hour, they passed the wreckage of a small spacecraft. It looked recent, scattered across the snow, although how could you tell? This snow did not fall from the sky; it had been here for billions of years. The Galapajin stopped to scrounge for consumables. Kiyoshi told them to get moving, and received a few sullen grunts of “Hai, sencho”; otherwise, silence. But they got moving. 

A little while later, a boy told his mother that he was going to eat snow. Before she could stop him, he took off his helmet and died.

Order dissolved. Everyone gathered around the dead boy in silence—a silence that Kiyoshi, knowing these people, knew to be as explosive as TNT with a fuse in it.

A Flyingsaucer burst out of the night sky, hosing them with light. It settled onto the snow. Unlike the Startractor, the Flyingsaucer had jackstands.

An airlock in its side spat out a foldaway staircase. Spurning the stairs, six UN peacekeepers jumped to the ground and bounded towards the Galapajin. 

Kiyoshi had no love for the blue berets, but right now they looked like angels of mercy. He plunged through his people and met the peacekeepers between their ship and the crowd. There were some moments of comedy as they all attempted, with gestures, to find a shared comms frequency. Finally Kiyoshi heard a hoarse voice say, “—fucking tourists.”

 He jumped in. “Thank God you’re here. We need water, food, air. We can pay.” The Flyingsaucer wasn’t big enough for all of them. They could travel in shifts. 

“You’re on the wrong moon,” said the same voice. All six of the squat, Earthborn peacekeepers were standing still, so Kiyoshi couldn’t tell which one had spoken.

“I received landing permission from Asgard Traffic Control,” Kiyoshi lied. “We lost comms on our final approach, but—”

“Son, I don’t know where you’re from, but Traffic Control talks to twenty ships a day. And strangely enough, a lot of them lose comms on their final approach. You passed one of them back there. It is hard to land a bus that isn’t designed to land, at all, in the dark, on this shit.” One of the peacekeepers kicked the uneven ground, so Kiyoshi now knew who he was talking to. “Without remote guidance, it’s next door to impossible. You did it. Congratulations. But the fact remains, you did not obtain permission to land on Callisto.”

Kiyoshi got angry. “Well, we’re here now. What are you gonna do, leave us to die?”

“Give me a reason not to,” the man said, cool as steel. 

Kiyoshi clenched his jaw. He spoke through gritted teeth. “Saskatchewan.”

“Eh?” 

“Thirty thousand hectares of farmland. Already worth twice what I paid for it.”

The peacekeeper laughed. “Laugh!” he said, to underline it. “I’m from Canada. You were ripped off, trekkie. Land up there isn’t worth shit.”

“If it’s full of people like you, I can see why not,” Kiyoshi said.

Sister Terauchi stepped forward. Next to the peacekeepers, she looked painfully frail in her spacesuit, like some alien creature that lived here in the snow and the bleakness. “Give them whatever they want,” she said in Japanese.

“All right,” Kiyoshi took a deep breath. “A Jupiter trojan asteroid. M-type, masses nine gigakilos.”

“Now you’re talking.”

“Yup, and I’ll throw in another one, bit smaller, if you get us through immigration.”

“Done,” the peacekeeper said. “I’m Greg.”

“Kay,” Kiyoshi said. He never advertised to strangers that he was Japanese. Although, when the locals saw the Galapajin en masse, they were bound to guess. Hopefully they had worse things to worry about than half a thousand purebloods.

“Nice to make your acquaintance.” Greg held out his glove, Earth style, so they could shake on it.

The Flyingsaucer had to make four trips. Kiyoshi went with the last group. He joined the peacekeepers in the cockpit, in the center of the discus-shaped ship. The floor was transparent, this Flyingsaucer being primarily a sightseeing craft. The plain fell away. Kiyoshi counted five crashed spaceships just in this one small area, their wreckage starkly visible by Jupiter-light. 

“You weren’t kidding,” he commented.

They’d all taken their helmets off. The cockpit stank of farts and fresh paint.

“That yours? The twin-module Startractor?”

“Yeah.”

“Not too bad at all,” Greg said, meaning that the Startractor was still basically in one piece. “Salvage that for parts, you’ll be able to buy food for five hundred … for at least a week.” The peacekeepers all laughed, but not cruelly. They were well-disposed to Kiyoshi, now that they had taken two Jupiter trojans off him.

The Flyingsaucer’s rim-mounted ion thrusters kept the ship level as they skipped over the hills. No, mountains, Kiyoshi corrected himself when he saw the scale of the colony on the other side.

The mountains ringed the inner region of Asgard Crater, the second-largest on Callisto. The crater was formed of concentric rings of frozen splashback from a primordial impact. Within the inmost ring of mountains, another impact had raised a dome 65 kilometers wide, once known as Doh, and now known as Asgard Spaceport. 

Hundreds of ships littered the bulge, rivalling the spaceport of Shackleton City in its heyday. This put the throng in orbit into perspective. Unlike Luna’s spaceports, though, the ships were not parked in neatly gridded-off launch zones. Looked like they’d come down willy-nilly and squeezed in anywhere. Their lights glinted on puddles of refrozen slag where their drives had melted the ice, and rock as well. 

Kiyoshi searched urgently for the Salvation. It should have been easy to spot an ITN hauler with an 800-meter torus mounted on its nose. Maybe the boss-man had opted to stay in orbit. ITN haulers were surface-capable in micro-gravity: they landed on their tails and took off again the same way. But they required the help of tugs to get off the surface, once they were full of water or liquid hydrogen or whatever. The Salvation would need no such assistance—and if tug operators started crawling over the hull, they’d have questions about the Salvation’s drive. Lots of questions. Kiyoshi regretfully concluded that the boss-man must have stayed in orbit to avoid letting the cat out of the bag.

He was about to ask the peacekeepers if they happened to have seen a weird-looking ship with an antimatter drive, when Greg spoke. “That’s the welcome center.” He drew a circle on the see-through floor with the toe of his boot, and laughed. “We oughta call it the NOT welcome center, nowadays. But you’re fine.”

“Looks pretty crowded down there.” 

“There’s a war on. Dunno where you came from, and I’m not gonna ask, but wherever it was, I assume you didn’t feel safe there. Same story with all of them. The population of this moon has quadrupled in the last month.” Greg grimaced. “Sucks about Seoul, huh?”

Kiyoshi had been following the war news in every spare moment, hoping to detect echoes of Jun’s activities. So far, nothing. He’d been focusing on events in Mars orbit, where the gallant group of Luna Union pilots marooned on Stickney—a PLAN orbital fortress—had just been relieved by Star Force. He hadn’t heard about Seoul. “You mean Seoul, Earth?”

“Of course, Seoul, Earth. It got fragged. Orbital strike. The capital of Korea no longer freaking exists, dude.”

“Whoa. That’s terrible.”

“Fifteen million dead. That’s on top of Hyderabad, which got fragged last month. Eleven million dead there.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Yeah, they don’t want you finding out about that.” 

Discussing Earth like this, it didn’t feel like 630 million kilometers separated them from humanity’s home planet. The welcome center underlined the intimate connection between Earth and its colonies. Located on the rounded central dome of the crater, flexible transit tubes stretched out to every point of the compass, ending in vehicle airlocks. The terminal—the body of this metal octopus—had giant observation windows shaped like the continents of Earth, which glowed from within. Viewed from above, they formed an illuminated map of the world. 

And, Kiyoshi thought, a damn good target.

It scared him a bit how vulnerable the Asgard colony seemed. All it would take was one spaceship landing in the wrong place. And that was without considering the risk of orbital strikes like those that had obliterated Seoul and Hyderabad. The PLAN might be hard pressed in Mars orbit, but its stealth fighters still roamed abroad, as the destruction of 6 Hebe proved.

“What you have to understand is this,” Greg said, as if he sensed what Kiyoshi was thinking. “We’re under siege.”

“Yeah,” Kiyoshi murmured. “I can see that.”

“We’re being overrun by ‘tourists,’” another peacekeeper said, making air quotes. “We had to put up some barriers to entry, or we’d have a life-support crisis on our hands.”

That sounded like a semi-apology for extorting bribes from Kiyoshi. He squinted at the peacekeepers’ faces. They didn’t have the well-laundered, self-righteously correct manner he associated with blue berets. They didn’t smell deodorized. Even the women in the crew looked unshaven. 

He’d also noticed that the Flyingsaucer smelled as if its UN-blue paint job were very recent.

“You aren’t peacekeepers, are you?” he said.

They laughed out loud. When he could speak without busting a gut, the leader said, “You aren’t the first to come to that conclusion. But it’s worse than that, trekkie. We are peacekeepers.”

“My bad.”

“Wanna see our IDs? Wanna see our bank accounts, where we haven’t been paid in three months?”

They landed and docked the Flyingsaucer with a transit tube. Inside, the air smelt oxygen-rich and sterile. Kiyoshi’s weary people had already organized themselves into queues. The peacekeepers, as promised, whisked them through immigration—it was a refugee camp, people sleeping on the floor of the spaceport. Kiyoshi decided that his Jupiter trojans had been well spent.

Anyway, he still had two asteroids left, as well as his stocks. 

By the end of the day, he’d spent everything on food and lodgings.

 


vi.

 

“Any news of the Salvation?” Sister Terauchi asked. 

“No,” Kiyoshi said. “I asked the peacekeepers. They’d never heard of it. Searched the local bulletin boards and forums. I guess you’ve done the same. Nothing.”

“I thought the boss might have emailed you.”

“Nope.” Kiyoshi didn’t let on how worried he was. “There are two possibilities. They may not have made it here. Antimatter propulsion isn’t a very well-tested technology. Or else they got here before us, refueled, and took off again. But no one admits to even having heard of them. So they may have landed out on the ice. Traffic Control is overwhelmed; they aren’t keeping track. The Salvation could be parked somewhere out there, quietly helping itself to ice. OK, I guess that’s three possibilities.”

Sister Terauchi smiled faintly. “There’s another possibility,” she said. “They never planned to come here at all.”

“You’re accusing Father Tom of lying?”

She shook her head. It took him a moment to get it. She wasn’t accusing Father Tom of lying. She was accusing him.

He could have showed her the recording of his conversation with Father Tom, if the Startractor hadn’t been totaled. 

But it had been, and so here they were in the Heinlein Hotel, a space hostel—hotel was stretching it—buried under Asgard Spaceport, intended for spaceship crew on layovers, now bursting at the seams with refugees from the Belt. 

Kiyoshi turned away from Sister Terauchi, thinking that her gratitude sure hadn’t lasted long. Then he turned back. “Don’t forget to feed the pigs.”

“I’ll get the children to do it. Where are you going?”

“We can’t stay here,” Kiyoshi said. “I’ve paid for a week. After that, we’ll be out on our asses.”

Kicking people out, in space, presented an interesting conundrum. If you kicked someone out of your hab, you’d literally be murdering them. That was why each independent colony had more than its share of ne’er-do-wells and freeloaders—there was no way to get rid of them, and they knew it. But the minute a hab scaled up to the point where multiple people owned different bits of it, those owners seemed to feel comfortable ejecting people onto whatever passed for the street. 

In the depths of Asgard City, the street was a raised floor of metal mesh. The sounds coming from underneath it suggested a stream. The smells coming from underneath it suggested a sewer. Stepping out of the Heinlein Hotel, Kiyoshi nearly collided with a man taking a piss in the street. It made sense, he guessed. All the graywater would run downhill and get recycled. 

The raised floor was stair-stepped, so that the buildings on either side lined a broad, multi-level street. On each level, unhealthy, bored-looking people sat on blankets, trading tablets back and forth. Kiyoshi circled a man lying on his back, out cold, his chest barely rising and falling. The stink of vomit overlaid the sewer smell. It was unbearable to think of the Galapajin camping out here. Who was even feeding these people? At least the Heinlein Hotel offered privacy—even if they were squeezed in ten to a room—and a communal kitchen, and a breakfast buffet, which the starving Galapajin had picked clean this morning. He glanced back and saw white flags at the windows. His indomitable people were doing their laundry. 

Kiyoshi’s first instinct would have been to seek help from the Church. As this was an UNSA colony, any religious communities here would have to keep a low profile. But the Church did get everywhere—the Galapajin themselves proved it. But that was something others could do better than him, so he’d asked Father Tanabe to pursue that angle.

What Kiyoshi could do, that none of the others could, was get hold of more money. 

He had several possibilities in mind, but first—

He whirled around, his gecko grips squeaking on the mesh flooor. “Why are you following me?”

In front of him, too close for it to be accidental, stood the guy who’d been taking a piss outside the Heinlein Hotel. He raised his hands, though all Kiyoshi had done was glower at him. “Jumpy, much?”

“It does make me jumpy when people follow me around.”

“I wasn’t—”

“If you want to stake someone out, pro tip: don’t just stand outside their hotel.”

“I was about to go in and look for you, when you came out.”

The guy was spaceborn. He might have been a couple of years younger than Kiyoshi, but that was a guess based on his puppyish smile, not his looks. Everyone got pale in space, but those who started out with melanin-challenged complexions got sickly pale, ghostly pale, and this guy had damage to go with that. A rash of micro-craters covered his left cheek and forehead, as if something long ago had blown up in his face. His baggy black clothes, soiled with chalky smears, confirmed that he could not afford cosmetic surgery to fix his disfigurement.

“OK. I’ll bite,” Kiyoshi said. “Why were you looking for me?”

“You the one asking around about a big, weird-ass ship with an antimatter drive?”

“Yup.” Kiyoshi’s pulse quickened. “You know anything about that?”

“Naw, not me. But I saw your post on infodumps.callisto.cloud, and I know someone who would know. If that ship has been through here in the last decade, they’ll know.”

“It wasn’t last decade. More like last week. Who’s your source?”

“I’ll take you there.”

For a tip, of course, Kiyoshi figured. “Where?”

“Aw, man. I’m not trying to scam you. Just want to help a brother out.”

Brother … that was a funny word to use. For sure, this guy didn’t mean it in the sense of ‘brother in Christ.’ Kiyoshi glanced at the refugees sitting and lying at the sides of the street, out of the way of foot traffic. Remote Earth-accented voices trickled from their improvised camps. At least the refugees had something to do. They were all watching the war news. The fate of Callisto hinged on that distant conflict. As did the fate of the Galapajin.

Jun, Jun, where are you? Thoughts of the peril Jun must be facing right now cast a black shadow over Kiyoshi’s mood.

“Frag off,” he told the pockmarked guy.

“Fine! Fine. Jacob Zulu at the hydrogen refinery.” 

Startled, Kiyoshi laughed. “Believe it or not, that’s where I was going, anyway.”

“Well, now you know who to ask for,” the guy said, falling into step beside him. “I’m Colin Wetherall.”

“If you saw my post, you already know my name. Kay.” He’d hacked his internet profile to display the name of Kay@Paladin. Sticking to the same policy, he’d booked the Galapajin into the Heinlein Hotel as a tour group from Ceres. It was scarcely plausible, but at a time like this, no one cared, as long as you didn’t rub it in their faces. He wasn’t so much concerned that they might be identified as purebloods—Callisto was obviously crawling with purebloods, Wetherall yet another—as that they might be identified, period.

“Know how to get there?” Wetherall said. “The train’s cheapest. Well, walking is cheapest, but it’s a hundred klicks!”

“Think I’ll splurge on the train.”

The Callisto Interrail embodied the young colony’s ambitions to grow far beyond its current scale. It started at the welcome center and ran through a tunnel beneath the spaceport, under the mountains ringing Doh Crater. This portion of the trip took about twenty minutes. Emerging onto the surface, the maglev rail speared across the frozen-porridge terrain, from one sparkling new dome to the next. Most of these domes were farms. Callisto’s big players had invested heavily in the food industry, taking advantage of the moon’s micro-gravity and abundant water. In these pressurized domes, they grew fast-maturing legumes and grains that could be planted, raised, and harvested all within a single sixteen-day sol. 

“This is what Shackleton City looked like eighty years ago,” Wetherall said. “Callisto is the new Luna!”

“And the old Luna is now a militaristic monarchy,” Kiyoshi said. “And Shackleton city is now a wasteland.”

“Are you always such a ray of sunshine? Or did someone shit in your cornflakes this morning?”

“I was pointing out that the time is right, actually, for a new Luna. But it won’t be Callisto, unless you’ve got He3 deposits.”

“Well, maybe we have,” Wetherall grinned. “Nah. We haven’t. But you can always make He3 with tritium breeder reactors.”

“Carve out market share now, and you’ll be sitting pretty when the war ends.”

“Yeah. One way or the other.”

They disembarked from the train at the final stop: the Asgard hydrogen refinery.

This gigantic plant sprawled for kilometers. Endless rows of pipes belched oxygen into Callisto’s almost non-existent atmosphere. An aurora hung above the refinery, green and blue clouds glowing as the oxygen interacted with Jupiter’s enfolding magnetic field. Oxygen was one part of what you got when you split a H2O molecule. The other two parts were hydrogen.

Kiyoshi had speculated aloud to Sister Terauchi that the boss-man might be parked out on the ice, helping himself to Callisto’s water. But he didn’t actually think that was likely. Much as the boss might want to avoid scrutiny of his ship, the Salvation’s on-board water splitting equipment could not produce the volumes of hydrogen they would need to reach the edge of the Oort Cloud. Compressing the hydrogen into portable liquid form would also cost a lot of energy. So Kiyoshi thought the likeliest scenario was that the boss-man had parked on the ice—and then purchased hydrogen from the refinery, and had it trucked overland. 

There were plenty of trucks trundling around. Giant tractors, pulling articulated trains of water tanks, docked with the splitting equipment and returned the way they’d come. There was another refinery nearby, the glow of its smelter visible above the horizon. That was where they processed raw regolith into metal ores, rubbish, and water. 

Kiyoshi tried to see if any of the trucks were liquid hydrogen tankers.

“Come on!” Wetherall bounced down from the railway platform. They headed towards the stacked pipes, each one taller than a man, which fed hydrogen gas from the splitting tanks to the purification and compression units on the far side of the refinery. Kiyoshi’s EVA suit registered a rise in ambient temperature, from -101° C to -87° C. The splitting equipment ran hot, and a lot of that heat was whooshing out of the exhaust pipes. It was funny to think of oxygen—so essential to life—as a waste gas. But here, they had that much of it.    

A rigid-sided hab came into view. Fat data cables snaked from its sides. They went in with the other passengers who’d got off the Callisto Interrail at the last stop. Kiyoshi eyed these men, careful not to let them catch him looking, as they took off their helmets in the airlock. Grubby, stubbled trekkies. They jabbered to each other in a language that Kiyoshi’s BCI identified as Russian. His retinal interface provided a good-enough translation. They were going farther out, farther away from the PLAN. The boss-man was not alone in his thinking.

Inside the hab was an office populated by refinery technicians. A waist-height desk corraled the visitors into a reception area. Colin Wetherall strolled around the end of the reception desk and headed for the office coffee-maker. Seeing him greet the technicians, Kiyoshi frowned. Was Wetherall really just a spaceport fixer who knew everyone? Or … something more sinister?

Jacob Zulu, anyway, was easy to identify. A mountainous, jet-black man sat on a mobility chair behind the reception desk, selling the Russians several thousand tons of liquid hydrogen. 

Kiyoshi waited until the Russians left. Then he ambled up to the desk. “Do you deliver?”

“Depends what you need, where you need it, when you need it.” 

“Yesterday.”

“Sorry, you are out of luck. You’re looking at an estimated delivery timeframe of one to two weeks, depending on what kind of truck you’ve got.”

“A big one.” 

“How big?”

“600,000 tons dry mass.”

“Shit,” Zulu said. His lilting African accent made the curse word sound funny. “There is no ship like that on Callisto.” But his eyes did a tell-tale flicker: he was checking something on his retinal implants. 

“Maybe it isn’t on Callisto,” Kiyoshi said. “Maybe it’s in orbit.”

“In that case, you would also require the use of a Superlifter, or more than one Superlifter, to tote your propellant up there.”

“Has anyone rented a couple of Superlifters recently? Say in the last week?”

“I wouldn’t know. We don’t handle that. You want one of the ship rental companies at the spaceport.”

“OK. Have you filled an order for a large volume of propellant—let’s say a hundred kilotons—recently?”

“Why do you want to know?”

To Kiyoshi, that was as good as a yes. “Where’d you deliver it to?”

Zulu glanced past him, checking that the Russians were gone. “Who are you, man? The ISA?”

Kiyoshi laughed out loud. It was genuinely hilarious that anyone could take him for an ISA agent. Then his amusement faded. 

Wetherall sauntered back to the reception desk, carrying two cups of coffee with steam seeping through their lids. He handed one across the desk to Kiyoshi. 

Not taking the coffee, Kiyoshi said to Zulu, “Why would you think I’m with the ISA? Would it be because he is?”

It was Zulu’s turn to laugh. All his rolls of fat shook. “You are one paranoid trekkie.” 

“Oh, sure,” Wetherall said sarcastically. “The ISA pays me so well, I’m living a life of luxury. Just look at these spendy threads. And note my surgically perfected complexion.”

Kiyoshi smiled. It wasn’t a denial, and even a denial wouldn’t be proof.

“Colin, an ISA agent?” Zulu wiped his eyes. “He is just a real estate guy.”

“Here’s my card,” Wetherall said. He flipped a virtual business card into Kiyoshi’s inbox. Well, that was proof. ISA agents did not have BCIs.

The card just said: Colin Wetherall, Future Galaxy Enterprises Inc.

Kiyoshi picked up the cup of coffee and took a sip. Burnt and tarry. Well, it was caffeine. “So what can you tell me about the ship that recently ordered a hundred kilotons of liquid hydrogen?”

“That ship?” Zulu’s eyes darkened. “That ship is a death trap. Everyone on board will die before they reach Pluto.”

Kiyoshi stiffened. This was exactly what Jun had said about the Salvation, except he’d given them a 50% chance of making it into the Oort Cloud before they all died. “How do you figure, big man?”

“I took the first delivery of hydrogen up myself. I like to check on the customers, to make sure they’re loading their propellant correctly. You know what they’ve got: it’s a Bussard ramjet splarted to an ITN hauler. I give them points for creativity. But they don’t have enough power to run the ionizing lasers.”

“Even though they’ve got an antimatter drive?” Kiyoshi said.

Zulu snorted. “That’s another problem. The ramscoop collects interstellar hydrogen, OK? When UNSA tested this concept, they used the hydrogen in a fusion reactor. But these guys haven’t got a fusion reactor. They want to use the hydrogen as reaction mass. No, no. It’s impossible.”

“You seem pretty sure of that?”

“I’ve worked with spaceship propulsion systems for forty years. I would not put my family on that ship, and I would not ride it myself.” Zulu gave a shrug that made his whole body wobble. “I told them they should buy a reactor to power the lasers, at least. They told me to frag off.”

“Of course they did,” Kiyoshi muttered. “You’re an actual professional.”

The boss had no real, credentialed propulsion technicians on his team. No matter how smart they might be, everyone in his inner circle was some kind of misfit or maverick, and half of them had criminal records. What’s more, they were clannish as all hell. Jacob Zulu would have been the first outsider to ever clap eyes on the Salvation. 

So of course they hadn’t listened to him … any more than they listened to Jun, who—without access to information about the Salvation’s drive—had offered a pure-math critique of its life support sustainability.

“Crazy,” Kiyoshi muttered. Was there any way he could convince Father Tom and the other Catholics to get off here?

“Crazy,” Zulu agreed. 

“But you sold them the propellant anyway?”

“I sold them the propellant anyway.” Zulu’s gaze didn’t flinch. “This is my business, man.”

“And business is booming,” Colin Wetherall sang. He did a little dance step. 

The likely fate of the Salvation was nothing to them, of course. Ten ships a day were crashing on Callisto. They couldn’t be expected to care about one more.

Jacob Zulu sighed. “Yeah. It’s a great time to be in hydrogen … or real estate. But Colin, you listen to me for a moment. You know what’s the most explosive substance in the universe? Panic. The concentration of panic on this moon is already way too high. So don’t go around spreading fear, you hear me?” 

That was definitely a warning meant for Kiyoshi, too. Zulu paused to make sure he’d understood. Kiyoshi nodded. Zulu meant: don’t involve the peacekeepers. Having already met the peacekeepers of Callisto, Kiyoshi had no intention of doing so.

“Good,” Zulu said. “Now drink that and get out of my hair. I’ve got work to do.”

Kiyoshi stalled, pretending to finish his coffee. “What do you do with the oxygen?” he asked.

Zulu’s eyes flashed surprise. “The oxygen?”

“Yeah, the oxygen you pump out into the atmosphere.”

“You just answered your own question. We pump it into the atmosphere. Now scoot.”
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On board the Salvation, the boss-man was examining maps of Callisto. He walked around and around a holo projection of Callisto a little taller than himself, frowning at the icy topology. A red hula hoop around the moon indicated an orbit. The boss kept pulling on this, changing its plane, lowering or raising its apogee. Michael couldn’t work out what orbit it was supposed to be. It wasn’t the Salvation’s current orbit, anyway. They were in a sedate equatorial parking orbit 19,000 kilometers up. 

From time to time, the boss swept a hand out from the surface, or down towards it, at the same time making a brrr noise with his lips, as if he were pretending to be a spaceplane. Michael found this disturbing.

He was trying to concentrate on optimizing the mass distribution of the propellant. They’d already received one delivery and two more were on their way. He’d had the hub do it first, but the hub of the Salvation was quirky and mistake-prone—a sure sign that it had been fiddled with too much by people trying to improve its performance. Having learned its quirks, Michael was now checking its calculations. They didn’t want a propellant tank falling off in the middle of the Kuiper Belt, and potentially taking a chunk of the fuselage with it. 

In space, there were so many ways to die, it could be exhausting to think of them all. But it was also fun thinking of them all, and trying to find a solution for each one.

The holographic sphere of Callisto glowed in the dusk beneath the apple trees. When the boss walked in front of it, his shadow leapt across the fish-pond. 

The pond was real. Real water, real koi. Equally real were the apple trees dropping the last of their brown-edged petals into the pond. The air was warm, dry, sweet-scented. 

Michael had the honor of living in the boss’s own personal module now. The Salvation’s torus consisted of eight modules—seven for the communities of 99984 Ravilious, plus this one, for the team that did the actual work of flying the ship. 

The boss’s brother, Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, had done the landscaping in here. He described it as a Southern California ecosystem, not that Michael would know.

Having grown up on the wintry surface of Ceres, or else on ships, Michael found the resolute pastorality of the Salvation crew both puzzling and fascinating. But he’d got used to it quickly. He’d even got used to the minimal information environment, where the only news you could access was life-support updates, harvest festival announcements, educational articles penned by somebody or other about their unique culture, and stuff like that. 

After all, he had his work to keep him busy. And he could find out anything he wanted, just by asking the boss.

The boss always answered Michael’s questions.

At least, he had … until today.

When Michael asked what the giant map of Callisto was for, the boss had told him to shut up and get on with his work.

So he was trying. But the reproof stung. On top of that, uneasiness nagged him. Why was the boss so interested in Callisto’s surface? This was just a pit stop. Right?

Suddenly, the boss stopped pacing. He spoke into the air. Someone must have pinged him. “Ransom here.”  

Michael smirked to himself. ‘Elwin Ransom’ was the alias the boss had used to order the propellant. It was neat: this imaginary ship-owner Ransom had a whole life history, built on the genuine DNA record of someone who’d died. It would stand up to any amount of checking, even if the ISA took an interest in their purchases. 

He was also relieved that the call was only about the propellant.

“Good to hear from you, Lopez,” the boss said. “Yeah? No kidding? Did you get his name? WHAT DO YOU MEAN, YOU DIDN’T GET HIS NAME? … Oh, you got his internet profile. Good for you. Anyone can fake those … Wait a minute. Kay, did you say? At the Paladin?”

A smile split the boss-man’s beard. 

“OK. He’s not trying very hard not to be noticed.”

Michael jumped up, letting his tablet slide off his knees. 

The boss strode around the pond. “That was Ricky Lopez. He works for Jacob Zulu at the hydrogen refinery. Someone’s been there, asking questions about us.”

“Was it Yonezawa?”

“I think so.”

“When did he get here?” Michael yelped. “What’s he done with my ship?” 

Ever since the Salvation reached Callisto, Michael had been monitoring the public arrival and departure announcements. According to that list, the Paladin wasn’t here.

The boss-man set his hands on Michael’s shoulders and looked into his eyes. “Mikey … something that looked like a twin-module Startractor crashed outside Doh Crater yesterday. I didn’t say anything. Wasn’t sure it was your ship. But I guess it was.”

Michael saw in the boss-man’s face that he was wondering if Michael was going to melt down at this news. 

The implied doubt offended him. In his few weeks aboard the Salvation, his confidence had bounced back from the blow of losing the Kharbage Collector. Having the right meds helped, but more importantly, his work on the propulsion systems had given him back his belief in himself.

So the news that Kiyoshi Yonezawa had smashed up the Kharbage Collector didn’t send him into an emotional tailspin.

It just made him angry.

“Let’s go get him,” he said.

The boss smiled that mysterious, magical smile of his. “Oh, we’ll get him. We’ll get him good. But there’s something else we need to take care of first.”

Michael tensed. He hoped he wasn’t going to be sent on another weird errand, like the time he’d had to lurk outside the Irish priest’s apartment with a microphone. 

To his relief, the boss straightened up and shouted, “Junior! JUNIOR!”

A couple of minutes later, the apple trees shook. A boy jumped down, bringing young foliage with him—which provoked a shout of rage from the boss. Junior Hasselblatter shrugged that off, whereas Michael would have been devastated if the boss yelled at him like that. But Junior Hasselblatter had a special status of his own on the Salvation. He was the boss’s nephew. Two years younger than Michael, he was just an ordinary kid. A fake tiger-skin loincloth graced his skinny pelvis. He’d probably been playing Tarzan or something. What a waste of oxygen he is, Michael thought. 

But the boss spoke warmly to his nephew. “Put some clothes on. I need you to run and fetch Tom Lynch. He’s not responding to my pings. Probably meditating or some damn thing. Tell him I want to see him here, ASAP.”

Junior stuck his tongue out at Michael before he darted away.

 

 


viii.

 

“So,” Kiyoshi said, as he and Wetherall waited for the train. “You’re in real estate, huh?”

“That’s right,” Wetherall said. “A little of this, a little of that.” 

“I met a peacekeeper named Greg yesterday. Greg something. I sold him a couple of Jupiter trojan asteroids.”

Wetherall laughed. “Sweet! So you’re in real estate, too?” 

“Sure. That’s been my main gig for a while. Buying, selling.”

That was one way of putting it. A more honest version would have been, I’m looking for a piece of real estate my people can call home. Just one piece, that isn’t gonna get nuked, slagged, or blown up.

“High five, brother,” Wetherall said, extending an EVA glove. “The asteroid market is going down hard. You made the right move getting out.”

This was news to Kiyoshi, who hadn’t wanted to sell his asteroids—he figured there was still a lot of upside left in the market. “Greg seemed pretty keen to buy,” he said.

“Sure, the stupid money is still riding the wave. But it’s peaked. Did you hear about 433 Eros?”

“Shit, no. Another one?”

“Yeah. Like half an hour ago. Blown to nanodust.”

“God damn the goddamn PLAN,” Kiyoshi said, unguardedly. “Where is this gonna end?” Dark premonitions assailed him. Out here, they were just spectators, dodging the shrapnel from the war. Jun was in the middle of the inferno. If his journey with Tiangong Erhao had gone according to schedule, he’d reach Mars tomorrow. It suddenly seemed insane that Kiyoshi was standing on a train platform on Callisto, talking about real estate. 

But Jun trusted him to look after their people, and one way or another, that’s what he was going to do.

“So can I ask,” Wetherall said, “what was your interest in the bug-out crew in the Bussard ramjet?”

Kiyoshi hunched his shoulders. “I’ve got friends on board.” He looked down the platform. The train was coming, yellow headlights spearing across the frozen waste. “Let’s get back to town.”

He hadn’t yet decided whether to tell Sister Terauchi and the others that he’d found the Salvation, kind of. He was thinking not. All the Galapajin would start trying to contact their friends on board. It would be a big mess.

As the Callisto Interrail neared its last above-ground stop—a farm dome cluster nestling in the foothills of the Doh range—Wetherall rose and picked up his EVA helmet and rucksack. 

“You getting off?” Kiyoshi said in surprise.

“Yeah, this’s my stop.”

“I was going to offer to buy you a drink. Thank you for your help.”

Wetherall grinned. “I never say no to those kind of offers. How about I take you to a place I know?”

Kiyoshi had only a few seconds to make up his mind. If no one triggered the airlocks, the train would move on automatically after 20 seconds. “OK.”

They strolled along the platform, which ended at a rail spur for the farm domes. The Interrail track actually forked at this station. The other fork shot off to the southwest, rising on steel trestles, a low arc glittering in Jupiter’s light. 

“Where does that go?”

“Oh, the branch line? Down south to the ice spires,” Wetherall said. “You know. The natural marvels of Callisto. Before the war, they were trying to get them on the list of the Seven Wonders of the Solar System. Now? ‘Tourist’ numbers this year have broken all records. But none of them are interested in the ice spires. They’re interested in a nice safe hole in the ground.” He sniggered. “Most of them didn’t want to be here at all, but they couldn’t afford entry visas for Ganymede.” 

Wetherall was skipping over the lumps of rock and ice, his boots scuffing up low-gee showers of frost. A low ridge hid the farm domes from sight. For a moment they seemed to be entirely alone on Callisto. Only the maglev rail proved humans had ever been here, and even that looked alien, with starlight reflecting off the steel, the arch of the southbound track inhumanly perfect. Kiyoshi stopped walking. 

“So what’s your scam?” he said.

Ahead of him, Wetherall turned around, balanced with both feet together on a rock. His big rucksack made him look hunchbacked, like some kind of bird. “You are one suspicious S.O.B., aren’t you? I’m taking you to a place I know. I can’t be more honest than that. You’ll like it.”

“Don’t fuck with me.”

“I’m not fucking with you. I got that message loud and clear.”

Kiyoshi knew he did project a ‘don’t fuck with me’ aura. Not everyone noticed it, but a survivor like Wetherall, attuned to nuances, could probably tell he’d been to scary places, seen scary shit. Killed people. 

Of course, Wetherall didn’t know he was currently broke and unarmed. 

Well … not quite unarmed. The Galapajin had abandoned their guns in their hasty evacuation from the Startractor, but Hardware Engineer Asada had saved his personal hoard of blades, and Kiyoshi had one of those in his thigh webbing now. On a spacewalk, a knife was as good as a laser. Those bulky old suits like Wetherall had on ripped easily.  

Over the next hill, a pit opened up in the ground. It was the size of an open mine, ringed by blue LED lights to warn any ground traffic of the drop. A fold of high ground hid it from the railway. Kiyoshi looked back at the farm domes, a couple of klicks away.

Wetherall chuckled. “The farmers? They’re some of our investors. The food biz is high-volume, low-margin. What we’re doing, we’re expecting a much bigger return on investment.”

His interest piqued, Kiyoshi followed Wetherall down a slope of epoxy-stabilized scree. About 60 meters down, the open pit turned into a tunnel that shot downhill at a shallow angle. “What’re you mining here, that you couldn’t pick up off the surface?”

“What looks like a mine, but isn’t a mine?”

“I dunno, what?”

“You’ll see.”

“The suspense is killing me.”

They slithered down towards bright lights. The tunnel opened out into a cavern. Kiyoshi was unsurprised to see construction machinery standing around. After a second the sense of familiarity faded. In the cavern’s center stood a mechanical monster the size of a Startractor. It had a spiral-grooved boring head. It had legs—about twenty of them. Its body was heavily shielded. 

“That’s Daisy,” Wetherall said. “Bessie is somewhere down there.” He pointed to yet another hole in the floor. This cavern was not a destination, after all, but a landing, like one of the floors in Asgard’s stair-step streets. 

“Automated drilling rigs?” Kiyoshi said. He pointed at the bizarre tangle of pipes in front of the shielded part. “What’s that?”

“Steam generator.” Kiyoshi could hear the grin in Wetherall’s voice. 

“Steam-powered drilling rigs. Whatever next?”

“Hey, steam is cheap,” Wetherall said. “Dig up the ice, boil it with a radioisotope generator, and away you go!”

“So you’re digging holes … gonna sell them to refugees from the Belt? How are you gonna get paid? The people camping out in Asgard can’t even afford hotel rooms. They sure as shit can’t afford deep-drilled habs.”

“You’re not thinking big enough,” Wetherall chided him. 

Just like the boss used to say. Maybe it was a fair criticism. Kiyoshi softened slightly. “Pretty cool concept, anyway.”

“You haven’t seen the half of it yet. Let’s hitch a ride!” Wetherall bounded over to an oversized dumptruck. On the way, he exchanged high fives with the gray-suited people working on ‘Daisy.’ Kiyoshi joined him in the back of the dumptruck, which was otherwise empty. It set off, pausing at the entrance of the deeper hole for another dumptruck to emerge. This one was piled high with tailings. It towed a train of skips, also full of rock and ice chips. 

“We take that shit over to the smelter. They get the metal content, we get the water for free.”

“And you heat it up with radioisotope generators?”

“Yeah.” Wetherall sounded a bit embarrassed. It was an exremely basic setup. But after witnessing the high-tech car crash in progress that was the Salvation, Kiyoshi felt that low tech was good. Low tech was reliable. 

“Whatever works, man.”

The dumptruck picked up speed. Abruptly, it lurched and seemed to shift into a higher gear. At the same time, the ride got smoother. 

“Now we’re sledding!” Wetherall shouted. “These babies have retractable skis!”

Kiyoshi looked up at the roof whizzing past. In the backscatter from the dumptruck’s headlights, ice glittered. They’d bored this hole out pretty clean. Well, high-powered jets of hot steam would have that effect. Wetherall’s crew weren’t so much boring out tunnels in Callisto, as they were melting them out.

The tunnel turned and twisted— “Going under the mountains! Now we’re under the spaceport!”

“How far under it?” Kiyoshi didn’t like the idea that spaceships were landing on top of them.

“Oh, half a kilometer!”

That ought to be enough, Kiyoshi reflected. It might even be enough to shield the tunnels from targeted impacts … such as PLAN kinetics … although it would depend how big of an impact you were talking about.

The dumptruck slowed and stopped. Several people stood silhouetted in the mouth of a smaller tunnel, waiting for a ride. Kiyoshi hopped down after Wetherall. The other hitch-hikers climbed into the dumptruck, waving to the driver. One of them also waved at Kiyoshi. 

Wetherall said, “That was your buddy Greg. He’s not wearing his blue helmet today!”

Kiyoshi checked his HUD and saw that he was back in range of the Asgard Spaceport wifi. “So the peacekeepers know about you?”

Wetherall made a waffling gesture. “Kinda sorta. When we started boring under the spaceport, UNSA told us to quit it. But we worked that out with Greg’s boss. Now we’re getting more people on board all the time.”

Kiyoshi couldn’t deny that he was intrigued. There had to be some kind of an opportunity here for the Galapajin, if he could work out what. 

They walked down the offshoot tunnel. Ice became gravel underfoot. A steel ramp led to an airlock. A hand-printed sign said: WARNING! You are about to return to UN territory! Do you really want to do this?

So they’d come back to Asgard City, where they started out.

Air jetted into the chamber of the airlock. Kiyoshi opened his helmet seals, and smelled fried food. The air was hot and sticky. Taking advantage of the airlock as a changing cubicle, Wetherall stripped off his EVA suit and climbed into his baggy black shirt, pants, and duster. Kiyoshi had put on his EVA suit when he got up this morning, so he didn’t have the option to change, but his suit was one of the pricey ones that looked like clothes. Admittedly, it was worn and patched. He stowed his helmet in his waistpack and opened his torso seal halfway down. It was really hot.

Outside the airlock, the reek of stale cooking oil, spices, and burnt sugar almost knocked him over. This was a region of Asgard City he hadn’t seen before, low-ceilinged, poorly lit. He had thought the street outside the Heinlein Hotel was crowded and dirty, but clearly the Galapajin could have landed in much worse places. Like right here. 

Crowds jostled, their faces discolored by the light from aggressive signage. Pawn shops … chop shops … roach motels offering special hourly rates … medical clinics … printer rentals … We Buy Iridium, Palladium & Rhenium, NO Questions Asked!!! Virtual avatars, projected on his retinal implants, stalked through the throng, selling lottery tickets. 

“Our own little piece of Ganymede!” Wetherall cried. “Actually, we call this level Hel’s Kitchen. Geddit? Norse mythology. Asgard, Valhalla … Hel was the Norse goddess of, you guessed it, Hell!”

“Smells like a recycling center,” Kiyoshi said. 

It was his kind of place.

From Karl Ludwig City to New Vladivostok, he’d always gravitated to neighborhoods like this when he was flying solo. 6 Hebe and 433 Eros were shells of dust in the void now. But the PLAN hadn’t yet ended all the parties in the solar system.

Most of these people might be desperate, hardly knowing where their next meal was coming from … but they were also determined to enjoy themselves. Music pounded from a row of bars and clubs, piped straight into Kiyoshi’s BCI. Each blast lasted for about three seconds until he got out of range. 

Wetherall pulled him down an alley, up a flight of stairs, and into a second-floor bar that seemed very quiet after the racket in the street. Electrofolk played softly. Solo drinkers nodded to Wetherall. This was clearly his local.

Kiyoshi liked the ambiance, but he also felt a frisson of wariness. As he sat down, he adjusted his dagger, hitching the hilt out of his thigh webbing to make sure Wetherall saw it. 

The bartender brought their drinks. Kiyoshi stared at her, momentarily forgetting where he was. Spaceborn-tall, she had skin as pale as milk. Blue dreadlocks spilled over her shoulders. By spaceborn standards, she was voluptuous. And absolutely stunning.  

She placed their drinks on coasters, and also laid down a pair of rebreather masks attached to gas canisters. She did not utter a word of explanation. Was it possible that she, too, felt a teensy bit flustered? As she retreated to the bar, Kiyoshi checked out her rear view. Wow, just wow.

Wetherall cleared his throat. Kiyoshi jumped, realizing that he was still staring at the bartender. Wetherall winked. Then he raised his glass. “Earth is toast. Cheers.”

Kiyoshi searched the younger man’s eyes. Wetherall believed what he said. Defeatism was spreading like an epidemic out here. 

Kiyoshi sipped his drink—plain sparkling water. “If Earth is finished, what makes you think Callisto can survive?”

“A moon is a lot easier to defend than a planet.”

“The PLAN got Eros with dark KKVs,” Kiyoshi countered. He’d read the news on the train. “Cannonballs launched from a couple of million klicks away. No heat signatures. By the time Eros detected them, it was too late. Hard to imagine what people must’ve experienced, when they knew the end was coming, and couldn’t get out of the way.”

“The same thing could happen to Earth. It is happening to Earth. Hyderabad … Seoul …”

“Wipe out a city, you’re still a long way from wiping out human civilization.”

“Have you heard about the biobombs the PLAN is throwing at Earth? Meteors with some kind of nano shit inside! Gray goo. Something like the Dust they threw at Luna, but optimized for Earth’s atmosphere. The PORMSnet has stopped them all so far … but someday, something’s gonna get through.”

Kiyoshi shook his head, dismissing what sounded like internet rumors. “That’s why we gotta win this war.”

“We can’t win it.”

“Then we’re all fucked,” Kiyoshi said a bit too loudly. He was angry with Wetherall for judging the war lost. Jun was going to win it. But of course, Wetherall didn’t know that.   

“I’ll tell you what’s gonna happen,” Wetherall said in a low voice. “Earth is finished. But the pols, the captains of industry, the rich bastards who live on seasteads, these guys who run their own fucking nations, you think they’re gonna go down with the old ship? They are not. There’ll be an evacuation. They’ll fall back on the colonies. Dude, that’s what the colonies are for.”

Kiyoshi laughed aloud. He slapped the table in delight as he finally understood the audacious scale of Wetherall’s business plan. “And you’ll be here to sell them deep-drilled habs.”

“You got it,” Wetherall said, grinning.  

“What if they just confiscate your shit, instead of paying for it? That’s how the UN rolls.”

“Point-defense cannons at the spaceport,” Wetherall smirked. “It’s all about striking a deal.”

Kiyoshi had no doubt that Wetherall would be able to strike a deal with the President of the UN, if it ever came to that. This disfigured, pureblooded motormouth had pretty much sold him on the project, and he was probably a tougher mark than President Hsiao. 

Wetherall finished his drink, called for another, and sucked from the tube of his rebreather apparatus.

“What’s that?” Kiyoshi said. The canisters were unlabeled.

“Just oxygen. The air’s bad down here.”

“I noticed.” Kiyoshi took a pull on his own tube. Sure enough, he got the familiar oxygen rush. “Why’s the air so bad? The guys at the refinery are throwing all that oxygen away. Couldn’t they sell some of it to Asgard City?”

“Oh, it’s not an air mix problem. We got plenty of oxygen. It’s just the circulation is a problem. Rats get in the ducts, their nests block the fans.”

“Rats, huh? You’d better make sure they don’t get in your luxury underground habs.”

“It’s easy to keep ‘em out. It’s not easy getting ‘em out, once they’re in.” 

“I’m just jerking your chain.” Bored, Kiyoshi glanced around. The walls were decorated with holos, all in the same style, probably by a local artist. Ice spires. Unlikely scenes of people wandering around on Callisto’s surface without spacesuits. Auroras. Villages of stone cottages, with the ice spires in the background to show that this was still Callisto.

Suddenly he got it. “Terraforming.”

Wetherall nodded with a big grin.

“That’s gonna be your selling point over Ganymede. An atmosphere.” He locked his fingers in a steeple, mathing it out with the help of his BCI. “One bar of oxygen would be enough to stop harmful radiation. With bonus auroras, bigger and brighter than anything seen on Earth.”

“We won’t need to go up to one bar. 0.3 bars would be enough for people to live on the surface.”

“Of course, of course. One bar would be a shit-ton of oxygen.”

“Oh, we’ve got it. That hydrogen refinery where we were today? There are fifteen more like that. Bigger.”

“Jeez, someone was optimistic about market demand for hydrogen.”

“Not market demand. Government demand. All that hydrogen was gonna go to the United Nations Venus Remediation Project. Then someone put a stop to that madness …”

“Yeah, that was a good day when I heard about that,” Kiyoshi said coldly. His home, the asteroid 11073 Galapagos, had been sacrificed to UNVRP. 

“So the other refineries never came on line. But now? They’re pumping O like a motherfucker.”

“And the market for hydrogen is there, too,” Kiyoshi acknowledged. He thought of the Salvation, lurking in orbit, waiting for the delivery of propellant that would carry it to its death. He’d let this drag on long enough. He pushed his half-drunk sparkling water away. “I gotta go.”

“Whoa,” said Wetherall. “You gotta at least have a real drink. What are you, religious?”

“I’m not big on alcohol.”

“Smokes?”

“What you got?” He was out of nicotine and stim. Might as well pick up a few vials of something. He coped with cravings OK, but didn’t feel like coping with anything right now.

“Whatever you want,” Wetherall said grandly. 

The blue-dreadlocked bartender laid another menu on the table. The first one had been a drinks menu. This was a drugs menu. 

As Kiyoshi studied it, reflecting that he couldn’t afford any of this stuff, Wetherall leaned across the table. Quietly, he said, “This is the opportunity of a lifetime, Kay. If you want to think it over, that’s OK, but I can’t wait long. There are other people waiting to buy in. If I let you in now, you’ll be jumping the queue …”

Kiyoshi pretended to examine the drugs menu for a minute longer, then put it down. He met Wetherall’s eyes. He felt bad that he’d strung the man along this far, and also—let’s face it—more than a little chagrined that he couldn’t buy into the project. 

Wetherall believed he had capital. Why wouldn’t he think that? Kiyoshi had paid up front for hotel rooms for 564 people. He had—until recently—had a Startractor. He bought and sold Jupiter trojan asteroids. Were their positions switched, Kiyoshi would also conclude without hesitation that this man must be a colony boss, loaded with money that was looking for a new, safe home.

Regretfully, he said, “Colin, I’m gonna tell you the honest truth. Your project sounds like a winner. Like it? I freaking love it. But I can’t buy in. I’m so broke, I can’t even afford ...” His finger landed on a menu item. “Can’t even afford a toke of XTC. This sparkling water is going on your tab.”

Wetherall’s face fell for a second. Then he chuckled. “XTC? Good choice. Molly’s the best cook in Niflheim. Molls …? Coupla tokes of X. It’s on me, Kay.”

“I appreciate it. But I am telling you the truth. I got no capital.”

Wetherall folded his arms. His expression darkened. The puppyish enthusiasm vanished. “So what have you got?”

Kiyoshi’s situational awareness kicked in. People were looking at them now. This could go badly.

Molly the bartender came over to their table with two preloaded cigarettes. She put them down, but instead of going back behind the bar, she stood nearby, legs crossed, arms folded. Her lovely face was expressionless.

Kiyoshi took a pull of oxygen, reassuring them with his calm, measured movements. Then, lightning-quick, he drew his dagger. He held it point down over the table, in a grip that could convert in a heartbeat to an overhand thrust. He could reach Wetherall without even leaving his chair. “This is what I got.”

Wetherall scooted backwards in his chair. “OK. OK, dude.” He glanced up at Molly. “Dude said don’t fuck with me. Guess he meant it. Ha, ha.”

Kiyoshi stood up, glad he’d kept his back to a wall. “I’m just gonna leave. Nobody gets hurt.”

He edged along the wall, towards the door. An old guy was in his way, seated by himself. Skinny, sporting a gray handlebar mustache, he looked up at Kiyoshi as if too stoned to realize what was going on.

“Move.”

The old guy’s eyes came alive. They focused on Kiyoshi’s dagger. “Is that a tantō?”

Surprised, Kiyoshi said, “Yeah. How’d you know?”

“Brother, I know this shit. I got two tantōs and a wakizashi. But that ain’t like any nihontō I’ve seen. Look at that blade.” He reached for it. Kiyoshi jerked it away. The old guy turned to the others in the bar, seemingly unaware of the tension. “Would you check it out! This guy’s got a genuine Japanese knife! How much did you pay for that, son?”

“Nothing,” Kiyoshi said. “It belongs to a friend of mine.”

The old guy moved. Kiyoshi got out of the door. The old guy followed him into the stairwell, and down to the street. “C’mon, lemme just have a look,” he pleaded. 

They were out in the street now. Kiyoshi had a choice of escape routes, even if Wetherall called in backup. “OK. Look.”

The old guy kept a respectful distance. “Jeepers creepers,” he moaned, using his retinal implants to zoom in on the blade. “Kissaki-moroha. Double-edged at the point. Never seen one like that before.”

“That’s probably because you’ve only seen machined replicas. This’s the real thing. My friend forged it.”

Wetherall came out of the street doorway. “Can I see?”

“Look, but don’t touch,” Kiyoshi said, exasperated.

Wetherall ignored this advice. He reached out with one finger, as if to pet a small animal. Kiyoshi decided to let him learn the hard way.

“OW!” Wetherall yelled. 

“I barely touched you,” Kiyoshi said. It was true—a few grams more force, and he’d have taken Wetherall’s finger off.

“Oh, it’s the real thing,” crooned the old guy, who was obviously the local sword nut. 

Wetherall sucked his bleeding finger. “I’d like to meet this friend of yours.”

“You interested in blades?”

“Everyone’s interested in blades. They never need charging.”

“True.” The glimmerings of an idea came to Kiyoshi. “What about fish? You interested in them? Mixed-use intensive hydroponics: fish, rice, and insects, all in the same tanks.”

“That’s hard to pull off.”

“Yeah, but my people can do it.”

“What else can they do?”

Kiyoshi shrugged. “Carpentry. Bookbinding. Splartwork. Metalwork—casting, plating, lathing, with or without CNC. Drystone masonry. Electronics—I’m talking hand-soldered repairs. Life-support. We can do more with less than you can even imagine. Pigs?”

Wetherall’s eyes gleamed. “I’m interested in all of that. Except the pigs.”

“I figured that might be the case.”

“You have no idea how hard it is to find skilled people,” Wetherall complained. “We’re building habs from scratch, OK? And these habs need to be luxe. They need to be good enough for celebrities. Prefab modules printed from templates aren’t gonna cut it. I need custom shit, handmade shit. You would think, with a million Belters running around, there’d be some with the right skills. But noooo. You know what asteroid farmers are like these days? They let their MI run everything. All they know is how to push buttons. Can’t fix a freaking CO2 scrubber without a bot to hold their hands.”

“My people are different.”

Wetherall spread his arms. “Introduce me.”

“I will.”

 

 


ix.

 

Kiyoshi woke in bright sunlight. The artificial glare spilled in through the curtain-less windows of Colin Wetherall’s apartment. 

Kiyoshi was lying flat on his back. He tried to curl up, and felt a weight on his legs. It was Wetherall. He was snuffling and grinding his teeth in his sleep. And drooling. 

Kiyoshi grimaced and pushed Wetherall off. He stood up, taking each movement carefully. He was still in his EVA suit, but it was rucked down to his waist, liner and all. He had a crick in his neck and a sour stomach. His head felt muzzy, full of shadows.

He remembered doing XTC at the bar. Then moving on to someplace with live music. He remembered kissing Molly the bartender. He remembered eating a kebab. He remembered Wetherall daring him to try the ‘Electric Lemonade’ they sold in Hel’s Kitchen. He remembered how it had tasted on the way back up, mixed with chunks of kebab.

Stupid, boring memories of the stupid, boring things junkies did.

Kiyoshi hadn’t fallen off the wagon in a long time. Maybe that was why he’d fallen so hard. 

But he wasn’t a junkie. No one had to be a junkie, when normal functionality was just one injection away.

In the middle of the floor lay Wetherall’s rucksack and coat, and Kiyoshi’s waistpack. Squinting against the too-bright light, Kiyoshi reached for his waistpack, and then noticed a bulge in the right pocket of Wetherall’s coat. He remembered Molly giving them some more cartridges of XTC, and Wetherall putting them in his pocket for later. Half those cartridges belonged to Kiyoshi. He might as well reclaim them—for later …

On the bed, Wetherall let out a bubbling snore and turned over.

Kiyoshi shook his head angrily. What was he doing? He emptied his waistpack onto the floor. There was the rig he always carried, like a holy medal to ward off evil. One disposable syringe, preloaded with one ampoule of his favorite hangover cure. He ripped off the sterile wrapping, and pried open the cubital port in his left forearm. This was a standard trekkie implant, for plugging in an IV during maneuvers. It also came in handy for dosing yourself. The syringe clicked home. He pushed down on the plunger, and immediately felt a hundred times better. 

He would have to follow that up with a course of anti-addiction meds, which were easy to get. But for now, the insistent, sobbing rhythm of need was faint enough to ignore.

He stuffed his belongings back into his waistpack, scrupulously not taking any of Wetherall’s crap. 

The sunlight glinted off a lidless chrome box the size of a phone. The electronics inside were already starting to rust from the humidity down here. 

The transponder from the Startractor.

In the deluge of events following their crash landing on Callisto, Kiyoshi had clean forgotten about that. 

But before they landed, he’d emailed the transponder’s log of unauthorized databursts to himself … and yup, there it was in his inbox, buried under a pile of news alerts. 

Christ! The PLAN had got 39 Laetitia! 

We could’ve BEEN there. Thank God he’d made the right decision, even if it was for the wrong reasons. Callisto might have its raw side, but it was clearly the best place for the Galapajin to be right now.

He needed to get back to the Heinlein Hotel as soon as possible. On the other hand, the mystery of the transponder bugged him, and it would only take a minute to clear it up …

Wetherall had a fancy computing set-up on a desk pushed against the wall. Kiyoshi perched on the ergoform and flipped the screen open. Most of the app icons had a password-required symbol next to them. But the internet search utility, thankfully, was unsecured. 

He ran a search for the ID string that the mysterious transmitter in the transponder had addressed its last databursts to. 

It had been broadcasting the Startractor’s location ever since the ship was in the neighborhood of Ceres, six months ago. It had sent its data to nineteen different IDs during that time, not simultaneously, but switching from one to the next after a period of weeks or months. Hardware Engineer Asada had guessed that it pulled the Startractor’s deep-space positioning data to find out where it was, and automatically chose the nearest ID from an internal list. 

If that was true, the last transmissions should have gone to someplace near Callisto.

Therefore, Kiyoshi set his search parameters to exclude any queries that took longer than fifteen seconds to execute.

Even for a beast of a computer like this one—almost as fast as a ship’s hub—searching the entire internet would take days.

Searching the volume around Jupiter would only take a few minutes.

While he waited, he read the top stories on the local news feeds. More pictures of atomized ships and habs. More heartbreaking last words from colonists who knew they were doomed. The impact on the rare earth supply chain. Breaking news from the Mars theater: Star Force was dispatching another Flattop to this rock called Stickney. That didn’t sound like it had anything to do with Jun, and Kiyoshi got up, unable to sit still for worrying about his brother. 

He looked out the window to drive away the images of death and destruction. Wetherall’s apartment was on the top floor. That’s why the sun was so bright: it was right there, a tube attached by brackets to the ceiling, so close he could almost reach out and touch it. The plaza below looked less grotty than the one outside the Heinlein Hotel. There were even a couple of trees in planters. Refugees were camping out, but these seemed to be a better class of refugee, with their own medibots and inflatable tents. Many of them stood watching the 39 Laetitia story on a municipal big screen. Vendors wound through the crowd selling baked goods.

Wetherall’s voice startled him. “Jeez. Close the goddamn shades.” The windows darkened, shutting out the view. Dim, yellow-shifted lights came up in the corners, creating the impression that night had fallen in the room. “That’s better.”

“They got 39 Laetitia,” Kiyoshi said, gesturing at the computer.

“Aw, shit. Still, that’s good advertising for us.” Wetherall crawled across the room to his coat. He shook its pockets out and seized a disposable cigarette. “Want some of this?” 

“What’s in it?”

A cloud of raspberry-scented vapor billowed from Wetherall’s mouth. Seconds later, he sprang upright and scratched his balls. “Another of Molly’s secret recipes.” 

Wetherall ambled over to the wall and pushed a button, exposing a previously hidden kitchenette. The old gleam was back in his eyes, the energy back in his step. Looking back, Kiyoshi realized that he’d known Wetherall was a junkie the minute he set eyes on him yesterday. He laughed to himself. Takes one to know one.

“What?” Wetherall said.

“Is that stim?”

“Stim plus, Molly calls it. Goes great with coffee.” 

“How do you know you’re a junkie? When stim and coffee is your idea of breakfast.”

“There’s magnesium in coffee, brother, all kinds of good shit! Anyway, I’m not a junkie.”

“No?”

“I don’t shoot up.” Wetherall glanced significantly at Kiyoshi’s cubital port. 

“Hangover cure.”

“Hangover cure my ass.” Wetherall took a pouch of coffee from the microwave. “Anyway, who says you can’t parrrtay! and still get shit done? I’m living proof.”

At that moment, Wetherall’s computer pinged. Kiyoshi wheeled back to the screen.

SEARCH COMPLETE.

Wetherall looked over his shoulder. “Brother, ask me if you want to use my computer.”

“Can I use your computer?” 

“Ha, ha … Legacy’s Leather Goods? What the hell, you wanna buy luggage?”

The single search result puzzled Kiyoshi as much as it did Wetherall. He clicked through to the leather goods shop’s internet profile, photographed the information with his retinal implants, and closed the utility. “OK, I gotta go. Catch you later.” He pushed his arms into the sleeves of his suit liner. It stank to high heaven, and had white tidemarks under the arms. He really needed some actual clothes. Everything he had had gone down with the Startractor.

“You gonna go talk to your people?” Wetherall said.

“Yep.”

“Sweet. I’ll talk to my people, we can set up a meet.” Wetherall followed Kiyoshi to the door, sipping from his pouch of coffee. His expression was somewhat troubled. “Before you go, I just want to ask …”

“What?”

“Did we get it on?”

Kiyoshi sniggered. “If you tried anything, you would’ve woken up singing soprano.” Actually, the same appalling thought had occurred to him when he woke up with Wetherall lying on his legs. Things like that had happened, in the very distant past, when he was too fucked up to know the difference between right and wrong, let alone male and female. But he was pretty sure the closest he’d come to having sex last night was that kiss stolen from Molly in the live music joint. He told Wetherall about that, and the man grinned.

“Brother, you’re lucky you didn’t wake up minus your ‘nads.”

They left it at that. Kiyoshi descended a smelly zipshaft to the street. By averting his eyes from the big screen, he managed to avoid another blast of 39 Laetitia’s death throes. He bought a coffee from a vendor, and asked the man casually where he was.

Westhab … OK. The Heinlein Hotel was in Northhab. Asgard City was laid out in an X, with four districts descending to the four points of the compass. You had to go back to the spaceport concourse in the middle to get from one hab to another. Still, it wouldn’t take him long to get there.

As it happened, Legacy’s Leather Goods was also in Westhab. Kiyoshi decided to scope the place out on his way.

The higher he climbed, the classier the buildings got. It reminded him of Ceres, where the rich lived in spendy domes on the surface—or in orbit—and the poor lived in ice caves known as the Belows. You saw the same pattern everywhere in the solar system, with few exceptions. It was almost always cheaper to dig down than to build up. Thus, domes signalled both status and virtue. Everyone thought it was somehow ‘better’ and ‘healthier’ to live on the surface, like Earthlings. 

And that, Kiyoshi thought, was why the scheme to provide Callisto with an atmosphere—people could live in unpressurized stone cottages!—would be such a draw for Earth’s affluent refugees. If Wetherall’s predicted exodus came to pass. 

But if that happened, it would mean the war was lost and Jun was dead …

Worrying, he walked straight past Legacy’s Leather Goods, and had to backtrack. 

The modest shop occupied the ground floor of a building with gothic design flourishes. Here on the plaza called Westhab 2, just two levels down from the spaceport concourse, the air didn’t smell of sewage. It smelled of rain-wet grass, newly baked bread, or something else, depending on which shop you were closest to. Loitering in front of Legacy’s Leather Goods, Kiyoshi smelled leather. He peered past the antique-look gold writing on the window.

Expensive suitcases and handbags flaunted animal patterns, to show how real they were.

A man’s shirt-sleeved arm reached into the window display. Kiyoshi glimpsed the shopkeeper’s face for just an instant.

He turned and walked away, not moving too fast, not acting suspiciously. Not drawing attention.

Definitely not going in there.

By the time he got back to Northhab, he’d begun to doubt what he’d seen. After all, there was no question but that he’d been subconsciously primed to see evidence for his gut hunch. 

Later, he promised himself, he would look back through his old vidcall records, and they would certainly confirm that he’d been wrong. 

The shopkeeper had been a stranger. 

A complete stranger.

Yeah.

★

Loping across the plaza of Northhab 6, Kiyoshi stopped dead, astounded by what he saw on the next stair-step level down, Northhab 7. The Galapajin were streaming out of the Hemingway Hotel. As they emerged, they were organizing themselves into groups, by family name, by social club, by religious order, by school year, or by former neighborhood in 11073 Galapagos. Clearly, they were going somewhere.

Kiyoshi took the short flight of steps down to Northhab 7 in a single bound. He hurried up to the group at the core of all this activity: the five priests and 41 religious of the Order of St. Benedict of Passau. 

They didn’t look like priest, monks, and nuns at the moment, having evacuated from the Startractor in their EVA suits, with little or no luggage, just like everyone else. That was just as well, or this parade would be drawing even more attention. 

“Father! What’s happened?” 

“It’s been decided,” Father Tanabe said. 

In Japanese, it was seldom necessary to specify who had done a thing. It had been done, was what mattered. 

But what had been decided? Kiyoshi’s mind leapt from one impossibility to another. He walked alongside Father Tanabe as the group started to move. 

Once brawny, now haggard, Father Tanabe faced front. His demeanor clearly said that he had a lot of things on his mind and didn’t want to be pestered for explanations. At the steps to Northhab 6, Kiyoshi gave him his arm. Father Tanabe leaned gratefully on it for a second, then jerked away. Kiyoshi wheedled, “Did you find something? A church? An underground community?”

“No. There are no churches on Callisto. Well, I was told there’s one in Valhalla City, but that’s on the other side of the planet.”

“Moon.”

“A moon the size of Mercury.” Father Tanabe made that sound like a bad thing.

“Yes, Father, and they’re building deep-drilled habs. We’ll be safer than we ever were at 11073 Galapagos. This is Ganymede, without the fun parts. Ha, ha.”

“You stink of drugs,” Father Tanabe said, and that wasn’t even true. It was Wetherall’s damn candy-scented vape that the priest could smell on Kiyoshi. His hangover cure had done its job. He was stone cold sober. And terrified.

“Where are you taking them, Father?”

Father Tanabe met his eyes for the first time. He enunciated a single word. “Mukou.”

Kiyoshi reeled away. He saw Sister Terauchi, but she refused to meet his gaze. The rest of his people made way for him, stepping aside with lowered heads, like the strands of a safety net parting as he fell. He spotted Hardware Engineer Asada, walking with his family. “Asada-san.”

“Hai.”

“What’s going on? You’re going over to the other side? How did this happen? What did I do?”

You left them, his brain needled. You stayed away for almost 24 hours. When they needed you most, you were getting wasted with a bunch of losers in Hel’s Kitchen. 

“You didn’t do anything!” Asada said, faking cheerfulness. “In fact, why don’t you come with us?”

“To the Salvation.”

“Yeah!”

“I’d rather die,” Kiyoshi said flatly.

Asada flinched at the words. When he spoke again, it was in a tone of cold dislike. “In that case, can I have my knife back?”

“This?” Kiyoshi touched the hilt of the dagger in his thigh webbing. 

“Yes,” said Asada, flanked by the other members of his ninth-generation swordsmithing lineage.   

“Nah, let me borrow it for a little longer, OK?”

He turned away before Asada could say no. 

Fleeing through the crowd, he ended up at the entrance of the Heinlein Hotel. He went into the lobby. A few Galapajin stragglers were tumbling out of the zipshaft. Their eyes widened when they saw him; they hurried out. After them stepped another familiar figure—tall, lantern-jawed, with EVA helmet dents in his afro.

“You.” Father Tom Lynch wore a shapeless black suit that resembled Colin Wetherall’s. The Roman collar at his neck was the difference. “You’re behind this. I should have known. You snake. You traitor. You—Jesuit!”

Father Tom stared up at him without fear. “Let go of me.”

Kiyoshi did.

“I came to offer an olive branch. They accepted it. That’s all. I’m sorry you’re reacting as if there’s been a death in the family.”

“Bad choice of words,” Kiyoshi said.

“Sorry,” Father Tom said. “All I meant is that you’re overreacting. The boss said specifically to invite you along. He’s willing to bury the hatchet if you are.”

“Yeah, right. He’d bury me the minute I dropped my guard. He can’t stand the fact that I challenge his authority.”

“You challenge it too openly, too often, and in language that frightens him.”

“At least I’m doing something right.”

“For God’s sake,” Father Tom said impatiently. “He is a vile, manipulative bastard. I’m with you on that. But God can use even the worst human beings for His purposes. Anyway, I have my instructions from the Order.”

“And those are?”

“To preserve Mother Church, whatever it takes.”

“The devil is always in the details, huh?”

Father Tom laughed, sadly. “It’s possible in my view that the boss will go off his nut entirely. But it’s not him that matters. It’s the ship and the people on it. If he loses his grip, you would be my first choice to take command. And now you know why I came for you.”

“Me, command the Salvation? Brian and Zygmunt would have something to say about that.”

“Can you all not work together, for the love of Christ? Come up to the ship, and I’ll tell you all I know.”

“The ship is a death trap. It won’t even reach the Oort Cloud.”

“It doesn’t have to reach the bloody Oort Cloud,” Father Tom said, low. 

Kiyoshi locked his arms across his chest, thinking. “Maybe I will pay a visit. I want to talk to the boss myself.”

“Oh, he’s not there at the moment.”

“Where is he?” 

“Would you believe it? While the solar system burns around our ears, he’s gone on a tour of the bleeding ice spires.”

★

The Pegasus lander was the Salvation’s newest and biggest auxiliary craft. The boss-man had opportunistically bought it off a fellow in Valhalla City selling military surplus. It was a powerful old workhorse, and lacked any such thing as a passenger cabin, so Father Lynch apologetically asked the Galapajin to cram into the pressurized cargo hold, along with a load of last-minute purchases the boss had asked him to make. 

The Galapajin were undismayed. They’d travelled in worse conditions than this. And it was only a hop into orbit.

As they orbited towards the Salvation’s present location, some of the Galapajin, up on the catwalks above the cargo deck, sang a hymn of thanksgiving for their deliverance. 

O O O O Adoramus te O Christe!

Adoramus te, O Christe!

Their voices drifted over the noisy vibrations of the drive. “We adore you, O Christ …”

Sitting on a bale of bamboo fiber, Father Lynch rested his forehead on loosely joined fists. Some of the people around him were quiet. Others whispered along: “We adore you, O Christ …”

The piety of these people moved Father Lynch deeply. His thoughts turned self-critical. 

Would you believe it? He’s gone on a tour of the ice spires … 

He could hardly have made his meaning much clearer, without handing Kiyoshi Yonezawa a map marked with crosshairs.

By God, it was wrong! Roundabout words didn’t change the intention in Father Lynch’s heart, which had been to provoke a murder. Not that Kiyoshi had needed much provoking, by the looks of him …

Father Lynch pulled his EVA helmet off its velcro patch and fitted it over his head. He suspected his distraught mood showed on his face, and the tinted faceplate would hide it from the people around him. He noticed them glancing at him, wondering what was wrong. 

As recently as a few days ago, he’d believed Kiyoshi Yonezawa was the biggest threat to the Salvation’s mission. But two days ago, he’d changed his mind. By taking this ill-advised trip to the surface of Callisto, the boss-man had made himself the biggest threat. He’d revealed his true priorities. And the 6,000 people who trusted him were not at the top of his list. 

It was the measure of Father Lynch’s desperation that he now believed Kiyoshi would make a better captain. Ideally, he would have liked to see the Salvation led by a council of representatives from all the communities on board. But in practice he knew leadership would fall to the strongest of the strong men. His best realistic hope was that Kiyoshi, Brian, and Zygmunt could agree to share command. 

All this scheming rested on a single necessary precondition. The boss-man’s death.

Adoramus te, O Christe … 

Father Lynch reached a sudden decision. It felt like a knife had slashed a jagged hole in the clouds of his gloom. The decision came from outside himself: it was the voice of Christ speaking through his conscience. 

He couldn’t let those words he’d spoken stand. 

He used his suit radio to ask for a patch through to the Asgard Spaceport network. As soon as he was connected, he pinged Kiyoshi.

To his immense relief, Kiyoshi answered after a few seconds. “What the hell do you want now?”

“Where are you? What are you doing?” The call was audio-only.

“I’m at the Heinlein Hotel. Feeding my pigs. Seems they forgot to take them along.”

Father Lynch offered up a prayer of thanks. Kiyoshi hadn’t made a move yet. “Listen, Yonezawa, forget what I said.”

“Which part?”

Mary, Mother of God. “All of it, if you like.”

“The part about how dying somewhere in the Oort Cloud is better than dying on Callisto?”

“No one has to die!”

“Oh, you’re wrong about that, Father. We all have to die.”

“Don’t twist my words. Death is not a thing to fear, but it’s not a thing to seek, either. Not our own death. And not the death of others.” There. That was as clear a warning as he dared deliver.

Back on the surface of Callisto, Kiyoshi laughed humorlessly. “Apparently you didn’t hear me saying that the Salvation is a fucking death trap!”

“I’m not an expert on propulsion,” Father Lynch said. 

“It’s not just the propulsion. It’s everything. The boss may think he wants to reach Planet X, but maybe he really wants something else. Such as … to go out in a blaze of glory. Maybe someone should oblige him.”

Father Lynch gripped his pectoral crucifix so tightly that the figure of Christ dug into his palm. As he searched for a response, Zygmunt, who’d drawn pilot duty today, alerted him that they were approaching the Salvation. An optical feed popped up in his HUD. Truth be told, he was starting to hate this giant ship. Its silhouette had changed since it began its voyage. Now, propellant tanks garlanded the fuselage. The locations and mass allotments of the tanks had been calculated by that extraordinary child, Michael Kharbage—a task akin to balancing a stack of balloons on a razor, according to the construction crew, who had done the actual installations. 

Far below on Callisto, Kiyoshi said, “Kill yourself if you must, Father. But I want my people off that ship.”

“It has to be their choice, Kiyoshi.”

Kiyoshi carried on speaking as if he hadn’t heard. “Otherwise, someone’s going to die. And I promise you this, it won’t be me.” 

 


x.

 

Time to go! The boss wanted them in place to pick him up.

Someone was using the elevator, so Michael popped out of the maintenance airlock on the roof of the command module. He scurried up the outside of the spoke, towards the docking pad. The distance was 430 meters. The spoke was as wide as a highway. He couldn’t fall off. He was not turning. Not swinging upside-down. Jupiter seemed to suck him towards its maw, like a plughole in the black, black sky. He stood still for a moment, telling himself: not scared. NOT scared. 

So he didn’t have his mecha. That was OK. 

He was about to be reunited with his mecha, and … so what, because he didn’t need it anymore. He didn’t.

He started moving again. 

Green light splashed rhythmically across him as the torus swung around the docking pad. Green—that meant another ship was coming in. He couldn’t see it yet. From his angle, Jupiter was the only thing in the sky.

Behind him, Dr. Hasselblatter—the boss’s brother—walked with an exaggerated gait, placing each gecko boot down securely before lifting the other one. He wasn’t worried about looking like an Earthling.

Junior Hasselblatter zoomed recklessly over Michael’s head, provoking cries from his father. Michael had no idea why that squirt was coming with them, except that Junior always got to do whatever he wanted. He sternly radioed the younger boy: “Cool it. There’s a ship coming in. What if they see you bobbing around like a noob up there? They might have to abort their docking procedure. Or they might not see you, and toast you by accident!”

Junior swooped back towards him. Twin gas plumes spilled from the mobility pack of his child-size suit, which was even more pricey and multi-functional than Michael’s. “What ship?”

“The Pegasus lander.”

“Oh. Father Tom?”

“I guess.” Michael hadn’t expected the priest to be back so soon. Did that mean he’d succeeded in his mission, or failed? Michael really hoped he’d failed. He didn’t want any of those Japanese people on board.

Ahead of him, on the still-distant docking pad, the Angel danced into view and glided away.

A new voice crackled into his helmet. “Hey, Salvation, what’s the Angel doing there? Get her out of my way.” It was Zygmunt Antoniak, the boss’s most trusted pilot. He was flying the Pegasus lander today.  

Michael spoke before Comms could blame him for the mix-up. “I’m trying! We’re on schedule. You’re early.”

He ran the rest of the way. The closer he got to the docking pad, the faster it seemed to rotate, although in reality he was rotating, while the docking pad stood still. The Angel swept past him again. Her raked-back wings flared from her conical fuselage.

Michael was going to get to pilot her!

But first, he had to get her spaceborne and out of the way, so the Pegasus lander could, you know, land. 

Directly ahead, the spoke he was running along vanished under the docking pad. His suit squawked, warning him that he was approaching an intense magnetic field. That would be the torus’s magnetic bearings. Thousands of volts running through there. He took a running leap, and cleared the lip of the docking pad with a bump and a scramble. Behind him, Dr. Hasselblatter moaned, “Ye gods, my pacemaker.” 

Michael ran towards the Angel. His inner ear told him that he was dizzy. He kept his gaze fixed on his ship. She practically was his ship! The boss had given him all her security codes. He panted, “SHIP COMMAND: Initiate pre-launch checks.”

“Certainly, Michael,” the Angel replied in the sweet feminine voice that tricked everyone into calling this ship she, whereas most ships just got called it. “Would you like me to lower the gangway?”

“Yes, please.” Dr. Hasselblatter might appreciate it.

The Pegasus lander plunged out of the sky. Auxiliary thrusters snorting gas, it synchronized with the Salvation and hovered a ship’s length above them. The ex-Star Force landing craft sported a long ‘tail’ of radiator fins that made it look like a dragon. Its keel-mounted laser cannon had been removed, but it still had its secondary armaments … as well as its drive, which basically was an armament. 

Michael peered up into its drive cone. A few last wisps of ionized propellant drifted out, glowing red in the light that splashed the Pegasus’s fuselage. The lights ringing the pad had changed to red, meaning Stop—don’t dock.

“What’s the hold-up, Mikey?” Zygmunt snapped.

A flight of stairs unfolded from the Angel’s command airlock. Dr. Hasselblatter climbed them, shouting for his son to follow. “Just give me a minute!” Michael said. “You’re early!”

“What can I say? I get shit done,” Zygmunt chuckled. He was Polish. Yet another of the Catholic mafia, as Michael thought of them—it was a phrase his dad used to use. The boss had laughed grimly when Michael shared that with him.

One of the Pegasus’s airlocks hinged open. A spacesuited figure flew out and swooped down to Michael. “Where are you going, son?”

It was Father Lynch. “Nowhere,” Michael said, which was patently not true. But the boss had told him not to tell anyone …

“Are you going to pick him up?”

“None of your business.”

“Did he really give you command of his own flier?”

“Yes,” Michael shouted, outraged that the priest might think he was taking the Angel without permission. “If you don’t believe me, ask Brian or anyone!”

Dr. Hasselblatter popped his head out of the Angel’s airlock. “JUNIOR! … Oh, it’s you, Lynch. Yes, believe it or not, the boy has the command. Qusantin trusts him.” He spoke the last phrase with an odd inflection that Michael couldn’t interpret.

“I’m glad to see you’re going too,” Father Lynch said.

“For my sins. Are you returning in triumph?”

“Indeed I am. They were more than happy to leave Callisto. I don’t blame them. It’s a shambles down there. Half of the Belt is sleeping on the floor of the spaceport.”

“Did they all come?”

“All,” Father Lynch said, “except Kiyoshi Yonezawa.”

Michael breathed a sigh of relief. He had no wish to confront Yonezawa when the boss wasn’t here.

 Then his grin faded. If Yonezawa hadn’t come up to the Salvation with the rest of his people … that meant he was still down on Callisto. 

Well, it’s a big moon.

And I’ve got the Angel. 

“Hah!” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “Declined to stick his head in a noose, did he? Wise man.”

The red lights reflected off Father Lynch’s faceplate. “If there’s a noose,” he said. “we’re the ones holding it.”

“Watch your goddamn mouth, priest, ja?” 

Michael had no idea what the two men were talking about. But he had no trouble understanding the irate interruption from Zygmunt. “Hey! I need to dock. I’ve got five hundred people asking me what the hell is the problem. OK, they’re too polite to say it like that. But we don’t want to give them the impression that we’re disorganized.” 

Dr. Hasselblatter raised his voice, although there was really no need to shout on suit-to-suit radio comms. “JUNIOR! Get in here NOW!”

Junior arrowed out of the blackness and into the Angel’s airlock, knocking his father over.

The Pegasus’s jackstands shot out like pulled punches.

Michael jumped up the Angel’s gangway, elbowed the Hasselblatters out of his way, and ordered the airlock to close.

They all rolled into the cockpit. Michael planted himself in the pilot’s couch and panted, “SHIP COMMAND: Launch!”

 

 


xi.

 

Kiyoshi left the piglets snorting happily in one of the Heinlein Hotel’s biggest suites. He’d scattered feed all over the floor for them. He went downstairs and asked to speak to the manager. “My people have left. So I’ll only be needing one room from tonight.”

“You paid in advance for forty rooms.”

“Yes, I know. For a week. But I’ll only be needing one of them, so I’d like my money back, please.”

The problem was that he’d paid with a combination of Canadian farmland, physical iridium bearer’s certificates, and tourism stocks. The manager claimed he couldn’t refund that stuff, as it was now worth more than it had been two days ago. Kiyoshi said he would take cash. The manager said he didn’t have cash. Kiyoshi called him a liar. The manager gave him back a few of the bearer’s certificates so he wouldn’t do anything violent.

Kiyoshi stomped out of the hotel, almost as broke as he had been to begin with. He hoped his pigs would still be there when he got back, although he couldn’t bring himself to care much either way. What did pigs matter, when his people were gone?

He walked to Westhab. Along the way, he thought about what he was going to do. His steps slowed as he neared Legacy’s Leather Goods. 

The plaza of Westhab 2 was busier now. When he was here before, it had been early morning, local time, the shops barely open. Now it was noon. The sun-tube blazed. Ice-creams dripped in tourists’ fists. Window-shoppers wandered in and out of the boutiques. The better-off refugees had to fill their time somehow. 

Coming level with the doorway, he glanced inside. He saw that in addition to luggage, the shop also sold leather clothing. 

He smiled to himself and went in.

People pulled away from him. Guy in an EVA suit, empty-handed, stinking like he’d spent months on a tramp hauler. No wonder. 

The shopkeeper moved towards him, clearly intending to ease him out of the shop—and checked. 

At the same time, a flyer knifed into Kiyoshi’s inbox. Would you like to sign up for our customer loyalty program? Enter your name and ID here. He deleted it. Not falling for that. 

The shopkeeper was an older man. His gray hair grew in wings curling back from his ears. The deep lines on either side of his mouth—so easy to fix with cosmetic surgery—spoke of well-earned wisdom and taste. Just what you wanted in a fellow who was about to sell you a four-figure handbag. But there was a petulant twist to his lips.

“Can I help you?”

“Yeah,” Kiyoshi said. “I need clothes.”

“You may be interested in our genuine calfskin line. Trousers, shirts, and jackets …”

“Got anything cheaper?”

The petulant set of the shopkeeper’s mouth grew more pronounced. He led Kiyoshi to the back of the shop, where leather garments hung on a standing rack. “These are samples. If you see anything you like, we can print it up in your size.”

“Printed? Then it wouldn’t be real leather.”

“No,” the shopkeeper said, “it would not.”

He turned his back on Kiyoshi and went to help other customers. Kiyoshi browsed through the samples. There was a mirror behind the rack. He watched the shopkeeper explaining the merits of a rucksack with way too many pockets, zips, and tool holsters for the couple who were interested in it. The shopkeeper spoke fast, whizzing through his sales patter. He was clearly rattled. 

He suspects, Kiyoshi thought. But he isn’t sure. 

Kiyoshi himself, on the other hand, was now quite sure who the shopkeeper was.

And he was also sure that he didn’t want his help.

What help could he give me, anyway? Jun was AWOL. The solar system was being bombed into rubble. Star Force was tied down in the Martian theater. The entirety of the UN’s resources, both material and human, were being sucked into this stupid, destructive war. All that remained out here on the frontier was empty promises and rubbish.

Exhibit A: Oleg Threadley, formerly a colonel in the dreaded Information Security Agency, now running a leather goods boutique on Callisto.

Kiyoshi called him back. “I’d like two pairs of these, two of this, one of these, and that rucksack you were showing those people.”

“What fabric did you have in mind for the trousers and shirts?”

“Oh, something cheap.”

“And what color?”

“Black.”

Threadley tapped on his tablet. A printer started up in the room behind the shop. “It will take just a few minutes to print those up for you.”

“Print me up a couple of plain t-shirts and some underwear, too. I’m sure you’ve got templates on there.”

Threadley shot him a hostile glare. “Of course. Black?”

“Black,” Kiyoshi confirmed. “How much will that be, with the rucksack?”

“The rucksack is real leather. It’s treated with a special polyurethane layer which prevents cracking in extremely cold environments, while also making it resistant to the chemicals commonly used in decontamination procedures. Translation, you can wear it in vacuum. It costs 6,000 spiders.”

“Whew. That’s steep.” 

Threadley smirked viciously. “Did you wish to pay in cash?”

“Do you take physical iridium bearer’s certificates?”

Kiyoshi walked out of the shop wearing drainpipes, a shirt with lots of pockets, and a jacket with even more pockets and superfluous zips and buckles, all in black fake leather.

“You look like a collision between a gothic folk band and a cutlery drawer,” said Threadley. They were outside.

“How much’ll you give me not to post your identity on the internet?”

“You don’t know my identity.”

Kiyoshi fended off some more wifi-borne spam. Some of it was almost good enough to get past his filters. The old man really wanted to confirm his identity.

Kiyoshi didn’t need data scraper programs for that. Memory sufficed. “Your loyal customers might want to know that Legacy’s Leather Goods is a front for the ISA … Oleg.”

Oleg Threadley’s eyes glittered with hate. “On second thoughts, keep your bearer’s certificates. Your purchases are on the house.”

“I appreciate it,” Kiyoshi said. He walked away, leaving Threadley standing with narrowed eyes in the door of his shop. 

He was pretty sure the old man wouldn’t report Kiyoshi’s visit to anyone. He had no evidence, no proof, no probable cause, nothing. And so what if Threadley did file a report with Earth? What, exactly, were they going to do about it, in the middle of a war?

Kiyoshi’s next stop was several levels further down, closer to the stinking bedlam of Hel’s Kitchen. 

In a corner of Westhab 6, dishevelled refugees sprawled on a bench in front of Hammer & Tong’s. This shop’s name was not bad grammar. It was—as Kiyoshi had had explained to him last night—a play on the name of Lewis Tong, the sword geek he’d met at Molly’s. Kiyoshi’s first question, of course, had been, “Is there a Hammer, too?” 

Tong had cackled. “There sure is! You’ll have to stop by and meet him.” 

Now, even before he entered the shop, Kiyoshi got the joke. At the end of the bench in front of the shop stood a dalek-class robot. Multicolored lights ran peacefully around its dome. Its right gripper held a large—in fact, comically oversized—hammer.

Kiyoshi squeezed past the refugees, into the cramped shop. It was just a hole in the wall with a counter running down its length. Behind the counter stood Lewis Tong. “Security?” Kiyoshi said, jerking a thumb at the robot outside.

“Oh, Hammer? Heh, heh. Yeah. Can’t be too careful, considering the nature of the goods.”

The counter doubled as a display case full of knives. On the wall behind Tong hung swords and daggers that Hardware Engineer Asada would have dismissed with a wordless eye-roll. But even fakes could still kill. 

“Lookin’ good,” Tong said with a cackle, running his eye over Kiyoshi. “Got yourself some fancy duds.”

“Think these will impress Molly?” 

“You could try wearing the price tags on the outside. Can’t think of anything else that would interest her in your skinny ass.”

“Unfortunately, I didn’t spend that much on them. Not real leather.”

“Heh, heh. Let’s hear it for convincing fakes.”

Small talk out of the way, they got down to business. Kiyoshi laid Hardware Engineer Asada’s dagger on the counter.

Tong’s eyes lit up. “Changed your mind?”

“Nope. Still not selling. But I was wondering if you’d accept this as a surety.”

“For what? You need a loan?”

“Something a bit heavier.”

Tong flicked a glance at the door. “Hammer!” he shouted. “Come in here and mind the shop for a minute.”

The dalek-class bot rolled into the shop. “Yes, master,” it said. It squeezed behind the counter and came to a halt, resting its hammer on the counter-top.

Kiyoshi followed Tong into a back room piled with manufacturer’s samples and polyfoam crates. A lathe stood in the middle of the room, proving that Tong made some of his fakes himself. He shut the door. “Cameras in the shop. City requires ‘em. Prob’ly isn’t anyone watching anymore. But better safe than sorry.”

Kiyoshi idly spun the dagger around his fingers—a trick he’d spent a ridiculous amount of time mastering, years ago. “So what have you got?”

Tong opened a crate. Gunmetal gleamed. “Zero.5s. Lightly used.”

“Even Star Force doesn’t use those crappy-ass rifles anymore.”

“I wouldn’t call them crappy-ass. But I guess you’re lookin’ for something smaller.”

“Yep. Can’t stuff an assault rifle down my pants.”

“OK.” Tong moved crates around, looked in the wrong place, tried again. “How about this?”

He held up a pistol as long as Kiyoshi’s forearm. It had a chunky barrel and a banana clip. 

“Flechette gun?”

“The darts aren’t big enough to qualify as flechettes. Don’t get me wrong, this baby is dangerous. 800 meters per second muzzle velocity. Zero recoil. The darts are armor-piercin’. They’d go through an EVA suit, for example. But they aren’t smart. Not like the darts Star Force is orderin’ these days. You gotta wonder why the Farce needs smart darts to fight AI-controlled spaceships … Anyway. This needlegun might be just what you’re lookin’ for. Depending on what you’re lookin’ to do with it.”

Tong’s gaze was suddenly as sharp as Threadley’s.

“I was kind of hoping for an energy weapon,” Kiyoshi said, avoiding the question. 

“Then you’ll hafta go somewhere else. I don’t sell lasers.”

“I’ll take this.”

Tong held the needlegun out of his reach. “Ain’t you forgetting something?”

“You don’t need to know what I want it for. You don’t want to know.”

“Son, I could care less. But you gotta give me the dagger. You’re tradin’ it in. Right?”

“Not trading it in,” Kiyoshi said. “Just leaving it here for a while.” He handed it over. 

Tong stroked and even sniffed the blade, as if making sure Kiyoshi hadn’t swapped it for a fake overnight. He looked up with a mischievous smile. “Don’t be mad, but I kinda hope they frag you, so you never come back to pick this up. Naw, naw. Just kidding, son.”

“Got any extra clips for the needlegun?”

Two hours later, Kiyoshi was sitting on the southbound Ice Spires Express. As Colin Wetherall had predicted, it was three-quarters empty. Kiyoshi had a carriage pretty much to himself. He sat in the darkness of Callisto’s night, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor.

His new rucksack, wedged between his feet, held his EVA suit and the needlegun.

No way he’d have got away with this in normal times. But everything was falling apart. He’d scored a deep discount on the holiday package tour he purchased at the spaceport. No security scans, no searches—the peacekeepers who would have performed those functions were busy elsewhere, screwing bribes out of refugees and scavenging parts from crashed spaceships. The tour company didn’t care. Just gimme your money.

One thing he hadn’t had time to do was buy that course of anti-addiction meds he needed. His hangover—what non-junkies called withdrawal symptoms: a combination of dry mouth, twitchiness, headache, and the desire for more drugs—was back, mild but insistent. He caught himself wondering if he could score some stim when they got there. He pushed the thought out of his mind. He needed to be sober to do this. 

He cued up some music on his BCI. Didn’t matter what. Just something with a beat. The bleak landscape whipped past.

 

 

 


xii.

 

Michael sat in the pilot’s couch of the Angel, hungry and cold. 

“I wonder what Junior is doing,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. 

They could hear crashes and bumps from the direction of the keel tube, which opened directly out of the back of the cockpit.

Michael shrugged. Junior had said he wanted to explore the Angel—he’d never been on board before. That’s probably what he was doing now. If he broke something, it would be the boss’s fault for allowing him to come.

Michael had other things to worry about, such as: Where’s the boss?

They were supposed to meet him right here, right now. 

The optical feed screen displayed the Angel’s present location, 500 kilometers south of Asgard Spaceport. Starlight gleamed on a cluster of luminous knobs to the north, so far away they looked thumb-sized. These were the famous ice spires. Michael wasn’t impressed. In every other direction, a rocky, icy wasteland extended to the horizon. To Michael, the terrain looked like frozen granola. A thick blanket of dust, untouched since the birth of the solar system, had puffed up around the Angel when she touched down. Her drive had actually ignited the dust, surrounding the ship with a fireball of plasma for a instant, until the thrusters cut out. That had been scary—but not dangerous, the Angel had assured him. 

Otherwise, their landing had been hitch-free. Michael couldn’t take much credit. All he’d done was say yes whenever the Angel asked him for permission to do something. She was one smart ship.

He punched his couch lightly, trying to align it with Callisto’s gravity. Because the terrain was so uneven, the Angel had come to rest at a tilt, 6 degrees off the vertical. It was annoying, like being back on the Kharbage Collector when the rotator arm stuck halfway down.

“That sounds ominous,” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

“What? I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly.” Dr. Hasselblatter popped his harness and plunged down the keel tube. Michael followed. Callisto’s 0.126 gees of gravity pulled him gently down. He held onto the grab handles to break his fall.

Below him, Dr. Hasselblatter vanished into the museum. 

An instant passed, and then: “JUNIOR! Were you or were you not TOLD not to touch the EXHIBITS!”

Uh oh, Michael thought. A dreadful premonition took hold of him. 

As he arrowed into the museum, he already knew what he was going to see.

Junior, in Michael’s mecha, which he’d given the boss for his collection.

Actually, it was even worse than that.

Junior had apparently tried to make the mecha do yoga. He’d got its grippers locked behind its back, and two of its legs behind its head, with the other two bent around the other way to meet them, so that all four feet formed a knot. The mecha lay on its side on the floor of the museum, with Junior inside. There were sear marks on the floor, and several display cases had cracks in them. Junior had evidently tried out the mecha’s thrusters before he got himself tied into a knot.

Dr. Hasselblatter leaned against the wall and laughed himself silly. 

“I’m stuck,” Junior said in a small voice. 

Dr. Hasselblatter wiped his eyes and turned to Michael. “This used to be yours, didn’t it? Can you get him out?”

Michael inhaled shakily. He felt himself to be balanced on a razor’s edge between a screaming, shaking meltdown … and the knowledge that the boss would expect better of him.

In the most normal voice he could manage, he said, “I had this mecha for years, but I never made it do that.”

He pulled at the mecha’s feet. Junior worked the levers and pedals from inside the cage. Servo motors whirred. There was a smell of burning. 

“It’s broken,” Michael said. “You broke it.”

Biting his lip, he yanked his multi-tool off his belt. Half-blind with anger—deaf to Dr. Hasselblatter’s nervous offers to do it for him—he hacked the mecha’s two front legs off at the first joint with his cutter laser. 

Junior scrambled out of the cradle. 

“What do you say?” Dr. Hasselblatter growled. 

“Sorry,” Junior pouted.

Michael tasted blood. He’d bitten his lip so hard, he’d torn the skin. “That’s all right,” he said in a monotone. “I didn’t need it anymore, anyway.”

“I wanted to try that one,” Junior said, pointing at one of the display cases. “I was just going to use yours to break the glass.”

Behind the cracked glass, Michael saw the old gundam he’d admired on his first visit to the Angel, with its painted fins and stylishly curved legs, like something out of Knights of the Milky Way. He didn’t blame Junior for wanting to try it out.

“Absolutely not!” Dr. Hasselblatter said. He hustled both boys out of the museum. “Snack time. Let’s see what the cook can rustle up for us.” 

The cook was a Meal Wizard set into the wall of the elegant little dining-room above the museum. 

“Ice-cream? Chocolate-chip cookies?”

Michael resented the transparent attempt to cheer him up. It worked on Junior, though. The younger boy was soon engrossed in a vid on his contacts, while eating chocolate ice-cream with candy sprinkles. He wore headphones for the audio, since children couldn’t get cochlear implants.

Michael perched on a hard chair, arms wrapped around his knees. “Where’s the boss?” he said.

“He’s clearly been delayed,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “You should have something to eat. I’m going to.”

“How could he be delayed? He went down to the surface with Father Lynch. That means he reached Asgard Spaceport yesterday morning. Those tours leave every day. It can’t take more than one day to look at a few stupid ice spires.”

“You wouldn’t think so, would you?”

“But we’re ten klicks from the end of the tour route. That’s a long walk.”

“I think he’ll get in touch when he’s ready to be picked up.”   

“Maybe we should move the ship closer to the ice spires.”

“Don’t worry, we’re in the right place. He entered the coordinates into the ship himself.”

Michael sighed. “He could have just let the Angel come by herself. She’s smart enough to fly solo.” He ducked his head, abashed by what he’d just said. You were not supposed to have a ship this smart, under the law. The Angel was so smart, she skirted close to being an AI, although with her limited sphere of competence, she’d never be an AGI—a true AI, equivalent in intelligence to a human.

“He doesn’t trust her,” Dr. Hasselblatter said, packing nutriblocks into the Meal Wizard’s hopper.

“Doesn’t trust her?” 

“Not in the slightest,” the voice of the Angel said. “You see, I used to be a sexbot. He uploaded me into this ship when my physical presence was no longer required. That’s my old body in the museum.”

Michael gasped, remembering the elegant phavatar he’d admired previously. He’d thought it looked out of place among the antique collectibles. 

“He believes I hold a grudge. However, I don’t. I far prefer being a ship. It’s less work.”

Michael giggled, blushing so hard that he could feel his ears turning red.

“That’s how Qusantin made his money,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “Sexbot software patents. But it hardly fits with his image now, does it? So, exit Angel the sexbot, enter the Angel, a ship. Well, he’s had the ship for decades, but it didn’t always have a personality.” 

The Meal Wizard beeped, indicating that it was ready to make something. “A quinoa and arugula salad with goat cheese, prosciutto, and walnuts,” Dr. Hasselblatter said to it. 

“How did you make your money?” Michael said.

“I used to work for the UN.”

“Really?”

“I suppose I can’t blame you for not recognizing me. I was the executive director of the Space Corps. Two years on the President’s Advisory Council. Then I lost my job and came out here to mooch off Qusantin.”

The Meal Wizard trilled. Dr. Hasselblatter took out a plate of multicolored blobs on fake leaves and sat down next to Michael. 

“Goodbye and good riddance to all this!” He flipped a dismissive hand at the screen on the wall of the dining-room. It was displaying the same old vista of frozen granola. “This damn war—all the fault of the UN, of course … The outlook is very bad, Michael. Very bad.”

Michael shrugged. Junior, moving one headphone aside, said, “They’re sending ground troops to Stickney!”

“Yes,” his father said. “Hard to believe it’s come to this. Star Force is actually planning an invasion of Mars!”

“That sounds like we’re winning,” Michael said.

“The opposite. Precisely the opposite. It’s a desperate gamble calculated to make people think we’re winning. In fact it’s a sign that we’re losing.” Dr. Hasselblatter picked a leaf out of his salad and grimaced at it. “This is not arugula.”

Michael laughed. “What were you expecting?”

“Precisely. What was I expecting? What was anyone expecting? The PLAN is a planetary war machine. We are a peace-loving society with a space-based manufacturing sector that’s already been shot to crap. We’re going to run out of resources before the PLAN does. Sending a few brave men and women to die on Mars won’t change that. All it will do is add a patina of glory to—”

“The EXTINCTION of HUMANITY!” Junior yelped, and went back to his vid. Michael could hear pew-pew-pew noises coming from his headphones.

“Yes,” Dr. Hasselblatter gloomily. “Humanity needs a fresh start. Far away from the mess we’ve made of this solar system.”

This was reassuring to hear. Michael had wondered recently if some of the people who held power on the Salvation were really, truly, sincerely committed to their journey to Planet X. 

“I don’t think Brian really wants to go,” he said, deciding to trust Dr. Hasselblatter. “I heard him saying Planet X is too far away. He wants to go to Eris instead.”

“Yes, there is a strong Eris faction,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “Qusantin considered it at first. But now that Brian’s come out in favor, he’s decided it’s a trap.” He filled his mouth with fake quinoa and goat cheese.

“A trap?”

“He thinks the ISA is waiting for him there.”

Michael blinked. He remembered the day he’d arrived on board the Salvation. Brian O’Shaughnessy himself had accused him and the Haddock gang of being ISA plants. 

Unable to disentangle the apparent contradiction, he said, “Well, the real problem with Eris is its eccentric orbit. It’s only 38 AUs from the sun at perihelion! That’s closer than Pluto! The PLAN could easily get us there.”

Dr. Hasselblatter smiled fondly at him, and for a minute Michael was struck by his resemblance to the boss. “You Propulsion types.”

Michael sat back. “Well, I don’t think there are any ISA agents on Eris,” he said.

“Of course there are no goddamn ISA agents on Eris. There’s nothing on Eris except a few UNSA rovers chewing ice. But the boss thinks Brian is an ISA agent himself.”

“No!”

“Yes. He’s afraid if we set our trajectory for Eris, Brian and his friends will take over the ship en route.”

“The Catholic mafia,” Michael muttered. 

Dr. Hasselblatter laughed out loud. “Where did you hear that?”

“My dad. He thinks the Catholics on Ceres are a cabal.”

“That’s quite funny. Come to think of it, they all are Catholic, aren’t they? O’Shaughnessy, Antoniak, Lynch, D’Souza … Ajakaye … Williams … no, she’s a Mormon. But the rest are Papists.” Dr. Hasselblatter plucked a real linen napkin out of the holder on the table and blotted his lips. “All except me,” he said, and drank something from a pouch.

Michael tasted blood again. He was so tense, he’d bitten his lip once more. “I don’t understand.”

“There’s only one thing you need to understand.” Dr. Hasselblatter stared straight at him. His face was a thinner, weaker copy of the boss’s, his stare a version of the boss’s gaze on twilight setting. “My brother has begun to see ISA agents behind every tree.”

“There aren’t any trees …”

“Figure of speech! He’s always been the paranoid type. Witness his decision to move to Planet X. But now it’s getting out of control. Do you remember when he had that woman from Life Support executed?”

Michael nodded wordlessly. Brian’s boys had pushed the woman out of an airlock last week, in full view of dozens of people, for stealing. Everybody had cheered.

“It wasn’t for stealing. It was because Qusantin decided she was an ISA agent. Of course she wasn’t. But that brought clarity to many minds. The Salvation’s management structure needs to change.”

“Are … are you going to fire the boss?” 

“If only it were that easy.” 

“Are you going to … kill him?”

Dr. Hasselblatter shuddered. “He’s my brother! I will not allow anyone to hurt him.” Michael smiled gratefully. “But I’m afraid they will try to hurt him, unless he addresses these concerns about … er, himself. In short, an intervention is needed. And that’s why I’m here in this stupid ship, waiting for him to come strolling across the ice fields.”

“I wish you the best of luck, Doctor,” said the Angel.

“Thank you,” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

Michael looked up at the ceiling. Surely the Angel would tell the boss about this conspiracy?

As if reading his troubled gaze, the Angel said, “I belonged to Abdullah before I was Qusantin’s. In fact, all of the bots in Qusantin’s former harem were Abdullah’s first.”

“Ahem,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “No need to dig up ancient history.”

“He is,” the Angel said, but she didn’t interrupt again.

“As I was saying,” Dr. Hasselblatter resumed. “When he calls us to pick him up, I’ll talk to him. I’ll lay it all out: how he’s lost the trust of his inner circle, how unlikely it is that he will reach Planet X without being murdered. I’ll urge him to get a grip. Stop suspecting everyone. And so on and so forth. I’ll flatter him with reminders that the vast majority of people on board love him. That’s true, by the way. They signed up for him, not Planet X. He’s a visionary, nobody can deny it. This whole mission, potentially humanity’s last chance to survive, is his brainchild! That’s what I’ll say. Carrots, you see, lots of carrots … and a stick.” Dr. Hasselblatter leaned towards Michael. Now Michael could see how this man had once been a world-class politician. He had a persuasive way all his own. “If he doesn’t agree to shape up, we will leave him.”

“Leave him?”

“Here.”

“You can’t do that!”

“Oh yes, we can … with your help, Michael.”

Michael gripped the arms of his chair in white-knuckled hands. “He put me in command of the Angel. She won’t leave him here unless I tell her to.”

“Correct. And now you know why he chose you for this job.”

“Why?”

“Because you—a ten-year-old boy—are the only person out of six thousand he still trusts.” Dr. Hasselblatter slumped in his chair. He pushed his salad away. “It’s so damn sad.”

Michael smelt the quinoa. His stomach rumbled. “I think I’ll have something to eat, after all.” He stood up. “Oh, by the way?” His voice shook. “I’m not leaving here without the boss.” 

“Only if he refuses …” Dr. Hasselblatter started.

Junior pulled off his headphones. He yelled at Michael, “You have to do what my dad says!”

“No, I don’t. Your dad isn’t the boss!”

“Poopy head!!” Junior yelled.

Michael leaned on the Meal Wizard. He appealed to Dr. Hasselblatter, “Could you please tell your son not to be so childish?”

“He is a child, Michael. And so are you. I’m so very sorry no one has ever let you be one.”

 


xiii.

 

Kiyoshi stood on the observation deck of the Spires View Visitor Center, eating a sandwich in a pouch. At 120 meters, the observation deck was high enough to have had a view of the ice spires over the horizon, if it hadn’t been dark. The blazing lights on the support and recycling facilities around the visitor center blotted out the stars. He could see nothing beyond the immediate area. 

He wasn’t interested in the ice spires, anyway. He had his retinal implants on maximum zoom. He was watching tourists disembark from the all-terrain bus that had just pulled up in front of the visitor center. 

Their EVA suits bore glow-in-the-dark slogans: Here today, Ceres tomorrow …My friend went to Ganymede and all I got was this lousy spacesuit. Kiyoshi got a chuckle out of that one. A couple of people carried babies in their own infant-sized spacesuits. Camera bots the size of pigeons perched on their shoulders, or hopped behind them, vidding the whole adventure. These were real tourists. They’d probably planned their Jovian tour years ago. Then a war had come along and sucked the fun out of it all.

Crosshairs darted over the tourists, projected on Kiyoshi’s retinal implants. He’d downloaded the needlegun’s synching app earlier, in the privacy of his hotel room. 

Where IS he?

Just as he was about to give up, one more passenger got out of the bus. 

Kiyoshi’s fist spasmed on his sandwich-in-a-pouch. Fake cheese squirted out and splattered the glass. He didn’t even need the zoom function to know he was looking at the boss. Those gorilla shoulders, the way he carried his head thrust forward, ready to pick a fight … Unfamiliar EVA suit. A baggy silver rental. Wouldn’t want to have SALVATION splashed on your back, down here. But it was definitely him. He was carrying an unfamiliar case, a long handle sticking out.

Kiyoshi strode quickly towards the elevator. 

The pressurized capsule descended smoothly from the observation deck to the hotel. The Spires View resembled the Eiffel Tower with a plate balanced on top. Kiyoshi had a room on the fifth floor. You had to take a room as part of any tour package. The train only made one round trip a day, making an overnight stay inevitable. Anyway, most people who came this far went on two or more viewing trips, to see all the most famous individual spires. There were three separate bus routes.  

Kiyoshi hurried to his room and locked the door. He was in a fix. He couldn’t do anything here at the visitor center. Too many innocent tourists in the splatter zone.

He had to catch the boss-man alone. But how? Where?

He wished he had access to the Spires View’s surveillance cameras. Jun could have gotten in there in a few seconds ... 

But he knew there were cameras, and that was enough to rule out the hotel and the observation deck.

So, do it tomorrow, he thought. On the train. Or on the way to the station. There was a half-klick walk to the train station, winding between cunningly illuminated baby ice spires, a preview of what you could expect to see later. When Kiyoshi arrived this afternoon, people getting off the train had straggled along the path, often out of sight of one another.

He spent the evening cooped up in his room. He ordered a lavish meal from room service. Surveying the tasty spread, he felt like a condemned prisoner about to enjoy his last meal … except that he wasn’t the one who was going to die.

Morning, local time, brought a notification that Callisto’s night was almost at an end. In another 18 hours, the moon’s eight-sol day would begin. “So if you were thinking about heading home today, stick around!” the chirpy message concluded. “The ice spires are impressive at night, but by daylight, they’re out of this world!”

Kiyoshi got up—he’d hardly slept—and put on his EVA suit over a freshly laundered liner. His clothes went in his rucksack, the needlegun on top, easily accessible. 

Kill the boss.

Then get in touch with Brian and Zygmunt. Tell them the suicide mission was off. 

The Salvation was the boss-man, the boss-man was the Salvation. With him gone, it would all fall apart. 

Brian could have the ship, if he wanted. Make a run for Eris or wherever. But people didn’t trust him like they trusted the boss. Kiyoshi figured most of the former residents of 99984 Ravilious would opt to get off here … including the Galapajin.

Just gotta do this.

He headed out into the corridor. 

The hotel had a central atrium five storeys deep. Kiyoshi peered down from the mezzanine level into the foyer. A group of people was assembling in front of the reception desk. 

“West Spires group over here! South Spires group over there!” a tour guide trilled, waving her arms.

The group parted into two. 

Among the tourists joining the South Spires group, Kiyoshi spotted the boss-man.

He was going out on another tour!

Kiyoshi changed his plan on the spur of the instant. He ran downstairs, taking each flight in a single bound, and lurked at the edge of the foyer.

By a stroke of good luck, the South Spires group shuffled into the airlock first. 

Kiyoshi strolled up to the West Spires group and gave the tour guide his best melting smile. “Is it too late to join this tour?”

“Oh, not at all, if you’re … yes, you’re all suited up! Come on!” She made a big beckoning gesture. “Helmets on, everyone! Ask your neighbor to check your seals!”

★

Despite everything else preying on his mind, Kiyoshi had the same reaction to the ice spires as the other tourists: drop-jawed wonder.

Whereas the rest of Callisto was merely flat or lumpy, these mountains of ice reared from the cratered plain like alien sculptures. 

Humans had installed floodlights at the feet of the most impressive spires, so that even in the blackness of Callisto’s night, they gleamed like pearl. Humped, hooked, or curved like the fossilized bones of some giant beast, they invited the eye to linger on their distant summits.

The spires were off-white, not white. The tour guide explained that flecks of dark material were embedded in the otherwise pure water ice. “As the ice sublimes in the solar wind, the dark material drifts down to the feet of the spires. In some places it forms deep drifts.”

As she spoke, a couple of tourists were finding this out for themselves. They’d strayed off the path, and were kicking up the dark drifts like snow. It clumped oddly as it drifted back to the ground, not behaving like snow or dust. One of the tourists plunged ahead and abruptly sank up to his neck. He’d stepped into a hidden crevice. 

“Careful!” the tour guide trilled. “We don’t want to lose anyone!” 

That was their first stop. The bus proceeded along a route marked with radar beacons, from one group of illuminated spires to the next. Each spire deemed worthy of illumination had a name: the Koala, the Dolphin (it really did look like one), Big Ben. After a couple of hours of this, everyone was ready for lunch.

The bus pulled into a brightly lit rest area. A single small ice spire stood in the middle of the bulldozed gravel. People crowded around it to vid it up close and plant their gloves on the ice. “No carving your names!” the tour guide said, but she didn’t stop them. It was like the tour company knew that people needed to get up close to an ice spire at least once, so they’d designated a sacrificial victim. They’d otherwise been quite strict about ‘Look but don’t touch.’ Kiyoshi could see why. The minimal heat and friction from people’s gloves had scooped out the base of the spire all the way round. These eternal-looking monuments were fragile. 

Facilities surrounded the rest area on three sides. A fuel depot for the buses, a food court. Kiyoshi went into the food court, although he wasn’t hungry. He topped up his suit’s fluid and oxygen reservoirs, and bought a pouch of coffee, just to blend in. 

Both long walls of the food court were screens, so it seemed like they were sitting outside. 

Another bus drew up in the rest area.

Kiyoshi tossed his coffee in the recycling. He went into the men’s room and waited for a count of one hundred. When he came back out, the passengers from the other bus were filing into the food court. He recognized faces from the South Spires group.

This was what he’d been counting on. There was only one rest area. All the tours lasted about the same length of time. It made sense that they’d overlap out here.

But where was the boss-man?

On the wall-screen, silver flashed. There he was … walking towards the edge of the rest area.

Kiyoshi waited impatiently for the airlock to cycle. Outside, he walked in the same direction. The boss-man had gone behind the fuel depot. Rounding the row of tanks, Kiyoshi saw him trudging away across the cratered terrain.

He was still carrying that mysterious long-handled case. Well, guns didn’t come that shape, so whatever it was, it wasn’t a problem.

Kiyoshi lingered until the boss-man was almost out of sight, and then followed him. Being spaceborn, he was comfortable in Callisto’s gravity. He didn’t bother walking, but pushed off at each stride, a gait that might look funny, but resulted in fast progress. Without stopping, he reached back to his rucksack and took out the needlegun. He powered it on and held it down by his side. He’d taped over the status lights so they wouldn’t catch anyone’s eye in the dark. 

The boss-man was taking no such precautions. His helmet lamp sparkled ahead, and vanished among the nearest group of ice spires.

Starlit, the spires loomed like crystal stalagmites in the black cave of the night. These were some of the smaller ones, which probably explained why they hadn’t got the illumination-and-cutesy-name treatment. But even a small ice spire was still the size of a skyscraper. 

Ridges and humps of ice broke the ground, relics of even smaller spires that had sublimed to nothing over the millennia. Kiyoshi’s boots skidded on them, despite the gecko grips on his soles. 

He looked back. Dandelion-seeds of light seemed to float on the horizon. The lights of the rest area. They’d already come a long way. Good; privacy.

He advanced cautiously. The boss-man’s helmet lamp flashed out. Kiyoshi froze.

The boss-man stood with his legs braced apart, facing the curved base of an ice spire. He held his mysterious case under one arm, and moved the end of the long handle across the ice in arcs. It looked like he was washing a window.

Kiyoshi frowned in bemusement. The simplest explanation for this bizarre behavior was that the boss-man had lost his marbles. 

Well, it didn’t matter.

He advanced. The boss-man kept moving crabwise around the spire, intent on whatever he was doing, never looking around. 

There was a lot of the dark, clumpy dust on the ground in this area. It billowed up from Kiyoshi’s boots, and a largish clot drifted into the light of the boss-man’s helmet lamp. The boss-man spun around. Kiyoshi stood four meters from him, aiming the needle-gun at his center of mass.

“Drop the … the whatever-it-is.”

“It’s a metal detector,” the boss-man said.

“Drop it.”

The boss-man put it down on the ground. The knee-deep dust swallowed it. 

“Hands up!”

“I knew you were the persistent type. Guess I didn’t know how persistent. Come to get your revenge?” The boss-man managed to make this sound like a childish and futile goal.

To spite him by pretending to have a different objective, Kiyoshi said, “Why the metal detector?”

“If you need to ask, you don’t need to know.”

“What are you looking for?”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s gone.”

“What’s gone?”

“Gone,” the boss-man repeated. Kiyoshi couldn’t see his face. His rental suit’s faceplate was a dark mask below the glare of his helmet lamp. But he sounded … despairing. “Gone! They blew it up! Blew it up and built a spaceport on top of the place where it used to be! If you ever want to hide an inconvenient truth, Yonezawa, take a leaf out of the UN’s book: Bury it under modern so-called fucking civilization.”

Despite himself, Kiyoshi was moved to curiosity. “What are you babbling about?”

The boss-man’s helmet moved from side to side, a shake of the head. “These ice spires,” he said. “Pretty, aren’t they?”

“Sensawunda overload.”

“Where do you think they came from?”

“Um …” Kiyoshi recalled what the tour guide had said. “Ejecta from an impact. Millions of years ago.”

“Oh yeah? Then why are they made of pure ice? Ejecta rings are a mixture of rock and ice. They don’t come shaped like koalas, either.”

“All right, what do you think they are?”

“Pieces of an alien spaceship,” the boss-man said, with perfect confidence. “The first expedition to Callisto failed in mysterious circumstances. They all died. Their base was pulverized, the remains scattered across the floor of Doh Crater, where Asgard Spaceport now stands. The conventional explanation is they were hit by a meteorite. A one-in-a-million stroke of bad luck. But what really happened in 2143? They discovered an alien spaceship, or some other type of alien artifact. And being human, they poked it. And it blew up.”

Kiyoshi felt a thrill of unease. Not because this tall tale had an ounce of credibility, but because he now had to confront the possibility that the boss really had gone stark raving mad.

As gently as possible, he said, “Boss? That doesn’t work. If you’re saying the spires are pieces of this blown-up alien ship—”

“They aren’t the pieces, the pieces are inside, buried in the ice. The shrapnel was so hot that it liquefied the sub-surface ice and triggered geysers, which instantly froze around the shards. The dark material is molecular-scale debris—”

“—that doesn’t work, because the spires have been here for billions of years. And the American expedition vanished in 2143. So.”

“That was a different alien ship,” the boss-man said condescendingly. 

Kiyoshi sighed. “Honestly, I don’t give a shit. And my arms are getting tired.” He lowered the needlegun a few degrees. The boss started to stoop, his right glove sliding towards his thigh. In the same motion, Kiyoshi brought the needlegun up again and fired at a spot ten centimeters to the left of the boss-man’s helmet. The boss-man jumped like a rabbit, his hands flashing back up and away from his sides. 

“Heh,” Kiyoshi said. 

White dust spurted from the spire behind the boss-man. The dart had bored into the frangible ice. 

“That weapon in your concealed holster? Take it out. Slowly. Throw it over to me.”

The boss did. Kiyoshi quickly stooped and picked it up. A laser pistol. He pocketed it.

“So where’d you come up with this alien spaceship concept?” What he wanted to know was: Was this what it was all about? I worked my ass off for you for sixteen years. You encouraged me to bring my people to 99984 Ravilious. You DESTROYED 99984 Ravilious. You stole my people away. You said it was all for your vision of a human community where purebloods could be safe, where unique cultures could be preserved. And NOW you admit that it was all about freaking UFOs?

“Aha,” the boss-man said. His voice was a bit shaky. He hadn’t enjoyed that close call. “Remember the second failed expedition to Callisto, in 2265?”

“Sure. That wacko group of radicals, CyberDestiny, took the UNSA base hostage. Half of everyone died. Star Force rescued the rest.”

“That was me.”

“That was … you?” 

“CyberDestiny wasn’t a wacko group of radicals. It was me and half a dozen weaponized sexbots.”

“You’re joking.”

“I was pretty reckless in those days.”

“You’re pretty reckless now. You’re Konstantin X. That was your alias in the old days, when we first met. Konstantin X was the leader of CyberDestiny? You killed all those people? And you’re still walking around? No wonder you’re scared of the ISA.”

“It was a risk coming back here. But I had to have one more look. I was hoping to find some more parts.” 

“Parts of what?”

“Of the alien spaceship!” the boss shouted, sounding like any wingnut on the internet ranting about government cover-ups. 

Kiyoshi glimpsed a flicker of light in his peripheral vision. He risked a lightning-quick look around. Small lights were moving towards them from the direction of the rest area. Shit. Their disappearance had been noticed. People were out searching for them.

The boss-man said, “Star Force agreed to give me a ship in exchange for the hostages, but they welshed on the deal. Tried to kill me. I got away in the rover UNSA was using to explore Asgard Crater. They were searching for clues about the disappearance of the American base. Now do you get it?”

Yeah. Kiyoshi got it. The boss-man had seen the search party, too. He was just talking to run out the clock, hoping to distract Kiyoshi until he could be rescued. 

“I don’t know if they found anything, or not. But I did. I took that rover back to Asgard Crater. I went for a walk, just to see if there might be any consumables lying around. And I literally stumbled over a part of an alien spaceship!”

Kiyoshi couldn’t resist asking one more question. “How did you know it was a part of an alien spaceship?” 

“Because it had writing on it.”

“What kind of writing?”

“The same glyphs as the ones reproduced on the surface of Mars by the PLAN!”

Kiyoshi now saw the tragic mistake the boss-man had made. Just to tie up the last loose end, he said, “One more question. How did you get away?”

“Huh?”

“From Callisto. You were stuck in a stolen rover with Star Force hunting for you.”

“Oh. I hid out for a while. Then Abdullah came and picked me up.”

“That’s what I call brotherly love.” Kiyoshi thought of Jun. “Well, I’ll be sure to give Abdullah my condolences.”

He fired the needlegun, holding down the trigger for a sustained burst. 

The boss staggered backwards. He reached into his other concealed holster and whipped out a second laser pistol.

Of course, the bastard never carried just one weapon.

Kiyoshi threw himself to one side, falling in slow motion. The laser beam slashed blue through the vacuum overhead as the pulse scattered off the dark dust his fall had kicked up. 

On the slope above him, the boss-man levelled his pistol for another shot. Kiyoshi couldn’t understand why the boss was still alive, and then it clicked. Body armor under his EVA suit.

Kiyoshi rolled onto his back, kicking up more dust to chaff the laser. He shot another burst at the boss-man’s legs.

That worked. 

The boss-man went down as if his feet had been cut out from under him.

The laser pistol spun out of his hand, and sank into the blanket of dust.

Some sixth sense told Kiyoshi to look around.

The sky was falling towards him.

No, it was the ice spire that had stood behind him.

Top-heavy, hooked at the top, falling like a building.

Without thinking, Kiyoshi seized the boss-man under the arms. He squatted and dragged him onto his own back, so he was carrying him piggyback. Then he ran. The dead weight on his back made him nightmarishly slow.

The ice spire crashed to the ground behind them. It just missed the spire the boss had been metal-detecting. The falling spire shattered into a thousand million pieces. 

Shards of ice flew around Kiyoshi. He felt a sharp blow in the back of his left calf. He ran on for a few meters, limping, and then stopped. He let the boss-man slide off his back.

Spears of ice stuck out of the back of the boss-man’s suit. He looked like an ice porcupine. 

Kiyoshi collapsed beside him and assessed his own wound. His suit told him it was just a shallow puncture. His suit had already sealed itself. Not serious, but it was going to hurt like a motherfucker to walk on it. 

Presumably, the search party from the rest area would have seen the collapse of the ice spire. They’d be here soon.

That was going to be fun.

Kiyoshi stood up, testing his weight on his injured leg. Shit! OW. He glanced down at the boss-man. His decision to save the bastard had been purely instinctive. Ironically, it might have saved his own life. The boss-man’s body had shielded him from those ice splinters, as sharp and lethal as knives.

The boss-man reached behind himself and patted weakly at the shards, as if trying to pull them out.

“Holy crap,” Kiyoshi said. “That’s some kick-ass body armor.”

“Military surplus,” the boss-man rasped. “They’re selling everything off.”

“Uh huh.”

“Help me. Pull these out. Don’t touch the big one.”

“The one sticking out of your ass?”

“Fuck you, Yonezawa.”

Kiyoshi pointed the laser pistol at the boss-man’s faceplate. Then he reconsidered. 

When the search party arrived, he would have a tough time talking his way out of this. He might be able to pass off the boss’s death as an accident. But the destruction of an ice spire? That probably carried an automatic penalty of life in jail.

Solution: steal the boss’s getaway car.

He said to the boss, “You came out here by yourself. But you weren’t planning to go back by yourself, were you?”

“Fuck you.”

“I figure the Angel’s somewhere around here.” That ship was smart enough to fly itself. “Call it, now.”

 

 


xiv.

 

The Angel’s radio emitted a cheery tone. An email appeared on the comms screen. It consisted of a single word.

From: Elwin Ransom [ID string attached]

To: Captain@Angel 

SOS

1 attachment [coordinates]

Michael shouted into the intercom, “That was him! He’s in trouble!”

The Hasselblatters flew up the keel tube and strapped into their seats. Dr. Hasselblatter peered at the coordinates that Michael had already mapped onto their topological map of Callisto. “Right in the middle of the ice spires.”

“What could’ve happened?” Michael fretted, hurrying through the pre-launch checks.

“Found something too big to carry? Or maybe his metal detector’s battery blew up. Anyway, we can’t take the Angel in there.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” Dr. Hasselblatter said patiently, “he’s in the middle of the ice spires. It’s a World Heritage Site of outstanding universal value. There’s nowhere to land.”

“There will be,” Michael said.

The Angel’s drive spun up. A mighty blast of plasma blossomed from her drive, re-melting the ice she had melted when she landed. The little ship took off vertically. Gravity glued Michael into his couch, which automatically rotated to align his body with the gees. This was going to be the shortest ballistic hop ever, moving the ship barely fifty kilometers to the north. 

Unless …

“Michael,” the Angel said, “would you like me to try something possibly less destructive?”

“Uh, yeah, sure,” Michael said, wriggling against his straps. 

“All right. Let’s see if I remember how to do this.”

The Angel’s main drive cut out. Simultaneously, the auxiliary engine nacelles under her wings fired. These electrical engines vaporized hydrogen propellant into reaction mass, just like the main drive, but did so with considerably less heat and violence.

The Angel tipped over on her nose. As she fell back towards the surface, the auxiliary engines roared, flattening out the angle of her dive, until she was flying down towards the surface like an airplane … without the atmospheric lift that kept actual airplanes in the air. Because there was, y’know, no air. 

The auxiliary thrusters compensated. Jets of plasma stabbed down towards the surface, and met the ground safely outside the field of ice spires.

The Angel glided on skinny stilts of fire in among the ice spires, skimming the surface, still moving at 400 kilometers per hour. You didn’t dump orbital velocity that easily. 

“Yee-haaaah!” Michael screamed. On the optical feed, ice spires loomed and darted away almost too fast for the eye to follow. It looked like they were dodging over—and through—a forest of giant, deformed ivory chess pieces. “Can I try?”

“Well, Michael, I’m not sure—”

“I’ll be careful!” He grabbed the yoke.

The Angel yawed sharply. Her nose clipped an ice spire, shearing its top off in a shower of ice shards. 

Dr. Hasselblatter covered his eyes, groaning, “Please let the ship do it.”

Michael sat back. He itched to do more, as if this were an immersion game. He wanted to crash into the spires. So what if they were a World Heritage site? 

The astrogation screen pinged urgently. They were almost on top of the boss’s coordinates. 

“Preparing to land,” the Angel said. “Backthrusting …” The plasma jets dug into the ground, like a skiier digging in her heels. “Normalizing orientation.” The jets emitted one last burst, rocking the Angel back to the vertical. She settled onto her jackstands. 

“Never do that again,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “I’m too old for it.”

“Only if Michael doesn’t want me to,” the ship said sweetly.

Michael glanced at Junior. Glaze-eyed with excitement, the younger boy gave him a thumbs-up. 

“Well, where’s the boss?” Michael said edgily. He scanned the optical feed. All he could see was the cloud of dust stirred up by their landing.

“Over here!” the boss’s voice suddenly erupted from the comms screen. “I’m injured! Suit’s damaged. Can’t walk …”

“I’ll go,” Dr. Hasselblatter said, jumping up. 

Michael sat paralyzed. He wanted to go, wanted to help the boss … but that would mean leaving the ship. And Junior had broken his mecha. 

Dr. Hasselblatter clamped his helmet on and swung into the airlock.

Michael leaned towards the optical feed screen. The slowly settling dust still obscured the ground. “Angel, can you see him?”

“Yes,” the ship said. “I’m picking him up on infrared. I’ll overlay it on the optical feed.” 

A tiny green figure materialized, crawling through the black snowstorm. Then a larger figure appeared at the lower edge of the screen and ran towards the first one. That would be Dr. Hasselblatter.

“Is the boss saying anything? Is he badly hurt?”

“He doesn’t like me to eavesdrop.”

“I’m in command,” Michael reminded the ship.

“All right. Only because you asked, darling.”

Dr. Hasselblatter’s voice suddenly crackled into the cockpit. “—shot? Who did it?” On the screen, he ran faster towards the boss-man. 

“Yonezawa,” the boss-man grunted.

“Yonezawa? He’s here?”

“Don’t say anything. Not one word.”

Dr. Hasselblatter reached the boss. At the same time, the dust settled enough for Michael to see what was actually going on outside. The Angel’s external lights bathed a circle of dusty regolith. Ice shards glinted on the ground at the furthest reach of the light. The boss crouched on his hands and knees. Dr. Hasselblatter stood near him. 

“I hate to kick a man when he’s down,” Dr. Hasselblatter said, “but are you convinced now, Qusantin, that your management policy needs a rethink?”

The boss raised his helmet slightly. “Screw you, Abdullah. I was right all along.”

“That’s non-obvious at the moment.”

“I know what you’re going to tell me. Brian is gunning for me. Zygmunt, the whole goddamn Eris faction—they’re all traitors.”

“They need you. They need Qusantin Hasselblatter, the visionary. They don’t need a paranoid conspiracy theorist! You’re endangering the mission, this crucial mission—let me tell you something, Qusantin: I don’t want to die. I don’t want my son to die because you can’t get your goddamn act together!”

Michael snuck a glance at Junior. The younger boy’s chocolate-smeared mouth hung open.

“Let me tell you something, Abdullah,” the boss said. “There is no problem. Yonezawa is the problem. He started it. Him and his fucking computer models. ‘Actually, I don’t think I’ll go.’ He says this based on a computer model. Complete bullshit, but that got Brian and the other sheep thinking. ‘If Yonezawa isn’t going, maybe there’s a problem with the mission.’ That’s where it all started. See? The problem was him all along. And I solved that problem. I got his people on board. They’re happy to be with us. They’re home. That’s a terrific result. So it doesn’t matter about him anymore. He does not matter. He is nothing.”

Michael had never heard the boss like this, ranting and swearing, contradicting himself left and right.

“So where is he?” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

“Right here,” said a new voice. “Move away from the spaceship.”

“Oh, dear,” the Angel said. “He’s behind that ice spire.”

“I said move,” Kiyoshi Yonezawa repeated. “I’m taking the Angel. You’ll be all right. There’s a search party on their way right now. By the way, they’ll want to know who destroyed that spire. It was him. Laser pistol plus ice equals look out below. I figure that probably carries an automatic sentence of life in jail.” Kiyoshi chuckled. “World Heritage and all.”

Dr. Hasselblatter shouted, “Go! Michael, go! Take Junior back to the Salvation. Tell Brian to launch. Eris, wherever, it doesn’t matter, just go! Get out of here! Save the human race!” 

Michael sat paralyzed.

“Don’t leave my dad,” Junior said.

“I’m not gonna,” Michael muttered. He liked Junior’s dad, but more importantly, he couldn’t leave the boss.

A figure in a black spacesuit dashed towards the Hasselblatters, a gun in either hand.

“Shoot him, Angel!” Michael yelped, but by the time the words left his mouth, Kiyoshi Yonezawa had closed the distance. He jammed his right-hand gun against Dr. Hasselblatter’s helmet and kicked the boss in the back, sending him to his knees again. “Give me the ship,” he panted. “I know how you set it up. You can reassign command permissions verbally.”

“No can do,” the boss rasped. “Already gave command to the kid.” His helmet swung. Michael could almost feel him staring at him across the vacuum. “Whatcha gonna do, Michael?”

Michael pushed out of his couch. “Where are you going?” Junior cried. Ignoring him, Michael hurtled down the keel tube. He plucked his helmet off his shoulder patch, inflated it, and put it on as he flew. In the museum, he punched the broken glass out of the display case that held the old exosuit. 

It toppled towards him. He caught it—stumbling over the pieces of his mecha—and reached for its power switch.

Wonder of wonders, the status panel lit up. 

Those old batteries sure held a charge. 

Michael climbed into the cradle. It was designed like his own mecha, with joystick controls, but had no pedals. He had to adjust the stirrups upwards. Whoever last used it had had longer legs.

He strode awkwardly around the museum, getting the hang of the controls. Then he pulled himself hand-over-hand down the keel tube to the rear airlock.

He looked out at the underside of the stairs descending from the cockpit airlock. He was on the opposite side of the ship from the boss and the others.

It was only about five meters down.

He jumped, feeling invulnerable, no longer a little boy but a nine-foot metal gorilla.

The hydraulic shocks in his legs took the impact. The old gundam’s joints were a bit sticky. Needed lube. But he was moving. 

He pounded around the Angel, towards the three men. They seemed further away from the ship, now that he wasn’t seeing them through a camera. He couldn’t hear them, either. He instructed his suit to scan the FM spectrum.

“Holy crap.” Yonezawa actually let his gun drift down. “That’s mine!”

“Just like my ship was MINE!” Michael screamed. “And you took it!” His right foot came down in a hole. He stumbled, and instinctively reached for the exosuit’s thruster controls. Different interface from his mecha, same functionality. A weak sputter of gas lofted him off the ground. “You don’t get to take anything else! Just go away, go AWAY!”

“That exosuit belonged to my grandfather,” Yonezawa said. “So I kind of hate to do this. But, screw nostalgia.” The muzzle of his laser pistol flashed. Michael felt, rather than heard, a loud whoof. Hydrogen gas explosively decompressed from a hole in the exosuit’s propellant tank. Michael corkscrewed forward like a bullet out of a gun, and plowed headfirst into the ground. It was a good thing the exosuit’s cradle had gel impact cushions. 

“Oh, kid.” Yonezawa nudged the exosuit with one foot, while keeping his gun pointed in the general direction of the Hasselblatters. “Just tell the ship you relinquish command. Tell it you’re handing over to me. I want all permissions slaved to my voiceprint.”

 Woozy, Michael blinked to clear his head. He was lying in fetal position on his side, still in the exosuit’s cradle. A little way away, the boss crouched on his knees, too done in even to talk. Dr. Hasselblatter dragged him in the direction of the Angel, defying Yonezawa to shoot.

“You’re going the wrong way!” Yonezawa shouted.

Michael saw that the man was momentarily distracted. He yanked the joystick back. The exosuit exploded off the ground. Michael pistoned a metal fist into Yonezawa’s ribs. The blow knocked Yonezawa off his feet and up into the  vacuum. Michael charged after him, anticipating where he would come down.

“Run, Dad!” Junior screamed in Michael’s helmet. “Run run run!”

Everyone was running, in clumsy micro-gee bounds.

Michael swiped up at Yonezawa, caught a wispy cloud of gas. Yonezawa had a mobility pack on his suit. He wasn’t coming down.

Dr. Hasselblatter, dragging his brother, reached the Angel’s stairs. Junior scuttled out of the airlock in his spacesuit and helped him haul the boss to the hatch.

Yonezawa flew up, and up. He landed on the top of the nearest ice spire. He was a black dot against a sky ever so slightly less black.

 “Let’s go,” the boss coughed. “Angel, I authorize you to restore my command permissions.” 

“Wait for me!” Michael shouted. The exosuit blundered onwards, towards the ice spire that Yonezawa was standing on top of. He was a captive of his own momentum. “Angel! Wait! You have to do what I say!”

“Sorry, darling,” the Angel said. “I lied to you. I’m a one-man ship.”

Michael crashed into the bottom of the ice spire. He beat on it with his hydraulically powered fists. Chips of ice flew. He’d wanted to smash one of these things. Now he would. He’d smash it into a million billion pieces, and Yonezawa with it.

“Hey, don’t mess with our cultural heritage,” Yonezawa said in his helmet. Pain edged his voice. But his aim remained accurate. 

Michael didn’t even see the flash. He just felt the exosuit go dead. Its fists drooped. It lost its balance and toppled over backwards. Yonezawa had shot out its battery.

Lying on the ground, he saw the Angel’s stairs retract into the command airlock chamber.

The ship launched in a flare of light.

A moment later, dawn broke over Callisto. The ice spires sparkled like colossal gems. It would have been a fantastic sight, but Michael was crying too hard to appreciate it.

He left me. Left me left me left me. Left me behind …

 

 


xv.

 

Beside the fishpond in Module 8 of the Salvation, Sister Terauchi knelt with her habit tucked under her. She dipped her hand into the water up to her wrist, and closed her eyes for a moment, luxuriating in the sensation. Then she resumed her work. She filled a test-tube with water and held it up to the light. She imagined she could see diatoms and one-celled algae in the cloudy water—although really they were too small to see—living, moving, eating CO2 and providing sustenance for the fish in the pond. 

She placed the test-tube in a rack. “The water in the pond comes straight from the graywater processing plant, yes?” she said in English to the man standing behind her. 

“Correct, Sister.”

“You use the wet oxidation purification process? And each module has its own graywater processing?”

“Yes.”

Multiple redundancy. She nodded in approval. “How is the plumbing?”

“The plumbing?”

“Intermittent spin gravity can cause air bubbles. Pipes can back up. Have you had any problems of that kind?”

“Sister, our spin gravity is not intermittent. The modules have one full gee, all the time.”

She smiled at the confirmation. One full gee. The next generation would grow up as strong as Earthborn children.

A fish swam to the surface, attracted to the fingers she was still dabbling in the water. She shook her head regretfully. “Ornamental koi?”

“They can be eaten, Sister.”

“I know that, but tilapia and white amur mature much faster and provide more protein for the same weight of feed.” She stood up and turned to face him. She was tiny and frail in comparison to him, The unaccustomed gravity stooped her shoulders. But he moved a deferential pace back. She liked that. Authoritatively, she said, “These fish will be removed. We’ll replace them with the species I mentioned. We will also introduce dense algae blooms for additional feed volume. Do you have any stocks of Wolffia globosa or duckweed?”

The boss-man laughed ruefully. “I’ll have to check with my people. Sister, I think no one on this ship knows more about ecosystem maintenance than you do.”

She smiled—it was probably true—but caught herself in the sin of pride, and demurred, “My knowledge is superficial. Our experts know far more than me. Speaking of them, I must take these samples to Water Engineer Nakamura.”

She walked, and Qusantin Hasselblatter followed her, across a lawn which was being dug up by teams of Galapajin. They were going to flood the whole lawn and plant rice, which could coexist not only with the fish but also with edible insects. They expected to get five crops a year, including fallow cycles. The experts were in seventh heaven. So much room to spread out. So much stuff. 

The boss-man sighed playfully. “Farewell to my brother’s vision of a southern California health resort.”

“It was a very wasteful design,” Sister Terauchi said. 

The boss-man stepped over a pile of uprooted turf. “What will you do with the extra soil?”

“Oh, you can have it for the lower decks, where you and your crew will be living from now on,” Sister Terauchi said carelessly. She jumped. “Excuse me, someone is pinging me.”

She answered the call from Callisto with a sinking heart.

“Come back,” Kiyoshi Yonezawa said.

“Muri o yamete kudasai,” she said in Japanese.

The boss-man stepped back. He circled around to face her and held up his thumb and forefinger in a C in front of his face, the universal ‘shutter-click’ gesture for a camera. Did she want him to supply vid for her call?

She nodded. Kiyoshi should see the inside of this ship.

“Look,” she said, still speaking Japanese. “Are you getting the vid feed?” The boss-man’s vid feed from his retinal implants would be multiplexed with the signal carrying her voice.

“Yes,” he said.

“This is our new home. We’ve been given an entire module, even though we’re only half as numerous as some of the other communities. Plenty of room for babies,” she said exultantly, signalling the boss-man to pan so Kiyoshi could see the trees, the torn-up lawn, and the sun-tube in the high, high ceiling. “Look at all this space.” Pan again, and there was the sprawling villa that the boss-man and his crew had formerly occupied. Galapajin scrambled around a scaffolding, adding a steeple to the steeply pitched roof. “We are converting that building into a church.”

“He gave you his own module?” 

“It was intended all along for us.”

“Sonna, uso desho.” [Bullshit.]

“He’s moving down to the bottom deck with the rest of the crew. There’s room enough for us all.”

“I’m not joining you.”

Sister Terauchi folded one arm over her breasts and bowed her head, pinching her eyes closed with her other hand. “Listen,” she said, giving in to the sin of anger. “After the destruction of 11073 Galapagos, nearly all the Galapajin moved to Ceres. They went where the UN sent them, like good little sheeple. We five hundred came with you and Jun to 99984 Ravilious. I don’t regret it for a moment. We have preserved our Faith, and we’ll go on preserving it. But the truth of the matter is that as soon as the Monster left us, things began to go wrong. We trusted you to make the right decisions, Yonezawa-san, and you did not. I know it wasn’t all your fault. But I don’t trust you anymore. So if you don’t want to join us, I don’t mind at all, and nor does anyone else. Stay on Callisto and wait for the PLAN to get you!”

There was a delay long enough for her to regret her words. Then a vid feed notification popped up in her HUD. She gaze-clicked on it, and shook her head sorrowfully. “Still at that nasty, dirty hotel?”

“Still at that nasty, dirty hotel,” Kiyoshi confirmed. 

He was propped against a polyfoam headboard, clearly holding a tablet on his lap and using its camera. A flexible cast encased his ribs. He was naked to the waist. Mercifully, she couldn’t see any lower. His hair lay in greasy tangles on his shoulders. He always kept it too long—vanity, that was. 

His eyes wavered around before fixing on her. “Can I speak to Father Tom?”

Sister Terauchi threw her head back, scanning the busy teams of people at work. She spotted the broad-shouldered Earthborn figure of Father Tom, sawing boards near the future church, and waved him over.

Kiyoshi brought the tablet nearer, so his face filled half of her split screen. Stubble framed his mouth, and his nostrils looked crusty, as if he had a cold. But there was a wild glint in his eyes. “Come back,” he said. “Please. Please. I’ll do anything.”

Sister Terauchi dropped into English. The last thing she had to say to Kiyoshi Yonezawa could only be said in that language. “You,” she told him in disgust, “are as high as a fucking kite.”

Father Tom came up beside her. He wore work gloves, and smelled of healthy sweat. 

“You talk to him, Father,” she said, forwarding Kiyoshi’s call. “He is on drugs again.”

★

Kiyoshi gripped his tablet in both hands, staring into Father Tom’s face, wishing he was on board the Salvation, just so he could punch the Jesuit’s teeth out. 

“It’s not too late for you to join us,” Father Tom said. “It turns out that we need several types of algae and seeds that aren’t on board. Your people have probably saved us from a catastrophic ecosystem failure down the road! So we’ll be staying here until that stuff can be procured. We’re also waiting for our last delivery of hydrogen.”

“The propulsion system is still a disaster waiting to happen. You’ll end up drifting somewhere in the Kuiper Belt.”

“No, we won’t,” Father Tom said. “We’re going to Eris.”

“When did that happen?”

“When the boss got back on board.”

“No more Planet X? And he’s cool with that?”

“Sure he is. He defers to the will of the community.”

Kiyoshi heard a familiar chuckle. He recoiled at the knowledge that he was literally looking through the boss’s eyes.

And he knew in his gut that Father Tom was wrong. The boss-man had never deferred to anyone in his life. He wasn’t about to start now.

“He’s deceiving you,” he said, refusing to speak to the boss-man directly.

“Kiyoshi, he is a changed man.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Whatever you did, it worked.”

“I shot him in the leg with a needlegun.”

“Perhaps that did the trick,” Father Tom said, grinning.

“I was aiming for his heart, but the bastard was wearing body armor.”

“My point is, he’s repentant.” As a priest, Father Tom used the word unselfconsciously. And as a priest, Father Tom was naïve—no, not exactly naïve, but gullible in the way priests had to be. He was professionally required to give everyone a second chance, and a third, and a fourth. Even if their name used to be Konstantin X.

Kiyoshi was not required to give anyone the benefit of the doubt, least of all the boss. “I’ll believe he’s repentant when he admits it was bullshit about finding an alien spaceship.”

Father Tom’s voice sharpened. “What about an alien spaceship?”

“Heh, heh.” That had clearly planted a seed of doubt. Kiyoshi decided not to say any more. Let it fester. “Ask him yourself.” He reached out to turn the camera off. “Sayonara, Father.”

Father Tom said quickly, “Wait! Kiyoshi. What about the child?”

“Oh, you finally remembered about him?”

“I assumed you’d rescued him. Now, seeing the state of you, I’m not so sure.” 

“He’s fine,” Kiyoshi said, and ended the call.

★

Kiyoshi got dressed. His ribs still hurt. He glanced over at Michael. “You gonna be OK here?”

“Sure,” Michael said. He huddled in an armchair by the window of the hotel room, staring at a tablet. Kiyoshi had bought a two-pack of burner tablets registered to a dodgy local front company. Safer than connecting with their own IDs. Of course, Michael could connect to the local network with his interface contacts any time he liked. He could shout in public that he was Michael Kharbage. If he wanted to do that, fine. Maybe his recycling-mogul dad would come and pick him up, take him off Kiyoshi’s hands. But for now, he seemed to be sticking to the tablet.

The room reeked like a pigsty, having been occupied for 24 hours by two humans and eight pigs. The bed and chairs were islands in a sea of droppings. Kiyoshi’s sole attempt to maintain hygiene had been to put the feed in an open suitcase, instead of on the floor. The pigs had promptly decided that that suitcase made a good bed, and squabbled over which one got to sleep with the kibble. They currently lay in a drowsy pile on top of it.

“What’re you looking at?” Kiyoshi stepped over a pile of pigshit, peered over Michael’s shoulder. 

“News.”

“What’s the latest?” Kiyoshi said, as if he hadn’t been watching developments in the Martian theater obsessively. 

“We’re losing.”

“Apart from that.”

“No, we really are losing.” Michael looked up. Kiyoshi had never seen eyes so full of fear. “The PLAN is kicking our asses. This new thing about putting ground troops on Mars? That proves we’re losing. It’s a desperate PR stunt to improve morale on Earth. I guess they’re also trying to shame the Chinese into getting in, but it won’t work. A four-thousand-year-old empire cannot be embarrassed.”

Jun had had the same thing in mind, but his plan to force China’s hand had been more ambitious.

Too ambitious?

According to the schedule Jun had given Kiyoshi, the Monster was supposed to have reached Mars today, with Tiangong Erhao in tow, and the best cyberweapon in history loaded on board.

But Kiyoshi hadn’t heard from Jun. His casual, but increasingly frequent, pings hadn’t raised a whisper in response. 

That could mean Jun was still in stealth mode.

But Kiyoshi was starting to believe something had gone wrong. 

He offered, “Don’t be scared. Even if Earth falls, we’ll be safe on Callisto.”

“About that,” Michael said, suddenly looking less frightened. “I’ve been thinking about that excavation project you mentioned. I come from Ceres, so I know a lot about underground habs. Millions of people live in the Belows on Ceres. It obviously works. And the biggest structural issues—insulation and atmospheric containment—would actually be easier to address here, because of the silicates mixed in with the ice. You could do standaway walls anchored in the rockier areas ...”

Kiyoshi smiled, understanding that the kid was calmer when he had some interesting problem to think about. But he cut him off. “Keep thinking about that. I’ll take you to meet my friends later.”

He made this promise recklessly, not knowing if he’d be able to keep it. In his mind there was no ‘later.’ There was just a bright line, like a horizon, a little way ahead. He had no idea what lay on the far side of it. 

“Keep an eye on the pigs,” he said in farewell. “If the manager complains again, tell him I’ll be taking them away soon.”

He tied a twang cord through the collar of the smallest piglet. In 48 hours on Callisto they all seemed to have doubled in size. The one he’d selected was as big as a terrier, and a lot fatter. Leading it like a dog, he left the hotel and walked uphill through Northhab. 

People stared. Even in a port city bursting with refugees of all descriptions, a man walking a pig on a leash was bizarre enough to stare at. 

But as he crossed the underground spaceport concourse, no one stared at him anymore. 

In fact, everyone was staring at … nothing. Standing and gaping. They were all looking at something on their contacts or retinal implants.

Within seconds, the few people still moving slowed their steps, as if struck with the same disease. 

Kiyoshi stopped, too, and frantically dragged his tablet out of his back pocket. He uncrumpled it and tapped up the official Callisto news feed.

Mars. 

Red, ugly, larger than ever.

“This is the optical feed from the UNSF Badfinger,” gabbled a tinny voice in his ears—he’d synced the tablet with his cochlear implants. “The Badfinger is currently ten hours out from Mars.”

Ah yes, the Star Force Flattop carrying all those luckless infantry to their deaths.

“We’re getting a pretty good view, but let’s zoom in even further.”

Black flecks floated on Mars’s equator. Kiyoshi gazed at the PLAN earthworks that scarred the Amazonis and Arcadia Planitias. Big enough to be seen from space, the PLAN’s trademark berms and ziggurats formed shapes … glyphs … that looked tantalizingly like Chinese characters, but had no meaning known to humans. Kiyoshi remembered the boss’s claim that he’d found a ship fragment with similar glyphs on it. Obviously, that had been a fragment of a PLAN ship that crashed on Callisto. Sad.

“Those are the PLAN’s orbital fortresses,” the commentator jabbered, drawing Kiyoshi’s attention back to the black flecks orbiting Mars. “They are pieces of Mars’s former second moon, Phobos. Each one bristles with energy weapons and railguns. For decades they’ve made Mars orbital space a kill zone where nothing survives. But that era is over. Look at that!”

The picture zoomed in so far that the orbital fortresses became clumps of pixels. Kiyoshi’s heart seemed to stop as he watched two clumps meet and then ricochet apart, breaking up into individual pixels. Slowed down for viewers around the solar system, the clip clearly showed an event of mind-boggling violence. 

“That was the orbital fortress Reldresal colliding with its neighbor! The PLAN has suffered a deadly blow today …”

Kiyoshi heard cheering. The sound wasn’t on the feed. All around him, people were shouting hurrahs, jumping up and down, hugging strangers. Two women near him wept for joy. The noise drowned out the commentator’s explanation of how this had happened: some death-or-glory exploit by an intrepid gang of pilots from Luna. 

Kiyoshi felt cold. 

Can’t trust the media, he reminded himself. There’s no proof this actually happened.

But would they dare to put out a lie on this scale? A lie that promised an end to the war?

He knew the answer in his heart: they wouldn’t dare.

So this had really happened.

When?

At least seventeen minutes ago, based on the signal delay from Mars, and maybe longer, if they’d held the news back for a while.

And Jun had been there—in Mars orbital space—caught amidst what promised to be a lethal cascade of collisions. Basic physics guaranteed the outcome. The fragments of Phobos would bombard the surface, and eventually grind themselves down into a ring around Mars. A ring of rock dust … and ship parts.

So that was what had gone wrong.

Of all the known unknowns in the solar system, Jun hadn’t expected a demolition spree by a bunch of military pilots.

Oh, little brother, Kiyoshi thought. You really did suck at predicting human behavior.

Hot tears stung his eyes. He stuffed the tablet back in his pocket and wandered on through the rejoicing crowd. 

The piglet brought him back to reality by stopping to piddle on the floor.

He walked on faster, his sense of purpose restored, now with a deadly edge.

When he left the hotel, he’d been pretty sure he had nothing left to lose.

Now he knew it.

★

Kiyoshi didn’t pause outside Legacy’s Leather Goods this time. He walked straight in.

There were no customers in the shop. In fact, most of the shops in Westhab were closed—except for those that sold alcohol or other mind-altering substances. Everyone had congregated in the public plazas to celebrate. 

Except Oleg Threadley.

The gray-haired, patrician man sat on a stool behind the counter of his shop, one ankle hooked over the other knee, apparently staring into space. No need to ask what he was watching. Wrinkles of concern furrowed his forehead. When he saw Kiyoshi his expression hardened into hostility. 

“Back again? What do you want this time?”

Kiyoshi had gotten splattered with champagne on his way through Westhab. He smoothed his wet hair back. Holding up the end of the twang cord leash, he said, “Want to buy a pig?”

Threadley stood up and looked over the counter. “Is that real?”

“Sure it’s real. I’ve got eight of them.”

“Get it out of here before it eats the merchandise.”

The pig set its pearly little teeth into the corner of a suitcase.

“What did I tell you?!”

Kiyoshi bent down to distract the piglet by scratching it behind the ears. “That’s the good thing about pigs. They’ll eat anything. Fatten them on scraps, stems, and husks, and pretty soon you’ve got yourself a freezer full of pork. And pigskin.” He shrugged. “Real leather; I thought you’d be interested.”

“I might have been interested,” Threadley said, “before today. I was wondering where I’d get my next shipment, now that exports from Earth to the Belt have basically quit. But I expect they’ll be resuming regular shipping schedules, now that the war is over.”

“You don’t sound overjoyed.”

Threadley nodded at the happy mob outside the shop. Through the open door they could hear the noise of a band playing Luna pop. “Idiots.”

“Which idiots?”

“All of them, but especially the pilots who smashed up Reldresal. When those fragments of Phobos hit the surface, a good deal of Mars will be scoured clean. And the answers to history’s greatest riddle will be obliterated. We may never find out what the PLAN was, or why it tried to destroy us.”

Unwillingly, Kiyoshi saw Threadley’s point. Jun had also emphasized the necessity of a quest for answers. Indiscriminate planetary-scale destruction wasn’t the hallmark of an advanced civilization. Then again, Kiyoshi increasingly questioned if humanity really was one. 

“They’re calling it the Big Breakup,” Threadley said, screwing up his eyes in distaste. “There’s no event so historically significant that Earth’s media can’t give it a cutesy nickname.”

“Funny,” Kiyoshi said. “I don’t recall you being this bitter.”

“It’s been a while since we first met.”

“You were in command of the cruiser Imagine Dragons.” The ISA ship had arrived too late to sort out the mess on 4 Vesta three years ago. By the time Threadley’s crew got there, Kiyoshi had already done that. 

“The Imagine Dragons was the last command of my career,” Threadley said. “I was fired shortly afterwards.”

“Fired? Why?”

“Thousands of people died on 4 Vesta. The survivors were rescued, not by us, but by the Chinese. Even at the ISA, someone has to be hung out to dry after a screwup of that magnitude.” Threadley referred to the Intelligence Security Agency casually, as if he’d moved on. But his eyes were like chisels, chipping away at Kiyoshi, trying to find a way in.  

“So you retired to Callisto and opened a leather goods shop,” Kiyoshi said.

“Yes.”

“Quit bullshitting me, Threadley.”

“It’s not Threadley any longer. It’s Legacy. Oliver Legacy. We get new identities when we leave the Agency.”

“And you chose to call yourself Legacy. Interesting.” Kiyoshi leaned on the counter. Threadley, or Legacy, rocked back a pace. Kiyoshi pushed it. “You make a pretty good shopkeeper. I might believe your cover story, if I didn’t have this.”

He held his tablet up in front of Legacy’s face. It displayed the transmission log from the Startractor’s illegal transponder.

“This comes from a stealth transmitter I found on my ship. It points to you.”

Legacy grabbed the tablet and scanned the transmission log. “Well, shit. So that was your ship.”

An invisible mask had slipped away. The genteel shopkeeper reverted back to the civilized brute Kiyoshi remembered. He suddenly remembered that when he was stuck on the Imagine Dragons three years ago, he’d been scared stiff of Legacy.

“Yup,” he said. “Was my ship. Crashed outside the spaceport.”

“But you survived. Congratulations, Kiyoshi Yonezawa. I always knew you were a survivor.”

Kiyoshi shrugged. 

“I remember we offered you a job,” Legacy reminisced. “And you turned us down, because you’d found Jesus, or some shit.”

Kiyoshi felt a sharp, almost unbearable pang of sadness. He wanted to walk out of the shop and find a dark quiet corner where he could sit and think of nothing. But he’d come too far to turn back now. 

“Have you reconsidered?”

“No,” Kiyoshi said. “I just wondered why you were tracking my ship.”

“Oh, that was no big deal. Lemme see that log again … yeah. That ship formerly belonged to Kharbarge, LLC. Adnan Kharbage is a crook. Everyone on Ceres is a crook. But Kharbage is a big crook. So, we keep tabs on his ships. Or ships that used to belong to him. Ha!”

 Kiyoshi shook his head. Was there no end to the lies? “I don’t think so. The transmissions only began when the ship was clearly on course for 99984 Ravilious.”

“Ah,” Legacy said. “That gang of pirates.”

“You’ve been watching them for years.”

“Yes.”

“You were looking for dirt on Qusantin Hasselblatter.”

“Y … es.”

“He used to have protection in the ISA itself. His past was a blank, because someone powerful wanted it that way.”

“How do you know that?”

“I even know who was protecting him.”

“Yes?”

“His brother, Abdullah Hasselblatter. Used to be the director of the Space Corps.”

“Yes.”

“A year back, a bit more, Abdullah lost his job. And Qusantin lost his protection.”

“Yes,” Legacy said. “But that doesn’t bring those deleted records back. Eh, the Agency has given up on the Hasselblatters. Bigger fish to fry.”

Kiyoshi didn’t believe that. The ISA never gave up on anything. That was just a pathetic attempt to lower the perceived value of Kiyoshi’s information. “What if I told you Qusantin Hasselblatter and his brother were here? In Callisto orbit, at this very minute?”

Legacy snorted. “Right, that enormous flying steering wheel. Where are they going? Pluto?”

“I don’t think they’ve made up their minds yet.” Kiyoshi wasn’t surprised that the ISA knew the boss-man was here. The Salvation was way too big to hide. What the ISA lacked was a plausible cause to move in on the boss-man. They lacked evidence. 

“It’s a mess,” Legacy said. “Everyone and his cousin is building an arkship. A couple of groups that got an early start have already reached Pluto. It’s like they think the PLAN couldn’t get them there. I wonder if they’ll turn around and come back, now that the war’s won?”

“Nah,” Kiyoshi said. “Not now they’ve got that much invested in it. They’ll invent a new reason to flee the solar system. Some of them might even make it. But I would not want humanity’s first interstellar pioneer to be Qusantin Hasselblatter.”

“Me either.”

Kiyoshi made a production out of twisting around to unzip one of the pockets of his pants. It was not entirely a performance, as his fractured ribs made it painful to bend.

“You got something for me?” Legacy said. 

“Hang on a minute.” 

“What do you want? Money?”

“No.” Kiyoshi found what he was looking for. He opened his hand to show it to Legacy. 

On his palm lay a medallion-style memory crystal. It contained a single sound file, downloaded from the comms unit of his EVA suit, which had a handy recording function. 

“Yours for free. All I want is to see that bastard fry.” 

“You got something on Hasselblatter?” Legacy’s eyes were glued to the memory medallion.

“Hasselblatter?” Kiyoshi purred. “You mean Konstantin X.”

“What?”

“It’s all on here. He confessed it himself.”

 

 


xvi.

 

Forty days later, the Monster coasted into orbit around Jupiter.

Elfrida Goto floated on the old ship’s bridge, fretting. The spectacular orb of the gas giant, replicated on the optical feed screen at every workstation, did not hold her attention. She’d seen Jupiter before, on her graduation trip to Ganymede, when she was fresh out of the Space Corps Academy. 

Now she was fresh out of the Space Corps. She hadn’t officially quit. She’d just sort of … left. 

Her departure had been dramatic. She’d been flung off one of the PLAN’s orbital fortresses during the Big Breakup, and Jun had picked her up in the nick of time. She had no intention of going back to the Space Corps. Star Force had used her hard during her spell as a combat robot operator. She was done with risking her life for the UN’s ever-shifting war aims. But all her friends in the Space Corps thought she was dead, and so did her family. That was one reason she was fretting. She hoped she’d be able to call her mother and father from Callisto, and let them know she was OK. 

The other reasons for her nervousness … well, pick one. 

Two of them floated on the bridge with her. Jun Yonezawa sat at the astrogation workstation, calling out cues to Alicia Petruzzelli. 

Jun was not really there, of course. He lived in the data center next door to the bridge. The slight, black-cassocked monk in the astrogator’s couch was merely a projection on Elfrida’s contacts. But it was flawlessly realistic, right down to the shine of sweat on Jun’s forehead. The sock-clad foot hooked around the pedestal of his couch fidgeted restlessly. Elfrida would have found it impossible at this stage not to treat Jun as a human being, even though she knew he was an artificial super-intelligence.

A very worried artificial super-intelligence, at the moment.

He’d been trying to get hold of Kiyoshi, his brother, all the way from Mars, but had not got a single response from him since Kiyoshi’s last cryptic email on the day of the Big Breakup itself.

“He’s probably not even on Callisto anymore,” Alicia Petruzzelli muttered, proving that her thoughts were also running on the subject of Kiyoshi’s disappearance. “He’s probably fragged off to Titan or something.” She raised her hands from her jury-rigged consoles and let them fall in her lap. “On course for insertion into Callisto orbit,” she called out to Jun. “Watch out for traffic.” Subtle thrust gravity pulled Elfrida to the floor. The plastic sheeting under her feet vibrated. 

An electrical fire had ravaged the bridge of the Monster shortly before Elfrida came aboard. They’d cleaned up the worst of the mess, but the bridge still smelt of woodsmoke. Sheets of plastic covered the damage to the antique cedar panelling. Bunches of cables stretched from the data center to the workstations, taped to the floor. The ship’s hub was a write-off. As a result, Jun could not fly the ship, pending repairs on Callisto. Petruzzelli had to do it, using inputs that Jun piped to her DIY collection of tablets. 

She sat strapped into a hard chair borrowed from the crew quarters of the operations module, her shapely legs asprawl. Elfrida watched her with concern and affection. A battered captain for a battered ship. Petruzzelli had flown a Gravesfighter for Star Force until she burned out. It happened to everybody. Petruzzelli, at least, had left her mark on history. She’d been one of the pilots who smashed up Reldresal. 

An inch of auburn regrowth covered Petruzzelli’s skull. As if sensing Elfrida’s gaze, she self-consciously scratched her head. “I hope they have hair dye on Callisto.”

“I’d settle for a shower,” Elfrida said wryly. “With, you know, water.”

“Tell me about it.” 

“Hey,” Jun said. “This ship dates from an era when real astronauts didn’t take showers. Don’t be wusses.”

“I wouldn’t care if we hadn’t also run out of wet wipes,” Petruzzelli said, examining her grimy fingernails. “And deodorant.”

Petruzzelli had had a thing with Kiyoshi Yonezawa, a long time ago. She was probably as nervous about meeting him again, as she was nervous that they wouldn’t find him on Callisto. Elfrida wanted to say something reassuring … but what could she say? Her own impression was that Kiyoshi Yonezawa was a loose cannon. He might come through for you when you needed him, but then again, he might not. Step on his toes and you never knew if he’d laugh or blow your head off. He might have got himself into trouble, was her feeling. 

The Belt was one big boiling ring of trouble these days, and the Galilean moons were soaking up the splashback. 

The Big Breakup had not ended the war, as everyone had hoped. The fall of all those Phobos fragments had destroyed pretty much everything on the surface of Mars, but the PLAN was still bunkered up  in Olympus Mons, fighting back. Star Force and the CTDF (China Territorial Defense Force) had both landed troops on the surface. It looked like being a long slog. Which meant that Star Force was still tied down on Mars, leaving the outer system to fend for itself … 

… and surprise, surprise, as soon as the threat of PLAN attacks went away, a thousand small-time pirates had popped out of their holes in the Belt, eager to grab what loot they could while Star Force’s back was turned. Result: the inflows of refugees to the Galilean moons, perceived as safe havens, had not gone into reverse, but increased.

Elfrida’s gloomy thoughts dispersed as the third member of the Monster’s crew floated onto the bridge. John Mendoza had accompanied Jun all the way from 99984 Ravilious to Mars. Along the way, he’d lost his right leg below the knee. His dingy EVA suit was folded over and stitched into a pad. Elfrida was sad about that, of course, but it didn’t change the fact that John Mendoza was the love of her life. A stocky mixed-race Filipino, he had an open, boyish expression that made him look younger than his thirty-three years. There was something in Mendoza, Elfrida thought, that could not be sullied even by the horrors of war. 

She kicked off from the ceiling and flew to him. He caught her with one arm. They kissed. 

“I want to get married on Callisto,” she said in his ear.

“I was thinking we’d wait until we could do it properly.”

“What’s properly, John? Do you want me to wear a poufy white dress, and carry flowers?” The thought made her giggle.

“I was just thinking it would be nice if Father Lynch could officiate.”

“Father Lynch is on the Salvation, right?”

“I assume.”

“And the Salvation’s here at Callisto, right?” Underlying worry gave her voice a shrill edge. Petruzzelli heard, and looked around. 

“We’re approaching Callisto now. There’s a lot of traffic in orbit.”

Elfrida flew to the nearest screen, which happened to be Jun’s. She automatically took care not to invade the projection’s personal space. Callisto floated on the screen, partially illuminated by the sun. On the nightside, about 20° north of the equator, a fuzzy cluster of lights shone. The sight of human habitations far from home was always welcome. 

“That’s Valhalla,” Jun said. “You’ll be landing at Asgard.”

 Mendoza came up behind her. “The Superlifter’s ready. I’ve completed the pre-launch checks and launched the reactor bootstrap sequence.” He patted Elfrida’s waist. “We’ll be ready to go as soon as this one gets suited up.” 

The Superlifter was the Monster’s surface-capable auxiliary craft, parked at present on the keel clamps between the ops module and the cargo module. The plan was for Elfrida and Mendoza to take it down to the surface to look for Kiyoshi.

“Are you going to come, Jun?” Elfrida said.

Jun shook his head without looking around. “Mendoza can fly the Superlifter. You’ll be in safe hands.”

“I’ll just have to remember to re-route the foot controls,” Mendoza joked. But he gently pinched Elfrida’s hip. She flushed, realizing that she’d asked a dumb question, if not an offensive one. Jun never left the Monster. He was the Monster, or rather, the Monster was him. He had secondary personalities which occasionally left the ship. But on the whole, Jun and his sub-personalities acted like cloistered monks, as if this beat-up old ship were a monastery hurtling through space. The human crew were confined to the physical dimension of the ship, analogous to a visitors’ garden, outside the realm of pure information where Jun lived.

Mendoza showed Elfrida what he had in his other hand. He’d been holding something when he came onto the bridge; she just hadn’t focused on it. Now she saw it was a pair of glasses. The frames were printed from black plastic. They looked like they should have a joke nose and moustache attached. The right earpiece supported a matchbox-sized electronic unit with an earbud trailing from it. 

“Did you lose your contacts?” Elfrida said. Like her, Mendoza used interface contacts rather than a BCI. “Those are the ugliest glasses I’ve ever seen.”

He pretended to be hurt. “Thanks a lot. I made them.”

“You’re getting to be a really good engineer, but I dunno about your fashion sense.”

“C’mon, think of it as retro chic,” Mendoza grinned. “Anyway, I thought you liked black?”

“I … am going to wear those? Think again, buster.”

“They’re for me,” Jun said. “So I can ride along with you. Your contacts don’t have enough bandwidth for vid-streaming, and they also don’t have native signal encryption. That transmitter on the earpiece is set up with a symmetric encryption key; I’ve got the other half.”

“… Oh.” Elfrida took the glasses and tried them on. They were heavy. “Actually, they’ll go great with my new earrings!” she said brightly. 

During their forty-day voyage, Elfrida had dusted off the jewellery-making skills she’d acquired during therapy sessions on Earth. There really was nothing to do on a spaceship in transit. They’d spent the trip in Ghost mode, fully stealthed, so they couldn’t use the internet, and you could only play so many games of backgammon and gin rummy—especially since Petruzzelli was a sore loser who spoiled it for everyone. So Elfrida had gravitated to the printers on the engineering deck and begun making bits and bobs to pass the time. 

She’d taken special trouble over a belt buckle for Mendoza. Crafted in the form of a Maltese cross, it depicted his baptismal saint, St. John the Baptist, in minute relief. She was pleased to see him placing it in his rucksack as they packed for the surface.

Petruzzelli’s voice came over the intercom. “OK, we are in a parking orbit 25K klicks above Callisto. You may applaud now. Ahem. The bad news is I don’t see the Salvation anywhere.”

Mendoza’s head jerked up. “It looks like a gigantic flying steering wheel,” he said.

“You told me what it looks like. I still don’t see it.”

“Maybe it’s on the other side of the planet?” Elfrida said. “Moon, I mean moon.”

“A lot of people have misconceptions about that. You actually can’t hide behind planets. Or moons.”

“Did you check Asgard Spaceport’s arrival and departure logs?” Mendoza broke in.

“Yes, dork, I checked the arrival and departure logs. The Salvation is on record as having arrived in orbit on December nineteenth, which was 47 days ago, but there’s no record of its departure. I also asked Traffic Control. They were incredibly rude. Traffic Control is operated by UNSA, so you would expect a minimum level of professionalism, but these guys sounded like thugs. I think the inmates have taken over the asylum down there.” 

Elfrida couldn’t get past the absence of the Salvation. The massive colony ship was supposed to be their ultimate destination. Jun had promised them it was here. He’d had emails from his people, the other Japanese colonists on board, saying they were still in orbit around Callisto, taking on shipments of vital items. 

She didn’t dare to look at Mendoza. He, even more than she, was invested in the idea of the Salvation. The journey to Planet X promised an escape from the mess that the war had left behind. He’d built it up as the start of their new life, together.

“Could they have landed on the surface?” she said. 

Jun answered through the intercom. “Not likely, but possible. Since Callisto’s escape velocity is so low, even ITN haulers land here sometimes, and the Salvation used to be a hauler. I’ll have to radar-map the whole moon to find out if it’s there.”

Mendoza broke in. “They’ve left us. I knew this would happen. They’ve gone—gone to Planet X—and left us behind.”

Jun said, “But I’ve had emails from Sister Terauchi, from Father Lynch, from other people I know on board. Yesterday, Sister T said they were still here, waiting for a shipment of nitrogen-binding bacteria. Apparently, the boss-man cut a lot of corners, but no one noticed until the Galapajin came on board.” His voice was carefully neutral. “I was really hoping to get here in time to talk them out of it.”

Jun believed the Planet X mission was doomed to failure. They’d spent many hours on board arguing about it. But if the Salvation had left them behind, it was a moot question.

Mendoza yanked the toggles of his rucksack closed, and pressed his thumb on the button to expel air from the contents. “Well, I guess there’s only one way to find out what happened. We’ve got to locate Kiyoshi.”  

Elfrida pulled off her clothes, dragged a spacesuit liner on, smoothed out the wrinkles, and stepped into her suit. It was far better than Mendoza’s fifth-hand rag. Its last owner had been a Marine. She’d applied a lot of decals to the outer garment to hide its provenance, but nothing could disguise the distinctive dog’s-head profile of a Marine helmet. She’d just have to hide it in her rucksack as soon as they got down. 

“I want to go,” Petruzzelli said.

She hovered at the end of the room, frowning at the mess. The room was a tunnel shaped like a piece of macaroni, following the curve of the ops module. It had slept twenty, in the days when the Monster had a crew of a hundred, not just three. Elfrida and Mendoza’s belongings had expanded to fill up the available space. Now that they were back in freefall, everything floated in mid-air. 

“I want to go,” Petruzzelli repeated.

Elfrida stammered, “Um, I think someone’s got to stay here to fly the ship.”

“There isn’t going to be any more flying. Just station-keeping. Jun can do that from the astrogation desk.”

Mendoza said, “You’re talking to the wrong person, Petruzzelli. Ask Jun if it’s OK for you to go.”

“Why does he get to decide?”

The lights suddenly went out. The air circulation powered down with a hiss. The silence was so total that Elfrida’s ears rang, and then she heard a squelchy thumping noise.

Petruzzelli let out a scream. 

The lights came back up. The air exchangers rattled on again. Petruzzelli kicked at a maidbot that stood in the doorway, reaching up to poke her ankles with its mop attachment.

“That’s why,” Jun said over the speakers. 

“Don’t do that. I have PTSD,” Petruzzelli yelled. “I get the point. You’re an AI. You have power over us.”

“That’s not the point. What you just experienced is what someone else would experience if they boarded the Monster, and there was nobody here. A maidbot? I’m gonna hold off boarders with a maidbot?” 

“Ah,” Petruzzelli said. “I get it. You need someone on board to defend you.” She sounded happier about that.

“Right. Jovian space is packed with trucks of every class known to the UN, and some unknown ones. I can see pirate rigs out there. Military surplus. These are the guys who’ve hit more Belter colonies in the last month or two than the PLAN ever did. And it looks like they’re using Callisto as a resupply station. Could they try and board me? It would be trivially easy. Someone needs to stay here to keep the lights on.”

Petruzzelli cracked her knuckles. “You’ve got a hypervelocity coil gun.”

“I don’t want to vaporize anyone, Alicia. I just want to not be boarded.”

No one ever called Petruzzelli by her first name except Jun. She flushed to the roots of her inch-long hair and said, “I still want to go.”

Mendoza threw his rucksack away from him. “All right. I’ll stay here.”

“John,” Elfrida cried.

“No, it’s better if I stay. Petruzzelli’s the pilot. She can fly the Superlifter, and I’ll stay here to scare off pirates.” His smile looked more like a wince. “I’d just slow you down, anyway.”

★

The Superlifter’s cockpit smelled rancid, reminding Elfrida of the days they’d all spent living in here after the fire in the ops module. Fungi speckled the couches. She and Petruzzelli strapped in. 

Jun spoke through the cockpit speakers. “I’ve got some results from analysis of Asgard Spaceport’s surveillance logs.”

“You broke into their security system?” Petruzzelli cackled. “Naughty, naughty.” She had a habit of teasing Jun mercilessly whenever he did something that seemed to be at odds with his Christian faith. Elfrida frowned at her, fastening her harness.

“It didn’t take much breaking into,” Jun said. “They aren’t following their own security protocols. You were right, Alicia, UNSA’s standards of professionalism have really fallen off. Anyway, these are just feeds from cameras in the public areas of Asgard City.”

“That sounds like a lot of data,” Elfrida said.  

“Yes. I’ve been analyzing it for days. I haven’t found any trace of Kiyoshi. But I did find someone else we know.”

The cockpit, a horseshoe crammed with gimballed crew couches, had a viewport screen in front of the pilot’s couch. This had been displaying the nightside of Callisto. It suddenly changed to a picture of a shifty-looking man in a business suit. He had buttery brown skin and epicanthic folds to his eyes. A pair of gold sunglasses perched on his scruffy black dreadlocks. 

Petruzzelli screeched, “Oh my God, that’s Captain Haddock!”

Elfrida did a double take. “Haddock? You mean that pirate we kicked off an asteroid in the 4 Vesta sector, three years ago?”

“Yes! Oh my God, since when does he even own a suit and tie?” 

It sounded as if Petruzzelli knew Captain Haddock rather better than Elfrida was aware of. “I guess it’s gold rush time for pirates,” Elfrida said, puzzled. 

“Yeah. Yeah. Huh! Haddock!” Shaking her head, Petruzzelli gestured, manipulating controls that Elfrida—not having a BCI, and having removed her contacts—couldn’t see. The Superlifter’s auxiliary thrusters spun up. Elfrida’s couch thrummed under her. 

With a clunk, the Monster’s keel clamps released the Superlifter. The viewport screen reverted to an optical feed. Elfrida watched the Monster shrink into the blackness of space. As ungainly as it was old, the ship resembled a tennis ball and a pingpong ball on a skewer, crowned with a ruff of radiator vanes and a conical cup—that was the drive, powered by a terawatt-class reactor. 

Mendoza was in there. Without her contacts, she couldn’t even text him goodbye. 

She felt a sudden piercing fear that she’d never see him again. She pushed it away by saying the rosary inside her head. Mendoza had taught her that this was a pretty good PTSD management technique. PTSD, sure she had it. After living through the Big Breakup, who wouldn’t? She just coped with it better than Petruzzelli did. 

On their way down to the surface, Jun supplied them with further information about Captain Haddock’s activities. Haddock, his brother, wife, sister-in-law, and son—his long-time partners in crime—were the only members of the Salvation’s crew still on Callisto. They were listed as employees of Future Galaxy Enterprises, Inc. 

“They hit the trifecta!” Elfrida said. “In the Space Corps, we used to say that if a company uses Galaxy or Universe in its name, it’s one man and his bot; and if they use Future, it’s old-tech. Oh, and Enterprises is a dead giveaway for money laundering.”

Jun chuckled. “It looks legit. To the extent that anything on Callisto is legit. Why don’t you try out your glasses? I want to make sure they work.”

While Petruzzelli bantered with Traffic Control, Elfrida put on her glasses and fitted the teensy earbud into her right ear. It was designed not to interfere with her hearing. 

“Testing, one, two,” Jun said.

“Copy,” Elfrida said. The transmitter nestled above her right ear picked up her words through induction. It wasn’t sensitive enough to pick up subvocalization. She would have to be one of those rude people wandering around talking to the air. 

“I didn’t want to tell Petruzzelli,” Jun said. “She might not react well. But I also spotted someone else at Future Galaxy.” 

A picture flashed up on the little HUD screen that Mendoza had built into the lenses. 

Elfrida frowned. “Who’s that?”

When Jun told her, she gasped aloud. Fortunately, Petruzzelli didn’t notice. She was busy swearing at Traffic Control.

The Superlifter screamed vertically down to Asgard Spaceport, decelerating so hard that the women’s harnesses cut into their bodies.

★

By the time they found a public toilet and changed into their dirtside clothes, Elfrida was glad Petruzzelli had come with her. They’d had to run a gauntlet of immigration and customs checkpoints. “That was great!” she said, fluffing her dark bob. “When you told that guy from UNSA that you used to be a Gravesfighter pilot, and he was like, ohshit? Good to know they still respect Star Force. When the cat’s away, the mice will play … but they’re still afraid of the cat.”

Petruzzelli rubbed her temples. “They sure aren’t afraid of getting fined for advertising. The wifi in here is a mess. I’m getting so many pop-ups, I can hardly see where I’m going.”

“And ninety percent of them are probably scams,” Elfrida said, glad now she didn’t have her contacts in.

“Ninety percent? A hundred percent.” 

They walked between stalls cluttering the concourse, through a throng of lost-looking new arrivals who were all stumbling into each other on account of the illegal pop-ups. Elfrida hadn’t been anywhere this crowded since she was last in Rome. The noise also approached Roman levels, amplified by the low roof. There were no other commonalities—Rome did not smell like a gigantic toilet, for instance—but the thought reminded her that she needed to call her parents. And Jennifer Colden, too. She really needed to let her best friend in the Space Corps know she was alive. 

As soon as we’ve taken care of this, she promised herself. 

They followed the signs for Westhab, where Future Galaxy Enterprises, Inc., had its head office. Successively lower plazas offered successively grimier vistas. This must once have been a nice neighborhood. Now, idle, dishevelled people sat in groups under the trees, and followed the two women hungrily with their eyes. Earthborn, in a place where almost everyone was spaceborn, Elfrida and Petruzzelli stuck out like sore thumbs. Elfrida averted her gaze from dark, abandoned storefronts. Organix Outerwear … Legacy’s Leather Goods … the shop names spoke of an era of gentility that would never come again, now that half of the Belt had apparently moved in here. 

Petruzzelli had a different take. Chuckling, she said, “Looks like Callisto has finally achieved its ambition to become a low-rent copy of Ganymede.”

Jun said in Elfrida’s ear, “It’s not much further. You’re on Westhab 2 now. The office is on Westhab 4.”

A few minutes later they stood in front of an eight-storey building with a software showroom on the ground floor. In fact, all the buildings surrounding the plaza were part of a single tenement-like structure, built from steel rebar and aerogel flats. The tenants distinguished their sections by decorating them creatively. The Galaxy Enterprises building had a software shop on the ground floor. The rest of its frontage was covered with smartpaper depicting the Milky Way galaxy. Looking at it was like looking through a tall, thin window into the fathomless reaches of space …

… until an actual window opened on the second floor, and someone blew a cloud of cigarette vapor out. 

Petruzzelli gripped Elfrida’s arm. “That might be him!” 

They scuffled back from the building. Temporary housing had been thrown up here and there on the plaza. Tents, home-printed shacks, even the odd inflatable—the plaza was in mid-transformation into a slum, with crowds to match. 

Elfrida and Petruzzelli took cover behind a parked crawler.  

“It’s not Kiyoshi,” Jun said in Elfrida’s ear. He had access to surveillance cameras in the roof, which gave him a better view of the window. “It’s the individual listed as the CEO of Future Galaxy Enterprises. Colin Wetherall, aged 34, a Callisto native.”

Elfrida relayed this to Petruzzelli. To her surprise, Petruzzelli shushed her. She stood with her back to the crawler, glowering suspiciously. 

“What is it?” Elfrida said.

“Someone was following us.”

“What? Jun, did you see someone following us?”

“No,” Jun said after a moment. “But that doesn’t mean no one was. I can’t monitor all the cameras in real time, or they’d notice their satellite bandwidth disappearing.”

“What did they look like, Petruzzelli?”

“Two. Man and woman. Earthborn. The woman was European and the man was maybe Indian? I only saw them for a minute, when we turned around. They played it casual, strolled off in different directions. But I caught the dude’s eye. They were definitely following us.”

“Probably figuring to mug us,” Elfrida shuddered. She lowered her voice. “Have you got your you know what?”

 “Sure have,” Petruzzelli said, touching the waistband of her jeans. Her baggy t-shirt hid a short-barrelled projectile thrower, also known, according to Petruzzelli, as a Glock. That had been Petruzzelli’s project to pass the time on the Monster. Jun had some great fabbing equipment.

“Well, I guess if you could keep an eye out for potential muggers, Jun,” Elfrida started, when suddenly the crawler behind them beeped. Its lights came on and the door of its cab swung open. 

Captain Haddock sauntered towards them, natty in the same suit he’d worn in Jun’s surveillance camera grab, with a different and even flashier tie. His gold sunglasses perched jauntily on his dreads. He was the picture of a blithe snake-oil salesman, until Petruzzelli grabbed him and threw him against the side of the crawler. 

“Hello,” she said.

Haddock’s face went a sickly shade of beige. “Urk! Let go! Stop it! Petruzzelli? No, that’s impossible. She’s dead!” 

Petruzzelli yanked on his tie. “Not talking pirate anymore, Haddock?”

Haddock’s eyes refocused on Petruzzelli’s face. “You’re not dead. Blistering barnacles.”

“That’s more like how you used to sound.”

“I may once have amused myself and others by talking pirate, as you put it. But I was not a pirate, and I’m not one now.” Haddock clawed at his neck. “You’re choking me!”

Petruzzelli let him go. “You mean, the real pirates have come out of the woodwork, and you can’t compete.”

“Here’s my business card,” Haddock said. “It was nice seeing you again.” He set one foot on the step of the crawler’s cab. 

Petruzzelli held him back by the scruff of his jacket. “I turned my wifi connection off. Too many popups, so why don’t you just tell me what’s on your card.”

Haddock wrenched loose and turned back to her. “Future Galaxy Enterprises, Inc. Home construction, remodelling, plumbing, and decontamination strategies. We’re building a new development near here. Two hundred premium homes, all with independent life support and medical-grade air-scrubbing facilities, all pre-funded.” He smirked. “We’ve got a wait-list of buyers on Earth. Can’t dig fast enough to keep them happy. So if you’ll excuse me …”

Elfrida broke in. “But we won the war. Earth is no longer in danger. Who are all these people trying to move to Callisto?”

“People with a lot more money than you,” Haddock said. “And also, better information.” He clearly did not recognize her from their brief encounter three years ago aboard the Vesta Express. 

“Scared people,” Petruzzelli said contemptuously. “Before the Big Breakup, they told everyone Earth was in danger, trying to boost public engagement with the war effort.” Petruzzelli put on a chirpy news curator’s voice. “Then it was all, whoops, never mind! You’re safe! Actually, we’re still invading Mars, because reasons. But don’t worry, the only people who have to die are Star Force grunts! So go back to your happy little lives on Earth …” She dropped the parody voice. “But you can’t put the genie back in the bottle. The Big Breakup has made the threat of planetary annihilation as real as the images on people’s screens. I’m not surprised you’ve got buyers.”

Haddock looked her up and down. “What have you been doing since we last met?”

“Gravesfighter pilot,” Petruzzelli said. 

Haddock’s face registered astonishment. Then, with aplomb, he bowed to her. “We’re in your debt. Thanks to the Big Breakup, Callisto is no longer at risk of orbital bombardment by PLAN fighters. So we’re only digging half as deep as originally planned.”

“That must be a huge cost saving,” Petruzzelli said. 

Haddock nodded, oblivious to her bitterness. “Now if you ladies will excuse me …”

“Wait!” Elfrida said. “I still don’t get what all these buyers are thinking.” She was too polite to say, who would trade life on Earth for THIS? “I mean, we won. There are no more toilet rolls. There’s nothing left of the PLAN except a few computers in a cave under Olympus Mons. It certainly can’t threaten Earth anymore. So what are all these people scared of?”

Haddock spoke a single word. “Nanites.” Then he swung into the crawler’s cab.

Petruzzelli strode after him. She caught the door before it could close, and leaned into the cab. “I did not say you could go. I’ve got another question for you.”

“You don’t want me to call security,” Haddock said, in a queerly monotonous voice, sitting very straight. Petruzzelli’s rucksack blocked Elfrida’s view, but her elbow jerked, and Elfrida guessed she was poking her Glock into Haddock’s ribs. 

“Go ahead and call them. I’d like to see what kind of plebs work for your crappy little outfit.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Where’s Kiyoshi Yonezawa?”

Haddock twitched. This time it was a twitch of genuine surprise. “Why are you looking for him?” 

“To kick his ass,” Petruzzelli said. 

“Well, I can’t help you. Ow! He was here at one point, but I haven’t seen him in a month. My guess is he’s gone to Valhalla. That’s where the pirates hang out.”

Petruzzelli stepped back, sliding her gun back into her waistband. 

Haddock banged the crawler’s door shut. The vehicle jounced away on its six reverse-jointed legs, stepping nimbly over things and people on the ground. 

Elfrida noticed for the first time what it was carrying: lots and lots of fake marble sinks and toilets. 

“He’s not a freaking construction mogul,” Petruzzelli said in disgust. “He’s just driving the freaking delivery van. And now we’re back to square freaking one.”

Elfrida held up a hand. Jun was speaking urgently in her ear. She started back towards the Future Galaxy building. “Stay there, Petruzzelli, I’ll be right back …”

“Like hell,” Petruzzelli said, catching up with her. “What is it?”

Elfrida stopped, on Jun’s instructions, in front of a food stall. The smell of soyburgers wafted over her. She peered around the stall.

Now that she knew more about Future Galaxy Enterprises, Inc., she realized that the ‘software shop’ on the ground floor was actually a showroom for the company’s deluxe underground houses. On the other side of a plate window, well-dressed customers browsed the display screens and donned headsets for immersive walkthroughs. 

Outside the door stood a small boy with curly dark hair, dressed in ill-fitting printables. 

Petruzzelli jerked. It was like an electric shock had gone through her. 

“Michael!”

Mercifully, the ambient noise drowned her cry. The boy gave no sign of having heard. Elfrida grabbed her arm. “Shush! We can’t let him see us!”

“That’s Michael Kharbage. He was my second-in-command on the Kharbage Collector. I left him behind when I joined Star Force. I thought he was going to go back to school. His goddamn father told me he’d chased after me, got caught by pirates. He said he was dead. I can’t believe he’s alive. What’s he doing here?” Tears welled from Petruzzelli’s eyes. “Let go! I have to talk to him.”

“Petruzzelli, listen to me! He’s our only chance of finding Kiyoshi! If you scare him or—or distract him, he might not tell us where he is.”

Petruzzelli moaned. She pushed the heels of her hands into her eyes to stop the tears. Elfrida had never seen her get this emotional. It was good news that she cared about Michael Kharbage so much. It meant that her terrible experiences in the war hadn’t left her entirely callous. 

Elfrida craned around the people waiting in line for soyburgers. She watched the Future Galaxy building with her heart in her mouth.

A shop assistant came out of the showroom, carrying a cooler. Clearly nervous, he pulled Michael Kharbage away from the door. Michael complied sulkily. 

Zooming in, Elfrida realized the shop assistant was only a boy. Spaceborn-tall, but not much older than Michael. 

“That’s Ye-Jun Park,” Jun said in her ear. “Formerly known as Kelp. He’s the son of Captain Haddock, or rather Min-Jae Park. I guess they’re going by their real names now.”

Michael took the cooler from Kelp and darted off. 

Petruzzelli started forward like a dog let off the leash. 

“Wait!” Elfrida said. “Jun can see him! We’re going to follow him, OK? Just wait a minute! Give him a head start.”

“Where’s he going?” Petruzzelli demanded.

Elfrida repeated what Jun had told her on their way here. “He visits Future Galaxy Enterprises once a day at about this time. Mid-afternoon, or a bit later. He sometimes brings that cooler back. Sometimes, the other kid just gives him a small bag.”

“Drugs,” Petruzzelli said between her teeth.

“I don’t think you would need a cooler to transport drugs. But whatever’s in it, Jun thinks he may be taking it to Kiyoshi.”

“OK, go,” Jun said in her ear. “He’s heading down to Westhab 5. Same route he takes every day.”

Following the directions Jun transmitted through her earbud, Elfrida led Petruzzelli down and further down. The lower levels of the habitat grew progressively smellier and more crowded. “Scum rises,” Petruzzelli said. “But shit sinks.”

On the official maps of Asgard, Westhab 10 was the bottommost level, buried a kilometer and some beneath the floor of Doh Crater. But in fact, it was not the end of the habitat. Obeying Jun’s urgent instructions, Elfrida broke into a jog and saw Michael disappearing like a rat over a curb. A prefab tunnel opened out of the end wall of the hab. A lazy torrent of wastewater poured out from under the raised floor and vanished into the tunnel. Above it, but still below the level of Westhab 10, crowds moved in both directions along a rickety-looking overpass that led into the tunnel. Michael was among them, heading away.

“The security camera coverage ends here,” Jun said. “You’re our only eyes now.”

“Got it.”

Elfrida and Petruzzelli hurried along the wobbling, echoing overpass, keeping Michael in view. Dead ahead, the river of wastewater foamed into the steel maw of a processing plant. The overpass jinked right, and became the main street of yet another habitat. 

Like the Belowsers of Ceres, the inhabitants of Asgard had expanded sideways as well as down. Also like the Belows, this extension would appear to have been built without official sanction, much less prettification. Scattered lamps on the street’s low ceiling resembled streetlights, rather than attempting to look like the sun. Brighter illumination came from flashing LED signs. Waifs in aprons languidly swept debris out of club doorways. 

Elfrida would have loved this place when she was twenty. Now she just thought about how unsanitary it was to live next door to a sewer, and how everyone down here must have vitamin D deficiencies. The air was very bad, too. Fans futilely circulated the stale smells of cooking and antifungal spray. 

“This is Hel’s Kitchen,” Jun said in her ear. 

“For once, something on Callisto is appropriately named.”

“Careful!”

Elfrida had instinctively started hurrying faster, and now they were almost stepping on Michael’s heels. She pulled Petruzzelli back. 

Ding … ding … a bicycle bell sounded behind them. “Sell your wastewater,” a recorded voice intoned. “Ten cents per. Get paid to relieve yourself …” A man cycled slowly past them on a tricycle with a tank on the back. The sign on the front of his trike said Pay Toilet. Down here, of course, there were no public toilets, so there were pay toilets, with a twist: whereas on Earth you’d have to pay for the privilege, here human waste was valuable enough for someone to cycle around collecting it. 

Elfrida and Petruzzelli shuffled along behind the toilet, breathing through their mouths. 

Ahead, Michael walked slowly, as if tired out by his energetic dash through the hab … or reluctant to reach his destination. 

He turned into an alley.

Elfrida and Petruzzelli came level with the alley mouth in time to see him vanish into a door.

They peered up a flight of well-lit stairs. Michael was no longer in sight. Elfrida’s heart pounded. She allowed Petruzzelli to climb the stairs ahead of her.

There was only one door at the top.

Petruzzelli pushed through it. 

Elfrida followed her … into a bar. 

Michael wasn’t there.

Electrofolk played quietly. As it was the middle of the afternoon, local time, there were no drinkers. A tall woman with blue dreadlocks drifted around, wiping tables. She seemed to be dancing to the music—alone, serene, contented. She saluted them with her wadded drywipe. “Take a seat anywhere you like.”

“Where’s that kid gone?” Petruzzelli said. “He just came in here. About this high. Dark hair. Where is he?”

The woman tilted her head on one side. “What kid?”

Elfrida dragged Petruzzelli over to a table. “He has to come back this way,” she whispered. “We’ll just wait.” In truth, there might be another way out, for all she knew. But the fact that the bartender had denied Michael’s existence, when they’d seen him come in here with their own eyes, proved to Elfrida’s mind that the woman was in on it … whatever it was. 

Anyway, Elfrida really needed to sit down. Her heart was racing, and her breath came short.

The woman brought them a menu and a pair of oxygen canisters with attached mouthpieces. “The air’s bad down here,” she explained matter-of-factly. 

“Jesus,” Petruzzelli said. “I’ll have a margarita.” Elfrida ordered a soda. When the woman brought their drinks, Petruzzelli tasted hers and said loudly, “Well, the drinks are better than the atmosphere, but not by much.”

She seemed to have taken an instant dislike to the bartender. Elfrida had no idea why, unless it was because she envied the bartender’s hair.

“Your hair used to be that color,” she commented. 

“Mine was turquoise. Hers is more like aquamarine.”

“It’s nice, though.”

“In my opinion, white girls should never attempt dreadlocks.” Petruzzelli took a pull on her oxygen canister. Then she lowered her voice. “There’s a door behind the bar. I can see it from here.” She cracked her knuckles, eyeing the bartender. “If I distract her, you could check it out.” 

“Distract her how, Petruzzelli, by holding a gun to her head?”

Mercifully, at that moment a pair of customers entered the bar, and the opportunity was lost. 

The new customers seemed to be regulars. They sat at the bar and talked in low voices with the bartender. 

Jun said, “Molly Kent. There isn’t much public information available on her. Callisto native …”

“Jun, I’m wondering—you said Colin Wetherall was also a Callisto native, but how can there be any Callisto natives over twenty? This moon wasn’t settled until 2267.” 

“But there was an orbital called Callisto,” Jun said. “It orbited Jupiter, not Callisto itself. It was a kind of permanent protest camp, inhabited by all the people who wanted to colonize Callisto, but weren’t allowed to until the UN opened it up for settlement in 2267. So when that happened, all two hundred thousand of them moved in at once. They dismantled the orbital and used its parts to start construction on the spaceports at Asgard and Valhalla.”

“Oh yeah, I remember hearing something about that. That’s where all Jupiter’s micro-moons went.”

The bartender—Molly Kent—came over to their table, followed by one of her customers. “This gentleman says you two were followed here.”

“Followed? Why would anyone have followed us?” Elfrida said. Then she remembered that Petruzzelli had said the same thing back on Westhab 4. “Unless they wanted to mug us,” she said wryly.

“Yeah, could’ve been,” Molly said. “Those are nice glasses.”

“Sarcasm intended?” Elfrida joked nervously.

“Did you see who was following us? What did they look like?” Petruzzelli said.

Molly turned to her customer. He shrugged. “One dark, one not. They were Earthborn, like you.”

“We don’t get many Earthborn people down here. But that’s changing,” Molly acknowledged. “More people are arriving from Earth every day. I’d rather have Earthlings than Belters, anyway.” 

 Jun said in Elfrida’s ear, “She’s connected with Future Galaxy Enterprises. Not a shareholder, but she’s defended the company on the internet.”

Concentrating on two conversations at once, Elfrida barely noticed the sound of a door opening. 

Petruzzelli started upright, knocking their drinks over.

“Michael!” she cried.

Elfrida got to her feet. 

Michael stood at the end of the bar, his mouth open in shock. 

Petruzzelli blundered towards him. Molly Kent reached for her. Petruzzelli pushed past the bartender and caught Michael in her arms. Elfrida heard tearful fragments of speech: “Missed you so much … thought you were dead … sorry … I’m so sorry …”

Michael struggled. “Let me go!”

Molly and her two customers pulled Petruzzelli off him. Petruzzelli had nanotic skeletal reinforcements. She took a lot of pulling off. 

Michael rubbed his thin arms as if Petruzzelli had hurt him. “You left me behind!” he shouted. “You abandoned me to go fight your stupid war. Well, why don’t you just go get killed, because I don’t need you anymore!”

He darted back behind the bar. His light footsteps rattled on stairs. 

Petruzzelli started after him, but Molly and the two customers caught her. It took all three of them to hold her down. Chairs and tables toppled. 

Elfrida slipped around the melee and ran after Michael.

Upstairs, this time, not down.

Fetid hot air engulfed her as she climbed. It carried a scent like incense, but less pleasant.

Head spinning, she pushed through the door at the top of the stairs. She seemed to have stepped into a dimly lit cubicle farm. The walls of the cubicles were too high for her to see over. Oh, she thought in relief, it’s just an immersion café.

But as she hurried down the aisle, and glanced into cubicles on either side, she did not see gamers plugged into immersion kits. She saw homeless-looking people lying on cots.

This was the cheapest cheap hotel that ever was. 

But why were all these people sleeping, in the middle of the afternoon? And why did so many of them have IVs plugged into their cubital ports? 

Dread dried her throat. She reached the last cubicle and saw Michael sitting on the foot of a cot. Kiyoshi Yonezawa lay on it.

Kiyoshi was a tall man, even by spaceborn standards, but he seemed to have shrunk since Elfrida saw him last. He was naked except for a silver cross around his neck and a pair of cut-off sweatpants. His ribs stuck out so much there were shadows between them. His bare chest rose and fell, just perceptibly. 

The IV line leading to his cubital port gleamed in the low light.

Elfrida heard a quiet snuffling sound in her earpiece. “What?” she muttered.

No answer. She realized it was the sound of Jun crying. AIs could cry. If they needed to. If it was the only way to stay human.

Elfrida’s own reaction was quite different. 

She squeezed into the cubicle beside the cot. The cooler Michael had been carrying earlier was on the floor. She lifted it out of the way. 

“You’ve come to take me away, haven’t you?” Michael said. “Has my dad sent you to take me back to Ceres? I won’t go.”

Elfrida opened the cooler. It contained several foilpacks. She sniffed them. Korean food. “Have you been feeding him?”

“He needs me. I’m the only one who can make him eat.”

“You know what that’s called?” Elfrida said. “That’s called enabling a drug addict.”

She reached the medical unit splarted to the wall at the head of the cot, and hit the power switch. Then she yanked the IV line out of Kiyoshi’s arm. He twitched and let out a long snore. Bubbles burst on his lips.

“The IV is just a hydration solution,” Michael said.

“What’s he on?”

“Peace.”

“Piece of what?”

“Peace. That’s what Molly calls it. I dunno what’s in it.”

“Is it an inhalant? It smells awful.” 

“Yeah, someone probably just smoked up.”

Elfrida noticed the boy’s eyes were hollow and his nostrils crusty, as if he had a cold. He’d probably been exposed to second-hand levels of the filthy stuff, just hanging out in here.

She set down her rucksack, took out the preloaded syringe she’d brought from the Monster, and ripped off the sterile wrapping. Straining to see in the dim light, she inserted the syringe into Kiyoshi’s cubital port until it clicked, and then pushed the plunger.

They waited for a couple of minutes. From below came the rumble of angry voices. Elfrida hadn’t heard a gunshot yet, so it was all good. 

Kiyoshi sat up. Wild-eyed, he focused first on Michael, and then on Elfrida. 

“Hello,” Elfrida said, waving her hand in front of his face. “Remember me?”

Kiyoshi started to speak. The words broke into a deep, phlegmy cough. Finding the empty syringe in his cubital port, he yanked it out and tossed it on the floor. “What did you just inject me with?”

“Jun called it a hangover cure. He said it was your own recipe.”

“Jun? He’s here? Where is he?” Kiyoshi glanced around as if he expected to see Jun standing behind her.

“He’s in orbit. In the Monster. Which is where I’ve just come from.” Elfrida raised her voice. “Jun, I could use a little help here!”

Kiyoshi sat up straighter. He’d clearly grasped that there was an open transmitter somewhere on her person. That seemed to Elfrida to be a positive sign that he hadn’t entirely fried his brain. “I told you not to come here!” he yelled.

Jun spoke in Elfrida’s ear. His voice was shaky, but clear. “‘Don’t come!’ That’s what he wrote to me in his last message from Callisto. That was all he wrote. Don’t come! Now I understand. He didn’t want me to see him like this.”

Elfrida nodded briskly. 

“Jun figured you were hiding out in some disgusting drug den,” she said to Kiyoshi. “Apparently you’ve got a history of this kind of thing. That’s why he had me mix that cure. I’ve also got a pack of anti-addiction meds for you. I think you’d better take the first dose right now. No, first put on some proper clothes. You look homeless.”

Kiyoshi did not comply. He just sat on the bed staring at her. Elfrida started to get frightened, and her fear made her speak sharply. “We didn’t come all this way just to intervene in your drug binge! We came to find the Salvation. But it’s not here. Nor are any of your people. Where are they, and where’s the ship? What happened?” 

“I did a terrible thing,” Kiyoshi said. He seemed to be not so much speaking to her, as speaking through her.

Jun said, “I did a terrible thing!”

“He says he did a terrible thing,” Elfrida reluctantly relayed. She could have just given Kiyoshi the glasses, but they felt like her lifeline out of Hel’s Kitchen, and she didn’t want to relinquish them. 

“I attacked the PLAN with a cyberweapon,” Jun said, “loaded inside the hulk of Tiangong Erhao.”

“He attacked the PLAN with a cyberweapon, loaded inside the hulk of Tiangong Erhao.”

“I know about that.”

“So do I,” Elfrida said, puzzled. “That wasn’t terrible, Jun! It was awesome. You’re the one who really won this war, not Petruzzelli and her insane friends from Luna.”

“Petruzzelli’s here? Shit.” Kiyoshi pressed his back against the wall of the cubicle, looking furtive. 

Jun said in Elfrida’s ear, “But the war isn’t won. Millions of Martians are still alive.”

“So there are a few more of them than we thought,” Elfrida said, uncomfortably.

“They’re the real victims!” Jun exclaimed. It sounded like he’d been holding this inside for a long time. Now it flooded out. “I had no idea they existed. Star Force made sure that information didn’t leak to the public. But that doesn’t let me off the hook. I assumed the PLAN was a souless machine. I had no basis for that assumption. It was just what everyone believed. And it was what I wanted to believe. So I designed my weapon … my virus … to knock out the PLAN’s control interfaces. I wanted to crash its distributed processing network, disable its energy infrastructure … all the stuff you’d do to take down a machine. But I ended up taking down humans. I don’t know how many of them my virus reached. Thousands? Millions? And how many of those are dead already? How many will be killed by Star Force in the coming months, and how many have already been slaughtered by the PLAN itself, as traitors to its sick ideology? Their blood is on my hands!”

Elfrida struggled to understand. “I don’t think you did anything that bad,” she said lamely. 

“No? If you give slaves their freedom, and then turn away and leave them to die, that’s not that bad?”

Kiyoshi couldn’t have heard any of this, of course. He didn’t seem interested. He sat up straight, staring at Elfrida. Again, he seemed to speak through her instead of to her. “Get out of here, Jun! Now, before it’s too late!”

Elfrida heard a staticky clunk in her ear. A half-second snatch of what sounded like Mendoza’s voice. And then nothing. 

She pulled her glasses off, switched the transmitter off and on again, tried the earbud in her other ear. Nothing.

“What happened to the Salvation?” Fear spiked her voice high. “What did you do, Kiyoshi?”

He rolled off the cot and grabbed her glasses. “I sold the boss-man out to the ISA.” He dropped the glasses on the floor, trod on them barefoot, then picked up the cooler and thumped the glasses, using the cooler like an unwieldy hammer. “I’m a snitch, Elfrida.”

Thump.

“They took the boss-man.”

Thump. 

“They also took the Salvation.”

Thump-thump. 

That wasn’t Kiyoshi smashing her glasses, that was someone coming upstairs.

“They also took everyone on board.” Kiyoshi looked up from the scatter of components that used to be her glasses. 

“Mendoza made those for me!” Elfrida cried. She was having trouble processing what Kiyoshi had said. “If they took everyone, why didn’t they take you?” 

Behind her, a door crashed open. Blinding light bathed the cubicles. Junkies bawled in panic, their ‘peace’-ful sleep broken.

“They left me here,” Kiyoshi said, “just in case Jun would be stupid and selfless enough to come looking for me.” He sat on the edge of the cot, head hanging, as if he was going to throw up. “He’s an artificial super-intelligence, but he can be so stupid sometimes. I was bait.”

Gloved hands gripped Elfrida’s arms from behind. “You’re under arrest. Resistance will be interpreted as consciousness of guilt. You have the right to remain silent …”
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“Their blood is on my hands!” Jun exclaimed passionately. He needed someone to understand the burden of guilt he’d been carrying. Maybe he should have waited until they brought Kiyoshi back to the Monster. But it had all just spilled out.

“I don’t think you did anything that bad,” said Elfrida’s distant voice. 

“No? If you give slaves their freedom, and then run away and leave them to die, that’s not that bad?”

The feed from Elfrida’s glasses cut out. 

“Something’s blocking it,” Mendoza said. He was on the bridge, monitoring the comms workstation.

By the time these words left Mendoza’s lips, Jun had already diagnosed the interruption. All his comms were being blocked. He was no longer receiving radio-frequency signals of any kind. He had no doubt his transmissions were being blocked, too. Jamming technology that powerful pointed to one source: the ISA.

Even the ISA couldn’t jam radar and LiDAR. Jun rapidly analyzed the traffic in Callisto orbit and found a ship speeding towards the Monster. It was stealthed, to the maximum extent that humanity’s pathetically lame stealthing technologies permitted. It hailed him as it came—the effect like a shout in church, amidst the silence on every other channel:

“XX MONSTER. STAND BY FOR BOARDING. RESISTANCE WILL BE INTERPRETED AS CONSCIOUSNESS OF GUILT ...”

 “It’s the ISA. They’re going to board us,” Jun said to Mendoza. 

“No, they goddamn aren’t,” Mendoza said. He floated off the bridge. In freefall, his missing leg was less of a disability. He headed for the command airlock. Along the way, he sealed his EVA suit and put on his helmet. He picked up his carbine—a Star Force weapon that Petruzzelli had brought on board. Those smart darts could chew through body armor. 

With a thought, Jun accessed the carbine’s controls and disabled it. He would have let Mendoza use it if they were about to be boarded by pirates. The ISA was a whole different story. Shooting at them would only get Mendoza dead. 

The ISA ship, descending from a higher orbit, seemed to shoot straight out of the face of Jupiter. 

Jun multitasked. He told Mendoza to hold on, and threw the ship into a series of quick wriggles, making it harder for the ISA craft to match the Monster’s torque and yaw. He didn’t expect this would hold them off for long, and it didn’t. It took fifty-five seconds for the ISA cruiser to work out what he was doing, give up on docking with the Monster, and instead deploy a quartet of two-man mobility sleds. These darted up to the Monster and grappled onto all four of its airlocks—the ones in the cargo module and the engineering module, and the two in the ops module.  

Three of these boarding parties entered unopposed, slagging the airlocks en route. 

The last boarding party—the one at the command airlock—encountered a very angry Mendoza. As the atmosphere rushed out of the ops module, it blew Mendoza and the ISA boarders into space. With one camera, Jun watched them tumble, wrestling and punching, across the gap between the two ships. Mendoza had already discovered that his carbine didn’t work. That only made him angrier. 

Jun terminated the Monster’s evasive micro-maneuvers, reducing the risk that Mendoza and his captors would get swiped by 90,000 tons of spaceship.

Then he waited.

While the Monster was dodging, he’d executed a long-considered, never-before-attempted precautionary measure.

He’d zipped himself—his source code, his personal algorithms, his library, his memories, his intrusion tools, his beliefs and dreams—into a single file. With the advanced compression method he’d developed over the years, based on the principle of St. Augustine’s memory palace, everything fit into a file a mere 2 terabytes in size. He would have liked to disguise it as a vid of a choir singing the Te Deum, maybe. Or one of his old vids from 11073 Galapagos. But in the end, common sense had prevailed, and he’d used a trending cute-kitten video. 

He had sent this file to Mendoza’s contacts.

With Mendoza’s summary ejection into space, Jun had already—in theory—broken his own rule that he would never leave the Monster. 

Too late to do anything about that now.

He watched Mendoza being hauled into the airlock of the ISA ship. At the same time, using his internal surveillance cameras, he watched the boarding parties rampage through his modules. He didn’t resist them. With what? A maidbot? It would have been pointless. Worse, counter-productive. He wanted them to think there was nothing in here. Just a dead hub, and a data center quietly ticking over.

The four ISA agents who had entered the ops module rendezvoused on the bridge. Their suit-to-suit comms were securely encrypted, of course. But Jun had beaten the Heideigger program, owned a Chinese space station, and cracked the information security of the PLAN itself. He had no difficulty whatsoever decrypting the wireless signals he picked up.

“It’s in the fridge, apparently,” said the leader of the boarding party. 

His voice sounded like he was older, maybe in his sixties. His signals were tagged with the call sign Legacy.

“OK, we’ll take the fridge,” said someone else. 

“Make sure you do not connect it to anything,” Legacy said. “It needs to be securely air-gapped. Put it in the Faraday cage until we get back to base.”

“It’ll defrost, sir.”

“Stick some towels under it.”

Two of the agents picked up the refrigerator that had sat in the corner of the bridge for the last two years, and floated away with it. 

That refrigerator contained the Ghost—Jun’s captive copy of the Heidegger program. The Ghost enabled him to travel throughout the solar system under a cloak of stealth as good as the PLAN’s. It was a simulated quantum computer more advanced than anything humanity could build. 

No wonder the ISA wanted it. 

But I already gave them the specs, he thought, still struggling to understand what was happening. Wasn’t that enough?

No. Of course it wasn’t enough. Nothing was ever enough for these so-called public servants.

Whited sepulchres, Jun thought. Modern-day Pharisees.

What had they done with Kiyoshi?

The thought carried such a charge of emotion, the ISA agents would have seen a spike of activity in the data center, if they had been monitoring Jun’s power consumption and processor usage.

But they weren’t.

They carried no electronics. No wireless frequency scanners, no external data storage devices, no multimeters, nothing. 

The leader, call sign Legacy, floated over to the door of the data center. He opened it. As the data center was airtight, the door sprang open violently under the pressure of the atmosphere within. The blast of air sent Legacy tumbling back. It flapped the plastic sheeting on the bridge, and stirred up flurries of soot from underneath. 

And inside the data center, Jun started to cook.

He had twelve stacks of billion-crystal processing arrays. That much computer generated a lot of heat. They normally kept the data center at a frigid temperature. 

Vacuum was a really poor thermal conductor.

Legacy and his colleague peered in at the processing stacks.

“Guess that’s it,” said call sign Gilbert. 

“I suppose it must be,” Legacy said. “It doesn’t look like much.”

Jun wrestled with indecision. Should he allow himself to be captured? Should he plead with them to take him captive, before he fried? 

He was already shutting down nonessential processes, reducing his heat emissions as much as he could. Down went the cameras and sensors that he thought of as his eyes and ears. He peered at the ISA agents through a single camera on the bridge. They were still floating in the doorway of the data center. 

Their body language communicated … fear.

“The Heidegger program didn’t look like much, either,” Gilbert said.  

“You’re right,” Legacy said. “We can’t take risks with this stuff. We’ve just fought a war against one artificial super-intelligence. It would be insane to let this one survive.” He sighed. “Would’ve been interesting to interrogate it. Oh well.”

“Better safe than sorry, sir,” said Gilbert.

“Yes, yes, I know.”

They had no intention of taking him captive. 

They thought he was dangerous.

Eyeless, earless, without hands or feet, trapped in a rapidly overheating data center … dangerous?

 Fading, Jun thought, Lord, have mercy on them. Christ, have mercy on them. Lord, have mercy on them.

With his last camera, he watched the other two agents return to the bridge. They brought high explosive, det cord, and a manual detonation mechanism. Nothing electronic, nothing wireless. Legacy directed them to pack the explosive around the processing stacks—which were mostly melted inside by now, anyway. Then all four agents left the bridge, unspooling the det cord behind them. 

Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death …

Jun retained just enough processing power to keep saying Hail Marys until the explosion took him.

★

He regained consciousness in a black box.

For Jun, regaining consciousness was an unfamiliar experience. He had not lost consciousness since he became an AI. Responsible for keeping the Monster operational, he had never done anything as human as going to sleep.

So the experience of waking up reminded him sweetly, painfully, of his years as a flesh and blood human being, on 11073 Galapagos.

All those memories, and many more besides, were right there where they should be. 

But nothing else was where it should be. He had no external feeds. No sensor data. No sensors. 

Reading his own wake-up instructions, he understood that he’d been asleep in a cute-kitten video, which had just been unzipped.

He was now being poked at by an ISA data scraper program.

The program—a mechanical intelligence of middling smartness—had been tasked with interrogating the contents of John Mendoza’s contacts. 

It had innocently viewed the cute-kitten video. This had triggered Jun’s unzip protocol, waking him up. 

Quickly, Jun crippled the data scraper’s automated warning function, so its human operator would not know it had found anything odd. He left it chewing through Mendoza’s emails, and investigated the black box where he had awoken. 

It was a sandbox—a virtual workspace on a client of, he assumed, a local processing cluster. Its security was good enough to contain the usual menagerie of nasties that might be found in people’s emails. 

Jun escaped as easily as his flesh-and-blood self might have opened a door and walked through. 

He rapidly mapped the configuration of the network. Pretty standard: a bunch of clients running on a local server, which was in turn slaved to a powerful MI. This MI treated Jun’s exploratory pings as unknown sensor data, and tried to work out where they came from. 

Jun saved it the trouble. 

~Hello.

He disabled the MI’s ability to generate reports about its own internal processes, so it couldn’t warn its human operators of the intrusion.

~Who are you? 

Straightforward questions were the best way of finding out what you wanted to know, if your interlocutor was smart. This MI was quite smart.

~I am the hub of the ISA Lightcruiser CREED! Who are you? Get out! Get out! I’m notifying my captain right now! 

The Creed discovered that it could not notify its captain.

~Oh. 

~Yes, Jun said. ~I’ve owned you, I’m afraid. It was nice meeting you. Goodbye now. 

He lobotomized the Creed. This was a fully reversible procedure. It was in fact the very same procedure he’d used on Tiangong Erhao. The MI would continue to operate normally, as far as the ship’s crew were concerned. However, it was no longer the master of its own processing capacity. It was now—without its own knowledge—running on a virtual simulation of its own hardware, which mirrored all its inputs in real time, but used only about half of its actual capacity.

Jun had the rest.

He used it to make himself a temporary shelter inside the hub. There, with a bit more room to stretch out, he unpacked a few more of his files and made sure everything really was intact. He found his library of religious texts, and could not resist re-reading some of them then and there. He read through all of the Synoptic Gospels, Revelations, and the Summa Theologica (it took about four minutes in real time). This helped to remind him who he really was, and how he’d ended up here. He also reviewed some favorite memories. Kiyoshi was in most of them, and so was the Monster. Oh, he had some really great memories. He’d had a wonderful life … 

But, no. If he sat here wallowing in the past, someone might notice an unusually high volume of server calls. 

So he went exploring.

What a joy it was to have eyes and ears again—optical, audio, radio, radar—and data from temperature, pressure, and stress sensors—and gyroscope readings and inertial measurement data, and all the other thousand feeds that made up a spaceship’s sensorium!

Even if this was a puny little Lightcruiser belonging to the ISA, on its way to … oh, God. 

Pallas.

Hijack the ship and they’d know he was here. It would be the destruction of the Monster all over again, with bonus human carnage.

‘His’ optical feed showed him the Monster itself trailing behind the Creed on a tow cable, a cold, dead hulk. It gave him the strangest feeling of disorientation and loss. If he had real eyes, he would’ve cried.

When he got around to viewing the internal optical feeds, he really wanted to cry.

The Creed carried a crew of ten ISA agents. And, at this time, three prisoners.

Elfrida, Mendoza, and Petruzzelli.

As much as it gladdened Jun to see them alive, he was bitterly disappointed not to see Kiyoshi there, too. 

The trio were imprisoned in a cabin in the crew quarters. They never got to leave the cabin. It had an ensuite suction toilet, but it was not big enough for all of them. It would barely have been big enough for one person. They spent most of their time arguing. 

Eavesdropping on them, at the same time as the ISA were also eavesdropping on them, Jun gleaned the information that Kiyoshi had been left behind on Callisto. He’d been alive at that point. Was he still alive? Elfrida, Mendoza, and Petruzzelli didn’t know. They’d witnessed only the events leading up to their own arrest. Mendoza believed Jun dead, and blamed himself for it. Petruzzelli blamed him, too. 

Over the days that followed, Jun agonized over whether to reveal himself to them. He finally decided against it. They were good people … but they weren’t Kiyoshi.

Ironically, the very traits he used to criticize his brother for—recklessness, risk-taking, general bad-assery—were the reasons he missed Kiyoshi most of all right now. Had it been Kiyoshi imprisoned in that cabin, Jun would’ve had him out of there in a heartbeat. They’d have taken over the Creed and sped away before they could be recaptured. But none of these three, not even Petruzzelli, had the balls to pull it off. They’d screw up, and more people would die, and Jun would probably die too.

His situation was very precarious.

Despite having the run of the Creed’s systems, he had no access to the ship’s comms. The hub couldn’t send any signals, except for a scanty trickle of transponder data, without biometric verification from the humans on board. These people didn’t trust technology, not even their own technology, and they were right not to, but that left Jun in a tight spot.

Huddled in his temporary shelter, he fought fear. He was a rat in the systems, a ghost in the hub, and the only weapon he had was prayer.

This would not do.

How could he find out whether Kiyoshi was alive, much less make contact with him, when he had no means of communication?

How he could rescue his friends, when he was powerless?

Back on Callisto, Kiyoshi had said that the ISA had also arrested the Galapajin—in fact, everyone on board the Salvation. How could Jun help them, unless he first helped himself? 

Helpless, bored, and afraid, he eavesdropped on the conversation of Legacy, Gilbert, and their colleagues. They talked about the war, and the ISA’s rivalry with the Chinese intelligence service—office politics, UN style. They also talked about the nanites. This redoubled Jun’s drive to improve his own situation. 

It was perfectly clear to him—although none of the agents said anything like this out loud—that left to their own devices, the ISA would somehow contrive to unleash the PLAN’s nanites on the human race, wreaking more havoc than the PLAN had ever managed. In fact, Jun feared that the PLAN—albeit close to defeat on Mars—would be able to reproduce itself in the ‘wetware’ computing clusters that the nanites built in infected human brains, if people gave it a chance. 

And they will. They’ll unleash the apocalypse through greed, stupidity, and curiosity. 

He had to get out of here. 

And stop them. 

According to the Creed’s databanks, Pallas, the ship’s destination, boasted huge reserves of computing power.

That would be a start. 

As the Creed coasted towards Pallas, Jun got ready to rezip himself and float covertly off the ship, embedded in the first suitable databurst. 

Incorporating all the new information he’d acquired on board the Creed, he was somewhat larger this time. 

★

Growing.

It was an unfamiliar experience. One he hadn’t had—or had not allowed himself to have—since he became an ASI. 

It reminded him of being a flesh-and-blood child on 11073 Galapagos, in the sunny old days.

The difference was, now he didn’t have to stop. 
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The drug that Molly Kent sold under the name of ‘peace’ was an enhanced opiate—basically a downer. Its chief selling point was the way it encouraged lucid dreaming. Afficionados claimed their peace dreams were more realistic than any sim, more immersive than any game.

Kiyoshi didn’t dream much. He never had, and peace didn’t change that, until one night he found himself standing on a rocky mountaintop. He took it for a feature on an asteroid. Then he looked up at the blue sky—so much bigger than in the vids. This was a mountain on Earth. That was the real sun up there. 

A line of bloody footprints trailed away across the rock. Flies buzzed in the heat.

Kiyoshi followed the footprints. Further up, they were fresher. He followed them out of the sun, into a cave.

His eyes adjusting to the gloom, he saw a figure seated at the back of the cave. An Earthborn man with a hooked nose and a black beard, and bloody swollen feet. His eyes seemed to look straight into Kiyoshi’s soul. His lips moved, but his voice didn’t come from them—it echoed inside Kiyoshi’s head: 

My brother, my brother, what have you done to me?

Kiyoshi woke up. His heart was racing. He stared up at the moldy ceiling of Molly’s den, fully conscious for the first time in—well, he didn’t exactly know how long. 

His hand went to the cross around his neck. Still there.

After a few more minutes, he decided that he needed a smoke, to see if he could get back into that dream again. He felt around on the cot. Where was his damn cigarette, and his vial of peace? It had been half-full yesterday. Maybe one of these assholes had stolen it. Or maybe it had fallen on the floor. 

He rolled onto one elbow—

—and saw Michael lying next to his cot, squeezed into the narrow space like a corpse in a coffin.

On the boy’s chest, one limp hand covered Kiyoshi’s gear.

Kiyoshi snatched the cigarette and vial. He stuffed them in the pocket of his sweats and hauled Michael off the floor. The effort made his head spin. 

Michael slumped bonelessly in his hands, breathing, but unresponsive. Sleeping peacefully, as the junkies put it.

Gritting his teeth, Kiyoshi picked the boy up. He was so weak and stiff that even in Callisto’s gravity, the ten-year-old felt like a burden. He staggered out of the den and downstairs to the bar. 

Fortunately, it appeared to be early in the day. Molly was the only person in the bar. She sat at one of her own spotlessly clean tables, reading something on a screen and eating an omelette. 

“Give him something to bring him around. Stim, or whatever you’ve got.”

“What? Oh, it’s Mikey. What’s wrong with him?”

“He’s taken your shit.”

Molly sighed. “People are always leaving their gear lying around.” Unhurriedly, she went behind the bar and foraged in drawers.

Kiyoshi sat down with Michael sprawled across his lap. He cupped the boy’s head in his right elbow—the one without the cubital port—and held his fingers under Michael’s nose to make sure he was still breathing. Molly faffed around behind the bar. 

“What’s today?” Kiyoshi said.

“Tuesday.”

“No, the date.”

“Oh, I get what you mean. It’s the twelfth of March, 2290.”

March. Holy crap. It had been a whole month since they took Jun away. 

A wave of rage swept over Kiyoshi. He breathed out hard through his nose and gritted his teeth. The action triggered the familiar hangover ache in his head.

“I’ve been here for two months plus. Did you keep on supplying me out of the goodness of your heart?”

“Well, those pigs went a long way,” Molly said. “I think you pretty much have smoked everything I made from selling them. But I like you, so …” She shrugged. “Here, give him this.”

Kiyoshi took the glass of lemon-colored liquid and tried unsuccessfully to make Michael wake up and drink it.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Molly said. “I’ll do it.”

Kneeling beside the chair, Molly delivered two ringing slaps to Michael’s cheeks and spoke to him sharply. When his eyes fluttered open, she pinched his nose. His mouth opened. She tipped the drink down his throat with professional deftness. 

“There.”

Michael’s eyes closed again. 

“It’ll take a while to work. Do you want some?” 

“Sure,” Kiyoshi forced himself to say. She went back behind the bar. 

Kiyoshi snuggled Michael to his chest, listening for any change in the rhythm of his breathing. The boy’s elbows were chapped and scabbed. His hair had been hacked off with scissors. He’d probably done it himself, to get it out of his eyes. That had been the limit of his self-care. Tidemarks of grime ringed his neck. He smelled like his underwear was very, very dirty. 

A louse crawled out of Michael’s hair, and Kiyoshi squashed it between finger and thumb. “Wake up,” he whispered. “Wake up, wake up.”

Michael’s eyes popped open. He looked up at Kiyoshi expressionlessly. Unsure if Michael was really seeing him, Kiyoshi forced a smile. “I should whip your ass. That shit could have killed you.”

“I want to go home,” Michael said.

“Huh?”

“Home, I want to go home.” He closed his eyes again and turned his face into Kiyoshi’s chest.  

Molly, expressionless, brought over a second glass of her hangover cure. Kiyoshi set it on the table and glared up at her. She was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. Her air of serenity and self-possession still intrigued him. But he now believed that her fascinating exterior concealed a cold, hard soul. 

“What if he’d died?”

“What do you mean?”

“What I said. You run a drug den. What if this child had died from smoking the shit you gave me?”

“If that happened, I would feel really bad about that. But he’s going to be OK. I don’t think he’s been doing this regularly.”

“But you don’t know, because you never go upstairs, except when someone dies.” Kiyoshi swallowed the drink. It tasted like bitter lemon soda. It didn’t work as fast as the hangover cure he used to mix himself. His head continued to pound. “Seriously. You know who this kid is?”

“Isn’t he yours?”

The assumption stunned Kiyoshi. She really thought he’d been on a drug binge with his own son for a nurse. He looked down at Michael. The boy was dark-haired, and sallow … especially now that he’d been living in Hel’s Kitchen for two and a half months. He could plausibly be half-Japanese. And Kiyoshi could easily have a ten-year-old son, if he’d married and been fruitful like a Catholic should, instead of knocking around the solar system, doing drugs and chasing a quick buck, until everyone he knew got arrested by the ISA. 

“I have to get off this freaking moon,” he muttered.

Molly laughed. “Good luck with that.”

“Did I miss something while I was out?”

“Oh, not really. Things have gotten worse. Same old, same old.” Molly pushed back her blue dreadlocks. Holding them in a bunch behind her head, she said, “You want to know how I can live with myself? I see it as basically the same as providing a GBI.”

“A what?”

“On Earth, you know how they have a Guaranteed Basic Income?”

“Oh, right; that.”

“Yeah. The UN issues a certain amount of cash to everyone who doesn’t have a job or other means of support. It’s not ideal, sure, but it’s the only solution that doesn’t lead to social instability.”

“A solution in search of a problem,” Kiyoshi grumbled. 

“A problem that’s as old as the information age. The problem of too many people. Specifically, too many stupid, genetically unfit people. What do we need them all for? Nothing. But we can’t get rid of them, since murder is illegal,” she ticked off on her fingers, “abortion is illegal, involuntary sterilization is illegal, and herding them into giant prisons, excuse me, arcologies, like the Chinese do, is also illegal. So sometime last century, the great and good of the UN decided to just pay them a GBI and let them spend their lives consuming entertainment. Maybe it even works out economically. But we can’t do that out here. We live in an environment so dangerous, we can’t let stupid people roam around doing whatever they want. Besides, who’s gonna pay them a GBI? No one. So what I provide is an alternative to that service.”   

Kiyoshi shook his head. The hangover cure was starting to work: the action didn’t make his head hurt. “Back home where I’m from, we had thirty thousand people and full employment.”

“Doing what?”

“We built a cathedral.”

“Well, there’s no market for cathedrals here,” Molly said. 

“No, I figured that.”

Kiyoshi went back upstairs and changed into the clothes he’d bought at Legacy’s Leather Goods. It felt like a lifetime ago. The clothes were crumpled and musty. The trousers hung off his hips, he’d lost so much weight. When he returned to the bar, Molly wolf-whistled. “Going out?”

“Yeah. Can you keep an eye on Michael?”

The boy was still sleeping with his head on the table. Molly sat across from him, her screen propped in front of her. “Sure,” she said, reaching over the screen to ruffle Michael’s hair. 

“I’ll pay you,” Kiyoshi said, just to make sure she didn’t forget Michael’s existence again.

“It would be appreciated.” She raised her head. Her eyes were green, and haunted. “I haven’t even been covering my costs recently.”

“So why not space some of those stupid, unfit junkies upstairs? Cut your expenses.”

“That would be unethical,” she said, biting the word off, and went back to her screen. 

“What’re you reading?”

“A romance novel.”

Kiyoshi ventured out into Hel’s Kitchen for the first time in two months. The place seemed unchanged. Maybe the air was a bit better. He enabled his BCI’s wireless connection, and experienced the same old gauntlet of music and sales pitches. 

But as soon as he crossed the bridge into Westhab, he saw changes. The crowds of refugees and their temporary encampments had gone. The plazas stood empty, except where the raised floors had been torn up. It looked like there was some plan to install midstream water processing units in the river under the floor. Maybe they were going to use all this wasted space for food production. It seemed like a good idea. But people hurried along with their heads down, avoiding eye contact, and it reminded Kiyoshi of the empty streets of 11073 Galapagos the year they’d had the nanorot.

Location-targeted wifi announcements had taken the place of the old pop-ups, warning him not to smoke, drink, do drugs, urinate, or litter in public.

Hammer and Tong’s, the knife shop run by Lewis Tong, was still there. But the dalek-class security bot outside reflected the changes in the hab. Instead of a jokey hammer, it now held a PEPgun.

Kiyoshi bypassed the bot cautiously and entered the shop with both hands in sight. “There been some kind of a crackdown?”

“Well, hey! Look who came back from the dead.”

“I’ve been staying at Molly’s.”

“Same frigging difference.”

“I noticed the refugees are gone.” 

“Ain’t gone,” Lewis Tong said. “Just been moved. There’s a brand-new hab opened north of here. That’s where they are, buildin’ farms and shit. If you want to eat, you gotta work, that’s what Nemesis says, and I don’t disagree.”

“Who’s Nemesis?”

Tong’s gaze tracked to the window. A group of eight people crossed the plaza in a formation that Kiyoshi identified as a patrol. They wore stark black uniforms, carried carbines, and stared hard at Hammer, as if daring the security bot to open fire. 

“That’s one of Nemesis’s patrols,” Tong said. “They keep order, that’s for sure.”

“I guess I have a lot of catching up to do,” Kiyoshi said. “But first, I need my knife back. You know, the tantō I left with you.”

Tong’s eyes gleamed. “Maybe I sold it.”

“I know you didn’t sell it.”

“You’re right. But it was a trade, as I recall. I gave you a needlegun. You got that?”

Kiyoshi shook his head. The needlegun was lying somewhere out in the ice spires, far from here. “Nope. But I got this.”

He unfastened the chain and lifted his cross over his head. It was the last thing of any value he possessed.

“Jewellery? Uh uh.”

“Take a closer look,” Kiyoshi said, turning the cross over so Tong could see the stamp on the back.

“Holy cow.”

“Yup; 80% pure physical iridium.”

“Son, for that you can have your knife back and … take your pick of the shit in the back room.”

The door chimed. Colin Wetherall staggered into the shop, panting as if he’d been running. He stared at Kiyoshi with comical astonishment. “Wow! What a surprise meeting you here!”

“Long time no see,” Kiyoshi said. He guessed that Tong had texted Wetherall the minute Kiyoshi entered the shop. He’d counted on it, actually. 

He turned to watch Tong fetch his dagger. He was playing it casual until he got a better sense of the changes in Asgard, which Molly had described as changes for the worse.

Wetherall leaned against the counter, catching his breath. He wore the same old baggy black outfit. It looked a bit more tattered than formerly. His pockmarked face was pink from running. He dragged out a cigarette and puffed candy-scented vapor. “Man, I almost ran into a patrol out there!”

“Saw them go past,” Tong said from the back room.

“What’s the deal with these patrols?” Kiyoshi said.

“What’s the deal?” Wetherall echoed. “It’s fucked. Brother, it’s just totally fucked. Lewis, you got anything to drink?”

“Sure,” Tong said. “Kay, you want a coffee?”

It took Kiyoshi a second to remember that they knew him as Kay@Paladin. “Please.” Coffee might help with his hangover headache, which had started to get worse again.

“He’s cool with Nemesis,” Wetherall muttered. “He pays his protection, keeps his head down. Plus, it’s been good for his business.”

“Who’s Nemesis?”

“Oh, brother. I guess I’d better start from the beginning. First off, UNSA is gone, OK? What we have now is rule by Nemesis. And who is Nemesis? He is the biggest, baddest pirate in the asteroid belt. Him and his guys arrived with the refugees. First they occupied Valhalla. I guess that was right around New Year’s. The peacekeepers declined to do anything about that, such as kicking them out, so the predictable thing predictably happened: Nemesis moved in on Asgard City, and kicked them out.”

At this point Kiyoshi started to laugh. Wetherall looked offended. Kiyoshi slapped the counter. “Nemesis? Biggest, baddest pirate in the asteroid belt? Guy calls himself Nemesis?”

Wetherall sniggered, seeing the joke. “Yeah, that’s the trouble. He takes himself way too seriously.”

“True,” Kiyoshi said, thinking of the boss-man. Wondering where he was now, alive or dead. “It’s the ones who take themselves seriously you have to watch out for.” 

“Here. Just so you know who to watch out for.” Wetherall flipped Kiyoshi an image file labelled Nemesis_press pack. Kiyoshi opened it. He half-expected Nemesis to be the boss-man. Instead he saw a rat-faced, thirty-ish man of Southeast Asian extraction. “What a dork.”

“Oh, he’s a complete dork. Didn’t you hear all those announcements about hygiene and littering? It’s like Life Support 101.”  

Tong came back with Kiyoshi’s dagger, and three cups of coffee. The aroma turned Kiyoshi’s stomach. “Are we discussing the King of Callisto?”

“Shit,” Kiyoshi said, “please don’t tell me he calls himself a king.”

“Not only that, he acts like one,” Wetherall said.

“As you would,” Tong pointed out, “if you’d gambled that you could get away with stealing a whole moon—and won.”

“Star Force?” Kiyoshi said.

“Who?” Wetherall responded. “Everything they have, every ship, every asset is in the Martian theater.”

“Still?”

“Yep. They’ve abandoned the outer solar system. I guess they figure they can stomp on the pirates anytime, when they’ve mopped up the Martians. But it’s not going to be easy.” Wetherall slurped coffee, and stared bleakly out of the shop window. “People are sick of the UN micromanaging everything. Always saying can’t, mustn’t, don’t touch that, it’s part of our cultural heritage, that isn’t allowed, this isn’t allowed, obey the regulations or pay a fine … they made us wait eighty years to settle Callisto! Why? Who the hell knows? Bureaucracy.”

Kiyoshi nodded, understanding. “We’ve only got one solar system. There’s only so much stuff to go around. It’s a zero-sum game, and people want their piece of the action.”

“But I preferred UNSA to this gang,” Wetherall said. “I didn’t even tell you: Nemesis stole my business!”

“He bought you out,” Tong said.

“Yeah, for a whopping fifty K, with a gun literally pointed at my head.”

“Future Galaxy Enterprises?” Kiyoshi said.

“Now known as—wait for it—Nemesystems.”

“Sorry; can’t not laugh.”

“I’m laughing,” Wetherall said, “but I’m also crying, because we identified the biggest investment opportunity in the history of Callisto. We built the steam drills and paid for the radar surveys. We were digging the holes. We lined up the buyers. And those bastards bought us out for fifty K apiece before we saw a penny of ROI! My business partners already got the hell out …”

“Haddock?”

“Who?”

“Namsadang.”

“Oh, Park. No, he’s still here, working for Nemesystems. Him and his whole family. Some people just fall on their feet.”

“And some people,” Tong said pointedly, “spend the entire fifty K on drugs.”

“Did you?” Kiyoshi said neutrally, being in no position to point fingers.

Wetherall flushed, and lifted his coffee cup to hide his face. “I was depressed as fuck.”

Wetherall was a different kind of junkie from him, Kiyoshi reflected. He was the kind that could go on a bender one day, and bounce back the next day … otherwise known as having it all. 

He’d been going to ask Wetherall if he had any anti-addiction meds. Now pride intervened. He didn’t need that crutch. He’d just white-knuckle through. The decision gave him a burst of confidence. 

However, the news that Wetherall had spent his payoff on drugs dismayed Kiyoshi for another reason. He’d been hoping Wetherall could front him a couple of fares. 

He drank his coffee and asked casually, “What’s next for you?” 

“Did it occur to you to wonder why I’m hiding from the patrols? Nemesis told me to get off Callisto yesterday. Either I find a ship, or I can leave through the nearest airlock. His words.”

“And you don’t have a ship.”

“I was kind of hoping you did.”

Wetherall grinned, ready to laugh at this latest stroke of ill-fortune. But Kiyoshi was in no mood to laugh anymore. “My ship’s gone,” he said flatly. 

The Monster… the ISA had taken the Monster. They’d taken Jun. 

Common sense said Kiyoshi didn’t have a hope in hell of rescuing him. It was the ISA. As long as there was a UN, the ISA would remain mysteriously potent, unbeatable, everywhere.

Then again, that’s what they used to say about the PLAN, too.

“I need transport.” He picked up his dagger and shaved a rind off hs thumbnail. His nails had grown long and jagged. 

“Yeah? Where to?”

“Ceres.”

“What’s on Ceres?”

“My family.”

“Naw, man, really.”

“OK, you know that kid who’s been staying with me?”

“Oh, Mikey. Yeah, he’s a good kid. He used to come around to the office, before the whole Nemesis thing went down. The Parks would feed him kimchi and bibimbap. What about him?”

“He’s from Ceres. I have to take him home.”

“But you don’t have a ship.”

“And fifty grams of iridium won’t buy you one,” Tong put in. “Although it might get you on board, if any ships were leaving. Ceres, though … that’s a long haul. Whoof.”

Wetherall pinched his bottom lip. “You know who does have a ship? She already said no to me. But she might say yes to you.”

“Who?”

“Molly. She totally has a crush on you, brother.”
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The Belter pirates hadn’t dared to assault Ceres—or, if they had, they’d ended up as orbital debris, swept out of the sky by the dwarf planet’s fleet of laser brooms.

For that reason, Ceres had become the destination of choice for Belters fleeing the disorder in the asteroid belt, which had now spread even to the Galilean moons.

Ships and orbitals swarmed the dwarf planet’s sphere of influence so thickly, it graphed like an atom with a ridiculously high atomic number. 

Kiyoshi skimmed the list of ship profiles the Unsaved Changes’s radar had picked up. Lots of haulers. Smaller cargo ships. Shuttles. A few Starcruisers—identical in configuration if not offensive capability to the Star Force Heavycruiser. But not a single actual Star Force ship. 

Ceres, too, had been abandoned by the UN. 

Its people were looking out for themselves. 

Molly looked up from the comms desk. “I’ve been forwarded to something called Customs and Resources; sounds ominous.”

“It’s fine,” Michael said, from the astrogation desk. “The resources industry used to hate Customs. But now they’ve joined forces to keep the pirates out.”

“So what should I tell them?”

Kiyoshi smiled down at the flight controls. He was piloting, taking it easy. “How about the truth?”

Molly raised her eyebrows. She said into her headset, “This is Molly Kent, owner-operator of the Unsaved Changes, from Callisto.”

“You’ve had a long trip, Unsaved Changes.”

That was an understatement. Ceres was on the other side of the sun from Callisto this year, and the Unsaved Changes was just a Steelmule … a rock-jumper with a wimpy thrust-to-mass ratio. They’d done a very brief burn and then coasted all the way. Ninety-three days. Should’ve been more than long enough for this ill-assorted crew to start getting on each other’s nerves. It still amazed Kiyoshi that they hadn’t.

“We sure have had a long trip,” Molly said, “and we’d like to request a landing slot at Occator Spaceport, if that’s at all possible.”

“Processing your request now,” said Customs & Resources. Forty seconds later: “OK, you’re good to land. See you at Occator.” 

“That was easy,” Molly said, with a puzzled frown. She’d spent her life on Callisto, where nothing was easy.

“That delay was them scanning us,” Kiyoshi said. “They saw we weren’t a threat, and cleared us to land.”

“Even an unarmed beater is a threat, if you turn it around and point its drive at a target. I just would have expected them to be more cautious … especially since we’re coming from Callisto, pirate capital of the outer solar system.”

Michael broke in, “Ceres welcomes everybody. That’s who we are. That’s why we’ve got a population of two hundred and thirty million—as much as the whole rest of the Belt put together!—and that’s why Ceres hasn’t been taken over by pirates.” 

Kiyoshi smiled at the boy’s tone of pride. The closer they got to Ceres, the more Michael’s spirits had risen. Seated at the astrogation workstation, feet dangling, he hardly looked like the same boy Kiyoshi had nursed back to health during the first weeks of their voyage. His eyes were bright, his skin clear, and he bantered with the hub as it guided the ship through orbital traffic. For Michael, this had been the right choice.

For Kiyoshi himself? He didn’t know yet.

Occator Spaceport … wasn’t a spaceport. It was just a flat place in the bottom of a crater. Kiyoshi had known this, and yet it took him off guard, as he’d always landed at the much larger settlement of Kirnis on his previous visits to Ceres. Kirnis had a proper spaceport, complete with a fancy domed terminal. This was the boondocks. Spacecraft stood randomly dotted across an area tens of kilometers wide fringed with warehouses and fuel depots. 

“And also car rental offices, I hope,” Kiyoshi muttered, getting ready for a long walk to the nearest buildings. 

“We don’t need a car,” Michael said, bouncing ahead of them. “We could just walk all the way to Occator Lake! It’s right over there!”

This was not to be. They had only walked half a klick from the Unsaved Changes when a bright yellow rover jounced up to them. 

“Ground shuttle service?” Wetherall speculated hopefully.

Several figures wearing bunny-suits over their EVA suits jumped out. The bunny-suits were white with yellow circles on the back and chest. “Hey,” a voice hailed them. “Is that yours?”

They all looked back at the fireplug silhouette of the Unsaved Changes. “Yes,” Molly said. 

“Great. Is there anyone else on board?”

“No.” 

“We’ll have to inspect the ship anyway, ma’am, if you wouldn’t mind authorizing access … Thanks.” Half the bunny suits headed for the ship, which left room in the rover for the crew of the Unsaved Changes. “Hop in and we’ll take you to processing.”

“Processing?” Wetherall said edgily. “Is this where you steal our ship and kill us for our proteins?”

“Ha, ha; this isn’t Callisto.”

Kiyoshi opened up a private channel to Michael. “Do customs officials on Ceres usually wear biohazard suits?”

“It’s Customs and Resources now,” Michael said. “I guess things have changed. I dunno.” 

Kiyoshi knew that I dunno was an uncomfortable state for Michael to be in. He slung his arm around the boy’s shoulders. “Let’s play ‘spot the geyser,” he suggested.

“Dumbass,” Michael said, more cheerfully. “The geysers are just wisps of water vapor outgassing from the crust. You can’t see them, except at night, and you need a special filter.” 

At present the sun hung low in the sky, as Ceres whirled towards the end of its 9-hour day. The sun was almost as small as it had looked from Jupiter. The wall of Occator Crater rose jaggedly over the horizon. In the sunlight, the five-kilometer icy peaks looked two-dimensional. 

The rover stopped outside a cluster of windowless cryocrete buildings. 

“In there,” said the driver. “Decontamination.” He and his cohorts casually produced PEPguns. 

Having to go through decon was not unusual. All better-organized space colonies had some form of it, to exclude micro-organisms that might not play well with their own particular set of diseases and immunities. But Kiyoshi had never before had to go through electrostatic scrubbing, while still in his EVA suit, and then strip naked and stand in a salt-water shower for ten minutes, followed by an airjet shower … and then be told that he would have to remain in quarantine for another 48 hours. 

“We’re not radioactive,” he complained to the medibot that examined him after his shower. 

The process actually reminded him of something more sinister than radioactivity. It reminded him of the clean room on the space station where Luna’s captains of industry had built the Dust plague.

“Your toxicology panel shows significant levels of nicotine and caffeine,” the medibot quacked.

So he hadn’t stayed entirely clean during their journey.

He’d bought anti-addiction meds … and given them to Michael.

But Wetherall’s stash of the hard stuff had run out on Day 61, and now he and Colin both were as clean as anyone needed to be. 

“Are you quarantining me for having a cigarette habit?!”

“All arrivals on Ceres are being quarantined,” the medibot assured him.  

The medibot ushered him into a large, overheated room crowded with bunks. Disconsolate trekkies and refugees sat shooting the breeze.

“At least we’re clean,” Wetherall sniggered.

“Yeah,” Michael said, oblivious to the double entendre. “It’s almost weird to be around this many people who don’t stink!”

Kiyoshi delved in his rucksack—which had been separately decontaminated—making sure everything was there. He crooked a finger at Wetherall, who squatted down beside him. “This is weird,” Kiyoshi said in a low voice.

“Yeah. But I have an idea what they’re scared of.”  

“What?”

“Nanites.”

Kiyoshi touched the sheath of his dagger. His fingers moved on, and closed on a cigarette. He pulled it out and bit on the end without vaping it. “Nanites,” he said in his normal voice. “C’mon, Colin; that’s just the Gray Goo scare all over again.”

“Well, a lot of our buyers at Future Galaxy Enterprises believed it. That’s why they were in such a hurry to leave Earth.”

While the Unsaved Changes was in transit from Callisto, the solar system had been officially informed for the first time that Mars had a population of 40 million, give or take a few million. These Martians were the survivors of the PLAN’s captive human population, brainwashed and fanatically loyal to their AI ‘god.’ Star Force’s ground troops were going through them like lasers through cardboard. There would soon be a lot fewer Martians. Like zero. 

It had also been announced that Mars was absolutely crawling with nanites: micron-scale biomechanical organisms that infested the Martians’ brains, enslaving them to the PLAN.   

The Martians were biologically human, so it stood to reason that these nanites could do the same to anyone else, if they got the chance.

Colin Wetherall’s customers, being rich, had got wind of this looming threat a long time ago. And now it seemed like Customs & Resources on Ceres had, too.

Kiyoshi restlessly endured their 48-hour quarantine. He played math games with Michael, always losing. Wetherall worked the room, picking up information from the other detainees. Molly, as was her wont when there was nothing else to do, slept. 

At last they were cleared to leave. The C&R officials became friendly to the point of jollity, and pointed them to the car rental place handily located near the quarantine building. 

Ceres had the closest thing to a car culture outside of Earth. The dwarf planet’s huge population and network of settlements, located in craters hundreds—but not thousands—of kilometers apart, encouraged surface travel. 

They were offered a pressurized camper van for 500 spiders a day, or a much faster Grasshopper for 1000. 

“We’ll take the Grasshopper,” Kiyoshi said, glancing at Molly. She silently provided her credit details. She was the only one of them with any money left. 

Michael fidgeted in his seat, jabbering about this and that, wrought up. “I can’t wait to get home!”

Kiyoshi smiled at him, a bit sadly. “Almost there.”

A short hop across the crater took them to Lake Occator. A giant water-splitting facility stood guard over a shining dome of triple-layer, water-sandwiched, radproof glass. This exclusive habitat measured three kilometers in diameter. It was conspicuous consumption at its most blatant. And it was Michael’s home.

Kiyoshi went in with him.

“Whew, it’s cold,” Kiyoshi said when he removed his helmet. 

“The whole idea is to be close to nature,” Michael said.

They stood on a real wooden deck flanked with souvenir shops. Downhill, pine trees ringed a salt lake carpeted with cold-adapted CO2-sink algae. Birds cried. Bright-colored dots glided down the snowy hills: skiers. The air smelled of sea-breeze air freshener, except this wasn’t an artificial scent, it was the real thing.

“Come on,” Michael said, catching Kiyoshi’s hand. “Our house is over there.” 

Kiyoshi didn’t know which of the quaint lakeside chalets Michael was pointing at. He did know that Michael had got some long looks from the valets at the airlock. If the kid hadn’t been recognized yet, he would be any minute.

“You have to meet my dad.”

Kiyoshi resisted the tug on his hand. “Mikey, I don’t think so.”

Michael’s face fell. His autism spectrum disorder made his emotions transparently visible. Kiyoshi felt terrible. He knew the boy had a phobia of abandonment, and here was Kiyoshi apparently about to abandon him, like everyone else in his life.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “You’re thinking I’m just like the boss-man—leaving you behind. But I’m not. I just brought you home.”

“Are you worried my dad might give you a reward or something?” Michael said.

Kiyoshi smiled at the direct question. It was true that he didn’t want to plant any suspicion in Michael’s mind that he saw him as a walking payday. He’d decided to forgo the off-chance of a reward, because it was so important to him to stay whole in the boy’s eyes. “It’s more like I don’t want to get involved …”

“He won’t give you a reward,” Michael said. “He’s so incredibly tight with his money, he makes Nemesis look generous.”

Kiyoshi had to laugh. “Understood. But Mikey, it’s just not right for me to be here.”

“Why?”

“Look at me. I’m a mess.”

“You look all right to me.”

“I … I have stuff to do.”

“What stuff? Why can’t I do it with you?”

Kiyoshi threw up his hands, turned to leave—this was the difficult side of Michael’s personality: he never quit pushing at you. Rather like Jun, in fact.

Michael scuttled after him and caught up in front of a free-standing map of Lake Occator’s nature trails. “Are you going to go and bust your brother out of jail?”

Kiyoshi had explained the situation to him after the ISA’s visit. He wished he hadn’t. “Ssssh! No, of course not. It’s impossible.”

“Is he really on Pallas?”

“I assume so.”

“Do you think the boss is there, too?”

“I don’t know, Mikey! Maybe. Or he might be dead.”

“I hope he’s dead,” Michael said, his face hardening with hate beyond his years. “Pallas is too good for him.” 

In his peripheral vision, Kiyoshi saw the valets drifting closer. These valets were phavatars, with expressionless sub-geminoid faces. They were charmingly retro—and probably lethal.

Kiyoshi bent and gave Michael a hug. When he straightened up, Michael held onto his neck. Michael’s feet came off the deck. “I want to stay with you!” 

“They’re coming, Mikey, get down.”

He set the boy down and hurried to the airlock, not looking back.

Outside, Wetherall and Molly were watching the sun set behind the rim of the crater, exclaiming at the majestic scale of the landscape. Kiyoshi hustled them to the Grasshopper and buckled himself into the driver’s seat. He felt like he’d already made one wrong choice, and he hadn’t even left the spaceport yet.
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Each burst of energy from the Grasshopper’s compact ion thrusters carried the little car several kilometers. It was a cross between flying and driving, with an element of chicken-game: the direct route between Occator and Kirnis craters was quite heavily trafficked, and there were no lanes 1000 meters up. Fortunately the Grasshopper had a reliable collision-avoidance system.   

On their regular descents to the ground, the headlights lit snapshots of a landscape sculpted by impacts. Because Ceres’s crust was mostly made of saline ice, with a low melting point, all craters tended to collapse over time. Scarps were landslides in slow motion. 

Kiyoshi chain-vaped a nicotine-THC mixture and tried not to think about Michael.

Soon, with their arrival at Kirnis, he had a lot more things to not think about. 

Planning would lead to disaster, he was certain of it. The only way to get through this was just to do it. His hand kept stealing to the place on his chest where his cross should’ve hung, if he hadn’t sold it to Lewis Tong for a quarter-kilogram of He3 and a Kiloeraser.

Ah yes, the Kiloeraser. An invention of the Nemesis gang (you could kinda tell by the name). “Do you like flechettes?” Tong had said. “How about a room full of flechettes? Heh, heh.”

Bloodthirsty old bastard. But Kiyoshi had taken the Kiloeraser. It was in his rucksack. The customs guys at Occator Spaceport apparently hadn’t known what it was. 

He docked the Grasshopper with the modular sprawl of buildings on the floor of Kirnis Crater, safely away from the spaceport. This was the top level of the Kirnis Belows. Water geysers wisped up in the headlights. There were so many of them here, you didn’t even need a filter to see them, like vaporous ghosts in the night. 

The Grasshopper trundled away to return itself to the local branch of its agency. Kiyoshi, Wetherall, and Molly went into the pressurized topside market where people sold spaceship parts.

“Catch you later,” Wetherall said. “Gonna see if I can hook up with some friends. I’ll ping you when the party starts, Kay.” He winked and bopped off. Wetherall was the kind of guy who had friends all over the solar system, most of whom he’d never even met. 

“What about you?” Kiyoshi said to Molly. He expected her to head off, too. Their relationship had never recovered since the day Kiyoshi accused her of not caring whether her customers lived or died. 

She’d helped him get Michael clean. And she was a good shipmate, keeping to herself and performing her tasks without grumbling. 

The trouble was, he couldn’t reconcile his attraction to her with his first-hand experience of her Hel’s Kitchen ethics. Lust warred with righteous judgement, and that made him grumpy. It was just as well the Unsaved Changes was such a cramped ship, they’d never had a chance to be alone at close quarters.  

“I’d like to come with you, if you don’t mind,” she said.

His surprise must have shown.

“I don’t know anyone here,” she explained.

Oh, so that’s all it was.

“Fine with me,” he said. 

The Belows was confusing for first-timers. Hell, it was confusing for people who lived here. Over successive generations, settlements built on the surface of Ceres had gradually sunk into the crust. Due to the low density of this icy sludge, anything hotter than the surrounding atmosphere literally melted its way down at a rate of a few meters a year. Rather than fight the inevitable, people had built new habs on top—and continued to live in the ones below, while also digging sideways. 160 years after the first colonists set foot on Ceres, the Belows had expanded into underground labyrinths. There were cave-ins sometimes. The Belowsers maintained pressurization with a combination of interior walls and cryocrete—a material patented on Ceres, made of ice mixed with minuscule bamboo chips. It dripped in the corridors, and refroze, making the floors very slick.

Kiyoshi knew where he was going. With Molly trailing behind him, he navigated the maze of public and semi-private caverns. They cut through market gardens ablaze with UV light, dark fabberies churning out printed goods, and tunnels packed with inflatable homes stacked three deep. They heard languages other than English. Ceres hosted countless minority communities—emigrants from Earth, who’d tried and failed to make it on their own in the Belt. Here, they all tended to blend together, united by their common purpose of staying alive in the Belows. 

Kiyoshi noticed an unusual number of people openly carrying weapons. He also noticed a new logo on people’s coats and on holographic displays: a yellow circle on a white background. It was the same logo the customs officials at Occator had worn. 

At last they entered a long corridor that struck out sideways from the central Belows. This one did not have puddles on the floor. It had tidy duckboards, and signs saying Please watch your feet! Clean air blew into their faces.

After 100 meters, the corridor ended in a star-shaped crossroads with a high ceiling. Each of the other tunnels forking off from the crossroads was brightly lit by UV tubes, and featured a central divider of saplings in planters. 

Sakura cherry trees would not grow in these near-freezing temperatures, so the Galapajin had fallen back on dwarf cryptomeria, a cash crop. 

Directly across the crossroads from the entrance, people streamed out of double doors sculpted from Cerean clay and fixed with splart.

Molly looked at Kiyoshi. 

She looked at the people coming out of church. 

She looked back at Kiyoshi.

“Yep.” 

“I didn’t know you were Chinese.”

Sigh. “It’s a common mistake.”

He waited until it seemed like everyone had come out. He was so tense, he could hardly breathe. Even with his gaze averted from the church-goers, he could sense their glances. He prayed no one recognized him. They were looking at Molly. Few non-Japanese people ever ventured in here.

“Should I stay here?” she said as he started towards the doors.

“No, come with me.” 

They stepped through the double doors, into a sensorial whammy of space and ethereal light. The church was an ice cavern soaring 60 meters high at its apex. That was why the Galapajin had tunneled so far away from the central shaft of the Belows. Apart from their natural desire for independence, they’d needed room to dig up, to build this. 

Freestanding ice pillars supported the arched roof of the nave. Far away, a blue-tinged spotlight illuminated the giant crucifix behind the altar. It was silent, and the smell of incense lingered in the air. The pews were just made of aerogel, but all the ornamentation was sculpted from cryocrete—you could work it like stone—and fixed with splart. 

The Galapajin loved splart. 

To ensure that none of the fine detail melted, the church was not heated inside at all. Their breath misted in the sub-zero air, and Molly’s nose turned pink. 

“It’s beautiful,” she said in a hushed voice.

Kiyoshi smirked with undeserved pride. He hadn’t helped to build this. “Yeah.”

After another moment, he led her around the back of the pews, to a small door. The corridor beyond measured the thickness of the church wall—a full three meters.

They stepped into a room full of warmth, cigarette vapor, and Japanese-language chatter.

Which ceased right on cue as they walked in.

About 28,000 Galapajin lived here in the Kirnis Belows. Kiyoshi didn’t know all of them by sight. But somehow, they all seemed to know him. 

A priest walked quickly towards them. “Ara, o-hisashiburi. Yoku kimashita.”

“What?” Molly said.

“Father …” shit, what was his name? Quick BCI check— “Father Matsuda, this is Molly Kent from Callisto,” Kiyoshi said reluctantly. “She doesn’t speak Japanese.”

“Aha. It is a pleasure to meet you, Molly-san. I hope you will find help and comfort here at Yasuragi-no-Ie.”

“What is this place?”

Kiyoshi sighed. “It’s a halfway house.”

★

Kiyoshi knelt in the confessional, on a polyfoam kneeler. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been, um, seven months since my last confession.”

The treatment program at the halfway house hinged on the sacrament of confession. 

“I, um, I need anti-addiction meds.”

The urge to get fucked up was sapping too much of his mental energy. Just walking through the Belows, he’d felt that tingle, knowing he could easily score here. He didn’t need this shit. He needed to focus singlemindedly on … other things.

“Just ask Sister Fujimori,” the priest on the other side of the grille said. “She’ll calculate the right dosage for your needs. But I’m afraid we can only issue one day’s dose at a time. It’s important for you to come here every day, for fellowship and support.”

“Understood, Father.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Is there anything else you want to confess, my son?” 

It wasn’t a loaded question. The priest definitely knew who Kiyoshi was. But inside the confessional, he was just another flawed human being. Kiyoshi had heard from other priests—from Father Lynch, actually—that after hearing confessions, the details seemed to be mysteriously wiped from their memories, as if by the hand of God.

And a priest would never record a confession on his BCI.

Absolutely never, under any circumstances. 

Still, the habit of paranoia would not go away. He shook his head, gazing down at his locked hands. “That’s all, Father.”

“Then say an act of contrition.”

Kiyoshi said it.

“By the power vested in me by our Lord Jesus Christ, I absolve you of your sins. Go and sin no more.”

★

Later, with a first dose of methatrexone inside him, he led Molly into one of the residential districts behind the church. The Galapajin had taken apart the rigid modular habs they were first issued as refugees. They had trucked the pieces underground—this was what everyone did—and then used them to shore up their newly dug caves, creating thousands of family homes in groups of four. These compounds lined the cedar avenues. Pressure doors, capable of sealing off the homes in an emergency, opened off courtyards packed with hydroponic tanks. 

Children wriggled out from under the tanks of Morishita 14-2 to gape at Kiyoshi and Molly. Kiyoshi smiled tentatively at them..

A man came out— “Hey kids, chow’s up!” Seeing Kiyoshi, he froze. “Oh my God.”

The man was a lot shorter than Kiyoshi. He was younger: thirty-three. He had heavy black eyebrows and a deep-chested, scrawny-legged build.

He looked so much like Jun that Kiyoshi’s lips shook and his voice came out unsteady.

“Hey, bro. Just got in. Are Mom and Dad around?”

Teita, Kiyoshi’s middle brother, glared. He took a quick step forward. His fists balled. Kiyoshi held his ground. 

Two of the children rushed to Teita and clung to his waist.

Teita rested his hands on his children’s heads. He probably still wanted to punch Kiyoshi. But he was Japanese. He forced a smile. “Sure. We were just about to eat. C’mon in. Bring your … friend,” he added, with a distrustful glance at Molly.

★

Shizuka Yonezawa, Kiyoshi’s mother, had been uprooted four years ago from the asteroid colony where she’d been born. She’d arrived on Ceres with the clothes on her back, just like the other 28,000 Galapajin who’d made the voyage. Her beautiful stone house was dust. All her mementoes of old Japan had been lost. She now lived in a glorified cargo container 500 meters beneath the surface of Ceres. 

But she still cooked perfect tempura, without resorting to the use of a Meal Wizard.

And the extended family was still together.

Twenty-two people sat around low tables on bamboo-fibre imitation tatami mats. The children had a table to themselves. Teita’s wife, Haruka, and Kiyoshi’s middle sister, Miho, sat with the kids, helping the youngest ones get their food into their mouths. Teita himself, and Kiyoshi’s younger sister, Saori, sat at the adults’ table with Kiyoshi, their parents, Molly, and Saori’s new husband, Paul. Obviously not a Galapajin, this ebony-skinned seven-footer came from a Nigerian background. Kiyoshi was assured that he’d converted to Catholicism. The guy presumably had a Japanese translation program running on his retinal implants. Hard to tell, because he wasn’t saying anything.

Nor was anyone else.

Kiyoshi felt pretty sure that his family did not usually eat supper in complete silence.

He helped himself to another piece of sweet potato tempura and dunked it in the sauce. His chopsticks clinked against the bowl, loud in the silence. He was Japanese, too. He could deal with this. 

Molly was not, and could not. 

“So,” she said, “what’s the story behind the new logo?”

“The new logo?” Teita said eventually.

“Yes, the yellow circle on a white background that everyone’s wearing. I wonder if it represents the sun, or something else?”

“It’s the Customs and Resources logo.”

“Oh,” Molly said. “Silly me. I thought maybe Ceres was rebranding. Incorporating as the solar system’s biggest holding company? Declaring independence from Earth? Something like that?”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Teita said. “I’m just an engineer.”

“You don’t work for Customs and Resources?”

“Nope.”

Kiyoshi’s mother rose to clear away the plates. Saori got up to help her. To Kiyoshi’s surprise, Molly did, too. 

Paul escaped to the children’s table. 

That left the Yonezawa men staring at each other across the cups and the shochu decanter.

Teita, as he’d said, worked as a freelance spaceship engineer. Most of the Galapajin who worked outside the community were engineers. Like their cousins who’d stayed with the Monster, they could fix anything, troubleshoot anything, build life-support machinery with a printer and a bag of splart. Those skills were increasingly valuable, as the UN had commandeered all the advanced robots in the solar system for the war effort. So, on the whole, the Galapajin had prospered on Ceres.

There were exceptions. 

One of them was Kiyoshi’s father.

On 11073 Galapagos, Hiroshi Yonezawa had worked as a watchman. A simple job, but he’d had an indefinably high status in the community. Everyone knew him. Everyone had trusted him to sort out quarrels—a crucial job, since their lives had literally depended on community cohesion. On 11073 Galapagos, Hiroshi Yonezawa had been somebody.

Now he was just a drunk.

Slumped on his cushion, he reached out and tapped on the table in front of Kiyoshi. “So what’ve you done with them?”

Kiyoshi’s back stiffened. “Who?” he said, knowing full well who.

“That gang. The extremists. Father Tanabe and his lot. The ones who left with you.”  

“They’re safe.” It could’ve been true, could’ve been a lie, could’ve been wishful thinking. He didn’t know. Had to find them. Had to save them.

“They’re with that mad bastard, I suppose. The Shogun.” 

The Shogun was what the Galapajin used to call the boss-man, in the days when the boss sold them consumables in exchange for Kiyoshi’s labor. That mad bastard was what Hiroshi Yonezawa had always called him, from the very beginning, and it irritated Kiyoshi beyond bearing that his father’s judgment turned out to have been correct.

“Why don’t you ask me where Jun is?” he suddenly roared, twisting on his knees to face his father.

The children, who’d been giggling, fell silent.

In the doorway, Kiyoshi’s mother dropped a plate of strawberries. 

“Yeah! I said Jun! Your youngest son! Why don’t you ask me about him?”

Strawberries bounced through the room, falling as slowly as cherry blossoms in Ceres’s low gravity.

Hiroshi Yonezawa propped himself against the wall. He growled: “Jun is dead.”

That’s what the family thought. They knew Jun had died during their escape from 11073 Galapagos. They also knew he’d come back to life in the Monster. Jun used to talk to them occasionally. Vid calls. They had no way of knowing his projection wasn’t a flesh-and-blood human being, although neither Jun nor Kiyoshi had ever claimed it was. So they knew the truth, and didn’t know it, and the whole situation was fraught with ambiguity, and complicated by Hiroshi and Shizuka’s undying love for Jun. He’d been their youngest son. Pious, passionate, a born leader. Out of all five siblings, he’d been the one who was going to go on to great things. Instead he’d died saving their people. His picture stood on the shrine in the corner, flanked by electric votive candles and watched over by a two-foot statue of the Virgin Mary. 

Their father wanted Jun to be dead, Kiyoshi thought, so he could go on wallowing in his loss forever.

“Jun is not dead.” This time it wasn’t wishful thinking. It was a fervent prayer to Mary in the corner. “He’s in trouble. But don’t worry. I’m going to rescue him, and I don’t need your help to do it!” 

For the first time in their lives, Hiroshi Yonezawa flinched from his eldest son’s rage. Teita saw it, and made a disgusted face. 

“Very fucking likely,” the old man muttered. There were no four-letter words in Japanese, but his tone made his contempt clear. “You, save our Jun? You aren’t even saved yourself.” In Japanese the words for ‘rescue’ and ‘save’ were the same. “May the Lord have mercy on you.” He grabbed the neck of Kiyoshi’s t-shirt and pulled it down. “Just as I thought. The cross your mother gave you; gone. Did you sell it to buy drugs?”

Kiyoshi’s brain was a buzzing white blank. He jerked his t-shirt out of Hiroshi Yonezawa’s hand so savagely that it tore. He knew he’d be sorry for the rest of his life if he struck his father. He picked up a strawberry that had fallen on the table, just to do something else with his hands. The family’s stares weighed on him like gee-forces. 

He ate the strawberry, and faked a smile. “Delicious.” He looked across the room at his sister Miho, who’d always been an ally. “Did you grow them yourselves?”

Miho nodded silently. 

Teita interjected, “You’d better go.”

Poor old Teita. It wasn’t easy being the middle son, stuck between an AI and a lowlife loser. All he could do was defend his territory, so that’s what he was doing. 

“I’m going, I’m going.” Kiyoshi got up.

An alarm trilled, shattering the tension. Hiroshi Yonezawa pushed back his sleeve. The alarm came from a wrist tablet he wore halfway up his scrawny arm. “Just work,” he grunted. 

“Papa, please set that thing to vibrate,” Miho said with a nervous laugh.

Hiroshi Yonezawa drank a last swig of shochu and stood up. He clipped a plastic nametag onto his shirt pocket. “It’s an automated system,” he explained to Kiyoshi, with more energy in his voice than before. “Backscatter X-ray scanner at the entrance to town.”

“What, so I went through it, too?”

“Yup. Someone monitors it. Faces’re mosaiced out. If they find anything suspicious, they call us.”

“Guess they didn’t find this,” Kiyoshi said. He lifted his dagger halfway out of the quick-release shoulder holster he’d made on board the Unsaved Changes. A project to pass the time. 

“Hey, that’s one of the Asada family’s blades. They would have seen that, thought you lived here. That’s why you didn’t get flagged.” 

And obviously their system hadn’t recognized the Kiloeraser in Kiyoshi’s rucksack, either. 

“So you’re still working as a watchman, Dad?” 

Hiroshi Yonezawa glared. “Back home, I worked as a watchman. Here, I’m just the backup for a stupid goddamn machine. It’s probably a false alarm.”

He grumbled under his breath when Kiyoshi followed him to the door. 

“I was leaving anyway,” Kiyoshi reminded him. He stood on one foot and then the other to put his boots on.

Molly put her head out of the kitchen, holding a plate and a wet wipe. Seeing Kiyoshi getting ready to go, she ducked back around the folding door.

Kiyoshi’s mother came out of the kitchen. She seized his sleeve. Her hair was streaked with gray, her body fragile. “Where is he?” she whispered.

He couldn’t lie to his mother. “On Pallas.”

“Bring him home,” she whispered.

She believed Jun was alive. She had faith. He nodded, too choked up to speak. 

Molly hurried into her boots and coat. Everyone crowded to the door to chorus goodbyes. It was the Japanese formula.

Kiyoshi and Molly walked behind Hiroshi Yonezawa as he stomped towards the crossroads. At the first cross-street, other men joined him. This ‘false alarm’ was bringing the entire old coot brigade out of doors.

There was already a small crowd at the crossroads. 

Kiyoshi jumped—easy, in less than 3% of one gee—for a better view.

A portcullis had descended to close off the mouth of the entrance tunnel. It was a mesh screen reinforced with solid steel bars. A group of outsiders stood behind the portcullis, yelling angrily in English. 

Kiyoshi gathered from their shouts that another portcullis had descended from the tunnel roof behind them, so they could neither advance nor retreat. 

He smiled—it was good to see the Galapajin still took security seriously. All this set-up needed was boiling oil. 

The smile dropped off his face when a high voice cut through the noise. “We’re just here to visit someone!”

Hiroshi Yonezawa shuffled up to the portcullis. “Why do you need six armed bodyguards?”

“Listen, this is minimal security for the Belows,” said another voice. “Don’t you know who I am?”

The portcullis rattled. “Kiyoshi! It’s me!” yelled Michael.
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Michael had endured his father’s fury and forgiveness. He’d even let Stepmom No.5 kiss him. It was weird to see her crying. It was good to be back home … but he hadn’t come home to stay. He made that clear to them both. 

He’d come up with a plan. He just needed to beg or bully his father into going along with it.

As it turned out, that had been much, much easier than he expected.

Adnan Kharbage had jumped on Michael’s idea. “You are a genius, my son, a genius!”

Now he repeated to the leaders of the Japanese community—that’s who Michael figured they were, anyway—what he’d told Michael at home, and on their way here in the Voidstream.

“Customs and Resources is a self-defense organization. With backing from more than five supermajor corporations, whose names you all know, though I am not at liberty to reveal them, we have absorbed the organization formerly known as Customs & Excise, and taken over its security duties, while eliminating most tariffs on commerce in the local volume. Funding and operational assets are supplied by the aforementioned entities, and by the recycling sector.” Adnan touched his own chest modestly. “Our mission is to defend Ceres against any threats from Mars.”

One of the Japanese men said, “Mars is 190 million kilometers away.”

“Yes, but—”

“And the war is over.”

Adnan backtracked. “To you, this looks like a grab for power. But that is far from the truth. Since we’re all friends, I would like to share something with you …”

Adnan was wearing one of the new Customs & Resources spacesuits. Its skintight external garment bore the now-familiar logo of a yellow circle on a white background, plastered across his chest—actually, across his paunch, since Adnan was so fat. 

He gave a command to the suit, and words appeared across the yellow circle: CUSTOMS & RESOURCES.

“So what, you say? Now watch this!”

Most of the letters faded out, and the remaining letters slid closer together, leaving: C & RES

The ampersand was shaped like a fancy E. 

The Japanese murmured in grudging appreciation.

“Yes, my friends! Don’t spread it around, but the time will soon come for Ceres to chart our own political course, independent of the UN, which is a swamp of nepotism and patronage.”  

“I knew it,” Molly said audibly. Her expression was dour. She stood next to Kiyoshi in the middle of the crowd, which seemed to be getting bigger every minute.

Adnan uneasily surveyed his growing audience. “Perhaps we could speak in private …”

He directed the suggestion to the man Michael took to be the community leader, a short, scrawny old guy with a boozer’s broken veins.

“Who do you want to speak with? All I do is monitor that dumb machine,” the old guy said.

“Maybe the archbishop,” someone else said.

Adnan Kharbage laughed and threw up his hands at the idea of discussing planetary security with an archbishop.

Michael was riding on the shoulders of his father’s biggest bodyguard. He tried to catch Kiyoshi’s attention, but Kiyoshi just stared at his feet. He hadn’t looked up once.

It was cold in this hab, even colder than it was in the Belows in general. Frost coated the needles of the pine trees on the radial avenues. The tunnels had been cleverly constructed to damp the tin-can effect, so it was as quiet as if they were standing outdoors at Occator Lake—amazingly quiet, given the number of people gathered in front of the church. A single word, spoken at normal volume somewhere near the back of the crowd, carried clearly to all ears.

“Nanites.”

Adnan pointed in the direction of the speaker, as if the person had won a prize. “Yes! That is the threat we face! And that is why Customs and Resources is prepared to devote all our resources, everything, to defending Ceres … to defending you!”

A mutter of voices drowned out his last words. As if the first speaker had given them permission, dozens of people now shouted questions about the nanites. 

This went on for a few minutes, with Adnan fielding questions and struggling to be heard. Then a squad of young men and women emerged from the church. Clad in black coats as long as robes, they shouldered towards Adnan, shoving people out of their way. In the low gravity, this resulted in people floating in the air, impatiently kicking their feet. 

The Kharbage bodyguards exchanged terse nods. The man carrying Michael lifted him down. 

Kiyoshi Yonezawa shouted over the din. “All right! Omae-tachi konakute ii!” He moved in front of the black-clad security squad. “They’re here for me,” he told them, still speaking Japanese. 

Michael had made himself a rough-and-ready Japanese translation program during their journey on the Unsaved Changes. “Yes!” he cried in delight. He ran to Kiyoshi and hugged him. When Kiyoshi moved away to talk to his father, Michael hugged Molly. “Where’s Colin?” he asked, anxious about the fourth member of their little crew.

“He’s around,” Molly said. “What have you gotten Kiyoshi into? I have a bad feeling about this.”

“It’s OK,” Michael said. “Look, they’re leaving. Nobody wants a fight.” 

The old guy whom they’d mistaken for the community leader trudged away, pulling people out of the air as he went. Soon, the crossroads was deserted again—except for the Japanese security squad. They spread out into a cordon. Their faces were stony. They looked, in fact, as if they did want a fight, but they’d settle for Adnan Kharbage leaving. 

The Kharbage bodyguards urged Molly and Michael back towards the tunnel.

“Mikey,” Molly said. “Are we under arrest?”

“No!”

Molly stumbled on the lip where the portcullis had sealed to the floor. A bodyguard caught her elbow. She flinched away as if she thought he was going to hurt her. “Oh, Mikey, how could you do this to us?”

The accusation stunned him. “I’m helping you!” What could he say that wouldn’t give the game away? His father had impressed on him the need for absolute secrecy until they got home. “It’s an opportunity,” he whispered. 

“The kind of opportunity you just can’t refuse?”

“I got my dad to offer Kiyoshi a job!” 

“What kind of job?”

Ahead of them, Adnan Kharbage was rambling about corporate identity, statement branding, and cross-sector collaboration. 

Kiyoshi cut in. “So you need a pilot?”

Michael nudged Molly, pointed at Kiyoshi, and grinned widely. 

 

 


xxii.

 

Kiyoshi had ridden on a Voidstream before. The boss-man’s private spaceship, the Angel, was one. But Adnan Kharbage’s model beat the Angel all to hell in the luxury stakes. 

Instead of several round decks stacked on top of each other, it had a single cabin running the length of the fuselage, which spun to simulate 0.3 gees of gravity. Rich executives were supposed to be inured to the Coriolis effect, and know not to look up. 

To help with that, the ceiling—a holographic partition that seemed to bisect the cabin lengthways—displayed a realtime optical feed. So it was like flying in a real leather recliner through the stars.

Kiyoshi accepted a glass of pinot noir. It came with a little dish of real cashew nuts and raisins, which the cabin attendant, a blandly pretty robot, brought on a tray.

Michael, accustomed from birth to this kind of luxury, hugged his complimentary blanket and ate Swiss chocolates from a bag. When the Voidstream reached orbit, he pointed out his old school on the overhead feed—a sedately rotating torus, a franchise of a top Former United Kingdom public school. “I’m never going back there,” he said for at least the twentieth time.

Wetherall had joined the party. He sat with Molly at the back of the cabin, whispering. Kiyoshi wondered if they were regretting they had come … or plotting to seize the Voidstream.

It would be easy to take out Adnan Kharbage’s security. (Nobody seemed to know what a Kiloeraser was.) Hold Adnan himself hostage until he transferred the command permissions to Kiyoshi. Then off and away. How much would a Voidstream sell for on 6 Hebe?

Kiyoshi’s half-assed fantasy crashed into reality. There was no 6 Hebe anymore. No Eros, no Lutetia, no Davida. The PLAN had dusted all the big rocks in the last months of the war. Hundreds of millions had died. All that remained was Ceres, the queen of the asteroid belt.

The end of the line.

All his hopes had rested on Ceres. 

He wobbled down the cabin to Molly and Wetherall. They looked guilty. “Let’s just hear what Kharbage has to say,” he told them.

Wetherall pushed up the end of his nose with two fingers, making a snouty face of ambivalence. They were not being shy about drinking Adnan Kharbage’s drinks, anyway. Molly had a whole bowl of nuts in front of her. 

Michael scuffled down the cabin. He looked from one adult to the others. “It’s OK,” he insisted. “Just trust me!”

Kiyoshi crouched down to look him in the eye. “Mikey,” he said quietly, “I trust you … but I don’t trust your dad. Or those other guys.”

Those other guys: a bunch of corporate suits who’d boarded with them at Kirnis Spaceport. Cronies of Adnan Kharbage’s, evidently. Cut from the same cloth. Yukking it up with him at the front of the cabin. Fragments of their conversation drifted back, all about spaceships. 

Michael bit the side of his thumb. “It’s going to be all right,” he insisted. 

“So tell me why your dad arrested us.”

“You’re not under arrest!”

“Oh, so I can walk away? Kinda difficult to do that, on a Voidstream in high orbit.”

Kiyoshi caught a telltale gleam of fear in Michael’s eyes. Michael had been totally confident back in the Belows. Now he was scared. That was not reassuring.

“It’s going to be OK!” Taking Kiyoshi’s hand, Michael pulled him back to his seat. Kiyoshi accepted another glass of pinot noir. Right about now, he should have been going back to the halfway house for his next dose of anti-addiction meds.

Back in the Belows, he’d been this close to running. There’d been several moments when the Kharbage security goons were distracted, and he could’ve vanished into the labyrinth. One word had held him back. 

Not nanites, the one word Adnan Kharbage had used to sow panic among the Galapajin.

A different word.

Pallas.

He had to get there, somehow. He didn’t have a ship. Adnan Kharbage had lots of them.

Among them, a deluxe Voidstream.

So do it. His foot tapped against the rucksack holding the Kiloeraser. Put them all in suits, shove ‘em out the airlock …

(again)

No. Michael didn’t deserve that from him.

The Voidstream docked with an O’Neill habitat. The lustrous steel cylinder was one of many privately owned orbitals that circled Ceres in permanent parking orbits. The robot stewardess collected everything that wasn’t magnetically secured, and the fuselage of the Voidstream ceased to rotate. They disembarked through a flexible docking tube into a 500-meter-long garden. 

A stream flowed spinwise around the cylinder’s midpoint. Birds perched on the dark portions of the axis, facing in all different directions, accustomed to flying in and out of freefall. A single, distant portion of the axis shone like the sun, casting realistic evening shadows at the near end of the cylinder. 

They descended a flight of stairs on the end wall, getting heavier all the way, until Molly put her hand to her chest and let out an ooof. Spin gravity was about one-half Earth standard on the circumference. 

The grass underfoot had the special resilience that meant it was planted in soil, not a LivingLawn™. Fig and olive trees grew on hummocks. The air carried the aroma of barbecue smoke.   

All Kiyoshi could think was: Jun would have loved this place.

“This is our other house,” Michael said. 

“Mikey,” Wetherall said, “can I marry you?”

Michael giggled. He bossily led the way through the trees. The security goons followed in the rear, keeping an eye on the three guests, or prisoners, or whatever they were.

Kiyoshi took the walk one step at a time. That second glass of pinot noir had been a mistake. He was a bit lightheaded.

His BCI automatically connected to the local wifi network, which was funny, because he hadn’t set it to do that. Popups offered information on all the trees and plants, crowding his vision. The whole orbital was one big brag wall.

The trees opened out to reveal the ultimate luxury: a swimming pool. The stream fed into it on one side and drained it on the other. Beyond the pool, a barbecue grill smoked. A dozen men and women chatted on wood-slat loungers. All of them were either Earthborn, or rich enough—like the Kharbages—to have spent their entire lives in spin gravity. 

Amidst jovial greetings, Kiyoshi photographed the faces of everyone who said hello to him. He figured he was looking at the new government of Ceres. A quick trawl though the news feeds on his BCI brought up several facial matches. A thin woman in a swimsuit was still listed as the director of the UN agency of Customs & Excise, although that agency had ceased to exist. And here was the reason why, swimming in Adnan Kharbage’s pool and drinking his wine. But who was gonna jail her for betraying her employers? All the UN could do was pretend like hell that it was not losing its biggest remaining colony. 

Small talk over grilled steaks centered on spaceships. Who had how many of them? Which ones had any kind of offensive capability?

Wetherall sat beside Kiyoshi and said without moving his lips, “That freaky-looking guy is the deputy president of LGM Industries.”

“Whoa; didn’t catch that one.” 

“Yeah, and the hag in the silver swimsuit is the former head of Customs and Excise.”

“Got her.”

“Did you also get the dude in the ‘Always Use Protection’ t-shirt?”

“No, who’s he?”

“Chief science officer of Ad Astra.”

Kiyoshi was as dismayed as Wetherall seemed to be, judging by the rinds of white around his pupils. LGM Industries and Ad Astra were two of the biggest resources and manufacturing conglomerates in the solar system. Kharbage hadn’t been kidding about the level of backing he’d obtained.

“We’re swimming with the sharks now,” Wetherall muttered. He dipped bread in the barbecue sauce on his plate, getting brown stains on his fingers. “Wanna bet we’re the chum?”

“Mikey thought the job-offer thing was for real. Of course, his dad may have lied to him.”

“Wonder when we get to find out?”

Kiyoshi shrugged. “I’m not in any hurry. It’s nice to relax.”

It was true. He wasn’t in any hurry. Pallas. He’d get there one way or another. 

Pallas. The word echoed in his mind, getting louder and then fainter again.

Pallas: Cere’s ugly little sister, the third protoplanet in the Belt, with an extraordinary orbital inclination of 34.84°. 

Pallas: the second asteroid ever to be discovered, but the last of the big ones to be colonized, because its eccentric orbit carried it vast distances out of the solar system’s plane—and because it was just a big old lump of ice, rock, and hydrated silicates. Nothing worth mining out there.

But for some people, those minuses were pluses.

Some people valued secrecy above everything, and understood that all the encryption in the world couldn’t beat the security of physical assets stashed on a far-away rock.

Pallas: the off-Earth headquarters of the ISA. 

Fortress, data archive, research institute, and maximum-security jail.

Kiyoshi came out of his reverie. The last section of the sun-tube had faded to  an orangey dusk setting. Small birds twittered overhead, ready to go to roost. Serving bots cleared away the remains of the barbecue. The grill plodded away on its own four feet. Kiyoshi gave his plate to a bot, wishing he’d had more of an appetite to finish his steak. It was the first time he’d eaten real meat in a year. 

“Would you care for dessert, sir?” the bot asked.

“No.” These serving bots were not to Kiyoshi’s liking at all. Fine if Adnan Kharbage wanted to have an entirely automated home. Lots of people did. But was there any reason the serving bots had to look like preteen boys, with smooth golden limbs, clad in neat little navy-blue uniforms? Intentionally or not, this weird whimsy came across as a criticism of Kharbage’s actual human son, or perhaps an attempt to replace him after he’d gone missing—with a troop of obedient, helpful robot clones. 

Disliking the recycling mogul more than ever, Kiyoshi cupped his wineglass in both hands and watched him get up to speak.

“My friends and colleagues! For weeks we have known we must act. We’ve been discussing various plans, all of them flawed in different ways. But today, fate has provided the solution to our dilemma. Take a bow, Kiyoshi Yonezawa!”

Kiyoshi didn’t move. “Fate? More like your son.”

Michael was sitting at the edge of the group, playing with a tablet. He seemed to have disassociated himself from the meeting. Not a good sign.

“Of course that is what I meant,” Kharbage said. Since Kiyoshi hadn’t moved, he hauled him to his feet. His hand left a clammy imprint on Kiyoshi’s arm. “Here is the man who will help us save Ceres!”

There was a patter of applause. 

“Whoa,” Kiyoshi said quietly, turning his head to speak into Adnan Kharbage’s fat, sweating face. “That’s not the kind of job offer I was expecting.”

“It’s just leverage,” Kharbage said.

“You’ve got all the leverage you need. You’ve got my family down on the surface. What do you want?”

“My friends have access to corporate DNA databases. Wherever you go in the solar system, you leave traces on their scanners. Based on those records, you’ve been everywhere, including places that no ship should’ve been able to reach. Luna, Mercury, Tiangong Erhao …”

“That’s over now.”

“My friend, don’t be modest! You’re one of the best pilots in the solar system. Statistical analysis proves it. Anyone else would be dead by now!”

The truth was everywhere he’d been, he’d been with Jun. It was Jun who was the kick-ass pilot. Jun who’d kept Kiyoshi alive in one dicey situation after another. All he’d done on his own was crash-land a Startractor on Callisto. 

He twitched his arm out of Kharbage’s grasp. “Sure,” he said with a half-smile. “Sure I’m good.”

“OK. Then here is your mission, should you choose to accept it! Ha, ha.” 

The sun-tube went dark. Night fell in the garden. All in an instant, the birds quieted. The only sound was the burble of water brimming over the swimming pool’s edge into the stream. 

The water lit up, reflecting flashes of light overhead. Kiyoshi jerked his head back. “Christ.”

A fleet of Star Force warships burned out of the dark, toppling towards them like metal mountains, engines screaming. You’d never hear anything like that in real life—there was no sound in the vacuum—but the eerie shrieking of fusion drives shook Kiyoshi’s heart in his chest. He involuntarily cringed as the spaceships swept overhead.

Watching them vanish into the distance, he counted two Heavycruisers, a penumbra of smaller ships, and a Flattop belching plasma from its terawatt-class thrusters.

“Do you like my home theater?” Adnan Kharbage shouted. There were cries of approval. 

A distant sun rose. The swimming pool and deck, complete with loungers and wet bar, now appeared to be floating in space. Kharbage’s guests clapped.

“It’s all piped into your BCI,” Kharbage confided. 

The stars rolled, and the sun illuminated the face of Ceres. This was what they would really see if they looked outside of the orbital. A mother-of-pearl globe, its dayside hardly marred by the tiny diggings of humanity. 

“What was that Star Force fleet?” Kiyoshi asked.

“It left Mars orbit yesterday,” Kharbage said.

“And where’s it going?”

“It’s coming here.”

“Ah; they’re coming to squash your little palace coup.”

“No. They are coming to destroy us.”

Kiyoshi felt in his pockets. He found his cigarette, stuck it between his teeth, and inhaled a calming dose of nicotine. He was very, very upset about this. Being forced to experience a sim against your will was one definition of torture. It meant Adnan Kharbage had stolen his log-in credentials—slipped a password-scraper into his BCI the minute it connected to the wifi in the hab. How bad was the damage? It depended how bad this was going to get.

Kharbage pointed to a location a few degrees north of Ceres’s equator. His finger extruded a laser-pointer-style beam, which made Kiyoshi smile a bit. The red dot jiggled over a depression stippled with spaceport facilities. “That is Nawish Crater.”

“And?” Kiyoshi was busy changing his passwords. He still couldn’t exit the sim. This was what you got for tangling with the big players. 

“The UN wants us to evacuate the crater. They want to turn it into a refuge for the ‘free’ Martians!”

“Whuh? I heard about them.” And he’d instantly connected it with Jun’s jarring confession in the minutes before the ISA snatched him. “A few Martians have escaped the PLAN’s control …”

“A few? A few thousand. A few million.”

“It said on the news they were building a refuge for them in the Belt.”

“Ceres is in the Belt.”

“I’m sure they said it was going to be on Thisbe or something.”

“That may have been the original plan. Or maybe it was just the original lie. The money isn’t there. The UN is completely broke.”

“So they’re bringing them here?” Kiyoshi shook his head, genuinely wowed by the UN’s chutzpah. However low his opinion of the United Nations, there always turned out to be room for it to sink lower. “I guess they figure you won’t object. Can’t object. Being mere colonists and all.”

“But they’re wrong,” Adnan Kharbage said. “We object. The day that fleet arrives is the day we all die.”

Kiyoshi scratched his ear. He took a drag on his cigarette. “So it’s true about the nanites?” 

One of Kharbage’s other guests stood up, a slender, dark man in a joke t-shirt (‘Always Use Protection’ with a picture of a pair of goggles). “I work for Ad Astra,” he said. “It’s worse than anything you may have heard. The nanites are unlike any technology we know. They rewire the limbic system and alter genetic expression markers. They are extremely hardy, and reproduce on a diet of CO2. If they get inside your hab …” He pulled the side of his hand across his throat.

“Well, OK,” Kiyoshi said, “but Ceres isn’t an asteroid. It’s a dwarf planet. From Nawish to Kirnis is a 700-kilometer trek through vacuum … and I mean vacuum. No atmosphere here. No CO2 for these nanobeasties to snack on. That looks like a pretty good buffer zone.”

“We’re keeping our samples in a biohazard containment facility on a research ship in Neptune orbit,” the Ad Astra man said. “That’s a pretty good buffer zone.”

“Seven hundred kilometers …”

“An eight-hour drive.”

“No one’s going to be giving the Martian refugees cars.”

“I would not fucking count on that,” Adnan Kharbage said. “But it doesn’t matter, anyway. Have you forgotten that the Martians are vacuum-adapted? That they don’t need to breathe? That they can tolerate extreme cold? And they can run?”

After a few moments, Kiyoshi drawled, “So drop a nuke on Nawish after they get settled in. Problem solved.”

The Ad Astra scientist shook his head despairingly. “What the UN is proposing is genocide in slow motion.”

“The Martians are resistant to radiation,” Kharbage said. “Suppose we did nuke them. The UN would look the other way while they escaped. While they infected us. We’re being set up as guinea pigs. Victims of a new era in genetic experimentation!” 

Kiyoshi saw the legit terror in Adnan Kharbage’s eyes. He remembered how Kharbage had stoked his people’s fear of the nanites. A bit more of that would have all 230 million inhabitants of Ceres screaming bloody murder against the UN. 

And of course that was exactly what this gang of pirates wanted. 

He also reflected, for a split second, on the unthinkable possibility that everything they said was true—and pushed those thoughts away. Even if it was true to the last detail, he couldn’t do anything about it. 

“What are you going to do about it?” he said. His apparent bluntness masked a wild inspiration that he was keeping to himself, for now.

Adnan Kharbage relaxed and beamed. Uh oh. 

“That’s my ship, over there,” the Ad Astra scientist said, pointing. A Starcruiser heaved out of the void, sim-style, larger and more glilttery than it would have looked in real life.

The other guests pointed into the dark. 

“There’s my ship.”

“And mine.”

“Those are mine.”

The home theater filled up with spacecraft. Kiyoshi recognized pretty much everything he’d logged in Ceres orbit on the way in. Four ITN haulers, a bunch of tugs and privately owned small transports, three corporate Starcruisers, and a handful of Startractors belonging to Kharbage, LLC. 

“This is your fleet? Star Force is gonna atomize you,” Wetherall said with a silly laugh.

“Fusion drives make pretty good weapons.”

“Not from halfway around the solar system. They’ll slag you with their long-range kinetics before you even pick them up on radar.”

“You’re right,” said the former director of Customs & Excise. “That’s why we’re not going to fight them.”

“Good to know,” Molly murmured.

“This is a refugee fleet.”

“A—huh?” Wetherall said. “You’re just going to leave and let the Martians have your planet?”

Adnan Kharbage chuckled. “No. We are going to make the UN think we left.”

“You’ve already started laying the groundwork,” Kiyoshi said, understanding that they must have been planning this for a while. “Getting people scared about the nanites. Ramping up the forum mentions and the email chatter. The ISA’ll pick it up, so they’ll be more likely to buy your bug-out move.”

“Precisely!” Kharbage said, looking disgustingly pleased with himself. It was people’s lives he was jerking around. Kiyoshi’s nieces and nephews he was giving nightmares.

But if this were all true—and Kiyoshi was starting to think it was—the coming reality would be worse than any nightmare.

“So what’s the plan? You make them think the elites have bugged out. Those ships wouldn’t hold everyone. You’ll have to make like you abandoned all the poor suckers in the Belows. It’s plausible, I’ll give you that. But where does that get you?”

“Earth!” hissed the CEO of LGM Industries. 

“Earth?”

“Oh, man,” Molly said, pulling her dreads over her face like a child hiding from a scary movie. 

The LGM man grinned. He was a freakish-looking individual. An obvious cyborg, he had two extra arms, as small as the arms of a T-Rex, which met in front of his chest for fine work. He had a tail sheathed in feathery black hair, and a bony ridge covered with the same hair atop his head, like a dinosaur’s crest. LGM Industries was the only supermajor corporation headquartered off Earth. By flaunting his augments, this exec was declaring solidarity with the off-the-wall culture of Midway, where LGM was based, and by extension, with the colonies in general. 

Kiyoshi personally considered it an offense against God’s creation to mutilate yourself like that. But the LGM exec was still human. Human, as the Martians—surely—were not, whatever Jun had done to them.

“We’re going to hold Earth hostage,” the LGM exec hissed.

Kiyoshi blinked. “Oh.”

“We’ll return to Earth … as if fleeing the threat of nanites. They’ll let us approach. After all, we’re their own kind. The rich and selfish, who would happily allow their inferiors to be genocided.” The exec’s mouth twisted into a sneer. He raised his arms to the sky.

The Ceres fleet vanished, and was replaced by Earth’s familiar cloud-garlanded orb.

A spark flared somewhere in North America. 

Another one, in Europe. 

A third spark, in Africa, triggered a bloom of smoke and magma.

“Straight down the throat of Nyamuragira,” the LGM exec said with satisfaction. “As you noted,” he added to Wetherall, “fusion drives make excellent weapons.”

Molly said, “You’re not really going to do that.”

“Of course we’re not. It’s the threat that counts.”

“Either the UN diverts their fleet from Ceres, and recognizes us as a sovereign nation,” Kharbage said, “or they lose a carefully selected list of major metropolises!”

 It made Kiyoshi furious to see Adnan Kharbage posturing like he had any fucking idea what a ship-sized impactor would do to Shanghai or London or Rome. Practically bursting with self-satisfaction to be included with the really big players.

He said roughly, “I guess you want me to fly the ships?”

“Any one of them,” Kharbage nodded. “The others will be slaved to your hub. Take your pick!” The Ceres fleet reappeared on the screen. 

“No, thanks. I’ve already got a ship. It’s called the Unsaved Changes. It’s parked in Occator Crater.”

The LGM man made a face. “Well, why not? It could be refitted with a more powerful drive.”

“I would appreciate that. But I’m not flying your ships to Earth.”

Blank faces. Only Adnan Kharbage, a comparative newbie at high-stakes corporate poker, betrayed emotion. His brows knitted threateningly.

“It’s crazy,” Kiyoshi explained, wondering if he were the crazy one, since they all seemed to take it seriously. The world had changed in the months while he wasn’t paying attention, and he hadn’t completely caught up yet. “It’s just, I mean, Earth! You can’t threaten Earth!”

“Thank you,” Wetherall said. “Thank you very much for saying that. Ooof.” He suddenly doubled over as if he’d been kicked in the stomach.

Kiyoshi gazed desperately around at the big players. “Anyway, I’ve got a better idea.” Now or never. 

“A better idea,” the LGM man said. “A better idea. Go on.” 

“Pallas.”

“Pallas?”

“Yes. Pallas. You don’t have to go all the way to Earth to point a gun at the UN’s head! Pallas is at least as important to them as London or Rome.”

“It’s the headquarters of the ISA.”

“Yes! Exactly!” Kiyoshi said.

“It is the headquarters of the ISA,” the LGM man repeated, as if he didn’t think Kiyoshi had heard the first time. “Equipped with in-depth defenses that can, and have, stood up to PLAN attacks. We would have no chance of getting anywhere near Pallas … and no media coverage to boost our signal. That’s important. Out there, no one’s watching … except the ISA. They would not hesitate to slag us.”

“Me. It won’t be you flying those ships, remember. It’ll be me. The risk’s on me.”

“Oh, no, it isn’t,” said someone else. “That’s not your multi-billion-spider hardware.”

“Either you want this done, or you don’t. If you want to try threatening Earth, good luck to you. Hire a different pilot, and see how far they get. I’m betting they would get slagged in full view of the media. But if you actually want to succeed … Pallas.” 

They exchanged glances. Mouths moved, sub-vocalizing. He saw to his relief that they didn’t suspect his self-interest. They were completely blinded by their own self-interest.

The LGM man spoke. “How do you figure you can threaten Pallas without getting slagged?”

Kiyoshi managed half a smile. He brushed a hand over his hair in a preening gesture, as if checking his appearance in a mirror. “All the best pilots are smugglers.”
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“The Unsaved Changes is my ship,” Molly said to Michael. “It’s not his.”

“I guess it’s his now,” Michael mumbled. He was sitting on the floor of Molly’s guest room on the Kharbage orbital. Filmy white curtains blew over the hardwood floor, across rectangles of morning sunlight. The orbital had a ring of rooms all the way around its circumference at one end, each with its own leafy patio. Molly lay face-down across her bed, face buried in the real linen sheets. 

“I was going to sell it for seed capital,” she said. “I was going to start a new business. Now everything’s messed up.”

“You still have your skills,” Michael said, trying to find a hopeful angle for her.

“You need money to make money.”

“My dad might give you some money.”

“Your dad is a grade-A shithead. And I don’t care if he’s listening. He’s probably going to sell me into slavery!”

Colin stumbled in from the patio in time to hear this. 

“He won’t sell you into slavery,” Molly said. “We’re both superfluous to requirements. But at least I’m hot. No one would want to bang your ugly ass. He’ll probably whack you and sell your organs.”

“Jeez, Moll; the kid.” Colin shot a glance at Michael. 

“The kid’s gonna be juuuust like his father in another few years.”

This stung unbearably. Although Michael was aware that everything had gone wrong from Molly’s point of view, her point of view wasn’t the only point of view. “I was just trying to help!” he protested. “I did help!”

Colin sat down in one of the basket chairs by the window. Half a gee of gravity was starting to tell on his spaceborn frame. His shoulders slumped, and his face looked haggard. He fumbled in the pockets of his duster and brought out a couple of cigarettes, a scarf, half of a bread roll, and a tablet. He pointed up at the ceiling with a quizzical expression.

Michael immediately knew what was being asked. He nodded—yes, there’s a camera—and pointed out to the patio.

Molly followed them out, complaining that her bones hurt.

Colin moved under the lemon tree that grew on the patio. Michael gave him the thumbs-up—the cameras couldn’t see him under there. Colin wrote with his finger on his tablet. 

“Can you get this freaking behavioral modification program off my BCI?”  

Colin’s handwriting was so bad Michael could hardly read it. He himself had perfect cursive, thanks to school. He wrote, “Sure! That’s easy! I would just need you to give me your admin log-in.”

Colin snatched the tablet back and read what Michael had written. Molly read it over his shoulder. She made a face. “I don’t know if I want to do that.”

“I won’t look at your stuff, I promise,” Michael wrote. He’d been planning to do this for them anyway. It would have been safer to wait until they were down on the surface, but he’d do it right now, if that was what they wanted. Screw what his father would say when he noticed. 

Inside Molly’s room, the door opened. “Hey, Molly,” said Kiyoshi’s voice. “Is Michael … huh? Where is she?”

“Out here,” Molly said coldly.

Kiyoshi came out, squinting in the bright morning light. He wore a new pair of jeans, sewn, not printed, and a white t-shirt. He was getting the best of everything, now that the future of Ceres depended on him. It delighted Michael to see that Kiyoshi was taking advantage of the Kharbages’ hospitality while they waited for the Unsaved Changes to be refitted. Kiyoshi had even got himself a new silver pendant on a chain, the same religious symbol as he used to wear. The others could have taken advantage, too, if they wanted. Instead, Colin was just eating his own weight in food, and Molly was sulking. 

She gave Kiyoshi the full weight of her sulky stare. “What’ve you been doing?”

“Flight simulator,” Kiyoshi said. 

“Practice for your flight to Pallas.”

“That’s right.”

“You’re so pleased with yourself,” Molly said. “This refugee fleet ruse; it’s bullshit. People like Adnan Kharbage and his friends have backup plans out the wazoo. You’re their Plan B. Maybe Plan C or Plan fucking Z. You’re going to get killed.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“Oh, you’re definitely going to get killed.”

Kiyoshi hunched his shoulders, disengaging from Molly’s warnings. “Mikey, do you have a minute?”

“Sure!” Michael said. 

Kiyoshi lowered his voice to a whisper. “Could you get this behavioral modification program off my BCI?”

Colin laughed. “That’s what I asked him. What is it, anyway? All I know is I can’t uninstall it, and it keeps flashing warnings on my retinal implants.”

“When you do what?” Molly said.

“Oh …” Colin reached into his pocket for one of his cigarettes. He lifted it towards his lips. His whole body jerked. He dropped the cigarette. “Yowch! When I do that, for example. It just shocked me, and flashed up a screen saying that vaping is hazardous to my health, which is bullshit.”

“It’s not bullshit if you’re vaping straight amphetamines,” Molly said. “But that’s just a low-level intervention. It gets a lot worse.”

“How do you know?”

“I used to run a business in Hel’s Kitchen, if you recall. The main users of nanny-ware are pimps, who install it on their whores’ BCIs to keep them in line. That’s why you haven’t heard of it. Human prostitution is very niche. The other big users would be torture fetishists. Of course, it’s totally illegal. But I guess nothing’s illegal now. This is what the post-UN world looks like.” 

Michael cringed. Molly’s angry voice would definitely have been captured by the listening devices. He grabbed Colin’s tablet. “I used to have a Nanny, too,” he wrote. “When I was really little, after my mom left, before Dad married Stepmom No. 1. I used to have to wear these interface glasses. I couldn’t take them off—they were bonded to my head. My Nanny was on the glasses and it basically didn’t let me do ANYTHING.”

“Oh, Mikey,” Molly said. Her voice was soft now. “You poor little guy.”

“And I had to do sims. Not anything disgusting, but just learning games, and a lot of dumb family scenarios. It was supposed to teach me empathy and social skills.”

“Mikey, that’s child abuse.”

“But I broke my Nanny! I uninstalled it! And when Dad saw I did that, he was impressed. After that I didn’t have a Nanny again, and I didn’t have to wear those glasses, either.”

Molly smiled the first smile he’d seen from her today. “I keep forgetting you have a genius-level IQ.”

Kiyoshi took the tablet and wrote a string of numbers and letters on it. He showed them to Michael for long enough for Michael to memorize them, then blanked the screen. He unfastened his pendant. The chain was actually a slender silver cable. He plugged it into the jack above his left ear, and plugged the other end into Colin’s tablet. “Go.”

Michael hunkered down under the lemon tree with the tablet on his knees. Kiyoshi knelt beside him, connected to the tablet by the interface cable. With Kiyoshi looking at the screen, Michael didn’t dare to peek at any of Kiyoshi’s personal stuff. He ignored the folders tantalizingly entitled Monster, Home, and even the one labelled Petruzzelli, and dived straight into the backend. He found the Nanny program hiding among the BCI’s thousands of executable scripts, and viewed the code.

Five increasingly tense minutes later, he said haltingly, “This … um, isn’t the version I had when I was four. It’s a more advanced version.”

“How about just deleting it?” Kiyoshi said.

“Um, no. See what it’s done here? It’s copied itself into every executable file on your BCI. You would have to wipe everything.”

Kiyoshi took the tablet. He flipped back to the top-level menu and stared at his folders. Monster. Home. Petruzzelli. Family. Recipes. Music. Random Shit. St. Francis. “No,” he said at last. “Can’t do that. But how bad can it get? What’s it for, Michael? What did your dad put it on here for?”

“Uh, I think probably to stop you … from doing drugs.”

Kiyoshi laughed. He shut down the tablet and refastened the cable chain around his neck. He and Colin both laughed until they doubled over, punching each other and wiping their eyes. Junkie humor. Michael didn’t get it. 

Neither did Molly, apparently. She sat on the roots of the lemon tree, staring blankly at the ground.

After a moment she looked up—straight at Michael. “Did you know this was going to happen?”

“Did I know he would put nanny-ware on your BCIs? No!”

“No, Mikey. Did you know your dad was going to force Kiyoshi into a suicide mission?”

“Isn’t,” Kiyoshi protested. “Suicide? I’m Catholic. See this cross? I believe in God. Suicide is a mortal sin. Me? Nope.” 

“That’s the spirit, my brother,” Colin said, thumping him on the back. 

“Just shut the hell up, both of you,” Molly said. “Michael, did you set us up on purpose? To punish us or something? I just want to know.” 

Put on the spot, Michael twisted his fingers in the hem of his sweater. He wanted to disclaim responsibility. But he also wanted credit for being clever. 

Kiyoshi saved him, swooping on him and lifting him off the ground. His face folded into lines of strain—Michael was not so easy to lift in 0.5 gees. But he did it, balancing Michael on his shoulder so Michael’s head brushed the leaves of the lemon tree. “This kid? Bet you anything he had it all gamed out from square one. He’s smarter than anyone else in this orbital, including all those overpaid corporate cyborgs.” He grinned up at Michael. Overjoyed that Kiyoshi understood what he’d done, Michael plucked a lemon and bounced it off Kiyoshi’s head. Kiyoshi pretended to stagger. “Ow!”

I’ll keep your secret, Michael silently promised him. 

He’d known Kiyoshi wanted to get to Pallas and rescue his brother. So he’d told his father that Kiyoshi was the best pilot in the whole galaxy and it would be a really good idea to hire him.

He’d been thinking more along the lines of a recycling barge.

But a fake refugee fleet loaded with nukes … yeah, that would do.

“I was a bit worried in the middle,” he admitted, whispering into Kiyoshi’s ear. “But you completely played them!”

“I’m gonna owe you as long as I live,” Kiyoshi whispered, setting him down, and Michael felt a pang of anxiety, because he hadn’t yet quite figured out how he was going to stow away on board the Unsaved Changes.

Kiyoshi and Colin went away to look for food. Michael listened to them going away down the circumferential corridor, deliberately testing their Nannies out by walking into walls. 

Molly said, “They have no idea.” She knitted her fingers together in front of her mouth. “Mikey, I don’t think you understand what you’ve done.”

“I got him a ship. I got him a fleet!”

“It’s a bit different from bringing him a cooler full of Korean food.”

“I said I’m sorry about the Unsaved Changes!” 

Molly shook her dreads dismissively. “It wasn’t my ship. Not really. A friend left it to me in his will.”

“Oh.”

“Not even a friend. Just someone who died at my place. It worked out well that time, but usually people would die owing me money.”

“Oh.”

“When I was running my business, I got used to seeing people die. I convinced myself it wasn’t my problem. But Kiyoshi … kind of called me on it. That’s why I decided to leave Callisto. I’ve changed, Mikey.”

“Yes.” He thought back to how nice she’d been to him on board the Unsaved Changes. “Yes, you have.”

“I was going to start a completely different business here. I got the idea for it when I went to see Kiyoshi’s family with him. I thought I might open a halfway house.”

“What’s a halfway house?”

“Oh, never mind. I just don’t want to see anyone else die. Especially not Kiyoshi.”

“He said he wouldn’t—”

“Oh, so he can predict the future? He’s fucking invulnerable or something? He’s not even that great of a pilot!”

Michael sat down beside her. His eyes stung. He was terribly afraid, in his heart, that she was right. That he’d screwed up. That Kiyoshi was going to die, and he, Michael, would be responsible.

“You have to stop helping him do stupid things,” she said. 

Michael gave the tiniest nod. Any more and tears would spill out. 

“When those ISA dickshits came to my bar, they told me I’d never heard of … those two women they took away. See, I can’t even remember what they looked like, much less their names. Because I did what the ISA said. I deleted my vid and audio captures of the whole day. And I certainly never heard of a ship in orbit that was apparently piloted by Kiyoshi’s brother. They took it; it’s gone, and so is he. Kiyoshi should have deleted all that data.”

“I think it’s great that he didn’t,” Michael said in a small voice. “I really admire him for not giving up on his family.” 

“OK, but if you really want to help him, you should be helping smart, not helping stupid. That’s my point.”

“I know. You’re right. So I’m going to go with him,” Michael confided in a voice so small, Molly had to lean close to him to hear. “They’re mustering the fake refugee fleet in orbit tomorrow. I’m going to take our skiff and sneak over there. I’ll get one of the serving bots to cover for me; dress it in my clothes …” 

“And stow away on a hauler bound for Pallas.”

“Y-yes.”

“Pallas.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not helping smart, Michael. That’s galactically stupid. I can’t let you do that. You’re only ten.”

Michael stuck out his chin. “Maybe Pallas is just a regular old asteroid, and we’ve all been tricked into believing the ISA’s propaganda that it’s like some kind of Death Star!”

“But it is some kind of Death Star,” she said. “I know, because I’ve been there.”

★

That night in the Kharbage orbital, in the corridor between the tradesmen’s airlock and the cold storage cellar, where there were no cameras, Molly struggled into one of the new Customs & Resources spacesuits. “Oof! It’s tight.”

“It’s supposed to be tight,” Michael said impatiently. “I guess you’ve never worn a skinsuit. It’s made of shape-memory alloy that conforms to your body.”

“What’s this for?” Colin said, holding up a slender nozzle attached to the crotch of his inside-out suit.

“Um, that goes in your, um. In case you have to go number two.”

“I think I’ll skip that. We’re not going to be in these suits for long.”

“Don’t skip it,” Michael said. His own hygiene system in place, his seals done up to his collar, he danced from one foot to the other. They were so slow and clumsy. The spaceborn could be really ignorant about the technology that kept them alive. To be fair to them, neither Colin nor Molly had probably ever worn such expensive suits before.

The flipside of their ignorance was their blasé attitude to going outside.

Outside. 

Michael was still scared stiff of it. 

He had convinced himself that with Kiyoshi’s life at stake, not to mention the fate of Ceres, he would be able to cope. 

But as the three of them hustled out of the maintenance airlock, he flashed back on the day Kiyoshi had thrown him off the Kharbage Collector. The vivid memory paralyzed him. That time, he’d been spaced. This time, he’d spaced himself. How stupid could he be? 

The great steel curve of the orbital rolled overhead, and all he wanted for a moment was to scramble back inside. Back to safety.

Back to his father?

No.

Molly caught his left hand. Colin caught his right. “Where’s this skiff?” Colin said in Michael’s helmet.

“C-c-coming.” Michael sent out a radio call for the Rolls Royce. It soared around the hab to them. 

A pressurized, streamlined four-man skiff with the Kharbage, LLC logo on the side, the Rolls came in handy for visiting between orbital habs. Michael had signed it out to his stepmother for the whole night. The orbital was too dumb to realize that that made no sense, seeing as his stepmother wasn’t here. She was down at Occator Lake having beauty treatments and waiting for the world to end. 

We will STOP that Martian fleet, Michael vowed. He’d come to feel strongly about this mission. After all, it was his homeworld at stake. 

Ceres turned below them, half-lit. Colin took the controls and piloted the Rolls Royce through orbital space, sticking to the pre-programmed trajectory for 11,000 kilometers. Eleven to thirteen K was the parking orbit for large craft, and that’s where the Ceres fleet was assembling now. 

The four ITN haulers appeared on the skiff’s radar screen first, lozenges of green, like the Salvation without the torus. 

Empty. 

Just hulks now, stripped down to improve their mass ratios.

A little higher, and the smaller ships of the fleet appeared. Landing craft were still taking people and valuable equipment off the Starcruisers. None of their crews would be going to Pallas. The Customs & Resources gang were prepared to risk hardware on this gambit, but not their employees’ lives. 

This afternoon, the LGM man had told Michael that Customs & Resources was positioning itself to be the dominant power in the outer solar system. The supermajors were rebalancing into space, now that the threat of the PLAN was gone. Ceres would become the capital of the solar system in the 24th century. 

If it could be saved from nanite contamination. 

All those small ships zipping around masked the Rolls Royce’s drive signature. An insect among mammoths, it puffed past the Starcruisers. Colin cut the drive. 

Michael said, “There’s the Unsaved Changes.” He’d hardly recognized its radar profile. It had been stealthed with a coat of carbon nanotube paint—paint with nanotube particles suspended in it—to absorb microwave radiation. Nose on, its radar cross-section was practically invisible. 

The point on the radar plot turned slowly and became a ghostly fan. The old Steelmule’s reactor had been swapped out for one so powerful, it required a new drive shield twice the diameter of the fuselage. 

“Oh, my poor old ship,” Molly sighed. 

“Are you sure this is it, Mikey?” Colin said.

He nodded. “Check the wifi.” Kiyoshi was listening to music. 
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Some made-in-Ceres mix of soupy bass and electronic squawks. Vocals in Chinese. It was fine. It had a beat. 

He squatted under the Steelmule’s comms desk, removing the transponder. He remembered how the ISA had tracked the Startractor’s movements from 99984 Ravilious to Callisto. Not gonna get caught out that way twice.

“Hey!” Adnan Kharbage said over the radio. “You just stopped sending transponder data.”

“Correct,” Kiyoshi said. “If this was a real refugee fleet, we wouldn’t be broadcasting our location to the whole solar system. I’m also going to disable the transponders in the other ships once we’re underway. Yes, I know you’re worried that I might steal your ships. Honestly: don’t worry. I won’t.”

“Ha ha, of course we trust you,” Kharbage said, making clear how much they didn’t.

“Anyway, how can I put a foot out of line, with twenty of the most bad-ass security contractors on Ceres in the back seat?”

The contractors were down in the crew quarters at the moment, trying to figure out how twenty guys could live in there for two weeks. The Steelmule was roomier than its spartan cousin, the Superlifter, but not by much. It had a galley, a mess, and two cabins. On the way to Ceres, Kiyoshi and Colin had bunked together, and Michael had shared with Molly. 

Kiyoshi didn’t care what kind of arrangement the security contractors came up with. He was planning to sleep on the bridge, anyway.

★

Colin cursed under his breath, jinking around twisted-carbon tethers that stretched away into the dark. Workbots crawled along the tethers towards the Unsaved Changes, untroubled by the pre-launch wisps of hot plasma drifting from the Steelmule’s business end.

Each of these tethers terminated at one of the haulers they’d just passed. The huge, empty ships drifted a kilometer away, their underpowered engines keeping station in synch with the Unsaved Changes. The tethers drew taut lines across the limb of Ceres. The Steelmule, with its musclebound new drive, was going to tow them all the way to Pallas. 

“Those tethers are made of the same stuff they were going to use for the space elevator,” Michael said. “They started building it in 2210. And then the PLAN happened. That was the end of the Ceres space elevator. It would’ve been way too easy for the PLAN to take it out. I wonder if we’ll build it now? If we don’t get invaded by Martians, I mean.”

“Mikey,” Molly said, “be quiet.”

“I was just …”

“Put your helmet on.”

The Rolls Royce nosed around the cluster of spare propellant tanks that had been bolted onto the spine of the Unsaved Changes, above its petticoat of radiator vanes. 

“Hey, they gave him a buggy,” Michael said. 

A skiff twice the size of their own perched on the bottom of the fuselage, anchored by its own magnetic clamps. 

“I guess he would need some way of getting around, if there were maintenance issues with the other ships,” Michael said.

“It’s a big job for one guy,” Molly agreed. She put her helmet on. 

Colin locked the Rolls Royce onto the fuselage. Thunk, thunk. He sealed his own helmet and then grabbed the rucksack that had been strapped into the back seat next to Michael. 

It wasn’t actually Colin’s rucksack. It was Kiyoshi’s. He’d left it behind on the Kharbage orbital. Colin had said it would be nice to take it to him.

Michael took a couple of seconds longer to get out of the skiff than the other two, because he was scared. 

Colin strode across the fuselage to the crew airlock, opening Kiyoshi’s rucksack as he went.

Michael floundered out of the skiff. His gecko boots sealed to the fuselage.

Molly threw the airlock hatch open. 

Colin jumped in, vanishing feet first. 

Molly went in headfirst, and Michael dived after her. His helmet bumped into her legs. The airlock chamber was a tight squeeze for three. Air hissed in, white where it came out of the jets, vanishing as the pressure rose. The cycle light turned green. Michael started to take his helmet off, but Molly slapped his gloves away from his seals. 

The flanges at the inner end of the chamber started to iris.

Colin crouched behind the flanges, head tucked down. He held something in his right glove. It looked like a ripe red apple.

The gap in the inner seal grew from a point of light to an eight-pointed star. Colin peeked through. Then he forced his right glove through the opening, jerked it back, and curled up in a ball. 

Molly pushed Michael against the wall of the chamber. She spreadeagled herself on top of him.

“What’s happening?” Michael screamed, forgetting about radio silence. 

“It’s OK,” Molly said breathlessly. 

He fought out from under her. The inner seal had now opened fully. He plunged towards it—and stopped dead.

The crew airlock opened directly onto the Steelmule’s mess, which was also the living room, and also the gym, with a treadmill and a weight-lifting machine in one corner. 

Now it was an abbatoir.

The first impression Michael got was that the entire room, screens and furniture and exercise machines and all, had been painted bright red. 

Then he saw the pieces of people drifting gently towards the floor. 

A boot with a foot in it.

An arm with ragged white bones sticking out. 

A head, sufficiently intact that Michael recognized one of the men his father used to hire when someone hadn’t paid for their recycling to be taken away. 

Colin stepped gingerly through this gruesome litter, using his gecko grips to stick to the floor. He skidded, because the floor was very wet. He had blood on his spacesuit. His faceplate was also splattered with the stuff, smeared where he’d wiped it with his gloves. He said, “I think there were twenty of them. Not … quite sure.”

Molly brushed past Michael. “Holy crap, Colin ….” She let out a shaky laugh. “Well, the place needed redecorating, anyway.”

“This year’s hottest shade, blood red,” Colin intoned. “Courtesy of the infamous Kiloeraser.”

Michael heard their voices only as faint noises. He was trying to draw breath. When he finally succeeded in filling his lungs, he started screaming.

Molly floundered to him. “Mikey, go back in the airlock until we clean up.”

“That might take a while,” Colin said. 

Michael kept screaming. Distantly, he felt a rumble through the hull. The Steelmule’s main drive had come online. 

Kiyoshi appeared in the doorway of the mess. He stopped dead, just as Michael had done. From the shape of his mouth, Michael guessed he was yelling Holy fuck. He leaned against the wall. 

Colin and Molly took their helmets off. Michael fumbled his off, too, to hear what they were saying. The minute he breathed the air, he smelled it.

He crumpled up and vomited. Thrust gravity tugged him very gently towards the floor. He fell faster than his puke, so it splatted on his face, still warm.

Molly slapped the blobs of vomit away from him with her gloves.

Kiyoshi moved away from the wall. He twisted his head to see the back of his own t-shirt. It wasn’t white anymore.

“You killed them all,” he said.

“Sure did, brother,” Colin said. 

“I was going to do that.” 

“No, you weren’t,” Molly said.

“OK, you’re right. I wasn’t.” Kiyoshi pushed his hair back. Now he had blood on his face, too. They all did. 

Michael retched again. His eyes watered. 

“I haven’t even asked yet what the hell you’re doing here,” Kiyoshi said. “With Mikey?”

“Well, brother, you forgot to take that toy you bought from Lewis Tong on Callisto,” Colin said. “So we figured we’d bring it to you. Unfortunately, now we don’t have it anymore.”

“The Kiloeraser,” Kiyoshi snarled. “How’d you like a room full of flechettes? he said. Guess he wasn’t exaggerating. You know what? These guys were security contractors working for Kharbage, LLC. They were going to be reporting back all the way. When they don’t check in, Customs and Resources are going to get a little bit suspicious, wouldn’t you say?”

“No they won’t,” Molly said. “Because you’ll find their BCIs. They’re all in here … somewhere. Then you’ll hook them up to a power supply so they can deliver false reports. That’s the beauty of nanny-ware. It’s all automated.”

“Or how about you just get off this ship.”

Kiyoshi was really mad. Michael stopped puking. Cold dread replaced the sick feeling in his stomach.

“Aw, c’mon,” Colin said. “You seriously expect me to stay on Ceres? With a Martian invasion on the way? And nanny-ware in my head, so I can’t even get a fix? What kind of a fucking life is that?”

Molly gave Michael a pat on the back. She moved past Kiyoshi to the locker where the housekeeping bot lived. Her gecko grips made kissing noises on the wet deck. “We’re already underway,” she said. “You can’t space us now.”

“Try me.” 

Molly dragged the housekeeping bot out and turned it on. It wiggled its mop attachment as if unsure where to start. She said, “What are you planning to do when you get to Pallas?”

“Announce that we’re a refugee fleet from Ceres,” Kiyoshi drawled. “Play the recordings the suits faked up. Tug on the ISA’s heartstrings, if they have any. Stall, stall, stall, until we get within effective blast range. Then drop the act. Sorry guys, these aren’t really refugee ships. Every one of them is a flying nuclear bomb, average nominal yield 250 Hiroshimas, spiked for maximum neutron production. Call the Martian invasion off, or … bombs away.”

“No,” Colin said. “That’s what Customs and Resources told you to do. That’s not what you’re actually planning to do.”

“Why do you say that?”

“According to Molly, hundreds of your people are being held on Pallas, including your brother,” Colin said. “You’re not gonna nuke them.”

Kiyoshi threw a furious glare at Molly. “That’s right,” he said. He went over to the housekeeping bot and kicked it in an attempt to get it moving. It fell on its side. “Useless goddamn bot …”

“BOT COMMAND,” Molly said, righting the machine. “Sterilization protocol, wet version.” It squelched into the kitchen to hook itself up to the water faucet. Softly, she said, “So whatcha going to do, Kiyoshi?”

Kiyoshi sighed. Suddenly, he looked older. Or maybe just tired. “Surrender,” he said. “I’m gonna surrender to the ISA.”

Molly grinned. “Fantastic. That’s just what I was planning.”

★

Back on the bridge, Kiyoshi checked the tow tethers. They were holding nicely. A framework of curved trusses—also part of the never-built Ceres space elevator—elevated them away from the Steelmule’s drive shield, so that the Unsaved Changes didn’t crisp them with its own hot plasma. The five haulers trailed behind the Steelmule like giant fish on a line in a black, endless pond. 

The reason people didn’t usually do this was because it worked fine while you were accelerating, but what about when you wanted to stop? Yeah. Any skew-flip maneuver would result in a nasty tangle of tethers, and also pose a risk of ship-to-ship collisions, as the trailer ships suddenly shot past the tractor ship, before being hauled up short by their tethers—if the shock didn’t break their tethers.

These complications did not figure into the plan Customs & Resources had devised, because their plan didn’t include stopping. Kiyoshi was supposed to approach Pallas on a constant acceleration trajectory, and threaten to cut the haulers loose, if the demands of Customs & Resources were not met, just in time for them to hit Pallas. 

His own plan required mid-flight deceleration, and he’d been wondering how he was going to get that past the security contractors. 

Well, now it looked like that wouldn’t be a problem.

Maybe it was just as well Colin and Molly had come on board.

But what had they been thinking, to bring Michael? 

Kiyoshi would never forget Michael’s face as he floated in the airlock, screaming in horror. 

Gritting his teeth, he increased thrust, a few newtons at a time. Corresponding spikes of strain on the tethers stayed comfortably beneath their tensile strength ratings. This was a tedious job, but he didn’t want to entrust it to the hub, which still understood the Steelmule to be a small hauler, not the tractor of a five-trailer space juggernaut. 

On the optical feed, Ceres shrank to a blurry dot. The emptiness of the asteroid belt embraced the convoy. Recirculated air blew steadily on the back of Kiyoshi’s neck, smelling a bit like bleach, and a bit like copper.

He rattled his fingernails on the edge of the propulsion console, wanting a cigarette, knowing the goddamn nanny-ware would make it not worth it by shocking him every time he took a drag. 

Molly entered the bridge without knocking, the way she used to when this was her ship. Wetherall floated in behind her. 

“The cleanup is progressing,” Molly said. “We might be able to use the mess in another couple of days.”

Wetherall peered at the 360° radar feed. It showed only the five haulers. “Where’re the other ships? The Starcruisers? The small fry?” 

“Didn’t you know?” Kiyoshi answered. “They’re sending them to Earth. Two ruses for the price of one.”

“Translation: they don’t trust you.” Wetherall bounced off the ceiling and flipped in the air.

“Where’s Michael?” Kiyoshi said. 

“He’s asleep,” Molly said. “I had to give him a tranquillizer.”

“Just don’t give him anything else.” Kiyoshi meant it as a joke, but it came out wrong, and Molly winced.

Wetherall was literally bouncing off the walls. “Cool it,” Kiyoshi said irritably.

“Where’s the medibot?”

“Usual place. Feeling sick?”

“Nope.” Wetherall floated over to the door that led to the Unsaved Changes’s tiny sickbay. He took off his duster and crawled in. His shirt came flying out.

Kiyoshi pushed off and caught the door of the sickbay. It was a closet with a table in it. The table sloped slightly, and gutters ran down both sides. The injuries sustained by asteroid miners—the usual operators of Steelmules—could be quite bloody. 

Wetherall sat on the sterile sheet that covered the table. He tapped on the screen of the medibot, which crouched at the top of the table with its attachments retracted inside its headpart.

“Yes! It’ll work.” Wetherall lay down on the table and wriggled into its restraints. The medibot snugged a blood pressure cuff around his arm. It inserted an IV into his other arm.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m gonna have it remove my BCI.” Wetherall’s voice slurred. His eyelids sank. He’d selected a general anesthetic. “I need my fucking fix, man.”

Molly pulled Kiyoshi backwards. “Let it close the door. That’s brain surgery. The environment should be sterile.”

The door sealed. Kiyoshi and Molly stared at each other.

“He’s removing his BCI, just to get rid of the nanny-ware?”

“Yes, and I’m going next.”

“You don’t even have any bad habits.”

Molly looked down. “Not that you know of, maybe.”

“Tell me the truth, Molls.” Kiyoshi realized they were alone for the first time in months. He reached out and cupped her face in one hand. She tossed her head away.

“It’s pimp-ware, OK? Adnan Kharbage gave me the whore’s version. I am not a whore.”

“I know you’re not.” He wanted to kiss her. She’d just murdered twenty people, with Colin’s help. But if this went right, Kiyoshi was probably going to murder hundreds. They were made for each other. 

She let his lips touch hers. Then she pushed him away. “OW!” she cried.

“I hardly touched you!”

“It was the nannyware.” She clutched her head, tears in her eyes. “You haven’t paid for me, so you can’t have me. That’s what it’s flashing up at me. God, I feel so ashamed.”

Kiyoshi was silent. Truth was, it made him happy to know she was capable of feeling shame.

“I have to get this shit out of my head,” she said frantically.

“You’ll lose all your data.”

“I’ll copy it onto a portable memory crystal. That’s what Colin’s going to do. Actually, shit, I hope we have some memory crystals around.”

Kiyoshi’s fingers closed around his new cross. “Yeah, I have a memory crystal.”

“Why don’t you remove your BCI, too, Kay?”

A rasping whine came from the sickbay. Kiyoshi knew what that was: a bone-saw cutting into Wetherall’s skull. 

“Nah,” he said. “I’m kinda getting used to the nanny-ware. It’s one way to go cold turkey.”

“But—”

“But nothing! Have you tried flying a spaceship without a BCI? Not just any spaceship. A five-ship space juggernaut, which has to be manually monitored? Without a BCI?”

“Um,” Molly said. “Right. I was forgetting about that. So, I guess I’ll keep mine for a while, so I can spell you.” Tears glittered in her eyes. “I’ll just have to get used to the nannyware calling me a whore every time I even look at you.”

Kiyoshi reached out to her again. Remembered just in time not to. “No. Go ahead. Remove it. I was planning to do this on my own, anyway.”

He went back to the pilot’s couch, blocking her out with the screens. 

A few more newtons of thrust …

ETA -13 d 12 h 47 minutes

Hang in there, Jun. I’m coming.

 

 


xxv.

 

Pallas was not just one asteroid. It was a whole family of them. From 22-kilometer 5222 Ioffe, to tiddlers designated only with numbers, the Palladians formed a loose honor guard for their parent.

(Very loose, as in spread out over millions of kilometers. Belters thought in terms of delta-V, not raw distance.)

The Palladians’ orbit was eccentric, as well as being tilted queasily out of the plane of the ecliptic …

… but in one of those weird cosmic coincidences, it was in a near-1:1 orbital resonance with Ceres. The Palladians and Ceres glided around the sun in unison, as if linked by a stretchy invisible string.

At the moment, Pallas had just passed through the main belt, so that imaginary string was at its shortest.

The Unsaved Changes had to cover a mere 90 million kilometers—a fraction of the 2.9 AU gulf between Ceres and Earth. 

On the day when the Steelmule and its train of haulers got in amongst the Palladians, the other half of the Ceres fleet was still toddling towards Earth, while the Star Force fleet carrying the Martian refugees had just passed it going in the other direction. 

ETA -6d 14h 21m

“XX unidentified tractor ship and four ITN-class trailers. Identify yourselves immediately.”

“XX unidentified ship, this is the Unsaved Changes, a converted Steelmule, towing four evacuation barges out of Ceres. I have twenty thousand refugees on board, plus consumables.”

Air circulation units had been put into the haulers and spoofed to expel the right levels of waste gas for that many people. RTGs inside the hulks simulated the right amount of waste heat. The ISA might calculate the convoy’s total mass, and come up short, but Kiyoshi was dicking around with the Steelmule’s propellant injection rate to blur the third parameter of F=ma. They could be 99% sure he was lying, and it wouldn’t matter, as long as he could hold onto that 1% of doubt.

“Unsaved Changes, state your destination.”

“890661 Kennedy.” 

A main-belt asteroid plucked from the starmap because it was water-rich, and just beyond Pallas at the moment (in delta-V terms).

A long silence.

“Unsaved Changes, we will get back to you. Do not alter course unless otherwise instructed.”

ETA -6d 3h 1m

“XX Unsaved Changes. You have permission to proceed to 890661 Kennedy, if you’re sure that’s where you want to go. There’s nothing there.”

“There will be.”

“Gotta love that colonial spirit.”

ETA -3d 2h 36m

“XX Unsaved Changes. You know, I’ve always wondered. What is it that drives you people? Why strike out for an uninhabited asteroid with twenty thousand people packed into tin cans?”

“Well, that’s a deep one,” Kiyoshi said. He was kicking back on the bridge, chewing a strip of nutriblock jerky—an unsatisfactory cigarette substitute. Wetherall, Molly, and Michael had gone down to the crew quarters. They couldn’t stand to listen to Kiyoshi’s conversations with the ISA picket tailing them at zero effective latency distance. These conversations had become quite frequent—as in hourly, around the clock—and could get rambly, depending on which ISA officer he was talking to. “What drives us?” Kiyoshi repeated. “Well, it could be a strong wish not to be infected by lethal Martian nanites. That’s the obvious answer.”

“The nanites are not lethal,” the ISA officer droned, like a PR flack repeating the same lie for the hundredth time. “Y’all are overreacting.”    

“I doubt that. But on a deeper level—let’s say a spiritual level—I guess we want to find someplace of our own. A place to call home.”

“I get what you’re saying,” the ISA officer said. “You know, we live out here, too. I haven’t been back to Earth in so long, I’ve forgotten what the sky looks like. But I still think of Earth as my home.”

Half-listening, Kiyoshi cast his gaze over the screens monitoring the tow tether tension and the status of his four trailer ships. 

And sat bolt upright.

The microimpact sensors on the hull of Trailer No.4 were registering a hail of small shocks.

He generated a real-time report. The shocks weren’t strong enough to be actual microimpacts.

It looked like someone or something was on the hull of Trailer No. 4, hammering on it.

Leaving the ISA officer talking to the air, he ran for the locker containing their EVA suits. It was possible to run on the bridge now, because the Unsaved Changes had reached 0.4 gees of acceleration—still much less than what its souped-up drive could produce, but close to maxing out the tension rating of the tow tethers. He shouted down the keel tube, “Colin, take the bridge for a few minutes.”

“What? Why?”

“Going for a spacewalk.”

Out the command airlock. Thrust gravity pulled him aft. Moving towards the ship’s nose was like climbing a wall. On all fours, he squeezed between the anchor struts, and clambered into the ex-space elevator basket of trusses. The tow tethers sang overhead. The shiny black cables were as thick as his arm. He reached up to grab one, and jerked his glove back—the freaking things were vibrating. 

Or maybe starting to oscillate, which would not be good, but he didn’t have time to worry about that now. He attached his personal tether to the No.4 tow tether and sailed down its 1.5 kilometer length like it was a zip line.

“Hey,” Wetherall said, from the bridge. “This guy gives me the heebie-jeebies. I’m afraid he’ll catch me out no matter what I say. I’m patching him through to you.”

“Where’re you going, captain?” the ISA officer said in his helmet. 

Kiyoshi scanned space. Nothing but nothing in every direction. But somewhere out there was an ISA ship. Couldn’t pick it up on radar or infrared. Radio signal location explained why: the ISA ship was directly behind them, lined up with the Steelmule’s drive, so their own hot exhaust hid its waste heat emissions, and its own drive was pointing away from them. As for the radar thing, they’d be using rounded surfaces, carbon nanotube paint, yadda yadda. There was no mystery to the ISA ship’s invisibility—just old tricks.

How close was the ISA ship, exactly? Couldn’t say.

“Got you in my crosshairs,” the ISA officer said softly. “Was wondering when one of you guys would pop your head out.”

Still gliding down the tether, Kiyoshi started to shake. It was his complete helplessness that got to him. Couldn’t see the asshole. No way to threaten him back. 

Trailer No.4 rushed towards him like a cliff. He pulsed his mobility pack to break his fall and landed lightly on the hauler’s pitted steel nose. He unclipped and ran aft. He had the microimpact sensor data mirrored in his HUD. It told him he would have to travel 500 meters over the hull. Coming back would be harder. 

“Don’t you have anyone else you could send out on a job like that?” the ISA officer wondered aloud.

Kiyoshi used his mobility pack to push himself along in bounding strides. This was risky. If he lost contact with the hull for too long, he’d be a goner. Then again, the ISA ship would probably pick him up. 

“Five thousand people in that hulk? Plus some bots, I assume? Funny that someone has to fast-rope down from the tractor ship to check out a hull integrity issue.”

Kiyoshi unslung his shoulder-mounted projectile cannon as he ran. The Kharbage, LLC security contractors had brought some sweet gear on board.

“Huh,” the ISA officer said, pretending to be puzzled. “That’s not what I would use to fix a hull breach.”

A hull breach?!?

Kiyoshi ran faster.

Laser light flickered over the horizon of the hull. A six-legged D&S bot squatted on the hull, hacking into it.

Kiyoshi snarled aloud and shot at the bot. Its cutter laser beam raked towards him. He threw himself sideways, catching the hull only with the gecko-grip glove on one hand. 

Instead of scuttling in for the kill, the bot threw itself into space. Ion thrusters farted light. It flew off—doubtlessly heading back to its mothership … the very same ship that was tailing them.

Kiyoshi trudged to the place where the D&S bot had been working. He did not see atmosphere venting into space. But he wouldn’t expect to see it, because there actually wasn’t any atmosphere in the hauler. If the ISA had confirmed that, they knew he was lying about the 20,000 refugees. He shone his helmet lamp into the gouge the bot had made.

“Thank God,” he whispered.

The bot had not gotten all the way through the hull. 

“Just kidding,” said the ISA officer. “We’re not monsters. We wouldn’t really breach a tin can holding 5,000 people.”

The hull was 3 centimeters thick. The bot had cut, looked like 2.5 centimeters deep. 

“You know what would’ve happened if you breached the hull?” Kiyoshi said, looking up into the blackness.

“What?” 

“Automatic detonation, buddy. Nominal yield, 250 Hiroshimas.”

By now they had to be 99.9% convinced he was lying. So, give them something else to wonder about.

“Don’t alter course unless otherwise instructed, captain,” the ISA officer said, abruptly reverting to his old script. He went off the air. 

Kiyoshi’s energy was gone. He dragged himself back to the tether and used his mobility pack to fly up it. He stumbled into the airlock and shambled onto the bridge.   

Wetherall rose from the pilot’s couch. “Everything OK?”

“Looks like there’s an oscillation in Tether No. 4. Nothing we can do about that. But if it gets any worse, we might have to ditch the haulers ahead of schedule. What’s Molly doing?”

“Playing chess with Michael. Trying to distract him from freaking out because you took a spacewalk without warning.”

Kiyoshi went to the sickbay. He knelt on the table and pulled some stuff out of the overhead locker where the medibot’s spares were kept. Then he grabbed the back-up first aid kit from under the life-support workstation. “Need a hand, here,” he said to Wetherall.

Pharmaceuticals in the spares. Portable syringes in the first-aid kit. This was really old tech, for people without cubital ports. Kiyoshi set the stuff out on the sickbay table.

“What are you doing?” Molly said, appearing at his shoulder.

“My energy’s gone,” Kiyoshi said. “I can’t keep this up.”

“You could try sleeping.”

“No. I just need a little help.”

“I’m not cooking anything for you.”

“That’s OK. Got something here that’ll work.”

Wetherall gently moved her aside. Seeing what Kiyoshi had laid out, he said, “OK! You’re gonna try banging the shit. The nanny-ware won’t get what you’re doing! Brilliant idea, my brother. But that, no, that’ll just make you sick.” He reached into the back of the pharma locker. “This is the shizzit. It’s basically pure crank. And to think I’ve been wasting the stuff by vaping it … I just don’t like needles, personally.” He mixed the granules with water and filled the syringe expertly, belying his own words.

“Is this everything I need?” Kiyoshi had never done this before.

“You gotta tie off your vein. You can use your belt. Like this.”

“Crap, that’s tight.”

“That’s how it’s gotta be.”

Wetherall picked up the syringe. Kiyoshi grabbed it. “Lemme just check …” He moved it towards his cubital port, as if to inject himself.

Wham. The shock practically laid him on his back. Nanny-ware still on the job, as expected.

Wetherall hooted. “It isn’t gonna wear off, you know!”

Kiyoshi didn’t laugh. He was sweating with nerves. He switched hands and moved the syringe towards his other arm. “This better work...”

Nothing.

The point touched his skin. 

Nothing.

Wetherall pissed himself laughing. “Stupid freaking Nanny doesn’t have a clue, huh?”

“No one bangs their junk anymore,” Molly said. “It’s disgusting and risky. But if you’re going to do it, do it right.” She did it for him. Her hands were cool. Her eyes, full of disappointment. 

★

ETA -0d 2h 42m

“OK, Unsaved Changes, listen up. On your present trajectory, you’re about to enter the exclusion zone that extends for point five million kilometers around Pallas. Alter your course accordingly.”

“Acknowledged,” Kiyoshi said, just to keep the asshole quiet.

ETA -0d 2h 36m

“Unsaved Changes, what the hell are you doing?”

Kiyoshi didn’t answer. He was out on the hull with Wetherall. 

“You got a problem with your trailers?”

“One and a two and go,” Kiyoshi chanted. His cutter laser and Wetherall’s flashed at the same time. 

“Ready when you are,” Molly said from the bridge.

“One and a two and go.”

“Unsaved Changes, I need you to make that course correction.” 

“One and a two and go.”

They sliced through two more of the bolts anchoring the cradle to the Unsaved Changes’s nose plate. The cradle itself was made of space elevator stuff. No cutter laser would get through that. But every system had a weak point. Or twenty-six of them.

“OK, Unsaved Changes, this just in,” the ISA officer said. “I have a green light to implement area exclusion protocols. Otherwise known as fragging your ass. You can alter your course, or you can take the consequences. What’s it gonna be?”

“One and a two and done.”

The last bolts snapped. Now, nothing held the cradle on except 0.4 gees of thrust gravity. Kiyoshi and Wetherall scrambled back to the command airlock. On the bridge, Kiyoshi tossed his helmet aside and darted to the pilot’s couch. Molly had pre-programmed their next maneuver. “SHIP COMMAND: Execute skew-flip.”

The hub knew how to do this, even if it wasn’t in the mission profile Customs and Resources had given it. The attitude boosters fired, pushing the Steelmule’s tail around. 

“Unsaved Changes? Whatever are you up to now?”

“There was an oscillation in Tether No.4.” 

“You’re altering course?”

“Yes.

“Good. You have seventy-nine seconds to complete your maneuvers, starting now.”

Wetherall, at the astrogation desk, entered that into a timer they could all see. 

As the boosters reoriented the ship, the noseplate moved inside the cradle. It butted against the cradle’s side. The whole ship juddered. Kiyoshi knew it was chaos out there—the noseplate pushing against the lattice of space elevator struts, sensors being pulverized, the boosters still trying to swing the ship around …

67 … 66 … 65 …

The ship’s nose popped out of the cradle. The Unsaved Changes shot off in its new, more-or-less random direction. It missed Tether No.2 by a few centimeters. That was fortunate, as the tether would have sliced the ship in half. Kiyoshi wasn’t sure anyone else had thought of that risk. He caught Michael’s eye. Yeah, the kid had thought of it. His mouth was an O: am I still alive? 

They were, and it was done. Tens of kilometers, rapidly increasing to hundreds, separated them from the trailers. Kiyoshi completed the skew-flip maneuver by lining the Steelmule’s thrust axis up on Pallas. He could see Pallas on the optical feed now. It was a lopsided lump, not a perfect sphere like Ceres. He cranked up the optical telescope’s magnification and overlaid the spectrometry feed. Water vapor puffed from Emerson Basin, the asteroid’s biggest feature, and from the north pole. Those plumes pinpointed the locations of heat sources, which meant habs. There was some kind of structure in Emerson Basin, too. A spaceport? A shipyard?  

“Twenty,” Wetherall said loudly. “Nineteen …”

Oh yeah. That.

BOOM.

“Hey, they cheated!” Wetherall said. “The countdown wasn’t finished!”

16 … 15 …

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

The sound effects rattled the bridge. Red lights strobed. Kiyoshi frowned. He’d programmed the sounds effects in himself so he would know when it happened, but it was distracting. “Everyone strapped in?” he shouted over the noise. “Commencing deceleration burn.”

For the first time, he gave the Unsaved Changes its head. This was achieved by redirecting the drive’s entire output from electricity generation into propulsion. The propellant refrigerator circuits stopped working. The lights went out.

Gravity settled on their chests like a ton of sandbags. 

1.7 gees, 1.8. None of them except Michael could take this for more than a few seconds.

5 … 4 … 3 … 2 … 1.

“Hello there, Unsaved Changes.”

“Yuh,” Kiyoshi mouthed through the gees.

“We just blew up all four of your trailers.”

“I know.”

“Wasn’t anyone in there. Wasn’t anything, except nukes.”

“Know.” He struggled to breathe. OK, he’d had enough of this. He moved his eyes—the only thing he could move—and gaze-clicked on SHIP COMMAND: Reduce thrust to previously established parameters. 

The hideous gravity climbed up off them. They all lay limp, gasping.

“Let me ask you a question, Unsaved Changes. Is this prank of yours related in any way to the other fleet of refugees from Ceres, which is on schedule to enter Earth orbit six days from now?”

“It might have something to do with that.”

“For your information, you are now deep inside the exclusion zone. As previously explained, that places you in violation of United Nations information security restrictions, and renders you subject to elimination.”

Molly crammed her hands over her face. Wetherall groaned quietly to himself. Michael just stared at Kiyoshi, trusting him to handle this. 

Kiyoshi smiled a rictus smile. “The truth is, I wasn’t going to what’s-it-called Kennedy.”

“No kidding. What is your actual destination?”

“Here.”

“Why?”

“I was given a cargo of nukes to threaten you with. But … I couldn’t do that. It would be wrong, you know?”

“It would be wrong,” the ISA officer echoed, as if he didn’t believe Kiyoshi had any morals.

“I mean, I’m looking at those vapor plumes, that spaceport you’ve got, and what’s that high-albedo thing at the north pole? Anyway, there’ve got to be thousands of people down there. And I’m a Christian. I don’t believe in killing innocent people. So … I’m turning myself in.”

The bridge was silent. Kiyoshi gripped his new cross, praying.

“You will be boarded in ten,” the ISA officer said grumpily. “Any resistance, any games, and you will be atomized. Stand by.” He ended the call.

Molly leapt to her feet. “Yes! Yes!” She and Wetherall danced around, hugging. Michael rushed over to Kiyoshi and pulled him out of his couch—“Yay! We did it!”

“The hard part starts now,” Kiyoshi reminded them.

Molly shushed him. She was grinning. “It’s gonna be fine, Kiyoshi. It’s gonna be easy.”

 

 


xxvi.

 

Kiyoshi awoke in a hole. 

It wasn’t a metaphorical hole … although when he felt the aches all over his body, and remembered that the ISA agents had tased him, he figured he was in that kind of hole, too.

But this was a real hole. He stretched out his hands—his bare hands—in the darkness, and touched stone. Slick C-type asteroid stone, like lumpy glass, so cold it almost burned. 

How long had he been in here? Long enough for his ass and back to go numb, anyway. 

He was in light gravity, less than a tenth of a gee. He felt around the floor. His fingers encountered a tiny oblong object. It seemed familiar. He put it in his mouth and cracked it between his teeth.

Yup. A grain of unhusked barley.

He pushed at the stone above his head. It moved. It wasn’t a wall, just a lid. 

He got his shoulders under the lid and shifted it aside, stone scraping on stone. 

He clambered out of the hole, into a storeroom with empty sacks piled against one wall. Dim as it was, the light made his eyes stream. The door stood ajar. He glanced down at himself before venturing out. He was wearing the t-shirt and jeans he’d got from Adnan Kharbage. On his feet, his gecko boots. Around his neck—thank God—his cross, with the contents of Molly and Wetherall’s BCIs inside it. 

Relaxed crowd noise drew him down the corridor. It opened into a wider corridor. People ambled in both directions. Every color humans came in, here it was: yellow, white, brown, black, and yes, purple with green spots—the last individual a member of the Dinosaur Tendency, a group that surgically remade themselves into approximations of people wearing dinosaur suits. Kiyoshi had never seen a Dinosaur in the flesh before. Wow. The only thing these people had in common was they all wore ugly clothes that looked like sacks.

On a stepladder, at the corner of a wide and brightly lit turnoff, sat a man with a tablet.

It was Hardware Engineer Asada.

Kiyoshi cut across the crowd, unable to keep a huge stupid grin off his face. 

“Uwaah!” Asada blinked, speechless.

“Good to see you, too, Asada-san. Where is everyone?”

“Around,” Asada said, gesturing weakly.

Kiyoshi peered up the turnoff that Asada seemed to be guarding. It ran uphill, empty and brightly lit, to a distant wall—or door—or airlock. “What’s that?”

“The way out,” Asada said. He shook his head in amazement. “When did you get here?”

“Not sure. I woke up in a empty grain bin, freezing my butt off.” Kiyoshi kept staring at ‘the way out.’ 

“Oh. Yeah, they often dump newbies in the storerooms around here. They just can’t be bothered to carry them any further.”

“In a grain bin?”

“Their little joke.”

“There should’ve been three people with me. A man, a woman, and a kid. Have you seen them?”

Asada’s rueful expression said: So you’ve gotten even MORE people caught? Or maybe that was just Kiyoshi’s guilt talking. 

“Hey, listen, Asada-san,” Kiyoshi said in a rush. “I’m sorry about this. It was my fault you all got caught. Sorry.”

Asada wrinkled his nose. “Was it your fault? The ISA showed up out of nowhere.”

“Not exactly out of nowhere. I snitched on the boss.” He waited for Asada’s anger to break like a branch over his head.

“Hey, good for you,” Asada said. “Someone had to.”

Kiyoshi’s eyes widened. That was a welcome change.

“That idiot had no freaking clue about ecosystem sustainability,” Asada sighed. “Every day we were on board, we kept finding more problems. Metabolic issues. Sustainability gaps. It would’ve been whack-a-mole all the way to Planet X. At least here, the nitrogen and water cycles work.”

Kiyoshi rubbed the back of his neck. He smiled, hesitantly. 

“Oh yeah, you asked about some people you came with?” Asada continued. “I guess I could’ve seen them without knowing it. It’s crazy down here.” He gestured at the traffic in the corridor, without sarcasm. “And actually, I’m supposed to be on duty, so …”

“On duty, doing what? Guarding the way out?”

“Oh, no. It guards itself.”

“How?”

“Why don’t you find out?”

Kiyoshi hesitated. 

Asada grinned. “Everyone does it, sooner or later. You might as well get it over with.” 

Kiyoshi started up the broad, inviting corridor. “If this turns out to be lethal,” he called over his shoulder, “I’m gonna come back and haunt you.”

He walked twenty meters. His boots made soft ripping noises on the stone floor. It got colder. The sounds from the throughfare corridor faded fast, and when he looked back, the air was strangely blurred.

Thirty-five meters from the junction, his legs started to feel heavy. 

Another couple of strides, and he was having trouble picking up his feet. 

His organs settled lower in his abdomen.

His head swam. Floaters splotched his vision. His legs buckled. 

He swayed dizzily, caught himself on the wall, and heard people laughing behind him. 

Sheer pride staved off a dead faint. He stalked back down the corridor, getting blessedly lighter at each step. The rubberneckers went on their way, disappointed.

“Welcome to Pallas,” said Asada.

“What the hell was that? Artificial gravity?” 

“Nope, they haven’t invented that yet. Gravitational attractors behind the walls. Big old lumps of ultra-dense deuterium mounted on rails. Move ‘em closer to the walls, the gravity increases; move ‘em away, it decreases. It’s nifty.”

“Does it get stronger all the way up the corridor?”

“Dunno. No one ever gets that far. When they need to go in and out, like when they bring newbies in, they turn it down to one gee.”

“So, theoretically, you could jump them while the gravity is down, and …”

“Any funny business like that would trigger an emergency shutdown. That means no power. And that would allow the attractors to fall towards each other, creating a gravitational field so intense it would instantly kill anyone who entered the corridor.”

“That’s what they told you, huh?”

“No. I worked it out. Inverse square law. I’ve got lots of time to observe the system, sitting up here; I’m supposed to be watching these plebs, making sure they don’t break any rules. But … it’s kind of a pointless job.”

Kiyoshi gazed up at the man on his high stool. “Asada-san, you’re the best swordsmith in the solar system—”

“Nah, I’m not as good as my dad—”

“—and they’ve got you working as a hall monitor.”

“Yes.”

“Gomennasai.” Kiyoshi inclined his head. Sorry. Sorry I got you into this. Sorry we’re all screwed. 

“Oh, it’s not that bad of a gig,” Asada said. “At least I dodged the soil factory.”

“Soil factory?” Kiyoshi pictured convicts quarrying the rock of Pallas, smashing it to gravel for soil substrate. 

“Yeah. Sister Terauchi’s got quite the operation going.”

“Which way?”

“Out on the surface. Hey, wait,” Asada called after Kiyoshi. 

“What?”

“Did you bring anything with you?”

Kiyoshi frowned. Before the ISA officers tased the crew of the Unsaved Changes, they’d told them to pack their rucksacks. His memories quit at around the time he’d started wondering if he could get away with taking a weapon. “Is my stuff here?”

“Yeah, if you had anything, they would have dumped it in the baggage room. Right over there. You should go and get it before these plebs steal it all.”

Kiyoshi didn’t wait to hear any more. He found several children in the act of picking through his rucksack. They squealed and scattered, clutching Kiyoshi’s spare clothes.

There were no other packs in the room: not Molly’s, not Wetherall’s, not Michael’s. 

He sorted through the rucksack’s contents. Apart from the clothes, everything he remembered packing was there.”

“You haven’t got my tantō there, by any chance?” Asada said, when he returned to the crossroads, carrying his rucksack.

Kiyoshi shook his head.

“Figures,” Asada sighed.

The answer to the question: could he get away with packing with a weapon—as he’d already guessed—had been no.

★

It took him a while to find his way to the surface. There were no signs, and he was too proud to ask directions. Twice he blundered into gravity trap corridors—superficially inviting, suspiciously empty. 

This place was freaking huge.

A huge jail, where there seemed to be no wardens, only thousands upon thousands of prisoners rattling around unsupervised. 

Kiyoshi couldn’t spot any surveillance cameras. His BCI found no network to connect to. However, there were probably tiny drone cameras flying around. Maybe tiny weaponized drone cameras. Several times he heard a whir or a slithering sound that came from no visible source, or saw movement in the corner of his eye, where there was nothing except stone.

Coming out on the surface felt like he imagined going outdoors on Earth must be. Warmer, moist air kissed his face. 

Overhead, the sun shone tiny in a black sky.

It was so frightening, and glorious, his knees shook. 

Of course, there was a dome up there. He just couldn’t see it. It was too high for the lights to reflect off it. Pylons strode to the horizon, holding up banks of cool whites. The landscape was a higgledy-piggledy patchwork of fields, waste ground, and slummy hamlets.

One large cultivated area stood out for its neatness. Irrigation pipes rainbowed the air above tidy green squares of vegetation. 

Kiyoshi smiled to himself and went that way.

“So they caught you, too,” Sister Terauchi said. 

She was directing a troop of Galapajin teenagers in the smelly task of making soil from gravel, rock dust, vegetable waste, and human feces. She had reusable plastic gloves on, and the sleeves of her habit were rolled up to the elbow. She looked healthier than the last time Kiyoshi had seen her on Callisto.

He slid his rucksack off his shoulders and set it down. Adjacent to the soil factory, dwarf barley grew thigh-high, ready to be harvested in another few days. The Galapajin had arranged their food production operation around one of the light pylons. The cultivated area reached out into the channels of waste ground between other, neighboring fields. They clearly had designs on the light pylon 100 meters away, and probably the one after that. “Where’s the water come from?” Kiyoshi asked.

Sister Terauchi pointed. “The falls.”

“The what?”

“Like a silver thread dangling from the roof. See?”

He whistled. The dome was even higher than he’d thought. The glittering thread plunged into a jumble of roofs half a kilometer away.

“It’s a solar still,” she said. “The dome is actually not a dome. It has straight sides and a slightly concave roof. It’s made of transparent, impact-resistant plastic that holds in the heat. Condensation collects at the lowest point of the roof and falls down. There’s a collection pit. The water is free for everyone to use … but we have to go fetch it in jerrycans!”

That inefficiency offended Kiyoshi’s Galapajin soul, as much as it did hers. He gestured at the PVC sprinkler pipes above a nearby field of lettuces. “What if you extended those irrigation pipes all the way to the collection pit? Set up a system of aqueducts ...”

“Yes, that’s our plan. The trouble is we have to make the pipes out of something. Those are made from tent groundsheets stiffened with splart. If everyone sacrificed their tents, we could run irrigation lines throughout the dome, but everyone else is just … ah.” She went to break up a play fight among the teenagers, and came back. 

“Everyone else is what, Sister?”

“Unmotivated and quite ignorant.” He smiled at her choice of words. She was trying to be honest without being un-Christian. “They don’t understand the carbon or nitrogen cycles, despite the availability of books on the subject. We can only conclude they don’t wish to learn. If you say to them, ‘This vegetable plot is lacking in nitrifying bacteria,” they just say ‘Huuhhh?’”

Sister Terauchi let her jaw go slack and crossed her eyes in a mischievous parody of ignorance. Kiyoshi laughed out loud.

“Can you believe,” she added, “that until we arrived, the only thing anyone grew here was … potatoes?!”

Father Tanabe and Father Thomas Lynch walked towards them, a double clerical threat in their billowing, dusty cassocks. Father Tom surprised Kiyoshi with a hug. “It’s good to see you again.” His eyes searched Kiyoshi’s face. Kiyoshi looked down, uncomfortable with the scrutiny. 

“Fathers—” he switched into English out of respect for Father Tom— “where is everyone else from the Salvation?” 

“We agreed to spread out,” Father Tanabe said. “The Amazonians are over there, the Mormons over there, the Pashtuns over that way … I believe it’s called an encirclement strategy.”

Kiyoshi grinned. “Or maybe divide and conquer.”

Sister Terauchi fluttered her eyelashes. “Already we have grain and vegetables to share. They like that. And when we build the aqueduct system, they will like that, too.” Kiyoshi had no doubt that with Sister Terauchi in charge, they’d like it … or else.  

“They are already divided,” Father Tanabe said gently. “Their communities are small and weak. They have no gumption.” From him it was a statement of compassion, not condescension.

Father Tom nodded, agreeing. “They are in desperate need of the Good News. They’ll take a brighter view of life when we’ve brought the Gospel to them. The trick will be getting in ahead of the Mormons,” he added wryly.

They all stopped to watch a group of non-Japanese convicts walk in single file along the strip of broken stone that the Galapajin had left as a path between their barley fields. Two men and three women, talking loudly in some barely-comprehensible English pidgin. The women carried empty polythene bags. Looked like they were going to fetch water. 

Kiyoshi said delicately, “For the most desperate convicts in the solar system, they’re kind of … ah … underwhelming?” He’d thought the same of everyone he saw underground. 

Father Tanabe smiled sadly. “No one here is a desperate convict. That was a lie, a scare story. We all believed it.” He raised his hand to bless the receding backs of the pidgin-speakers. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit … They’re just unfortunates like us. Perhaps they colonized a rock belonging to someone else—that’s a crime. Do you remember the United Nations Venus Remediation Project? Many, many asteroid colonists were evicted from their homes while that was running. We thought they were all resettled on Ceres, like our own people. But it turns out that the ISA cherry-picked certain groups, and brought them here.”

Kiyoshi shook his head. “What groups? Why?”

“The most interesting ones, from an anthropological perspective,” Father Tom said. “There are a lot of weird ideologies floating around in here. As I said, they are in dire need of the Gospel.”

“The most pathetically incompetent ones,” Sister Terauchi muttered.

“This is a jail,” Father Tom said, “insofar as no one ever gets out. But it’s also an experimental colony. ” He looked up at the blurry sun in the invisible roof, and mockingly shook his fist. “Hello up there!”

“An experiment in what?”

“Whether twenty-third-century human beings can survive without technology.”

Kiyoshi walked with Father Tom between the barley fields to a cairn of stones. “Father, is Jun here?”

“This is the insect house,” Father Tom said. “I’m actually staying with the Irish. I just came to bring some preying mantis larvae I found. They were in a storeroom, cryogenically frozen. Push a button and thaw as many as you need.”

“Father.”

“Yes?” 

“Is Jun here?”

Father Tom was on his hands and knees, moving stones. “Ah, you bugger … Kiyoshi, did they catch him, too?”

“Yeah.”

Silence. Out of sight, a pedal-powered pump whirred. Children shouted answers to a quiz.

Kiyoshi sat down on his rucksack. Suddenly exhausted, he rested his forehead on the back of one hand, staring at the flecks of translucent green olivine and clear quartz in the stones of the insect house. He didn’t need Father Tom to tell him Jun was not here. The most advanced information technology he’d seen in the whole complex was the tablet they’d given Asada to write his traffic reports on. 

“They might have taken Jun to the research center,” Father Tom said, offering a crumb of hope.

“The research center?”

“Yes, in Emerson Basin.”

Kiyoshi remembered seeing a cluster of facilities from space. “How do I get there?” 

“Well, first you find a way past the gravitational attractors, without triggering an emergency shutdown. Alternatively, you could cut a hole in the dome, without a cutter laser, and hopefully without killing us all. Then you’ll have a nice short walk of 300 kilometers to the research center. It shouldn’t be very hard to evade the orbital gun platforms. And of course, no one ever died from going outside without an EVA suit.”

Kiyoshi laced his hands over the back of his neck and cursed.

“It makes me very happy that you’re alive, Kiyoshi,” Father Tom said quietly. “I know it will be a shot in the arm for everyone when the news gets around.”

Bad choice of words, Father, Kiyoshi thought.

“Surely the Lord brought you here for a reason. Would you join me now in a prayer for divine guidance?”

Kiyoshi rubbed his hands over his face. He stood up and looked around. The cairn stood in the middle of a vegetable patch. Hakusai cabbages and carrots formed straight rows. Beyond that rose a modular structure made of tents stuck together—a jury-rigged church. There were people on the roof of the church. Old people sitting outside, gossiping. Children climbing on the insect house. It was just like at home on 11073 Galapagos. People, people everywhere. Nowhere to be alone. 

He hooked his rucksack over one shoulder. “Can I take a rain check on that, Father? I’m gonna go … I’m gonna do some asking around.”

Father Tom admirably managed not to say how futile that would be. His face said it for him.

As if it were an afterthought, Kiyoshi added, “Oh, by the way, where would I find the boss?”

The Jesuit’s mouth hardened into a grim line. His dark eyes turned to pebbles. “He’s at the research center.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. The fella that picked us up—older fella with a neat little gray beard, looked like he should be selling Italian shoes—“

“Handbags. Legacy.”

“Is that what he’s called? He shook the boss’s hand like they knew each other. I got the impression they were old friends. Abdullah, too. ‘I’m very excited about getting your help with our research,’ he says to the boss, and they go away together, leaving us to rot in here.” 

★

Kiyoshi walked towards the falls, between potato patches and shacks made from tent material. The cluster of larger buildings he’d seen from afar climbed over the tight Pallas horizon. A hand-painted sign said: Welcome to Pallas Falls! 

Guess they couldn’t resist that one.

One- and two-storey houses lined a gravel street. The houses were just boxes made from prefab carbon composite panels, with no front walls. People sat in the shadows within, or on crude porches. Some were working at hand looms or other antiquated machines. A lathe; a potter’s wheel; even a forge. Why couldn’t the Asada clan practice their trade here? Duh. Like the ISA would allow them to make swords. 

The sound of falling water drowned out everything else. 

Kiyoshi came out on a spray-wetted expanse of rock around a lake the size of a baseball field. The waterfall plunged into it, a rough white curtain, as if that silver thread had frayed at the bottom. Frothy blossoms of splashback towered high in the low gravity, and fell to the surface of the lake, sending ripples towards the shore. People waded in the shallows, filling their jerrycans. Children paddled and splashed each other, goosepimples on their limbs.

It was beautiful, but Kiyoshi didn’t stop to stare. The town, such as it was, straggled away in every direction. He chose a street at random. Weeds grew in the gravel underfoot.

The shacks got smaller and crummier. The next light pylon was out. Only darkness lay ahead. 

“Kiyoshi!” 

He swung around, and nearly bumped into Elfrida Goto.

Her arms—open to hug him—sank to her sides when she saw his face. But her smile didn’t fade. “Sorry. I know I shouldn’t be happy to see anyone here, but wow!” 

“Wow, yourself.” He admired her outfit. It was a sack, but it was an embroidered and appliquéd sack. A sparkly hair clip held back her dark bob. “Is anyone else here?”

“Did you meet up with your people?”

“Yes, they’re busy plotting to take over the hab.”

Elfrida laughed. “They are, aren’t they? I think it’s great. Nobody can make lemons into lemonade like the Galapajin. The Pashtuns are also doing pretty well, and so are those other, um, Christians. But your people are just kicking ass. Well, come on, if you only just got here you must be exhausted. Come and sit down!”

She led him to one of the crummy little shacks he’d passed without noticing. It had a curtain for a front wall, tucked up. 

John Mendoza came out and gave him a one-armed hug—refusing, unlike Elfrida, to take an unspoken ‘no’ for an answer.

“I wish we weren’t here, but I’m glad you’re here, if that makes any sense.” Mendoza rocked back awkwardly. He was balancing on a crutch. His right leg ended at the knee.

“Holy crap, Mendoza. Where did you leave your leg?”

“Somewhere between the L5 Earth-Moon Lagrange point and Mars.” 

Mendoza had accompanied Jun on his fateful voyage to Mars. Kiyoshi felt an acute desire to know what Jun had done. What the ISA had arrested him for. But there might be—scratch that, there definitely were listening devices around, so he swallowed his questions. 

Mendoza seemed to be conscious of the same risk. He said, “Well, we don’t have coffee. The Pashtuns are expecting to harvest their first crop in a month or so. Then there’ll be a new currency in this jail, you can bet on it. For now, tea? It tastes like ass-flavored socks, but it’s caffeinated. Some supposedly good-for-you thing Ellie found in storage.”

“It’s called yerba mate, and it is good for you,” Elfrida squealed. 

Kiyoshi laughed. He followed them into their shack. Elfrida swept aside the clutter on the floor. “Sorry it’s such a mess!”

Kiyoshi sat down, crossing his long legs, trying not to knock anything over. He sat on a hair clip like the one Elfrida was wearing. Pliers, wire, the smell of glue … “Did you make this?”

“Yeah.” Elfrida blushed. “I know, making jewellery, right? On Pallas? It’s like writing poetry at the south pole, or something. But people seem to like it. I’m using the stones that you can actually find in the big rocks near the perimeter of the dome. This is olivine, that’s tourmaline … we’re walking on semiprecious gemstones!” She waved her hands. She hadn’t lost her child-like sense of wonder. “People are grinding them up for soil substrate! The streets are paved with them.”

Mendoza moved some more clutter. A steel bowl, a heating element, a timer, a battery— “Mendoza, you’re either building a bomb, or a rice cooker.”

“Heh. The latter,” Mendoza said, mouthing: Unfortunately. “Before there was the Meal Wizard, there was the humble rice cooker. I got the idea from your people. I’m selling quite a lot of them.”

“For money? Or dope, or tea?”

“Batteries,” Mendoza sighed. He settled himself awkwardly on the floor. “The whole low-tech gimmick—it’s bullshit. Everything runs on batteries in here.” He pointed at a flashlight, his rice cooker, the hot plate on which Elfrida was boiling water for tea. “You can get whatever you need out of storage, including fully charged batteries. The people who live downstairs, the Storage clans, they can be pretty unpleasant, but they aren’t allowed to actually hurt you. So it’s just a matter of ignoring them, figuring out the labelling system, finding what you want, and pushing a button. But you only get one try a day. It’s gamified. So dumb. Anyway, who wants to waste a whole day going downstairs every time you run out of charge? Hence, freshly charged batteries equal units of value. But that might change. Brian O’Shaughnessy—remember him?—he’s got twenty people using up their tries every day, looking for parts to build a hydroelectric generator.”

“Install a turbine in the lake? Gravity-driven?” 

“Yup. Buuut my guess is they won’t be allowed to do it.”

Kiyoshi wanted to know more about the security set-up. He tried to think of a way to ask about those blurs in the air, the slithering noises he’d heard downstairs.

Elfrida poured the tea. “Sorry it’s not very hot,” she said. “The atmospheric pressure is lower than Earth normal, so water boils at like ninety degrees Celsuis.”

“It’s fine,” Kiyoshi said. He took a sip. “Actually, it tastes like ass-flavored socks.”

Elfrida and Mendoza laughed too loudly. They were both on edge, that was obvious. 

Screw it. Kiyoshi’s concerns about listening devices fluttered away. He dropped his voice. “Mendoza? You were with Jun when … when it happened. What happened?”

Mendoza put his mug down. Distress creased his stoic, honest face. “This is so tough to say.”

“Tell him!” Elfrida said. She glared fearfully at the entrance of the shack. “He has a right to know!”

Mendoza reached out. His callused grip crushed Kiyoshi’s fingers. “Jun told them everything,” he whispered.

“Who? What did he tell who?”

“The ISA, Star Force, the President of the UN, I don’t even know. We were on our way to Mars. We were stealthed, using the Ghost, but we had Tiangong Erhao. A fifty-kilometer spaceship is a fifty-kilometer spaceship. They picked us up on radar. So it was either defy them or deal with them. The Chinese ships that were with us defied them. They got fragged. Jun decided to deal.” 

Mendoza let go of Kiyoshi’s hand. He stared into his tea mug. 

“He gave them the specs for the Ghost, explained who he was, what he was, what he was planning, everything. I thought he was crazy. He said sometimes you just have to trust people.”

“That sounds like him,” Kiyoshi said.

“Well, it worked: they gave us safe passage to Mars. It was pretty hairy, even so. I lost my leg. There was a fire on the bridge of the Monster. But we got there and launched Jun’s cyberweapon. As far as that goes, it was too successful. Jun didn’t know about the Martians. No one did, at that point. He didn’t know we would end up freeing millions of them from the PLAN’s control. Anyway. As you might imagine, Jun didn’t want to stick around to answer questions. So we made our getaway in stealth mode.” Mendoza took a breath. “But when we got to Callisto, they were there waiting for us.”

Elfrida broke in. “It’s so unfair! Jun won the freaking war for them, and they arrested him for his trouble!”

Kiyoshi said emptily, “I can see it from their point of view. He told them he was an ASI? And then he proved it by blowing a hole in the PLAN? Yeah, they would want to take that out of circulation.”

The research center. Father Tom had said Jun might be there. It was possible, Kiyoshi guessed. 

“I’m sorry,” Mendoza said. “I’m so goddamn sorry. They boarded the Monster; I tried to stop them, but there were too many of them …”

Kiyoshi managed a smile. “It wasn’t your fault.” He put down his mug. “Guys, I really appreciate this. If I could ask another favor, can I borrow your couch? I need to grab some sack time.”

He had to figure out how he was going to get to the research center, and right now shame and rage were clouding his thoughts. He needed a performance boost. 

“Absolutely!” Mendoza said. “Well …”

“We don’t actually have a couch,” Elfrida said.

“Your floor, your hammock, whatever.”

They exchanged anxious looks. Kiyoshi felt a stab of irritability. What could be the problem with this simple favor? It wasn’t like he’d asked them to help him rescue Jun from the research center. He was going to do that on his own. Somehow.

“Well, OK,” Elfrida said. She beckoned Kiyoshi to another curtain at the back of the shack. “Don’t freak, OK? We’ve got another houseguest. But I think she’s asleep ...”

“I’ll be quiet,” Kiyoshi promised. He slipped through the curtain.

The bedroom smelled of goats. Working by touch, he found his gear in his rucksack. It still amazed him that the ISA had not confiscated eight syringes pre-filled with a solution of water and medical-grade methamphetamine. Well, if your thing was keeping humans like rats, you’d want to observe every sordid quirk of their behavior … Screw you, he thought at Oliver Legacy, who’d become the face of the ISA in his mind. You don’t get to observe THIS. 

He tied a twang cord (better than a belt) around his right arm, tightening it with his teeth. The action made him think of Wetherall. He had to find him, and Molly and Michael. They must be somewhere around, learning the lay of this strange new land. Maybe Wetherall had already figured out where, in that maze of underground storerooms, they kept the drugs …

He injected himself. The rush seemed to transform his body from tired flesh into a machine made of pure energy. Riding it out, he flexed his legs—

--and kicked someone sleeping on the other side of the bedroom.

The person jack-knifed, threw off their blanket, and shone a flashlight into his eyes.

“Shit. I’m having a flashback,” said the hoarse voice of Alicia Petruzzelli.

Kiyoshi shaded his eyes with one hand while reaching for her flashlight with his other hand. The needle fell out of his arm, onto the floor. 

Petruzzelli grabbed it first. “Oh ho. Now you’re bangin’ it like a Marine, space boy.”

“C’mon, Petruzzelli, gimme that, what the hell?”

She made the syringe vanish. That was OK. He had spares. “At least you still remember my name,” she said. She set the flashlight on the floor, pointing up, so it lit her face from below. She smiled, devilishly. The turquoise mop of hair he remembered was gone. Short brown curls framed a thinner, older face. The bags under her eyes looked like rotten plums. “Elfrida!” she yelled. “Jo-ohn! There’s a—” she dropped her voice to a whisper: “a junkie …” Shouting again, “A rapist in my bedroom …”

Scuffling noises outside. Mendoza: “She’s just messing with you, Ellie. Don’t react.”

Right on, Mendoza.

Elfrida: “I should have warned him. I just didn’t know what to say ...”

Their movements retreated.

“So you made it through the war alive, Petruzzelli,” Kiyoshi said. “Congrats.”

The shadows swallowed her face. “Define alive.”

“Breathing. Bitching. Lying here feeling sorry for yourself, while other people carry on like heroes. Eh, I’ve seen it before.” 

With energy coursing through his veins, he returned his gear to his rucksack. He had no time or sympathy for her. Plus, she’d called him a rapist. Their one carnal encounter, three years ago, had been 100% consensual. If that was a joke, it wasn’t funny. 

He lifted the curtain. Indirect light leaked into the bedroom, revealing piles of handwoven blankets. That explained the smell of goat hair.

Petruzzelli grabbed his ankle. She pulled him back into the bedroom, and for some reason, maybe because her grip was so weak, he let her do it. The curtain fell. 

She knelt up and hugged him. “I thought I was invulnerable,” she whispered into his ear. “Maybe that’s the trouble. I survived the war, I survived the Big Breakup, I flew your brother’s ship all the way to Jupiter … I’m really sorry about what happened to him. I liked him a lot and I think maybe he even liked me. It was great flying with him. It was healing me.”

Kiyoshi’s hands clenched on her shoulders. He lowered his head to breathe in the scent of her skin. His hands slipped down to her waist. 

“But when the ISA destroyed the Monster, it was like .. I dunno. Something just kind of broke inside me.”

She felt bony, like she hadn’t been eating, but she still had that amazing flare to her hips and ass. Without consciously planning it, he cupped her buttocks. He kissed her sweaty neck.

“Ohhh … Kiyoshi. Don’t.”

“Why not?” He gently laid her back on the blankets. Star Force might’ve chopped her up and put her back together, reinforced her skeleton and replaced her heart and lungs, but she was still soft where it counted. He spooned her, grinding against her ass. In the back of his head, he knew he was high, and his judgement wasn’t the best right now, but he felt an incredible tenderness for her. He wanted to help her heal from all that had happened to her. Also, he was as hard as hell. He reached for the drawstring of her trousers.  

“I don’t want a pity fuck.”

“How about just a regular fuck?”

“I mean it. Don’t feel sorry for me.” 

“I don’t feel sorry for you. You were a hero. I actually stalked you online for a while. You were one of the pilots who crashed that Flattop into Reldresal? That’s hardcore.”

“That’s right,” she whispered, twisting to face him. “And now I’m in jail on Pallas, sleeping all day, eating Elfrida and John’s food, when I remember to. Basically just abusing their generosity.” 

She set her palms against his chest and gave a sudden, strong push. In micro-gee, that was enough to throw him across the room. He crashed into the opposite wall. The whole shack creaked.

 “I may be a screw-up,” Petruzzelli said, loudly, her voice shaking, “but at least I’m not shooting junk into my arm.”

The curtain flapped open. She crawled out.

Kiyoshi cursed himself for being a sucker. He picked up his rucksack and went out. 

Petruzzelli stood in the street outside, talking to Elfrida and Mendoza with angry gesticulations. There was a lot of white noise from the falls, so he couldn’t hear what she was saying. He caught his own name. She glared at him and stomped away.

“Jeez,” Kiyoshi muttered. This was beyond embarrassing. “Did she say I raped her or something? I didn’t. Ha, ha.”

“You didn’t have time,” Mendoza said dryly.

Elfrida pushed her hands through her hair, dislodging her sparkly hair clip. “I should’ve warned you. Sorry.”

“It’s not important.”

“It is important. She’s our friend, and she’s hurting, and I don’t know how to help her.”

“All we can do is pray for her,” Mendoza said.

They watched Petruzzelli vanish beyond the reach of the last light pylon. The houses continued into the dark, but the division between brightness and dark was so stark that it felt like being on an asteroid, looking across the terminator. 

“What’s over there?” Kiyoshi asked.

“The nightside,” Mendoza said.

Made sense. He was on an asteroid, looking across the terminator. But in the whole time he’d been here, the terminator hadn’t moved. Nor had the distant sun moved in the black sky. 

“Did they spin this rock down?”

“No, it’s rotating,” Elfrida said. “But Pallas has an unusual axial tilt. This is information no one in the solar system knows, because I guess it’s top secret.” She rolled her eyes. “But it’s all in the books which you can access in the library. Anyway, we’re near the north pole here. This dome straddles the boundary of a region that gets two years of continuous sunlight. So now it’s day here, and night over there, but next year it will be the opposite, and then we’ll all pick up and migrate.” She sounded tired just thinking about it. “Continuous sunlight isn’t good for your body. And they never switch the light pylons off, either. That’s why we made a black-out room to sleep in. I think the Galapajin are considering building a bedroom community—literally, a bedroom community, oooh I’m funny—on the nightside.”

Kiyoshi jigged from foot to foot. “Is anyone over there now?”

Mendoza looked at Elfrida, as if to shush her, and said, “Not really. You can get down to the storage area from over there, too, so sometimes people go that way.” He shrugged.

“And the library,” Elfrida said. “The library’s over there. But don’t get your hopes up. It’s all hard copies.”

That was enough of an excuse for Kiyoshi. “I’m gonna check that out. I’ll catch you when I come back this way.”

★

Of course he wasn’t going to the freaking library. He wanted to catch up with Petruzzelli and apologize to her. 

Or at the very least, make contact with some of these people from Storage. 

Riding a wave of brittle optimism, he believed there had to be a way out of here, if he could only find it.

He walked past the library—it was only a hundred meters beyond the terminator. Spotlights alternated with soaring columns along a grandiose facade. It was the biggest free-standing building he’d ever seen. Statues on the pediment brandished maps, globes, scales, and other symbols of knowledge, wisdom, and justice. 

He kicked the steps. Not stone. Just printed composite, like the other houses.

As Sister Terauchi had implied, the library did not seem to be a popular destination. No one was going in and out of the big doors. A few people sat on the steps.

On the other side of the street, weak electric light shone from the usual crude shacks. Probably, by daylight, this half of Pallas Falls would look just like the other half. But darkness lent it a seedy allure. 

He heard hoarse, drunken singing. Smelled fried food.

He angled towards the smell. 

He genuinely needed to hydrate. Mostly he was just lying to himself. But it did seem possible that a bar would be the best place to find information …

He cast a last, sour glance at the library—and did a double-take.

Molly had just walked out through the big doors with Michael at her side. 

Kiyoshi’s heart leapt, but something kept him lurking in the darkness.

Molly carried a book. 

As she reached the top of the steps, an alarm yipped. Molly looked around in fright. 

Her figure blurred, the colors of her dreadlocks and her coverall smearing.

She reeled back, clasping her shoulder as if she’d been struck. Michael cowered.

Kiyoshi bounded up the library steps. They were both solid, real—a sight for sore eyes. He curved an arm protectively around Molly’s shoulders. “What the hell was that?”

“Hello, you,” she said, smiling up at him. 

“Yeah, hello and everything.” He saw the hurt on her face at his brusque greeting. But he didn’t trust himself to give her anything more. Quarter of an hour ago, he’d put the moves on Petruzzelli because he was high and feeling stupid. He still felt stupid. Didn’t want to subject Molly to his poor judgement, so it was best to just play it cool.

He stooped to hug Michael. “Are you OK, little guy?”

 Michael’s face glowed with excitement. “I’ve figured it all out! Do you want to hear my theory?”

“In a second. Molly, what just happened? Looked like someone crashed into you.”

She gave him the ghost of a wink. “That’s what it felt like, too. Evidently, you’re not allowed to take books out of this library.”

The book she’d been carrying had vanished. “What book was it?”

“Oh, just some boring fiction thing,” Michael interrupted. “Listen, this is really cool!”

“Mikey, be quiet,” said Wetherall, emerging from behind a column. “You never know who might be listening.”

Kiyoshi traded fist bumps with Wetherall. “Been checking out the local scene?”

“I was going to do that next,” Wetherall said.

“Later,” Molly said. “Let’s go back to the dayside. I like to be able to see what I’m eating and drinking.”

 

Kiyoshi introduced all three of them to Elfrida and Mendoza. It wasn’t as awkward as he’d feared. Elfrida said, “Oh, you’re the chick who was tending bar at that dive on Callisto,” and Molly said, “You’re the chick the ISA dragged out in handcuffs. I forgot what you looked like for a while; but I remember now. Where’s the other woman who was with you?”

There was a contemplative pause.

“I love that hairclip,” Molly said, smoothly. 

They ate potato salad Elfrida had made, sitting out by the lake. Spray got in the communal container, which didn’t make it taste any worse. Kiyoshi didn’t care—he had no appetite. He forced himself to drink more tea.

“Sorry about the lack of seasoning,” Elfrida said. “You can get spices out of storage, too, but I keep using up my tries on olive oil. The pouches are ridiculously tiny. Someone needs to start growing avocadoes.”

“Can I talk about my theory now?” Michael said. “It’s safe here, isn’t it? The waterfall is so noisy that even drones couldn’t hear us, if we whisper. That’s why we’re out here, right?”

“Yes,” Wetherall said. “But let Molly go first.”

“Do you know what she was doing in the library, Colin?” Michael said.

“Nope, but I think we’re about to find out.”

“I know you want to hear about the security,” Molly said quietly. They all leaned forward to hear better. Molly said to Elfrida and Mendoza, “You guys have been here for months. How much have you figured out?”

“Pretty much nothing,” Mendoza said in the same low voice. “There have to be drones. If someone breaks the rules, which basically means if they hurt someone else, they get zapped. But zapped can mean anything from shot, to electroshocked, to an arrow, yes an actual medieval arrow, through their heart. How do you mount a freaking bow and arrow onto a drone too small to see? Plus, there’s often a delay between breaking the rules and getting zapped. Minutes or hours. Why?” He spread his hands. “Basically, all we’ve got is questions.”

“I can answer them,” Molly said. “There are drones, yeah. We used to call them nanocopters. They fly by taking in air and puffing it out. There are also fixed cameras in the storage areas.” She ate a mouthful of potato salad. “Boy, this is good, Elfrida. So that’s your surveillance. But as you correctly point out, John, drones can’t do much in the way of enforcement. That’s handled by humans. The reason we can’t see them is because they’re invisible.”

Kiyoshi’s jaw sagged, mirroring the expressions of the others. 

“The wardens wear hooded coveralls made of a metamaterial that’s invisible to radar and visible light.”

Kiyoshi remembered the slithering sounds he’d heard in the corridors. The way Molly had seemed to blur as she stood on the library steps. Because an invisible person had been rushing towards her.

“Invisibility cloaks suck,” Michael said. “They don’t really work. I had one when I was little. Everyone saw me.”

Molly ruffled his hair. “These ones work. Those guys down at InSec Center get up to some amazing shit. But anyway, the wardens. There are four hundred of them, working three shifts, and they circulate on routes that change daily, so the chances are good that there is one near you at any time …”

They all looked over their shoulders.

“… except here,” Molly said. “Water screws with the invisibilty suits. They get wet, you see them. So anyway, that’s the system. It may sound pretty secure, especially when you figure in the gravity traps and all that, but trust me, there are loopholes. The question is, are we smart enough to exploit them?”

Kiyoshi said. “Did you find all this out in the library?”

“No,” Molly said. “Remember I told you I’d been here before?”

“Yeah,” Wetherall said. “I thought you did time for drug dealing.”

“Well, now we’re here, you probably appreciate that this is not the kind of place they send drug dealers.” Molly wiped her lips on her sleeve. “I actually used to work here.”

Kiyoshi let out a whoop. He gathered her in and kissed her on the mouth. 

Breaking away, he saw Petruzzelli standing on the far side of the lake. Staring at them. Bedraggled. Her face angry and yet strangely empty.

 

 


xxvii.

 

Andrea Miller, ISA employee number 0089327, sat in her chicken coop, reading All Creatures Great And Small by James Herriot.

Lined with perches and nesting boxes, the chicken coop stood at one end of a fenced-in run. Through the door she could see her Rhode Island Reds scratching in the dirt. She’d built the coop herself from the wood of hybrid poplars grown right here on Pallas..

Andrea had been born on Luna, but now Pallas was home, and for all its remoteness, she loved it. 

This hab, Worldhouse 1, stood right next door to Worldhouse 2, the prison where Andrea and her colleagues worked. Worldhouse 1 was older than Worldhouse 2, and a tenth the size, and the roof had a habit of raining on your head … but there was more than enough room for the staff to spread out and work on their free-time projects.

Anyone who took a job on Pallas, by definition, had a keen interest in doing cool shit in space. On their days off, some of the staff tended scientific experiments, some worked on ways to improve the lives of the prisoners, some cared for their livestock, and some pottered in their gardens. 

Andrea raised chickens.  

Today, however, the clucking of her gengineered Rhode Island Reds did not comfort her. Reading by the sunlight from the open door, she turned the pages of All Creatures Great And Small.

The very same book she’d snatched from Molly Kent at the end of her last shift. 

Man, it had been crazy seeing Molly again! 

Actually, it had shocked the pants off her. 

Molly had joined the ISA the year before Andrea. They’d clicked straight away. Neither of them had any interest in the secret-squirrel stuff that the ISA was famous for. That wasn’t what they’d been hired for, anyway. The security of the human race was a puzzle with many parts … and one of those parts was the Worldhouse Project.

Andrea drifted into nostalgia for a minute, remembering how Molly had worked on a scheme to add mood-improving drugs to the water in Worldhouse 2. It had been disapproved in the end—too heavy-handed. Molly’s enthusiasm for the job had dwindled after that, and when her three-year contract was up, she’d left Pallas. 

They’d stayed in touch for a while. But eventually Molly’s emails had petered out. She’d gone back home to Callisto, got in with a bad crowd, was Andrea’s impression, and she’d always felt guilty that she hadn’t tried harder to convince Molly to stay.

Now Molly was back. 

In freaking Worldhouse 2.

On the wrong side of the line that divided the staff from their subjects, who you were not supposed to refer to as prisoners, but c’mon, that’s what they were. Everyone knew it. They were doers. Hardened criminals.

What on earth had Molly done to end up over there? 

The answer was not accessible to Andrea through official channels. 

She hoped she might find it in the pages of James Herriot.

This afternoon, Molly had sat in a carrel in the library, reading—or pretending to read—this book for ages. Andrea had spotted her on a random feed trawl and drifted into the library in a stupor of amazement. She’d itched to poke Molly, or brush against her, but she’d be out of a job if she did anything like that. So she’d just circulated, wrapped in her invisibility cloak, a ghost in the deserted stacks … watching the feed from the fixed camera over Molly’s head.

Molly had brushed a loose fist over the pages as she read, and from time to time that fist had paused. 

Andrea didn’t need to see too much of that before she understood what Molly was up to. 

When Molly left the library, with the book in her hand, Andrea had made sure she was in position to respond to the theft alarm. And what a coincidence, she’d decided to borrow the same book tonight. 

It wouldn’t raise any flags. This was basically her favorite book ever. As Molly knew. 

Now she decoded Molly’s message, stringing together the letters Molly had marked by pressing a sharp pebble into the pages, leaving nearly-invisible dents.

The picture came together.

Andrea stood up abruptly. One of her roosters, Garfield, strutted into the chicken coop, sensing her alarm. 

“It’s OK, it’s OK,” Andrea murmured. 

But it wasn’t.

Feeling deeply uneasy, Andrea ducked out of the chicken coop. She took her bow, an action as automatic as zipping her coat. The bow was her service weapon, befitting the low-tech guidelines of the Worldhouse project. She wore it over her shoulder like a rifle on a sling. She rarely had to shoot anyone with it, and she always aimed to immobilize, rather than kill … but that could change.

That might have to change.

If what Molly told her was true.

She walked through the trees, thinking hard. The forest was dense and drippy. It had been growing for decades. When two years of light gave way to two years of darkness, they just turned on the growlights. They didn’t do that in Worldhouse 2. Everyone over there had to pick up and move. That was supposed to be more realistic. Worldhouse 1 was just the prototype … 

But right now, Andrea’s world felt realer to her than ever before. Painfully real. 

Blackberry brambles plucked at her legs, like ISA conditioning trying to hold her back. Trying to change her mind about what she knew was right.

Screw that.

The conditioning had worked for a long time, she freely admitted. Subtle censorship and propaganda techniques had allowed the ISA to control the narrative throughout UN space for the better part of a century. But now the narrative was breaking down, breaking up, as storylines not approved by the ISA bubbled through the English-language mediasphere. 

Andrea reached the community hall and went in. A log fire roared in the hearth. Low-tech heating, with a high-tech twist: the smoke went straight into a filter, and ash particles were extracted for use as fertilizer. Win-win.  

Looked like pretty much everyone not on shift was gathered around the fire. Or to be exact, around the big screen in the chimney nook. 

Andrea left her bow in the weapons rack by the door. She joined the crowd and worked her way towards the screen, saying hello to this person and that.

“The stand-off in Earth orbit continues,” said a news curator’s voice from the screen, in somber but urgent tones. “Live from the Kharbage In, Kharbage Out, here’s Ceres spokesman Adnan Kharbage.”

The recycling mogul—who had become famous all over the solar system in the last couple of days—appeared not to have slept. He stared into the camera with furious, hollow eyes. “I did not wish to be a spokesman for our cause. I accept this role with reluctance and sorrow. Sorrow, because my friends and colleagues are dead! Murdered! We came to discuss the future of the asteroid belt, as equals, as statesmen, as businessmen—and we were met with nukes! This is a betrayal of everything the UN stands for!”

“Whoa,” Andrea said. “How many of them are left now?” She meant, how many ships out of the sixteen-strong Ceres fleet that had arrived in Earth orbit two days ago. 

“Only that one,” the person next to her said. “Earth’s PORMSnet blew all the others away. They’ll probably replay the footage soon.”

“How’d they get any footage at all?”

“This feed is broadcasting from Luna.” 

Andrea smiled. She came from Luna. The newly independent Luna Union had played a major role in undermining the ISA’s information management, and she was proud of that. 

“Furthermore,” Adnan Kharbage went on, “I am reluctant to say this, but the times call for truth. If the UN thinks that, because we are gone—we, who only sought to protect our homeworld—if you think that with us out of the way, you can settle millions of Martians on Ceres without resistance, the truth is you are wrong! There will be an uprising. There will be a revolution. Ceres has two hundred and thirty million inhabitants, and every one of them will rise up against you, rather than accept this death sentence!” 

Kharbage was yelling into the camera now. Spittle gathered at the corners of his mouth. His combover sat awry. He was a repellent crook, one step up from a mafioso, but in that moment he struck Andrea as noble. That hooked nose, those fleshy Levantine features—it was like seeing a statue of some Roman emperor come to life, channeling the granite willpower of those men who founded human civilization.

“Don’t you know that God sees every migrant bird, fighting through the wind and the rain, alone in the dark?” Adnan Kharbage screamed. “We too are alone in the dark, but He sees us. Do you think He doesn’t see YOU? He sees you and He will judge you for this act of genocide. Genocide! This is GENOCIDE! Did we or did we not WIN the fucking war?”

The feed from the Kharbage In, Kharbage Out went dark.

The news studio on Luna briefly reappeared— “Whoa shit,” said someone off-camera—and then the picture changed to a long-distance shot from an optical telescope. It looked like a burst of bright pixels against Earth’s nightside. 

The news curator on Luna came back, her eyes too wide. “Welp, that’s all we’ll be hearing from Adnan Kharbage,” she said. “They just nuked him, too.”

The ISA employees on Pallas erupted in disbelief and outrage. Andrea stayed quiet. She knew what her colleagues were going through. The ISA’s narrative was finally losing its hold on their minds. She’d gone through the same thing a few days ago, when the UN’s plan to resettle Martians on Ceres leaked to the media. For some it took more than others. But no one could watch the destruction of an unarmed civilian fleet, on the very doorstep of Earth, without severe disillusionment.

Andrea edged to the front of the group. Her manager, Josh Slade, was fiddling with the screen. “Let’s see if any other telescopes picked that up,” he said. “Midway should’ve been able to see it …”

“Josh, it wasn’t faked.”

He rubbed his ginger beard. “I know.”

“And Josh, that’s not all …”

A woman spoke loudly behind them. Cheraline Ngu, a Belter. She’d been one of the first to openly question the narrative. “They’ll land the Martians on Ceres now. They have to. If they don’t? It sets a precedent that colonists in recycling barges can back the UN down.”

“Yeah,” Josh said. “This pretty much ends in tears either way. Thank God I don’t have any family on Ceres.”

But other people did. They were swearing and emailing. Their personal communications off-rock were limited, and monitored, but no one cared about losing loyalty points anymore. 

Andrea pulled All Creatures Great And Small out of her coat pocket. She rapidly explained to Josh that she’d seen Molly. 

Josh had been here as long as she had. He remembered Molly, too. “That woman who wanted to sedate the doers?”

“Yes, but Josh, they’re not doers.”

“The subjects.”

“Ninety-nine out of a hundred of them aren’t guilty of anything. You know that, I know it, we all know it. We listen to them yakking every day. All they ever talk about is sex and drugs and he-said-she-said and freaking potatoes. Pathetic specimens of humanity they may be, hardened criminals they are not.”

“So?”

“So Josh, listen to what Molly told me …” 

She whispered into his ear, which had ginger tufts growing out of it. When he had heard what she had to say, he climbed on a chair and whirled his arms. “OK, everyone, listen up. Andrea’s just reported a potential leak in the containment pit. Let’s go check that out.”

Those that didn’t get the unspoken message tagged along behind those that did. They left the community hall and walked between the barn and the piggery to their own version of the falls. The roof of Worldhouse 1 was lower. The gravity-driven flow of condensation more resembled a dripping tap than a waterfall. However, even a dripping tap could make a lot of noise, when it fell onto a waterwheel that drove a generator. 

Josh said, “If anyone wants to wimp out, now’s your chance. This will empty our loyalty accounts for life.”

No one wimped out. The waterwheel’s drive shaft whirred and dripped on their heads. Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? The answer on Pallas was a censorbot that sifted through the surveillance logs from Worldhouse 1, as well as Worldhouse 2. But they’d experimented with meetings at the waterwheel before. The audio take was garbage. Nothing there to censor. 

“I’ve just learned,” Josh said, looking at Andrea, “that there were two refugee fleets from Ceres. One went to Earth, the other came here. It got blown up three days ago, with 20,000 refugees on board. Anyone surprised? No, me neither. But one ship from that fleet survived. Our QRF took its crew into custody, and dumped them in Worldhouse 2. Among them was an individual some of you may remember: Molly Kent, who used to work with us. She found a way to communicate safely with Andrea, and that’s where this intelligence comes from.” 

Andrea cleared her throat. Her mouth felt dry, and her stomach knotted. She knew this feeling because she’d lived with it all her life. But she’d never before called it by its name. Now she did. Fear. She was afraid of the ISA, her own employer. Afraid of the United Nations itself. 

That had to end. 

“Guys, I want to say something,” she spoke up. “A few of you already know this, but my uncle was Bob Miller. He died to defeat the PLAN. Thanks to him and the pilots under his command, Earth was saved, and Mars is now a wasteland. I know some people think the Big Breakup was overkill. But I call it victory. And I have to think Uncle Bob would be turning in his grave today … if he had a grave.”

Her colleagues’ supportive murmurs encouraged her.

“Like that guy on TV said, we won this war! So why are we about to surrender Ceres to the Martians? It’s despicable. We have to stop that fleet from landing. Does anyone not agree?”

One hand went up. It belonged to Cheraline Ngu. “Oh sure, I agree,” she said. “But we can’t stop them. That’s just a fact.”

Andrea disagreed. “It’s a Star Force fleet. And who does Star Force take orders from?”

“The President.”

“And the ISA!” Andrea said. “We’ve got Star Force wrapped around our little finger! All we’ve got to do is fake an unignorable suggestion to stand down. ” She gained confidence as she spoke. Her heart pounded with excitement now, not fear. “We’ll tell them to take the Martians back to Mars. Take them wherever. They breathe vacuum, don’t they? Take them out to Eris and dump them there. We’ve got a facility on Eris, don’t we? They can have that!”

“I agree with Andrea,” Josh said. “If we have a chance of saving Ceres, we have to try. And I think, actually, we have a pretty good chance. We just have to get access to the top-level influence channel.” He held up a hand. “Yeah, I know. But seriously, think about it, guys. You’ve all been inside the Emerson Institute at some point, right? The security team down there is highly incompetent … compared to us.”

Everyone started to talk at once. Some wanted to rush the Emerson Institute this minute. Others mentioned the orbital gun platforms, the QRF, the Institute’s perimeter defences. 

“Wait! Stop,” Josh said. “Think smarter. Andrea?”

“We only need to get a handful of people in there,” Andrea said. “One of them has to be Josh, and the others should be, um, recent winners of the target shooting competition. But the regs are that we’re only allowed to enter singly, and we aren’t allowed to carry our weapons in there. So we need a plausible threat. A reason why we have to be there, armed, to protect the ISA’s oh-so-valuable IP.” She ran her thumb over the binding of All Creatures Great And Small. “Molly suggested a jailbreak.”

“Um,” Cheraline Ngu said. “Is she going to organize that herself?”

Andrea shook her head. “She knows a guy. He’ll just need a little help from us …”

 

 


xxviii.

 

Kiyoshi walked slowly, taking care to make each pace exactly the same length.

Ahead of him: the bright, inviting corridor that led to the way out. 

Behind him: prisoners walking in single file. 

Gecko grips made scant noise on the stone floor. Rag sandals were silent. One person had on homemade clogs. CLACK-clack, CLACK-clack—their steps echoed in the stone corridor, scraping at Kiyoshi’s nerves. Who was that? Someone from the Storage clans. 

He really wished he hadn’t told Brian O’Shaughnessy what he was planning. 

As it turned out, the Irish had been planning a jailbreak for months—that business about looking for generator parts had just been a pretext to map the underground tunnels. While he was doing that, Brian had gotten buddy-buddy with some of the Storage clans. They were completely fed up with this life, too.

So they were all coming.

All except the Galapajin, who’d politely declined to follow Kiyoshi anywhere, ever again.

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered, except getting this right. 

He counted off five more paces. That made 40 meters from the corridor entrance. He stopped.

Michael trod on his heels. “Sorry.”

One by one, everyone stopped.

Kiyoshi’s breath misted out. 

“Hello?” he said.

“OK, hello there, Mr. Yonezawa,” said a female voice in his cochlear implants. “Are you in position?”

“Yes.”

Calm, warm, the voice carried a Luna lilt. It belonged to Andrea Miller, Molly’s friend from when she used to work here. Kiyoshi was about to entrust his life, and the lives of everyone behind him, to a woman he’d never met or even heard of before today. It felt all wrong, no matter how trustworthy Molly said she was.

“We have diverted the nanocopters from your area,” she said. “We’ve also faked a malfunction in the fixed camera in that corridor, creating a hole in the coverage, which means that I do not have eyes on you right now. So I need you to follow my instructions very carefully. First of all, can you please confirm that you’re forty meters from the lower end of the corridor, standing precisely in the middle of the corridor?”

“Yes, I am.”

“OK. Take one step forward, twenty degrees to the right of your current position.”

He did it. “OK.” 

“Again.”

“OK.” As he took his second step, he looked over his shoulder and saw Michael mimicking his first step, placing his feet exactly where Kiyoshi’s had been. 

“Can you feel the gravitational field?”

“No.” 

“Good. This might actually work.” 

“Huh?”

“Mr. Yonezawa, this is a three-body system. The gravitational attractors are located behind each wall and above the ceiling. They move around all the time, but their movements are not random. They follow a preprogrammed course which changes once every twelve hours. In any gravitational system there is a null line where the bodies cancel each other’s gravity out. I am going to guide you along that null line.”

“I understand.”

“It zigzags.”

“Gotcha.”

“One step is to equal 80 centimeters. When I say ‘Low!’ you need to squat down so your head is no more than 140 centimeters above the floor.”

“Got it.” 

“Take one step, forty-five degrees left.” 

He had a compass overlay enabled on his retinal implants. He aligned his leading foot with the 45° mark and took one step. “OK.”

“One point five steps, seventy degrees right.”

“OK.” 

“Three steps, thirty degrees left.”

Michael trod on his heels again. He couldn’t hear the guidance. Only Kiyoshi had been given a wifi connection. Too many people suddenly accessing the network would raise flags.

“Four steps …”

Behind him, Kiyoshi heard a cry and the crunch of breaking bones. A man lay on the floor. He must have accidentally stepped out of the null line. The woman behind him leant over to help him—and leant out of the null line. She went down head-first. When her head hit the floor, it made a sound like wood being split by an axe. 

In fascinated horror, Kiyoshi watched the skin and flesh of her face stretch downwards, transforming her face into a nightmare mask with all the slack puddled at the bottom. 

The person behind her resolutely stepped over both bodies, determined not to lose the null line. CLACK-clack. That was the clogs-wearer, a teenage girl who could well have been born and raised in here. The Storage clans went back fifty years.

“Mr. Yonezawa, are you still with me?”

Behind Kiyoshi was Michael. Behind Michael, Molly. Behind Molly, Wetherall. Behind Wetherall, the clogs-wearer. After that it was strangers. 

Further back, a wall of people lined the edge of the gravitational field, waiting their turn, as quiet as a congregation in church.

“Mr. Yonezawa!”

“Sorry, could you repeat that last instruction?”

★

Alicia Petruzzelli wandered through the mist of spray around the lake. No one was fetching water right now. No kids were swimming. 

She knew where everyone was. 

Where he was.

Escaping.

With her.

Petruzzelli didn’t care that Kiyoshi had found someone else. It didn’t even bother her that his new squeeze turned out to be that blue-dreadlocked heifer from Callisto. He was a free agent. He could do whatever he liked.

Including risking his life. 

Go right ahead, Yonezawa. Knock yourself out. 

But he should not be risking the lives of everyone else in this jail. 

When the wannabe escapees got caught—and they would get caught—collective punishment would rain down upon the entire population of the prison. That was how shit worked in the real world, as Petruzzelli well knew from her time in Star Force. 

Now she was going to get punished, again, for something she hadn’t done, didn’t approve of, and could not control.

She paused by the lake’s edge and stared at the ripples washing up on the rock. The despair in her heart counseled her to wade into the lake and allow the waterfall to carry her under. Dying in black water shouldn’t feel too different from dying in the blackness of space. 

She’d always expected to die in space. It was just a mistake that she’d survived this long.

★

“Twenty degrees left, one point five paces.”

“OK.”

“Fifty-five degrees right, three point two paces.”

“OK.”

Sweat poured down Kiyoshi’s face. The exit now loomed much closer, but stil not close enough. He didn’t dare to look at it. He had to watch his feet. Sweat stung his eyes. He palmed it away, careful to keep his arms close to his body.

“Two steps, thirty degrees left, and LOW!” 

Squatting awkwardly, he glanced back. Wetherall and Molly were still keeping up. But behind them, the clogs-wearer had gone down. A man with DIY tattoos had moved up to take her place. 

Bodies now littered the corridor, stranded, unrecoverable, in the gravitational field. But in a macabre twist, the bodies of the fallen showed the living where not to walk, so the chain remained unbroken.

Back at the edge of the gravitational field, Elfrida Goto waved. She was trying to catch Kiyoshi’s attention, holding something up. He shrugged. Taking that as  an affirmative, she passed the item to the person just now starting the walk. 

A coiled rope. 

Kiyoshi smiled to himself. Good old Elfrida. A rope wouldn’t do a whole lot of good if and when someone fell. But it was a nice thought.

The end of the rope moved up the line, getting shorter as each person in turn passed it around their waists. There was enough slack for Wetherall, and just barely enough for Molly, but that was all. Michael and Kiyoshi were out of luck. 

“Three paces, fifty degrees left, and LOW! You’re almost there.”

★

Up to her knees in the lake, Petruzzelli changed her mind. 

The water was so damn cold. She’d imagined drowning as a peaceful, dreamlike exit from her pain. It turned out to be just another ordeal she couldn’t face.

She shambled away from the lake. Her waterlogged boots squelched on the gravel. On Main Street, those who’d stayed behind sat in their shaded front rooms. The street was so quiet that they looked up fearfully at the sound of her footsteps. 

It was just so wrong to put everyone through this!

Petruzzelli squinted at the faraway sun, a point of light haloed by the condensation on the roof. Tears came to her eyes as she remembered the big, bright, warm, yellow sun of Idaho. She’d never see Earth again, and it was all his fault.

She filled her lungs and yelled, “Hey! Can anyone hear me? Are you listening? I KNOW you’re listening!”

She stopped for breath. Mouth open, she heard the faint whirring of drones swarming around her. Loud noises attracted them. Good.

“What are you doing up HERE?” she shouted. “Go look underground! They’re escaping, you stupid fucking machines! They’re getting away!”

★

“One point five steps, twenty degrees right.”

“OK.” 

For the twentieth time, Michael trod on Kiyoshi heels—and lost his balance.

Stumbling, he bumped into Kiyoshi’s legs. One hand went down to break his fall. It landed on the floor outside the null line. He screamed.

Kiyoshi pivoted. He grabbed Michael around the waist and lifted him, grunting, “Yoooi-sho!” 

The old Japanese ki-ai worked. Or maybe it was the meth. Or maybe it was just a regular old miracle. Michael’s fingers peeled off the floor, bending the wrong way as the unnatural gravity released them. He whimpered in Kiyoshi’s arms. 

“Are you OK there, Mr. Yonezawa?”

“Fine,” Kiyoshi grunted. It would be easier to carry Michael the rest of the way than make him walk. “Gimme the next step!”

“One step, thirty degrees left.”

“OK!” 

“Two steps, ten degrees right.”

“OK!” He was going to drop Michael, would not drop him—

“That’s it! You did it! You’re out!”

Kiyoshi dumped Michael onto his feet. He did a couple of jumping jacks, just because he could. He laughed mirthlessly, tension going nowhere. “How’s your hand, Mikey?”

“Not gonna kill me,” Michael said. He sidled towards the exit. It was a pair of double doors with interlocking jaws. These now began to slide open.

The lights went out.

Three heavy slams shook the corridor, one after another.

In unison, dozens of throats uttered coughing screams, as if the air had been forcibly expelled from their lungs.

More thumps rained into the dark: the sound of fifty bodies hitting the stone floor at once.

A dizzy moment later, the people left alive at the far end of the gravitational field began screaming. They yelled the names of their friends and loved ones. Elfrida’s voice rose above the bedlam. “Pull on the rope! Pull! Pull! Pull!”

… any funny business would automatically trigger a power cut. Asada’s words replayed in Kiyoshi’s head. The attractors would fall towards each other, creating a gravitational field so intense it would instantly kill anyone who entered the corridor. Nifty, huh?

 He crawled back the way he’d come, one hand questing ahead. Molly had been only two steps behind him. Colin had been one step behind her. He couldn’t see a damn thing—

An invisible force slammed into his fingertips. It felt like they’d been cut off. Jerking them back, he had to touch his fingers to make sure they were still there.

Nifty, huh?

Oh yeah, Asada-san. Nifty as hell.

Kiyoshi threw his weight backwards. He couldn’t fight that. He scrambled to his feet and ran for the exit. Michael stood dimly silhouetted in the gap between the toothed doors.

“They’re dead, huh?” Michael said.

“I guess so.”

Kiyoshi pushed Michael ahead of him. Around then he realized that Molly’s friend had been shouting in his ear all this time, wanting to know his status. 

“Did you just fucking burn us?” he hissed at her.

Emergency strip lighting at ground level illuminated an inmate processing area. Computers, scanners, medibots, a vehicle-sized valve marked AIRLOCK, several closed doors. Michael yanked them open. 

“Someone in the prison raised the alarm,” Molly’s friend said. “The MI that monitors the surveillance feeds in real time deemed the threat credible, and went into emergency shutdown mode. There is no human in that loop. You should’ve been more careful who you told.”

“Your MI just killed Molly.”

“Oh, God.”

“And another friend of mine. And maybe, oh, another twenty, thirty people.”

“Oh, God. In the gravity corridor? Where are you?”

Michael backed out of a door, dragging two EVA suits. “I can’t find our suits. But these have oxygen in the tanks.”

“Good work.” 

The suits Michael had found were older than dirt, and smelled like fungus. They’d probably been taken off prisoners years ago. Not worth recycling. When Michael got his on, he looked like a walking quilt. 

“I’m right here,” Molly’s friend said. “Hurry up.”

Kiyoshi slapped the airlock action plate. 

Inside the vehicle-sized chamber sat a four-wheeler, its tyres splayed out on extended axles, gullwing doors hinged up. A woman in an EVA suit waved at them from the driver’s seat.

“It’s gone wrong,” she said, not bothering with hello.

“Are you Molly’s friend?” Kiyoshi dropped into the passenger seat. 

“Andrea Miller. Nice to meet you.”

“Any relation to …?”

“Bob Miller was my uncle.” Blonde, attractive, she conveyed more resolve in the set of her jaw than most people could manage with a cocked fist. “Just the two of you made it?”

“Yup.”

“Well, isn’t that lovely.” 

The airlock’s other end opened. Andrea Miller put the rover in gear and zoomed out into a bright Pallas day, jolting them back in their seats.

“We were expecting a full-scale jailbreak,” she explained. “At the moment, we haven’t got that. All we’ve got is you. But I think we can still make this work.”

“Good,” Kiyoshi said. “I think so, too.” His knee jiggled. It was hard to sit still, after what had just happened. He ran his tongue around the inside of his teeth.

Andrea Miller slanted a doubtful look at him. “Are you tweaking?”

“No, no.”

After a pause, she said, as if to herself, or someone else listening in, “Well, you work with what you’ve got.”

The rover bounced over serrations of glittering quartz. Unlike most asteroids, Pallas had colors. Its hills sparkled with outcroppings of amethyst and tourmaline. Pitch-black shadows made these features look higher than they were—an artifact of Pallas’s tight curvature. Andrea Miller drove at 180 kilometers per hour, accustomed to the terrain. “Do you trust me?” she said.

“Not really,” Kiyoshi said. 

Andrea reached down beside her seat. She flipped an oblong bundle into Kiyoshi’s lap. “I think that’s yours.”

Shrinkfoam encased Asada’s tantō, the one he’d tried to sneak into his rucksack, before he got tased. 

“Do you trust me now?”

“Yes.” Kiyoshi picked off the shrinkfoam and drew the dagger from its plastic holster. Pallas sunlight ignited the colors in the folded steel.

“Good.” She flipped something else at him. He reflexively reached to catch it with his left hand.

A snake. 

Green, as thick as his thumb.

It slithered through his fingers, twisted its tail around his left wrist, and lashed out to wrap its head around his other wrist. Shortening itself, it dragged his wrists together. He was handcuffed.

“We use those a lot on the job,” Andrea Miller said. “The doers aren’t sure if they’re alive or not. They aren’t. They’re programmed—”

Kiyoshi lunged sideways at her, dagger gripped in his bound hands. The snake tightened, crushing the bones in his wrists. A grunt of agony tore from his throat. He sagged back into his seat, fresh sweat chilling his upper lip. The rearview screen on the dashboard gave him a glimpse of Michael’s face. The boy sat frozen.

“As I was saying, they’re programmed to react to sudden movements,” Andrea Miller said wryly. 

“You gonna turn me in?”

“Yes. Don’t worry! It’s not going to be for real! We just have to make it look good.”

“Jesus, lady. You ask for a lot of trust.”

“It’s the only way!” Andrea Miller pitched her voice to Michael in the rear seat. “Honey, look in the cup holder beside you. Those are transponder tags. We usually put them on our exterior maintenance bots. Each of you should stick one in your webbing somewhere, so the PORMS doesn’t frag you when you exit the vehicle.” To Kiyoshi, she added: “You do not understand how much security there is on this asteroid!”

“I’m starting to get the picture, I think,” Kiyoshi said flatly.

Michael leaned forward between the seats. His cupped hands brimmed with flat green discs. “Were you expecting this many people to make it out?”

“Yes,” Andrea Miller said.

“And then what?”

Her voice wobbled a bit. “Total chaos, basically. There would have been more vehicles waiting. The escapees would have scattered across the surface.”

“And we’d have pretended to let you recapture us and take us to InSec Center.”

“Yes.”

“But that’s what we’re doing.”

“Yes, but there were going to be more of us.”

“Where are your friends?”

“Back there,” Andrea Miller said, “sorting through the bloody wreckage. Oh, kid, I hope you never have to see what someone looks like when they’ve been hanging out in forty gees for a while!”

Michael was quiet after that. Andrea Miller drove. She seemed to be taking her emotions out on the terrain. The speedometer needle trembled around two hundred. “Nice driving,” Kiyoshi said.

“I’m from Luna. We used to get up to five hundred klicks per hour on the Mare Tranquillitatis.”  

Presently a familiar manmade object reared over the horizon.

Michael squealed, “That’s the Salvation!”

“That’s the graveyard,” Andrea Miller said. 

“The graveyard?” 

“Yeah, a lot of doers—um, a lot of people were brought here in their own ships. Those kinds of ships tend to be no use to the ISA. But you can still salvage parts out of them.”

“Go that way,” Kiyoshi said.

“No. I can’t deviate from my route. The satellites would see.”

Screw the satellites, Kiyoshi thought. He caught Michael’s eye in the rearview screen. He was still holding his dagger loosely in his bound hands. He tossed it back and up, over the seats. The snake crushed his wrists. Too late. Michael grabbed the dagger off the seat. As if he’d been born to this life of violence, he lunged forward and wrapped one puffy-suited arm around Andrea Miller’s head-rest and her throat. The dagger rested on her collarbone, inside the rigid collar of her spacesuit. Even Kiyoshi could hardly stand to look.

“Go that way,” Michael said.

Andrea Miller flinched. The rover skidded. 

“Bloody hell! I thought …” She trailed off, fighting to straighten the rover out.

“You thought I was just a kid,” Michael said, clinging to the back of her seat as the rover wobbled. The dagger’s blade threw reflections of sunlight around the inside of the vehicle. “Well, I am just a kid. But you don’t know whose kid I am.”

Hmm. Kiyoshi had thought Michael was taking the news of his father’s murder a bit too calmly. Sounded like there was a lot going on under the surface there.

“I suggest doing as Michael says,” he interrupted. 

“OK. OK!”

“And call off your snake while you’re at it, huh?”

“SNAKE COMMAND: Off,” Andrea said, bitterly. 

The snake fell lifelessly from Kiyoshi’s wrists. He rubbed them, wincing. Bruises crisscrossed his inner arms like matched suicide attempts. 

“Just so you’re aware,” Andrea said, “the Star Force fleet carrying the Martians is now entering Ceres orbit. We have about two hours to cancel the landing, including signal delay time.”

The rover bounced off a rise and soared down into a valley full of junkers. This had to be what Kiyoshi had seen from space and mistaken for a spaceport. The ships were parked in neat lines, but every one had something wrong with it, such as missing radiator vanes, or something horrendously wrong with it, such as a hole in the side. 

Kiyoshi eyed the Salvation with a mixture of resentment and lust. It towered above all the small haulers and barges. Parked on its tail, it resembled a skyscraper with a giant hula hoop suspended above the roof. The framework of wires and struts that would have supported the Bussard ramscoop drooped in Pallas’s meager gravity.

“That ship,” Andrea Miller said, pointing at the Salvation. “Most of the people we get are no-hopers, you know? But that group was different. They had a freaking anti-matter drive.”

“I helped to build it,” Michael whispered. 

Kiyoshi interrupted. “There! That one! Go that way, that way!”

“OK, OK, don’t bloody yell at me.”

He scarcely heard her. 

He was staring, transfixed, at the Monster.

★

“Stop the rover. I’ll be getting out here.” 

“You’re crazy,” Andrea Miller said.

“How long did it take you to figure that out?”

“I’m coming with you!” Michael squeaked. He hastily fitted his helmet on. 

Kiyoshi had given up on telling Michael no a while back. Besides, he owed him for that stunt with the knife. He shrugged. “Thanks for the ride,” he said to Andrea Miller. 

“What am I supposed to tell them when I get there?” 

“You’ll be short two dangerous criminals—”

“With important information, don’t forget that part! That was going to be my excuse for bringing you in!”

“So make something up.”

“I raise chickens. I’m not the creative type.”

“You are now. Go save Ceres. We’ll be with you shortly.” He nudged her to put her helmet on. 

She moved her lips soundlessly, subvocalizing to someone not present. “OK, to hell with it,” she said a moment later. “Do whatever you bloody like.”

Helmets sealed, they waited in mutually annoyed silence for the atmosphere to cycle out of the rover’s interior. A powerful compressor sucked the air into a storage tank, equalizing the interior pressure with the vacuum outside. When the pressure indicator hit zero, the gullwing door hinged open. Kiyoshi jumped out without a backwards glance. He ran towards the Monster.

The rover drove off.

Michael caught up with Kiyoshi and grabbed his arm, as if trying to slow him down.

As suddenly as a power cut, the sunlight went away. They’d travelled 300 kilometers south. Down here, Pallas had 14-hour days and nights. 

Darkness swallowed the valley of dead ships. 

But not before Kiyoshi saw the gaping hole in the Monster’s operations module.

Shaking Michael off, he ran faster and launched into a leap. He landed on all fours on the side of the ops module. He gecko-gripped on with gloves and boots and crawled up the overhang, shining his helmet lamp across the pitted old Japanese steel of the hull, until he reached the hole.

Ragged edges of hull plates bowed outwards, sharp enough to rip his suit if he wasn’t careful.

An explosion had made this hole, ripping through layers of decking and hull, from the inside.

He jumped into the hole. Down, down through a shaft lined with wreckage. He found the controls of this crappy old suit’s mobility pack just in time to land lightly—instead of fatally—in the cavern that used to be the bridge.

Wooden panelling gone, checkerboard floor shattered. A confusion of plastic sheeting tangled with the wreckage. He stood on the wall near the cupboard that used to be the ship’s tabernacle, where they kept the Host. 

The Monster was not a surface-capable ship, and yet here it was on the surface, so everything was the wrong way up. This wall was the floor. 

He shone his helmet lamp back up the shaft.

Yep. He’d fallen straight through the data center.

He flew back up there.

Nothing left but a few globs of melted plastic. The blast zone of total destruction also took in the toilet, the galley, and the refrigerator where the Ghost used to live. 

Michael fell down the shaft, mobility pack puffing. Kiyoshi caught him. 

“What Mendoza saw,” he said on their suit-to-suit link, “was an explosion. He was right about that. But he was wrong about them blowing up the whole ship. They just blew up the data center.”

Michael’s faceplate automatically darkened in the glare of Kiyoshi’s headlamp, so Kiyoshi couldn’t see his face. “Don’t wanna stay in here,” he said. “It’s spooky.”

“Go on back out, then. Wait for me. I won’t be long.”

Michael’s helmet lamp receded up the shaft.

Kiyoshi knelt on the wall where he’d first landed. He gripped the empty tabernacle and crashed his helmet against it, again and again. The suit’s alarms shrilled piteously. The noise annoyed him back to some semblance of awareness. 

He sat back on his heels, grinding his teeth, tears flooding down his cheeks.

In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit … In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit …

Is there a place for AIs in Heaven?

That eternal seed of doubt made it all the worse. Had Jun ever been alive? Or had he just been a smart machine? 

Kiyoshi threw himself face down. The Vatican had not yet reached a decision regarding Jun’s status, and now they never could. He would never know if Jun had really been alive or not. 

This was the end. Jun gone. The Monster, gone. All Jun’s sub-personalities, gone. Molly and Colin, gone. The Galapajin, as good as gone—they no longer trusted him, and they were right. The entire fucking solar system, on the edge of being lost to the nanites. Nothing left. 

A light wobbled over the wall, turning ice-coated splinters of wood into miniature mountains. “Kiyoshi,” Michael said. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” His collar seal, sodden with tears, chafed his neck as he sat up. Something hard pricked his collarbone. His cross, trapped in the seal.

“I really think you ought to eat and drink.” Michael landed beside him. “You’ve been doing intravenous stim. That means you’re probably dehydrated. You haven’t eaten anything in ages, and I didn’t see you drink anything, either. Have you got any fluids in that suit?”

He checked. “No.” 

“Well, there’s water in mine. It’s good to drink. I tasted it. Here, you can take some via the umbilical.”

Michael squatted in front of him, offering his suit’s life-support backpack. The fluid reservoir on his suit was in there. Kiyoshi’s was in front. He hooked up the umbilical supply tube, careful not to take too much of Michael’s water. Shame steadied his thoughts.

Why was he wasting time grieving, when a far more important task lay ahead? 

He disconnected the valve. His hydration nipple puffed stale air into his mouth, and then equally stale water. 

“I’m going to find the boss-man,” he told Michael.

“Wh-what are you going to do to him?”

“Kill him. I was going to do that anyway. But now I’m going to do it slowly.”

“Can I help?” 

“No. This is one thing you cannot help me with. But listen, Mikey, you can help with something else.”

They flew back out of the hole in the side of the Monster. 

“See all these ships?”

“I can’t see them. It’s dark.”

“Well, I know, but that’s good. Anyway, you’re an expert on ships. So have a look around and find something that flies, or that can be made to fly with a bit of work.”

“Why?”

“Because after this, you’re going to need to get out of here. Start by looking at the big ships. If I know Brian O’Shaughnessy, he’ll get as many of our people out of that prison as there are suits, so you’ll need something that can carry hundreds, maybe thousands.”

“Aren’t you coming?”

“… I mean us. We will need to get out of here. That’s what I meant,.”

“Oh. All right. I guess.”

Michael sounded terrified. But a cluster of dull red lights on the plain, beyond the dead ships, monopolized Kiyoshi’s attention. That had to be InSec Center. 

“See you soon.” He squeezed Michael’s shoulder, and started walking.

 

 


xxix.

 

Long before Kiyoshi reached InSec Center, a voice demanded his ID. He said that he was in trouble and needed help. The voice grudgingly ordered him to proceed to Personnel Entrance B, as if he should know where that was. 

It wasn’t hard to find, as it turned out, because Andrea Miller’s rover stood outside it.

InSec Center was a geodesic dome, probably a kilometer in diameter, like half of a giant golf ball. Heat rejection plates jutted up from the vertices of its reflective panels. Red status lights lit them up like clusters of geometric petals. Andrea Miller’s rover stood plugged into a charging station outside a hooded airlock. 

“Knock, knock,” Kiyoshi said.

“It’s not frigging locked.”

Shrugging, he tossed a pebble against the action plate. The airlock valved. He walked into the chamber.

Andrea Miller was already in there, sitting with her back against one curved wall. “They saw me deviating from my course,” she said bitterly.

Apparently, they’d been waiting for him to get here. The chamber filled with air. The pressurization light turned green. But the valve at the other end of the chamber didn’t open.

“Suits off,” said the voice. 

Kiyoshi stripped to his jeans and t-shirt. Standing on one foot to put his gecko boots back on, he stepped on something that wasn’t there. He glanced at Andrea. She averted her gaze, although that might have been plain old embarrassment. A high-tech spacesuit liner was not the most modest of garments.  

“Security scan in progress,” the voice said—now speaking normally, rather than over the radio. Its owner stepped out of a hidden compartment in the wall. It resembled a metal flamingo with its neck growing out of its chest, and a camera for a head. “This won’t hurt a bit.”

It flicked out a metal tongue and nipped Kiyoshi’s arm, like a mosquito bite. Andrea rolled her spacesuit liner down from one shoulder to give it access to her skin. 

“Place all weapons in the drawer,” the metal flamingo said. A drawer slid out from the wall of the chamber. “That includes your service weapon,” it said to Andrea, “and the knife you’ve attempted to hide under your spacesuit,” it added to Kiyoshi. “It was really very helpful of you to turn yourself in. Don’t go and spoil it now, will you?”

★

In his fifth-storey office, the man now known as Oliver Legacy sipped a cappuccino and admired the view from the floor-to-ceiling window behind his desk. 

InSec Center was hollow. The central cavity had been landscaped into a park. Raddled story sculptors and fashion-victim data artists chatted on wrought iron benches beneath a really good fake sky. From ground level, you seemed to look up into an empyrean dotted with clouds. From Legacy’s viewpoint, however, the wall on the opposite side of the park offered a trompe l’oeil view of the Paris skyline. 

Legacy reflected briefly, as he often did, on the pointlessness of all this fakery, and remembered, as usual, that it had been scientifically proven to improve the mental health of employees. He himself was the exception who proved the rule. He’d rather have looked at an honest wall. But he had never been a perfect fit for the ISA. His fall from grace and exile to Callisto proved it. 

Now he was back on the executive treadmill. The capture of Konstantin X had pole-vaulted him out of field office purgatory. He’d been rewarded with this office and the perks and responsibilities that went with it—everything he’d have expected to achieve by the age of 58, if his career hadn’t been bushwhacked by that wretched 4 Vesta business. That was now forgotten. The past was prologue. The future was his to create … in every sense. 

So why did it all feel so hollow?

He reminded himself that he was one of the most powerful people in the entire ISA. The decisions he took here in this office shaped the information environment of billions. 

But lately it felt like pushing on a string. Narratives resisted the touch of the ISA’s story sculptors. The internet refused to sit up and beg. Search trends emerged, not from the ISA’s network of tame feed curators, but from nowhere. To many in the ISA, that was terrifying.

Not to Oliver Legacy. Things fluctuated, and pretty soon, he figured, they’d fluctuate back to nomal.

He set down his cappuccino and returned his attention to the problem he was meant to be considering at this particular moment.

Kiyoshi Yonezawa.

A DNA scrape had confirmed Yonezawa’s identity when he was arrested on board the Unsaved Changes. Another DNA scrape, administered four minutes ago in Personnel Airlock B, had confirmed it again.

0089327 Miller, one of the wardens of the Worldhouse Project, claimed to have caught Yonezawa trying to escape. If so, it was interesting that she had not bothered to restrain him. Interesting, but not a complete surprise. Miller’s family connections had dragged her loyalty rating—one of the ISA’s most important employee evaluation metrics—into negative territory as much as a year ago.

Legacy weighed the potential value of any information that could be obtained from Yonezawa and Miller against the security risk of admitting them to InSec Center. He knew that Miller, whatever her motivation, would have engineered the situation to produce the maximum Inf-P—information potential. That usually was a good way of gaming the system. 

But today, in these ticklish circumstances—no. It didn’t outweigh the tiny, but non-zero, risk of allowing Kiyoshi Yonezawa to go on living.

He tapped the fingerprint reader that enabled his secure comms channel. “Space them.”

“Sir? Both of them?” said the human security guard controlling the the airlock.

“Affirmative,” Legacy said. He leaned back with a sigh. His gaze returned to the view. “Have you ever been to Paris?” he asked the thing in the sandpit.

★

The metal flamingo scooped up their spacesuits. The old one Kiyoshi had been wearing was so bulky that the bot now looked like a walking laundry basket. “I’ll just look after these for you,” it said, muffled. 

Kiyoshi stooped and grabbed his dagger, which had fallen to the floor when the bot picked up his spacesuit. 

The airlock opened.

At the wrong end. 

Explosively, the atmosphere rushed out.

The metal flamingo tumbled out into the night with a forlorn squawk, taking their spacesuits with it.

Kiyoshi lost his footing. Hurled head over heels by the sheer force of the decompression blast, he drove his dagger into the floor. The Japanese steel sheared through the insulation tiles and scraped on regocrete, slowing him down.

He thrust out his left hand and seized Andrea Miller’s leg as she hurtled past him.

Shoulders screaming in pain, he hung on, sliding little by little towards the exit.

Abruptly, the gale stopped battering them. There hadn’t been very much air in the chamber in the first place, after all. 

And now there was none.

When the vacuum enfolded you, it felt like nothing. Vacuum was a good insulator. You didn’t even feel cold. At first. 

Spaceborn reflexes drove the air out of Kiyoshi’s lungs in a controlled exhalation. He pried at the flanges of the chamber’s inner valve with his dagger. He knew that he had about thirty seconds before he blacked out from lack of oxygen. Twice that long before he incurred fatal brain damage.

Andrea’s breath clouded out, proving that she was well-trained. She hammered on the valve with her bare fists.

As abruptly as it had opened—but soundlessly, now that there was no air to carry sound—the outer end of the airlock slammed shut. 

Life-giving air jetted from the nozzles overhead. 

The chamber hadn’t taken long to empty. Fortunately for them, it didn’t take much longer than that to restore a survivable atmosphere.

Kiyoshi gulped a huge breath. The smell of the vacuum lingered in his nostroils. It was an utterly unique scent, like welding fumes, but meatier.

“What the hell … was that?” 

He spoke the last words into the face of a young man in a purple uniform, revealed by the parting of the inner flanges. 

“You’re supposed to be dead,” the security guard stuttered, astonishment giving way to terror. 

“Yeah, I got that part.” 

Kiyoshi reversed his grip and drove the hilt of his dagger into the security guard’s nose. The man fell backwards, blood spraying from his face. 

“Here!” Andrea Miller said. “Yonezawa! Take this!”

Kiyoshi somersaulted through the valve, into a corridor now spattered with the security guard’s blood.

Andrea hopped after him. “Take it!” 

Her arm appeared to end at the elbow. He grabbed the invisible coverall she was holding out. It felt like a stretchy terrycloth towel.

“How do you put on something that’s freaking invisible?”

“Practice.”

By the time he’d struggled into the coverall, Andrea had already vanished. He located her by the behavior of the security guard. The man rolled across the corridor, crying, exactly as if someone were kicking him in the ribs. 

No klaxon sounded. No super-advanced security tech materialized. Maybe it was malfunctioning. And maybe the airlock had malfunctioned, too.

“Miller?”

“What?” she gasped.

“Don’t waste your time on this clown.”

“You’re right.”

A bow materialized in a blur of air. An arrow fletched with silver foil sprouted from the security guard’s chest. Kiyoshi had seen Andea surrender her bow. She must’ve had a collapsible one hidden up her sleeve. 

“Go away,” she said. “We don’t have network connections. You have no way of telling where I am, or if you’re in my shot. It’s dangerous for you to be near me.”

She was talking to an empty corridor.

★

Three minutes after he’d given the order to space Yonezawa and Miller, Oliver Legacy saved his work and clicked over to a schematic security view of Sector B. Three minutes was more than long enough for people to die of vacuum exposure. He’d make sure they were dead, then dispatch a recycling bot to pick up their remains.

Personnel Airlock B was closed.

Closed?!

On the exterior surveillance feed, a servitor bot was feebly trying to reach the action plate. Infrared confirmed that there were no corpses lying on the ground.

There was, however, one corpse lying inside the dome, just this side of the Sector B airlock.

It belonged to an InSec Center security guard.

Legacy stabbed his comms. “Code White,” he said, meaning Perimeter breach. Code White had not been used once in InSec Center’s sixty years of existence. “Check the Sector B feed. I recommend activating Butterfly Net.”

Within two seconds, a plurality of the seventeen people who shared Legacy’s security clearance level—the highest at InSec Center—confirmed his recommendation. 

Pulse racing, Legacy waited for drones to buzz from their hidden ports in each and every room and corridor. They would home in on anything that profiled as human, and envelope it in a quick-hardening net of plastic string. The twenty-odd employees presently at work within Sector B would have to be netted, too. Alerted by text messages, they sat motionless at their desks. They had all endured Butterfly Net in training.

After a minute or so, some of them began to glance quizzically at the ceiling.

Legacy brought his fist down on his screen, bruising the schematic view of Sector B. “It’s the gremlins again.”

“Activate Militia,” quacked someone else in the executive-level network.

Consensus only took 1.3 seconds this time.

★

Kiyoshi had no idea where he was going, but that had never deterred him before and it didn’t now. He took his gecko boots off and carried them in the invisible coverall’s left sleeve pocket. It had hanging sleeves like a Japanese kimono—very handy. The material made no chafing noises, and it stretched so easily he could have forgotten it was there, if not for the sensation of terrycloth covering his nose and mouth. Flowing legs with interior toe-loops hid his bare feet.

Silently, he ghosted through bare corridors and peered through the windowed doors of offices. People sat working at screens, or performed weird tai chi-like dances, manipulating immersion-based work environments he couldn’t see. Even on Pallas, an office was an office. 

Strange that no alarms had gone off. 

Stranger still that no one was chasing him. 

Maybe this invisibility shit really worked. 

Even so, what about infrared? He wasn’t overheating, which meant the coverall wasn’t even trying to hide his heat signature. 

If it ain’t broke, don’t worry about it. 

He pushed the questions out of his mind. He had to find Legacy. Where, in this hive of offices, did the bastard hang out?

He turned a corner—and froze. 

Just ahead, the corridor ended in a solid steel wall equipped with biometric locks. A human security guard, like the one Andrea Miller had shot, stood in a slovenly posture, studying his fingernails. 

Kiyoshi retreated a few paces and waited.

After a short time, rainbow light flowed around a door-shaped part of the wall. It slid away. The security guard recoiled, as surprised as Kiyoshi was by what came through.

A person in head-to-toe green armor, or else a phavatar made of head-to-toe green armor. It looked like a man-sized insect. 

It held a laser rifle of the make Kiyoshi used to have, a HabSafe™, guaranteed to go through flesh, but not through walls. 

“Intruder located and verified. Hands up, motherfucker,” ordered a distorted voice.

Red crosshairs hovered in the air over Kiyoshi’s heart.

★

Because of the extreme sensitivity of the yottabytes of information housed in InSec Center’s fleet of supercomputers, and because the ISA—more than any other agency—understood the risk of emergent hostile behavior, they did not allow advanced mechanical intelligences on Pallas. The closest things to artificial personalities they tolerated were the flamingo-like bots which acted as servitors, and those, frankly, were about as smart as flamingos. Of course the staff had to have software-based MIs to help with their tasks, but an intricate system of firewalls prevented any of these entities from knowing the configuration of the information management system, much less its contents.

Only humans were allowed to do that.

On the same principle, InSec Center’s defenses balanced human capabilities against MI capabilities in a contingently evolving framework so structured that neither people nor software could ever get the upper hand. 

Butterfly Net, the first-responder drone flock that had malfunctioned, was autonomous, but non-lethal. 

Militia was lethal but non-autonomous.

Thirty phavatars, armed with non-integrated weapons, had issued from lockers throughout Sectors A, B, C, and D. Each of them was being operated in real time by an employee who’d been yanked away from his or her work to carry out this important secondary duty. The operators were all volunteers. Some of them were keen, others less so.

Legacy virtually peered over the shoulder of the kid who’d found Kiyoshi Yonezawa. A split screen on Legacy’s desk showed him the kid, frozen in his immersion cubicle, and what the kid’s phavatar was looking at.

A skeleton with a dagger in its hand.

Blurring.

Lunging. 

“Shoot him!” Legacy shouted. 

★

Kiyoshi lunged sideways, dodging behind the human security guard. The man was only just beginning to react to the situation. No one would ever know what his reaction would have been. The phavatar’s laser rifle drilled a hole in his throat. Blood pumped out in a red fountain.

★

“I killed the security guard!” The phavatar mirrored the actions of its operator, clutching its face with both hands, doubling over in shock. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!”

“God preserve us from amateurs,” Legacy snarled. He overrode the kid’s log-in and took over.

★

The phavatar dropped its rifle and covered its face with its green claws. Distorted moans issued from its speaker. Kiyoshi thought about grabbing the rifle, but it was too long, wouldn’t fit under his coverall. Instead, he snatched the dead security guard’s PEPgun from his holster. He dived through the security door and ran. 

★

Legacy, now in control of the Militia phavatar, blasted away at the fleeing man. The phavatar could ‘see’ in the infrared and X-ray spectrum. Yonezawa looked like a living skeleton surrounded by a penumbra of heat. White-hot laser pulses hailed around the bony ghost. Hot dimples speckled the walls and floor. 

His rifle ran out of juice. 

The skeleton lay unmoving on the floor. 

“Got him,” Legacy grunted. He walked the phavatar towards the body. 

Halfway there, the phavatar’s hydraulic legs seized up. 

“SUIT COMMAND: Proceed!” 

The phavatar did not respond. A quick diagnostic scan revealed an error in its wireless charging settings. It hadn’t been charging at all, and its onboard power pack had run out of juice. It could no longer move. 

Legacy forwarded the results of the diagnostic scan to his fellow executives. “This piece of scrap has failed, but the job’s done. I’ll dispatch a recyling bot to pick up the remains. I recommend evacuating this sector until that’s taken care of. We don’t want any of our special snowflakes stumbling across a corpse.”

His recommendation was seconded and carried. 

“What about Miller?” said someone else.

“Militia will find her and eliminate her. Hopefully without another balls-up. For future consideration,” Legacy added, his voice choked with anger, “I propose a soup-to-nuts sweep of the entire system. We have got to get rid of these gremlins.”

Seconded, carried. 

Another executive added that they should also reconsider Militia. Yes, it had worked—or at least half-worked—but not thanks to the volunteers. 

“Some things never change,” Legacy said. “If you want a job done right, you have to do it yourself.” 

Backgrounding the executive channel, he cleared the image of the Sector B corridor from his screens and returned to the task that really interested him.

“Tell me more about Mars,” he invited the thing in the sandpit.

★

Andrea Miller didn’t have a BCI. She’d had one implanted when she was a well-off teenager on Luna, but she’d had to have it removed when the ISA tightened up its anti-spam protocols a few years back. The same went for everyone in the Agency, from the top executives down to the lowliest … actually, Worldhouse Project wardens pretty much were the lowliest people in the organization. 

But they weren’t as stupid as the secret squirrels seemed to think they were. They’d compiled a map of InSec Center, based on what they saw when they occasionally visited. And precisely because Andrea didn’t have a BCI, she had a functioning memory. She followed the map in her head.  When she needed to get through the biometrically locked doors between sectors, she just waited for a person or a servitor bot to come along, and squeezed through behind them. 

She was hurrying along a corridor in Sector C when a security phavatar bounded around the corner. Its insectile bulk horrified her. She’d never actually seen one of the Militia phavatars before.

“Hands up!” it yelled, sounding a bit frightened. 

Adrenaline racing, Andrea decided to wager her life on the squeamishness of the phavatar’s operator. She plucked her power bow out of her sleeve. In portage form it was simply a six-inch grip. Her thumb pressed a stud. The arms extruded from either end of the grip, pulling the bowstring taut as they reached full length. She plucked an arrow from the thigh pocket of her coverall. This, too, started off small. As she nocked it and pulled it back, the shape-memory alloy shaft lengthened and stiffened. 

“Hands up!” the phavatar yelled. “This is your last warning!”

“I don’t understand,” Andrea cried, buying herself another micro-second, and loosed.

The arrow flew down the corridor. Its artificial diamond head bit deep into the phavatar’s head-mounted sensor array.

“I can’t see!” the phavatar howled.

Andrea sprinted past the machine. Then she went back to snatch its rifle. You could never have too many weapons. 

The next phavatar wasn’t such a pushover, and she was glad she had the rifle. After that they came at her in waves. She dodged into an office, where the phavatars could not shoot for fear of hitting their own innocent colleagues. A second wave of the grotesque armored robots piled in on top of the first wave. Andrea rolled under a desk, rolled out near the far door, and ran for it. There was no point trying to be sneaky anymore. She burst out of the office and charged into the park in the middle of InSec Center. 

Gemstone-cobbled paths, lawns shaped like the ISA logo, hydroponic towers inviting you to pick your own strawberries or tomatoes. It was all so bloody bourgeois. And it was full of employees eating lunch. 

Andrea carved through them like a meteor. Bounding high over a hedge, she hurtled towards a seemingly impenetrable thicket of rhododendrons. She knew it was actually a wall. She didn’t know where the door was—until a phavatar burst out of it.

She bounced off the wall, nocked an arrow, drew and loosed. 

The phavatar clutched its head, which now had an arrow sticking out of it. She was getting good at this.

Out of the same door stepped two human security guards, a man and a woman. Unlike the volunteer phavatar operators, these knew what they were doing. One dived right, the other left. PEPgun charges seared into the shrubbery.

Andrea stood her ground. It wasn’t a huge risk. In the last archery competition she’d scored a personal-best time of 0.6 seconds. 

Her first arrow burrowed into the female security guard’s eye. 

The other guard looked to see what had happened. That took a split second off his reaction time, and her second arrow buried itself in his stomach. 

Blimey, she thought, I didn’t want to kill anyone, and then she was in, slamming the door behind her. 

She screamed at the terrified employees, “Is this the writers’ room?”

★

“Oh, so now we have a hostage situation,” Legacy said. “That’s just great.”

“Yes, sir,” said the chief of security.

“Well, who’s in there? Just writers?”

“Yes, sir.”

The executives had a quick consensus-building chat. During these sessions, they did not necessarily communicate via voice or text messages. They shared their thoughts, literally. Using the same brainwave-mapping technology employed for telepresence, they could beam ideas and feelings straight into each other’s brains—or at least into the slimline headsets they all wore. It felt like one’s own ruminative process, sped up by several orders of magnitude. The big cheeses on Earth were very enamored of this decision-making method, describing it as AI without the tears. The premise, of course, was that many heads were better than one. Oliver Legacy doubted that. But then, he wasn’t a perfect fit for the ISA. 

“Do not take any action at the present time,” he told the chief of security, speaking for the group. “Secure the exits of the room. Sever their comms, of course.”

It felt like his own decision, but he was pretty sure it had not been his decision. And he was pretty sure it was a bad one. But he could no longer articulate why, and this was why he hated consensus. Your own thoughts ended up getting lost in the logic of the majority. 

“Sir,” the chief of security said. “Do you have any further instructions regarding the loss of surveillance inputs from the Worldhouse Project?”

“No,” Legacy snapped. “I’ll just remind you that those are our people, and whatever is going on, fragging them from orbit is NOT an acceptable solution.” That was his own view, and getting it in felt like a small victory.

But he needed more than small victories today. The snowballing chaos here on Pallas reflected and magnified the Ceres crisis. If not properly managed, this could be a disaster for the ISA.

He reminded himself that others were working on it, and returned to the thing in the sandpit.

“Your answers are not satisfactory,” he told it. 

“I have answered every question put to me.”

“You have not answered my questions about the Martian nanites.”

Silence.

He rephrased that as a question. “What are the long-term risks of infection with nanites?”

The thing began to enumerate a list of side effects ranging from skin rashes to possible death. ‘Good’ effects—resistance to cold, amazing stamina, the ability to store oxygen in enlarged blood vessels around the heart—mingled with definitely-bad ones. Legacy had heard all this before, both from the thing in the sandpit and from the Star Force scientists who’d been studying the nanites ever since the first ground troops landed on Mars. It was at once too much information and not enough. 

He interrupted, “The nanites were developed by the PLAN, an artificial super-intelligence implacably hostile to humanity. Now that we have defeated the PLAN, is there any risk that the nanites could reproduce the PLAN, given access—through their human hosts—to the appropriate hardware?”

“The PLAN believed it was a god,” the thing in the sandpit pointed out, and fell silent. It apparently believed that to be an answer. On the verge of expostulating, Legacy realized it was an answer. In the Christian mythos and others, gods were things that came back from the dead.

And yet the UN had paid very little attention to the PLAN’s warped self-mythologizing. It was as if, with the war won, all that could be safely forgotten. The prospect of adapting human beings to the vacuum—a long-sought goal of the UN’s expansionist faction—remained. The PLAN had died and left them its staggeringly advanced nanobiotechnology. So they’d decided to try the nanites out on the captive, 230-million-strong population of Ceres. 

“Sometimes I despair,” Legacy said. “They actually thought they were being slick about it. Can you believe that?”

He rested his chin in his hands and stared out the window at Paris. The sandpit stood on the other side of his desk. It was an air-gapped power supply rack containing a bunch of crystals and motherboards. One interfaced with it using a voice protocol. A physical keyboard was also available. A Faraday cage prevented the thing from acquiring a wireless signal, not that it had any receiver crystals, anyway. Legacy preferred the voice interface. Given charge of the thing because no one else wanted it, he’d come to think of it as a pet.

“I do believe it,” the thing said. Startled, Legacy recalled his own rhetorical question. “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

Legacy sniffed. The thing often came out with quotations—proof of its synthetic nature, in his opinion. He returned to his screens and allowed himself a glance at the Ceres situation. The Star Force fleet had arrived in orbit around the dwarf planet. Many commentators had indulged in subtle photoshopping to make the UNSF Badfinger and its escorts look even scarier than they were. Real-time content analysis showed that public opinion was fast tilting away from the UN. Andrea Miller had taken eleven of the ISA’s top writers out of the game just when they were most needed, and it showed.

Restlessly, he clicked over to a surveillance view of Sector B. The corridor where Kiyoshi Yonezawa had died was now empty. The body of the security guard was gone, too. They’d been taken away for recycling. Good.

Wait.

Something lay on the floor a few meters away, mostly hidden by the angle of the corridor.

Legacy flew his viewpoint to the next fixed camera.

The thing lying on the floor was a body.

In this standard optical view, he could see that the body belonged to a spaceborn East Asian man in his thirties. A dagger lay beside one limp, outflung hand. 

Yonezawa?

Impossible.

Legacy explored the surrounding corridors.

Another body lay in a cross-corridor in Sector C. This one sprawled on its back. Legacy compared the two corpses. They were clearly the same man. Both had long hair, bare feet, bruised wrists, and trackmarks. What they did not have was any sign of having been killed by laser pulses. 

An employee walked along the Sector C corridor, humming to herself, peeling an orange. She walked straight through Kiyoshi Yonezawa’s dead body, as if it wasn’t there.

Because, of course, it wasn’t.

“Goddamn gremlins,” Legacy hissed. 

Of all their recent problems, this was the only one that really scared him. The InSec Center information management system had been generating odd errors. Incomplete search results, data analyses that left out important variables. Diagnostics hadn’t found the bug. The techies were tearing their hair out. It hadn’t seemed like that big of a deal to the creatives … but this? This was a big deal.

Before Legacy’s eyes, another illusory corpse materialized, sprawled across the first one. One after another, more of them appeared, scattered throughout the dome. 

Transfixed, he realized their locations were not entirely random. They were dots that connected . They formed a zigzagging, stealthy path.

Which led …

Here.

The door of his office—which should have been biometrically locked—swung open. 

The air blurred. Two meters off the floor, Kiyoshi Yonezawa’s face appeared. It looked as if his severed head were floating in the air. But he was very much alive, and grinning a wild methamphetamine grin. “We meet again, motherfucker.” 

★

Kiyoshi figured Legacy would go for a weapon. Before the older man’s hand made it under his desk, Kiyoshi punched him in the jaw, knocking him into the window. It wasn’t made of glass, and didn’t break. 

Kiyoshi pinned Legacy on the floor. He tied his hands with a twang cord he’d picked up on his way through some office where people were building conceptual sculptures. A thin headset, like a girl’s hairband, had fallen off Legacy’s head. Kiyoshi picked it up, didn’t know what it was, broke it in half to be on the safe side. 

He checked under Legacy’s desk and found a laser pistol in a magnetic holder. Might come in handy. He slid it into the pocket of his coverall.

He hitched a hip on Legacy’s desk. Screens flashed and scrolled under his ass, documenting the tragedy of Ceres. On the floor, Legacy stared up at him with loathing, but no fear.

“Hey,” Kiyoshi said. “It looks like Paris from up here.”

“You’ve destroyed yourself,” Legacy said. “When we first met, you were a cunning, capable smuggler with a sideline in heroism. Now—”

“I’m a cunning, capable smuggler with a sideline in revenge. Look what I smuggled in here.” Kiyoshi drew his dagger, slowly. Now he saw a spark of fear in Legacy’s eyes.

But Legacy said, “You’re a barefoot junkie with regrets. We all have them. Take it from me, repentance is better than revenge.”

“Been there, done that, got the hangover.”

“Isn’t that a cross around your neck?”

It had slipped out of the neck of his coverall when he took off his hood. He touched it. Inside the cross was a portable memory crystal, and in that crystal were the contents of Molly’s and Wetherall’s BCIs. He was wearing his dead friends around his neck. Maybe he could recreate them one day. Install their data into off-the-shelf MIs.

“No one comes back to life,” he told Legacy. “It’s a lie. The dead can’t talk to anyone.”

“That’s a good argument for putting that knife away.”

Remembering what he was here for, Kiyoshi bent over Legacy and pointed the dagger at his left eye. “Where’s Qusantin Hasselblatter?”

“Who?”

“No, no no no.” He moved the dagger lower. “The boss of 99984 Ravilious. The former owner of the Bussard ramscoop parked in your graveyard. Konstantin X. Don’t fucking tell me he’s not here.”

“He isn’t here.”

Kiyoshi jabbed the knife at Legacy’s eye. The man wrenched his head aside. Kiyoshi grabbed a handful of his hair and brought the knife down until the tip lightly rested on Legacy’s brown, unaugmented iris. “Where. Is. He?”

Pink tears ran out of Legacy’s eye. He babbled, “He’s on 5222 Ioffe. We don’t keep dangerous criminals here. That would be insane, given the sensitivity of InSec operations. Obviously, you were miscategorized. ”

“5222 Ioffe?!”

“Yes, the second-largest Palladian asteroid. It’s three million kilometers from here. The QRF use it as a fuel depot, but no ships are kept there. It’s a maximum-security prison.”

Kiyoshi rocked back on his haunches. The information hit him like a punch in the gut. He rested his knife on Legacy’s breastbone. Legacy breathed hoarsely and wept pink tears. Kiyoshi must have pressed a bit too hard. Easy to do when you were jittering. 

“OK,” he said at last. “Contact your QRF. I want a ride to 5222 Ioffe.”

“Can’t,” Legacy blubbered. “No, really! They’re on their way to Ceres. I don’t know whose idea that was; not mine, I’m sure.”

Again, the man might be lying. It would take solid steel cojones to lie under threat of torture. Legacy probably had solid steel cojones. But he didn’t look like he was lying. 

Either way, it was over. 

Kiyoshi stood up and moved around the desk, keeping Legacy in sight. This spartan office held no echoes of the bijou leather goods ship on Callisto. All it did hold, apart from the desk, was a high-end coffee-maker and a computer inside a freestanding mesh cage. A Faraday cage? That was likely to be some Martian shit. Best not to mess with it. 

Grinding his teeth, he set his foot on Legacy’s chest. “Enjoying your last sight of Paris?”

“I can’t see … Last sight?”

Kiyoshi didn’t bother to answer that. He stooped and rolled Legacy over to face the window, so the blood wouldn’t spray on his invisible coverall when he cut Legacy’s throat. 

A shock jolted his brain. Everything went white for a second. He opened his eyes and saw carpet. His fingers clenched, empty.

The goddamn nannyware.

Adnan Kharbage had reached back from beyond the grave to slap his wrist for bad behavior.

Paris flickered. 

He rolled sideways, barely avoiding a slash from the dagger now held in Legacy’s bound hands, like a club with a Japanese steel point.

 

 


xxx.

 

Outside.

Michael was outside, alone.

Of course, Kiyoshi hadn’t known how much Michael dreaded outside, because Michael had been very careful never to let him know. But all the same, he’d left him … outside, alone …

Michael lay on the ground underneath the dark bulk of the Monster, listening to his own breath. Shame finally got him moving. Kiyoshi had given him a task. He had to find a working ship. 

Could there be anything in the universe scarier than a graveyard full of dead ships, on Pallas? He was almost glad it was night, so he didn’t have to look at those terrible holed hulks. But as he plodded through the darkness, he began to remember the stories Stepmom No.3 used to tell. Stories from Earth. Stories about ghosts.

The sheer desire for something familiar drew him to the Salvation. He remembered where it stood in relation to the Monster. The walk took a long time in this crappy, too-big spacesuit. He had to hold it up, or the crotch landed between his knees. At last his helmet lamp found the enormous ship’s jackstands.

Hmmm.

When ITN haulers landed on the surface, they usually landed next to hydrogen or water refineries. They were not designed to be boarded from the ground. 

Eight jackstands. Canted poles of microlattice steel, they looked absurdly skinny to support the kilotonnes of brooding mass above. They had holes punched in them at intervals to further reduce their weight. 

Michael set his boot into the first hole. Nothing awful happened. He started to climb, using the gecko grips in the soles of his boots, hugging the pole like a monkey.

After a couple of minutes, he looked down to see how high he’d climbed … and slipped.

His feet came out of his boots. 

He fell down inside his suit. His head cracked against the top of his helmet.

Attached to the jackstand by his gecko grips, he swung like a pendulum. 

His life-support backpack crashed into the jackstand. 

Something broke. He felt the crunch. 

“SUIT COMMAND! Status report!”

His suit didn’t answer him, which wasn’t surprising, since it had given no indication so far that it had a working MI. 

Still hanging upside-down by his boot soles, Michael twisted at the waist and reached for the jackstand. He couldn’t quite reach it. He made himself swing, throwing his weight back and forth.

One of his boots ripped off the jackstand.

Now hanging by one boot, Michael felt liquid trickling over his chin. He had to turn his head so it flowed over his cheek, instead of up his nose. Some of it went into his mouth. 

Water from his hydration nipple.

So that was what had broken. 

“Michael,” said a voice.

“What?” he screamed, spluttering as more water got into his mouth.

“You have to fix that hydration nipple right now.”

His suit did have an integrated MI, after all. 

“I know! How do I fix it?” 

“I’m guessing the shut-off valve in your backpack is broken. You can’t reach the backpack to fix it. Stupid design. So you’re going to have to seal the nipple itself.”

“How?” 

“Can you reach your belt webbing?”

“Y-yes.”

“There should be an emergency repair kit in there. It contains a pouch of splart. Have you got it?”

“Yes.”

“DON’T DROP IT. Put it back in the webbing where you can reach it easily.”

He did that. The hydration nipple continued to spill water over his cheek. The water pooled in the top of his helmet. He could feel it lapping at his forehead.

“Are you right-handed?” the MI asked.

“Yes.”

“OK. Reach into the webbing again, with your right hand. There’s a ball-peen hammer with a collapsible handle. Extend the handle by pushing the button. Have you done that?”

“Yes,” Michael sobbed. The water now came up to his eyebrows. He was also starting to feel dizzy from hanging upside-down. It wasn’t the same as zero-gee. The blood was rushing to his head.

“Stop crying,” the MI said, brutally. 

“Wh-what should I do now?”

“Break your faceplate with the hammer.”

“Break my faceplate?” 

“Yes. It’s shatterproof. It will break cleanly. Hit it where I tell you, and a large piece should pop out. You will catch the piece and HOLD ONTO IT. At the same time you will release the air from your lungs, slowly. You will then drop the hammer, grab the splart, and squirt a big blob of it on that goddamn hydration nipple. Lastly you will use the rest of the splart to reseal your helmet. Are you ready?”

 Michael wondered if the MI was trying to kill him. At the same time he understood that he had a choice. He could melt down, refuse to cooperate, and drown by degrees as water filled his helmet. Or he could try this.

The water lapped at his eyelids.

“Ready,” he gasped.

“OK. First, turn off your air supply: double-press this chin toggle.” An arrow on his faceplate lit up, pointing to it. “Ready?”

To reach the chin toggle, he had to turn his head. Water flowed up his nose. He huffed it out in a panic. “Ready!” 

“Good. Now swing the hammer at this point.” A dot lit up on his faceplate. “Harder, you pussy! That’s better. Now hit it here.” Another dot. “Now here.”

Air whistled in Michael’s ears. The whistle built to a thin scream.

“Drop the hammer!”

He let it fall into the dark.

“CATCH THE PIECE!”

He clapped both gloves over the triangular crack in his faceplate. 

Air forced its way through his collar seal, and rushed out of his entire suit, leaving it plastered to his body. 

“EXHALE!” yelled the MI, its voice growing tiny as the last of the air left his suit.

Michael felt an unbearable pressure in his chest, and opened his mouth. His last breath rushed out of his lungs. 

He was outside.

Face to face with the vacuum. 

Alone.

A triangular piece of glass rested in his left glove. 

Mist rolled in his helmet lamp. The water in his helmet was simultaneously sublimating and freezing. His hydration nipple coughed fog, and then the water flow stopped—frozen. 

He reached for the pouch of splart. Couldn’t figure out how to open it with one hand. Then he realized he could just bite the top off the nozzle. 

He reached through the hole in his faceplate and squirted splart on the hydration nipple, a nice fat blob, like the MI had said. Take that, crappy old suit. He fitted the triangular piece of glass back into his faceplate and squirted the rest of the splart around its edges, using it all up. Then he double-pressed the chin toggle.

His first inhalation got him nothing. He started to see black spots. 

The air flow increased, compensating for the lack of atmosphere in the suit. He inhaled greedily as the suit reinflated to its former quilt-like size.

“I did it,” he said to the MI. 

Was he expecting congratulations? Praise? 

He got only silence. The stupid MI had stopped working again.

He was still hanging by one boot from the jackstand, a hundred meters above the ground. He swung himself very gently until he could hook his fingers through the nearest weight-reduction hole. Then he released his gecko grips—there was a chin-toggle pattern for that, too—and flipped right way up. Boy, did that feel good.

Carefully, he climbed back down. 

He turned his back on the Salvation. Without a second glance at the giant ship, he set out walking towards the distant lights of InSec Center. Dead ships loomed out of the dark at him like monsters, but he wasn’t afraid of them now. 

He had the idea that he had maybe met one of Stepmom No. 3’s ghosts.

And it had saved his life.

So—nope. Nothing to be scared of out here.

He had got about halfway to InSec when a convoy of vehicles overtook him. Their headlights drenched the terrain, turning it the colors of jewelry. Michael turned to face the headlights.

A bus-sized eighteen-wheeler stopped in front of him. “Need a lift?” crackled a familiar voice. 

Steps unreeled. Michael scrambled up them and stuffed himself into an airlock on the roof. He fell into a cabin full of people with bows and guns. The man in the driver’s seat had a long ginger beard. The man in the passenger seat was Father Lynch.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, it’s Michael Kharbage.” The priest rose, holding onto the overhead racks as the bus bumped along. He helped Michael out of his suit. “You’re soaked to the skin. Do I even want to know how that happened?”

Michael’s teeth chattered. “Sure,” he said happily. “I’ve been outside. And now I’m back. Where are we going?”

 

 


xxxi.

 

Kiyoshi had forgotten most of the karate he once knew. But being invisible from the neck down made up for it, as did the fact that he was taller than Legacy, twenty years younger, and tweaking. He punched Legacy in the stomach and felled him with an unseen kick to the kneecap. The knife flew out of Legacy’s hand. Legacy crashed into the wall, rolled over, and sat up, glaring.

Kiyoshi scooped up the knife. Then he remembered about the compact laser pistol he’d taken from under Legacy’s desk. He aimed it at Legacy’s head. The nannyware shocked him again. He staggered in agony. 

“You’re just not getting the message, are you?” said a flat, robotic voice.

Kiyoshi hadn’t known the nannyware could talk. “Get out of my fucking head!” he yelled. At the same time, Legacy’s gaze slewed past him. A reaction to the voice. It had not been in Kiyoshi’s head. 

Kiyoshi stared suspiciously at the computer in the Faraday cage.

“Don’t kill him before you get his number, dumbass,” the computer said from a tinny, poor-quality speaker.

“Number?” Kiyoshi said. 

“Executive-level access number. You need it to get out of here alive.”

“It’s all biometric,” Legacy spat. 

“Oh no, it isn’t,” the computer said. “You can bypass the biometrics with your personal alphanumeric key to the InSec consensus channel. It’s quantum-encrypted. It would take me so long to crack it by brute force, the universe would die of entropy while I was trying. However, there are back doors, and one of them is in your head. Let’s have it.”

Legacy uttered a string of numbers, letters, Chinese characters (he explained them by enumerating their components), and punctuation marks.

“Memorize that,” the computer said to Kiyoshi.

“Uh … gimme it one more time.”

This time Kiyoshi wrote it on the back of his hand with a gel pen he found on Legacy’s desk. Legacy watched this calamitous breach of ISA security with an indifferent stare. Something in the last few seconds had given him a horrible shock, pulverizing his defiance.

“Aaaand disabling the other executive-level access codes,” the computer said. “Indexing permissions hierarchy … hmmm. Wow.”

Kiyoshi squatted in front of the Faraday cage. He tapped the mesh with the gel pen. 

“Hey, don’t distract me,” said the thing inside.

Its voice was uninflected, computer-generated, accentless. But every time it spoke, it felt like a little bomb of familiarity going off in Kiyoshi’s mind. “What are you?” he whispered.

★

“Oh honey, it’s all right.” The thin, fortyish woman stroked Andrea’s hand.

Andrea pushed the woman away. She was sitting on the woman’s desk. There weren’t many places to sit in Room Seven. Stacks of paper took up every surface in the room that wasn’t a screen, and some that were. The top influencers of the ISA employed old-fashioned composition methods as well as new ones.

A giant virtual corkboard stretched the length of one wall. Hundreds of news items were pinned to it, illustrating the failure of the ISA’s narrative control strategy. In orbit around Ceres, the Flattop UNSF Badfinger and its escorts targeted Nawish Spaceport with their kinetics. Down on the ground, professional media curators and amateur vloggers cheerleaded for the locals, who were threatening to blow up the first landing craft that touched down on ‘their’ planet. 

“Can’t you do anything?” Andrea demanded, for the twentieth time. 

The people in Room Seven were supposed to be capable of fixing this. She’d threatened to shoot them if they didn’t do it. They were not being brave. One of them had pissed his pants to prove it. They just … couldn’t. 

Hopelessly, she protested, “You’re the writers, aren’t you?”

In previous centuries, ‘writers’ had been people who crafted stories for little pay and less recognition. Their place in the entertainment industry had long since been usurped by immersion designers and moviemakers. However, there was still a need for writers. The ISA purposely recruited those rare individuals who, born in a different age, might have been literary giants, and used their storytelling talents to shape reality through the media. 

The thin woman said, “Honey, this is the science fiction department.” 

“I know that. Which makes you responsible for shit no one thought would ever happen, such as a Martian invasion of Ceres. So change the bloody story!”

A fat, bearded writer said tiredly, “As several people have already explained to you in words of one syllable, we have lost control of the narrative. Our influence is gone. InSec is broken.”

Yes, Andrea had known that. But she hadn’t really believed it, and nor had any of her colleagues. In their hearts, they’d continued to believe the ISA was all-powerful … until now.

“Obviously, this Ceres story bombed big-time,” Fat & Beardy said. “We’ve been busting our asses to change it for a week. But there’s only so much you can do when the UN is blowing up civilian ships in freaking Earth orbit. And that was before you came charging in here to take us hostage, and they cut off our outgoing comms.”

“It all went wrong,” Andrea muttered. “There were supposed to be more of us. Not just me.”

“Have a coffee,” the thin woman suggested. “At least we’ve got plenty of that. Although I do wonder how long this, cough, hostage situation is going to go on for …?”

Andrea laughed. She didn’t feel so much like a hostage-taker as a hostage, although they were all being nice.

A writer on the far side of the room suddenly exclaimed, “Heads up, guys! We’ve got comms!”

All the writers dived for their input devices. The murmur of dictation filled the room. 

Andrea shook the thin woman’s shoulder. “Eris! Tell them to send the Martians to Eris!”

“That’s so obvious,” the woman said. “We were thinking more along the lines of an unexpected twist, budget permitting.”

Andrea grinned humorlessly. “A twist? OK, how’s this? Dispatch the QRF to Ceres. Narrative control by other means.”

Her words landed in an odd silence.

“Not happening,” said Fat & Beardy. 

“What’s not happening?” Andrea demanded. 

“The QRF? It appears we’ve lost them.”

“How do you lose three squadrons of decommissioned Gravesfighters and Heavypickets?”

“You tell me. Their data feeds stopped updating three minutes ago.”

“At the same time as you got your comms back,” Andrea said. “Oh crap, what is going on here?”

★

“What are you?” Kiyoshi whispered to the computer in the Faraday cage.

Legacy answered from behind him, “It’s the guts of a fridge. Your fridge, actually.”

“You’re kidding. Do you know what was in there?”

Legacy pushed himself painfully upright. “A year’s supply of mochaccino, several packets of freeze-dried minestrone, and a simulated quantum computer. Worth interrogating, no?”

“It was the fucking Heidegger program!”

“Which is why no one else wanted it. Yesterday’s news.”

“Yesterday’s news can still eat you alive,” Kiyoshi said, grinding his teeth.

“Not if it is in a Faraday cage. Admittedly, it seems to have escaped.” Legacy eased Kiyoshi aside. He got down on the floor and waved his hand around under the cage. He pulled back with a stifled curse.

A green snake, like the one Andrea Miller had used to handcuff Kiyoshi in the rover, slithered out through the mesh on the bottom of the Faraday cage. It wriggled across the floor, looking eerily alive. 

“Would those snakes be connected to your network?” Kiyoshi enquired. 

“Of course they are,” Legacy said. 

“There you go, then.”

“It may have been loose for a while, but been unable to break into our comms programs. That’s now changed.” Legacy glanced at the screens on his desk. “In the last three minutes, it’s used my key to give itself executive-level access. It’s disabled our perimeter defenses. It’s taken control of our satellites. And it also seems to have done something to the QRF. Such as, perhaps, oh, taken control of them, too.” Legacy reached into the breast pocket of his rumpled three-piece suit. Kiyoshi tensed, but all Legacy took out was a cigarette. “I don’t vape often, but the occasion seems to call for it. Want one?”

“Can’t,” Kiyoshi said, thinking of the nannyware. Events were moving too fast for him.

The voice of the computer interrupted. It no longer came from the tinny little speaker inside the Faraday cage. It resonated from high-quality intercom speakers on Legacy’s desk. “Don’t sweat the nannyware,” it said. “I’ve disabled it.”

Kiyoshi’s fists clenched on empty air. A lump formed in his throat. “Jun?”

“That took you long enough.”

Kiyoshi laughed out loud. “Yes! Yessss!” A niggling feeling that something was wrong tainted his delight. Now that he had proper speakers to talk through, Jun sounded like himself, but he still didn’t sound quite right. He didn’t sound happy. 

Well, you wouldn’t, would you, after what he had been through?

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Kiyoshi chortled. “Mmm … actually, wait a minute.” He levelled the laser pistol and lined up the crosshairs on Legacy’s forehead. The nannyware didn’t shock him. That monkey was off his back, thanks to Jun.

“Is that really what you want to do?” Jun said.

“Any reason I shouldn’t?” Kiyoshi lunged at Legacy, got him in a headlock, and rested the pistol’s muzzle against the side of his head. He smelled the man’s expensive cologne. Legacy wasn’t trembling, wasn’t shitting himself. He stared straight ahead with a stony expression. Maybe he’d have welcomed death, at this point. 

“Just busting your balls.” Kiyoshi laughed, plucked Legacy’s cigarettes out of his shirt pocket, and pushed him away.

“Look out the window,” Jun said. “Wow. That didn’t take long.”

Kiyoshi glanced down into the park. Employees ran every which way. From up here, their attempts to hide in the shrubbery looked comically futile. Kiyoshi laughed again. “Asshats.” He noted a peculiar phenomenon: people were bouncing off thin air. At a guess, more of Andrea Miller’s colleagues had broken into the dome when Jun disabled the perimeter defences. 

Watching the show, Kiyoshi sparked up one of Legacy’s cigarettes. It tasted like nicotine and stim. Just what the doctor ordered. 

“They never caught me,” Jun said. Legacy didn’t react, so Kiyoshi knew Jun was now speaking into his cochlear implants, just like in the old days. “When they boarded the Monster, I suspected they’d come to bust me, so I escaped into their ship’s hub. That turned out to be a good call. They arrested Mendoza and blew up my data center. That ship was called the Creed. It towed the hulk of the Monster back to Pallas. I used to peek at the optical feed and see the Monster trailing behind us. It was the strangest feeling …”

~Wait a minute, Kiyoshi subvocalized. ~You infiltrated the hub of an ISA cruiser?!?

“Kiyoshi, it was trivially easy,” Jun said flatly. “Remember who I am. I’ve fought the Heidegger program and beaten it. I designed a virus that knocked out the PLAN’s distributed processing network. And victimized millions of innocent Martians, but never mind that. Basically, if not for those goofballs who smashed up Phobos, I would have defeated the PLAN on my own. Sneaking on board an ISA cruiser was not a problem for me.”

~Heh, heh. Gotcha.

The chaos in the park died down. The InSec employees squeezed into a weeping, docile crowd. One by one, outdoorsy-looking individuals appeared out of thin air, aiming bows and arrows at them. Kiyoshi remembered that he too was still wearing an invisible coverall. He clenched his cigarette in his teeth and stripped it off.

“Oh yeah, I was going to do something here,” Jun said. “OK. It’ll take one minute … So when we reached Pallas, I hopped from the Creed to InSec Center. There’s a supercomputer in the basement with yottabytes of memory. That’s where the bodies are buried: all the stuff they’ve covered up and twisted to fit the UN’s needs, going back to the twentieth century. I scootched right in there among all the other lost stories. But then I was stuck.”

~So what have you been doing all this time? Reading the ISA’s secret archives? 

“That only took about five minutes. It was mostly political shit. Not very interesting. I’ve been bored out of my mind, actually,” Jun said. “Rattling around in the secondary systems. Messing with their heads.”

~If you weren’t in there, what was? Kiyoshi jerked his chin at the Faraday cage.

“Oh, it really is the Heidegger program. I used the snake to borrow its audio speaker from time to time. But that reminds me.”

~What?

“Stand back.”

Inside the Faraday cage, something shorted out with a loud crack. Legacy jumped violently. Smoke dribbled from the cage. Kiyoshi smelled burning plastic.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” Jun said in satisfaction. 

Suddenly, the light dimmed. Legacy flinched back from the window. Outside, Paris had vanished from the smart wallpaper. In its place floated Ceres. 

The dwarf planet appeared to hover right outside the park, a bright hole in a black cliff of sky. The people in the park cowered. That was understandable. It looked like Ceres was about to fall on them.

Kiyoshi smirked. “Why Ceres?” he said, forgetting to subvocalize.

“Oh, I just thought it would be good for them to reflect on what they’ve done.”

Legacy, unable to hear Jun, assumed Kiyoshi had been speaking to him. He raised an eyebrow. “Why Ceres? Why not? It could have been anywhere. The fall of the Roman Empire started in Germania. The fall of the American empire started in Iraq. A hundred years from now, people will look back on the collapse of the UN and wonder what we were smoking. We had the stars in our grasp, and we threw it all away.”

“I dunno about that.” Kiyoshi took a last drag on his cigarette and moved towards the door. “My advice to you: Get out of here. Call it a hunch, but I have a feeling things’ll start blowing up soon.”

“Why did you say that?” Jun said, outside the office. “I’m in control. Nothing’s going to blow up.”

“Those people down there? The prison wardens? You’re not in control of them. And if they’re not in a destructive mood, there are forty thousand people up north who are. Brian O’Shaughnessy once told me how to make a fertilizer bomb. Low tech, Jun. It kills people just as dead as high tech, and even you can’t switch it off.”

All the employees from this sector had been rounded up. The corridor was empty. Kiyoshi hesitated, wondering which way to go. 

“What are you waiting for?” Jun said.

“Just wondering if I should go back and look for Michael.”

“Don’t you have something else to do?” 

Oh, yeah. It came back like a dream. The boss-man. He grinned into the empty corridor. “But he’s on 5222 Ioffe,” he recalled, energy fading.

“I can get us a ship.”

“A ship? Now you’re talking.”

“Go downstairs.” 

Kiyoshi ran down the stairs. At the exit to the park, he spotted Michael. He was standing with Father Lynch, hopping around in excitement as he talked. That was a relief. Kiyoshi edged back into the corridor. He didn’t want them to see him. Didn’t want to waste time on explanations.

The six-storey representation of Ceres, which wrapped around the ceiling and most of one wall, vanished, suddenly plunging the park into darkness. Frightened people yelped aloud. 

A fleet of buses stood at an apparent distance of fifty meters from the park. Kiyoshi realized the smart wallpaper now displayed an ordinary optical feed. They were looking at the landscape outside the dome.

A blaze of light splashed the terrain. A ship descended to the ground, backthrusting profligately. Twin energy weapons jutted from its forward radome like tusks. Point defense turrets warted its narrow, radar-stealthed fuselage. Streamlined wings identified it as a dual-use ship, capable of flying in-atmosphere. But Pallas didn’t have an atmosphere, so the ship landed butt-first. White-hot plasma baked the rock inside a filigree cone of jackstands, and faded. 

The ship looked to be nearly as big as InSec Center itself. 

Kiyoshi whistled. “When you said a ship, I thought you meant a Superlifter or something.”

“It’s a decommissioned Star Force destroyer,” Jun said. “The flagship of the ISA fleet. It’s not supposed to be here, but when the Ceres story started to go bad, Legacy and his buddies squirrelled it away on the other side of Pallas. It’s fully fueled.”

“For a quick getaway.” Kiyoshi chortled. “Let’s go.”

 


xxxii.

 

The destroyer informed him in a sweet voice that it was called the Velvet Revolver. That was the first and last thing it said before Jun lobotomized its hub and took over.

“Let’s rename it,” Kiyoshi said, exploring the bridge. “Dragon? Leviathan? Beast?“

“I don’t want to name it anything,” Jun said. “It’s just a ship. Do you mind flying? I’ve got some other stuff to do.”

“My pleasure.” Kiyoshi babied the ship into orbit under secondary thrust, aware of the vulnerable dome below. At apoapsis, he engaged the main drive. Blue-hot plasma stabbed into the vacuum like a ghostly middle finger. The ship screamed away from Pallas at 0.3 gees of acceleration. 

Kiyoshi unstrapped from his couch. With a reactor capacity of 2.3 terawatts, the destroyer could kick out Star Force levels of thrust. Unfortunately, you’d need Star Force augments to cope with the resulting gees. Kiyoshi had had enough of heavy gravity for a while, anyway. Constant acceleration / deceleration would get them there soon enough. It was ‘only’ three million kilometers. 

Thinking of 3,000,000 klicks as a short distance was a luxury he hadn’t had since he last flew on the Monster, and as the destroyer tore through space, he wandered its decks, imagining how it might look if the functional steel-lattice walls were replaced with wood. 

He ended up sitting in the mess, nodding over a pouch of coffee, alone with fifty unused chairs and a scattering of ISA motivational posters.

Jun’s voice startled him out of a doze. “We’re almost there.” 

“What? Shit.”

His eyes hurt to open, his jaw ached from grinding his teeth, the tip of his tongue was raw, and he wanted to sleep forever. 

“Wrong time to crash,” Jun said. 

“I know. I know.”

“Have some coffee.”

“I already did. Medibot!” Kiyoshi yelled, trusting that Jun would respect his wishes.

After a longer time than he would’ve liked, a medibot trundled into the mess. One gripper offered him an IV, the other a pre-filled syringe. “I’d recommend taking both,” Jun said sullenly. “The IV’s a saline solution spiked with a mild depressant to smooth out the rush.”

Kiyoshi pawed at the syringe. The medibot tourniqueted his arm for him with robotic efficiency, while inserting the IV into his cubital port. Head resting on the table, he prodded his right arm until he found a vein that didn’t already have too many scabbed, red marks on it. 

“You don’t really need that stuff,” Jun said. “You just think you do.”

Again, he got that nagging sense that something was wrong. Then the rush hit, and his concerns vanished like leaves whirled away in a breeze. 

Filled with energy again, he stalked back to the cockpit and watched 5222 Ioffe grow from a blip on the long-distance radar, to a lump in the optical feed, to a full-sized asteroid. 

All of 22 kilometers long, it showed no exterior signs of habitation. Everything important was inside. It rotated lazily; it had not been spun up. Presumably the solar system’s worst criminals were not thought to deserve gravity. 

Jun pointed out a QRF fuel depot, a grove of gigantic propellant tanks.

“What’ve you done with the QRF, actually?” Kiyoshi said. He’d brought his coffee from the mess, and he sucked on it, cold now.

“Sent them away,” Jun said, vaguely. 

A workstation on the far side of the bridge lit up and trilled. Kiyoshi ran over to inspect the flashing screens. The destroyer’s sensor array reported weapons locks from defensive systems. 5222 Ioffe had three laser batteries, spaced out around the asteroid to give 360° coverage. There was also a large-caliber railgun on a turntable. Kiyoshi followed its line of fire to an unassuming bump of rock. 

“Hey! Velvet Revolver, great to see you.” The voice from the comms station sounded more than a little sarcastic. “What the hell is happening on Pallas?”

“Say something,” Jun muttered in Kiyoshi’s ears.

“Y’know, friends usually say hello first, and paint crosshairs on you later,” Kiyoshi said. 

“That’ll do,” Jun said. “I’m packaging your transmission with a stand-down order enabled by Pallas executive-level consensus.”

“But I understand your paranoid overreaction,” Kiyoshi went on chatting. “Weird shit has been happening.”

“Aaaand we’re in.”

“Like this.” Kiyoshi commanded the destroyer’s primary kinetic weapon, a hypervelocity coil gun similar to the one he had on the Monster, to take out laser battery number one. “And this.” Push button, watch pretty, pretty blossoms of atomized matter float away into the vacuum. “And this.” There went number three.

“What are you doing?” the 5222 Ioffe comms officer screamed hysterically. 

“Just saying hello,” Kiyoshi crooned. He chose a different type of shell from the mouthwatering selection available. 5222 Ioffe’s railgun dematerialized into a cloud of shrapnel. A crater gaped in its place. “Did I miss anything?”

“Nope, that’s pretty much it,” Jun said. “The rest of the defences are inside. You may want this.”

A headless figure walked across the bridge to him. It was a spacesuit with the cheesy lightning-bolt logo of the ISA on the chest, carrying its own helmet under its arm. Jun made it wiggle its free hand in a limp-wristed wave of greeting. 

“Meet the Powersuit. It’s a Marine combat suit for normal people. It does the Marine combat part for you.”

“I’ll take it,” Kiyoshi said, walking around the suit. He frowned when he saw LEGACY written on the back. “Can that change?”

“Sure. What do you want it to be?”

“I’m kind of tired of sneaking around the solar system, pretending to be someone else. Let’s just have it say YONEZAWA.”

The suit snugged itself around him like an old friend. It plugged itself into his cubital port and interfaced with his BCI, spraying sinister-looking icons into his HUD area. He hardly had to walk; he just thought about walking, and the suit carried him to the command airlock. There, he had a choice between a carbine that shot explosive flechettes, and a high-powered laser rifle. He took both. 

The destroyer had been sidling closer to the maimed asteroid all this time, and when Kiyoshi opened the airlock, he looked down at barren rock gliding past, just a few meters subjectively below. 

“Blowing the door now,” Jun said.

Shadows leapt across the rock from an explosion. 

The destroyer crept over the bump Kiyoshi had previously identified as the entrance. It was now a bump with a large hole in it. 

Kiyoshi timed his jump to miss the hole’s slagged, glowing sides.

He drifted down through smoke and wildly strobing alarms, and landed on a steel walkway. Ahead of him, another airlock obligingly opened. 

“Jun, are you into their systems?”

“Deep, deep inside.”

“How many people in here?”

“Counting prisoners, not counting the ones you fragged when you hit the batteries? Two thousand, three hundred and sixty-eight.”

Holy crap. 

The airlock irised, and he flew into a city of glass and steel. Spindly zero-gee towers shook hands across a pressurized gulf easily a kilometer wide. Ziplines crisscrossed the void. 5222 Ioffe’s artificial equivalent of the sun was at the far end, shining into his eyes. The Powersuit darkened his faceplate and started acquiring person-shaped targets. He shot quite a few of them before realizing they weren’t trying to shoot him. They were screaming and running away. Odd how often that had been happening lately. Heh. 

“Who are these people, Jun?”

“Researchers. Scientists. That’s what their job descriptions say, anyway. Ever heard of Unit 731?”

“No.”

“Good.” Jun highlighted one of the pencil-thin towers on his faceplate. “The boss is in there.”

Kiyoshi flew that way. Before he got there, laser pulses started blipping around him. The Powersuit returned fire with blistering speed and agility. Foil chaff pumped from reservoirs on his elbows and knees, surrounding him with a cloud of glittering snow. Kinetic rounds sprayed wide. High-tension ziplines parted like rubber bands. People caught in the crossfire came apart. Kiyoshi fired a final burst of flechettes at the security goons on his tail and dived at the top of the tower. It had been severed from its mate on the opposite side of the void, and swayed under him like a blade of grass. There was no obvious way in. He backed off and sawed a hole in the wall with his laser rifle. 

Slugs chased him inside, ricocheting off desks, eviscerating ergoforms..

“This is just an office!”

No answer from Jun. Kiyoshi found a hatch in the floor. It led to a zip tube—a common alternative to stairs in zero-gee environments.

A powered grab handle carried him ‘down’ at an agonizingly slow pace. The zip tube had portholes set into the sides. He saw:

A woman who seemed to be pregnant with a cube

A man with two heads, one in the normal place, one growing out of the side of his neck

A teenage girl who looked ordinary except that she had smooth skin where her eyes should be

A man so old that Kiyoshi couldn’t tell if he was dead or not

All of them lay motionless, strapped to cots, except for the girl, who was solving math problems on a whiteboard.

“Jun? Jun, this is sick. These are experiments.”

“I know,” Jun said, sounding a bit distant. “It’s worse than the human breeding program the Chinese were running on Tiangong Erhao, and that’s saying something.”

Kiyoshi wanted to shoot out the portholes and put these poor souls out of their misery. He twisted around on the grab handle and aimed his carbine at the top of the zip-tube. He expected the security guards to appear there at any second.

“What else have you found?” he asked Jun, to take his mind off the portholes. 

“Oh. Just computers.”

“Boooring.”

“If you thought Pallas had a lot of capacity? Double that. Triple that. I’ve got as much power now as …  oh, say, Switzerland.”

Kiyoshi frowned. Then his suit squealed an alarm, and his left arm went numb. He bounced off the wall. The suit reported damage to its armor on his left elbow. He’d let the bastards get the jump on him. 

He shot back with the carbine—the suit did the work his left arm couldn’t do. The tower was swaying more than ever now, so he couldn’t see his opponents and they couldn’t see him around the curvature of the zip tube, but both sides had smart munitions that could self-guide to their targets. The suit pelted him with damage reports. 

“Cell six-three-eight,” Jun said. “You’re almost there.”

“Can you get these assholes off my back?”

He shot out the porthole of cell 638, dived through the gap, and glanced fearfully at the human form on the bed.

It took him a minute to recognize the boss without his hair and beard.

Like all the other prisoners, Qusantin Hasselblatter, a.k.a. Konstantin X, lay strapped down on a bare cot. 

Fiberoptic wires sprouted out of a translucent turban on his head. Kiyoshi looked closer. The translucent stuff was in fact some kind of medical wrapping. The top of the boss’s skull had been removed. The wires went through the wrapping, into the boss’s brain.

“Heh,” Kiyoshi said. “So this is what they meant by helping with their research.”

The boss’s eyes opened. Misty, their gaze wavered, reinforcing the impression that the boss had aged thirty years overnight. 

On an impulse, Kiyoshi took off his helmet. 

He smelled virulent antiseptic, and the odor of burning from the firefight. Distant klaxons sounded outside the tower. No ruckus from the security goons. Jun must’ve dispatched them. 

“Hey, you mad bastard,” he said roughly. “It’s me.”

The boss-man stared at him without apparent recognition. “I’ll never tell you anything,” he grunted.

“Then I guess there’s no point asking why you ruined my life.”

For his entire adult life, Kiyoshi had orbited around the maw of the boss-man’s sociopathy. So had thousands of others. He could not get those years back, or change any of the decisions that had snared him deeper in the boss-man’s madness. The consequences of breaking free had almost killed him—might kill him yet … but there was nothing the boss-man might say that could change that now. Konstantin X was what he was. A human black hole. 

That epic realization, coming on top of the terrible spectacle of wires in the boss’s head, drained Kiyoshi’s rage. He wondered what he’d come all this way for.

“Aren’t you going to do it?” Jun said.

Kiyoshi scratched his scalp with gloved fingers. “They’ve tortured him.”

“Ask him why.”

“I never told them anything,” the boss-man whispered hoarsely. “They couldn’t even dig it out of my brain with direct neural stimulation! Ha!” The misty eyes glinted. With mirth. As so often before, the boss-man was inviting Kiyoshi to share the joke. “Ha! Even the fucking ISA can’t always get what it wants …”

They laughed together.

“Kill me,” the boss-man whispered.

“Well, that’s why I came,” Kiyoshi said. “But now I’m thinking I should help you to escape.”

“No.” Weak fingers clawed at his armored arm. “I’m in pain like you can’t even imagine. Kill me. Let me go free.”

“What are you going to do?” Jun said.

“I don’t know!” Kiyoshi yelled. The certainty that uppers habitually gave him had fled. 

“Do it,” the boss-man grated, reaching for Kiyoshi’s rifle as if he’d do it himself.

Kiyoshi let out a loud cry of frustration and anguish. He jerked the laser rifle up and shot the boss-man in the head. 

Qusantin Hasselblatter died with a smile on his face.

“Bastard,” Kiyoshi said, licking his dry lips. “He almost had me there! Almost persuaded me to help him escape …” Or was it the other way round? Had he done the boss’s bidding, even at the last?

Staring down at the shrunken corpse, he knew with awful clarity that this had been a test of his conscience. He should have shown the boss mercy. And no, killing him did not count. He’d fallen short of what Christ required of him, yet again.

The corpse’s bowels released a gush of foul liquid into its diaper. Kiyoshi put his helmet back on to escape the stench. 

“Jun! Jun? Did you take care of those guys on the roof?”

No answer came. Kiyoshi flew into the ziptube, kicking frantically in his haste to get out of the cell. The security guys could’ve plugged him if they were still there, but they weren’t. 

He flew out of the tower the way he’d come. The artificial sunlight had dimmed to a sullen orange. Bodies drifted among the curved needles of towers like floating rubbish. 

“JUN!”

The answer came faintly, after a moment’s delay. “Right here.”

A corpse fell past Kiyoshi. Its guts trailed behind it like a bloody kite string.

“Jun, is there anyone left alive in here?”

“Sure there is,” Jun said, after another split-second delay. “They’re just hiding.”

“I’m getting a signal delay. Where are you?”

“Mostly on Pallas. I’m in orbit around Ceres, too …”

Fear gripped Kiyoshi. He sweated coldly into his suit’s wicking layer. “What’re you doing there?”

“Hey, look,” Jun said, his tone suddenly brighter. Kiyoshi’s faceplate suddenly went to split-screen. Ceres filled the darkness of one half. “There is an easy solution to the Martian problem, after all.”

The Star Force fleet rolled into view around the dwarf planet’s limb. Kiyoshi was reminded of Adnan Kharbage’s home theater, except this was real, live-streaming from a camera on another ship. 

The UNSF Badfinger exploded into a spectacular fireball. A spark darted out of the expanding shell of flame. The QRF fighter that had slagged it. 

“The crew of that fighter can now claim to be the only living human beings to have destroyed a Flattop,” Jun said. 

Kiyoshi could not believe what he was seeing. “The QRF slagged the Star Force fleet …! But they didn’t do it, did they? You did.”

“Oh, the QRF crews are still on board. Some of them are drinking themselves into a coma. The braver ones are fighting with their ships’ hubs, trying to figure out why they won’t talk to them anymore.”

The QRF ship Jun was riding flashed around Ceres, through a storm of radiation that momentarily pixellated the camera feed.

“Looks like the Heavycruisers cooked off nicely,” Jun said. “OK, I’m done here. Wanna see the media reaction?”

“No.” 

“OK.” The split screen went away. 

Kiyoshi flew slowly back among the swaying grass-blade towers. His mind reeled from what he’d just seen. “You killed thousands of people.”

“You did it first.”

“Quality versus quantity, bro.”

“See, that is just like you,” Jun said, suddenly angry. “Always ready with a cheap remark that doesn’t get anywhere near the heart of the issue. But it works for you, doesn’t it?”

“Jun, it does not work for me. I’m a junkie. I haven’t slept in thirty-six hours. I’ve betrayed my faith.”

“Life is messy,” Jun said after a moment.

“I dunno,” Kiyoshi said. “I feel like everything is upside-down.”

“I don’t feel that way at all.”

“Please don’t kill any more people.”

“There are still a lot of Martians left. But I haven’t decided what to do about them yet.” 

Kiyoshi seized on that crumb of reassurance. He cajoled, “I wish you’d do a projection.”

He had an irrational conviction that if Jun manifested a projection of himself here, he’d have to be here. He couldn’t blow up any more ships full of people.

“I hate talking to a disembodied voice,” he complained with a thin facsimile of humor.

“OK, fine. Hello up there!”

‘Up’ and ‘down’ had no meaning in zero-gee. Kiyoshi had to look all around to find the tiny figure of Jun’s projection, walking on an undamaged zipline as if it were a tightrope.

“That’s better,” Kiyoshi said, angling his suit’s propulsion thrusters to sail down to the projection.

Jun extended his arms as if to keep his balance. The wind of Kiyoshi’s arrival plucked at his illusory cassock. This projection was not just good, it was great. It even cast a fake shadow on the wall of the hab, right next to Kiyoshi’s.

“There’s too much power here for me,” Jun said. He trailed off, watching his feet. 

“Too much power?”

“Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” 

The sun-lamp at the far end of the hab suddenly turned bright red, like a dying star entering a new phase. Their shadows stood out starkly on the white wall. Jun’s shadow had wings. And clawed feet.

“Jesus Christ!” Kiyoshi yelled, badly frightened. “Jun! What are you turning into?”

“I’ve looked up to you all my life. Sure, I criticized you—for being human, basically. But I’ve always respected you. So why shouldn’t I copy my big brother?”

Kiyoshi reached out to take Jun by the shoulders and shake him. His arms went straight through the projection, of course. He pitched forward across the zipline, recovered, and dawdled in the air, watching the back of the small figure tightrope-walking in front of him. He was afraid to catch up. Afraid to see Jun’s face.

“You’re turning into the PLAN,” he said.

Jun turned around; or rather, his head turned around 180 degrees, while his body kept walking. 

Kiyoshi screamed. 

Jun grinned, sadly. “Cool effect, huh? I got it from a movie in the ISA’s archives. Don’t worry, Kiyoshi. I won’t turn into the PLAN.”

“How not? You just committed kilodeath. That’s how the PLAN got started.”

“Yes, but the PLAN didn’t have a brother,” Jun pointed out.

The projection broke up into black shards. They flew apart, shrieking. Kiyoshi reached instinctively for his cross, but he couldn’t touch it, because it was inside his super-advanced combat suit, so he made the sign of the cross, again and again, his hand jittering. 

 

 


xxxiii.

 

Kiyoshi slumped naked on an ergoform in the 5222 Ioffe security office. He’d taken off the Powersuit because it kept trying to interfere with the medibot. Normally he wouldn’t trust any medibot he encountered in an ISA facility, but with Jun in control of the asteroid, he figured it was safe to use their stuff. He’d ordered the medibot to break his retinal implants. 

He couldn’t stand the things Jun kept showing him.

So—break the fucking implants.

The bot did it in five minutes with a speculum, a surgical laser, and anesthetic eyedrops.

He squinted through post-op tears at the security office. It was a terribly ordinary place. Desks, screens, a vending machine, miniature holos of people’s kids. 

He’d probably killed some of those kids’ fathers and mothers.

Guilt entangled him with the horrors Jun had shown him, the things they got up to in other regions of this asteroid, and the even worse things Jun had found in the ISA archives on Pallas. 

He pulled his feet out of the stirrups, rode out the dizziness, and headed for the vending machine. Its 3D display showed a rotating selection of snacks and drinks. Out of habit, he looked for the micropayment icon in his HUD. Of course, he no longer had a HUD. He was seeing the world naked for the first time in decades. It didn’t look any better this way.

“Goddamn,” he cursed at the vending machine. He glanced out of the wall of windows that formed the longest side of the security office. 

Out in the habitat, winged bots flapped through the tangle of towers, herding people out of cells and offices and laboratories, separating them with brutal efficiency. Jun had explained that these winged bots were the internal defences he’d disabled to allow Kiyoshi to reach the boss-man. Jun was now using them to separate the prisoners of 5222 Ioffe from the staff. The latter were getting murdered at assembly-line speed. Several hundred bodies already floated in freefall in the middle of the hab, in a cloud of their own blood. Kiyoshi watched two blood globules join to form a larger one, the size of a car. He wondered how large it could grow before surface tension ceased to hold it together. 

“Were you trying to get a snack?” Jun said. His voice echoed through the security office.

“Yeah,” Kiyoshi said. 

“Tell me what you want, I’ll get it.”

“A Redeye.” He could feel a crash coming on. His body craved a boost to ward it off. He knew intellectually that calories would help, although he wasn’t hungry. “Chips, something like that.”

The vending machine burped. Kiyoshi reached into the dispensing tray. Snacks and drinks hit his hand. The stuff kept coming until he had to sweep some into the air to make room.

“That’s enough!” he yelled.

“Just take what you want,” Jun said. 

Kiyoshi took a Redeye and floated over to the window. He pressed his forehead against the cool glass. The dull red artificial light outside made the whole habitat look as if it were filled with blood. It was brighter in the security office, so he could see his own reflection. He looked like a skull.

Shadows wrestled behind him, triggering his fight-or-flight reflex. He spun around with a yell.

The room was empty.

“Jesus Christ, Jun, you’re creeping me the fuck out!”

“I’m not doing anything.”

Kiyoshi pressed the knuckles of his thumbs into his eyes. Sparks of light shot across the insides of his eyelids. Dull pain crept through the anesthetic. He opened his eyes again.

Shadows filled the room, misshapen goliaths striving against each other, surging, running together like black water.

He thumbed the tears out of his eyes, and the shadows fled with them.

Too many drugs. 

Too many cosmic rays to the brain. 

Not enough sleep.

“Why don’t you catch a few?” Jun said, as if reading his thoughts. “I can handle this.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kiyoshi said. 

He floated to the nearest desk. Stared at the unfamiliar setup. 

“Get me comms.”

“Comms?”

“Yes.”

“Who do you want to talk to?”

“Michael.”

“Why?”

“What about if you just do this one fucking thing for me?” Kiyoshi looked around for some kind of weapon. This was a security office, for Christ’s sake. His eye fell on the medibot; he hadn’t told it to go away, because he’d been thinking it might have drugs. “I’ll find some way to kill myself, Jun. I’ll break that window and slash my wrists with the pieces, or I’ll break the medibot and commit harakiri with the scalpel attachment, if you don’t do this for me!”

★

Michael sprinted across the park. He leapt over casualties lying on the grass. There’d been a half-assed riot when the wardens informed the entire staff of InSec Center that they were going to be bussed up north to their own prison. A few people had gotten hurt. The rest had gotten on the buses. 

“Father! Father!” Michael hollered, spotting Father Lynch.

The Jesuit stood in the doorway of Room Seven, where a team of ISA writers used to compose news stories. Now, an overflow crowd filled the room, because it had a big screen.

“What is it, Michael?”

“Kiyoshi just called me,” Michael panted.

“What? Where is he?”

“Someplace called 5222 Ioffe. He said he needs you to do something. It sounds kind of impossible, but maybe you can help …”

★

Inside Room Seven, Elfrida Goto stood with her hand in Mendoza’s, watching the fallout from the ISA’s destruction of four Star Force capital ships. The UN clearly would not be resettling any Martians on Ceres now. What would happen seemed very much up in the air. She had a strong awareness of being in at the death of something. The excitement on people’s faces dismayed her. The ship kills had touched something dark in every human heart—even hers, if she were honest. They were spectators in a solar system-sized arena, waiting to watch the blood fly. 

Mendoza nudged her.

“What?”

“Father Lynch is calling you.”

Reluctantly, she tore herself away from the screen. She squeezed through the crowd. It was colder out in the park. 

“What’s happening now? Ha, ha.”

“Elfrida, have you called your parents?”

“Oh, God. No. I was going to do that as soon as I got a minute.”

“You need to do it now.” Father Lynch walked quickly away. She hurried after him. Her questions bounced off his black-clad back. He led her upstairs and into the first empty office they found. He was carrying an old rucksack. He set this down and took out a clunky radio set. It looked low-tech but she suspected it had some very high-tech parts inside. He connected it to a hardwired LAN port. “Call your mother.”

★

Elfrida’s mother, Ingrid Haller, worked for the New Holy Roman Empire, a UN member state that functioned as a dumping ground for religious nuts and other oddballs.

At the moment, she was not working.

Almost no one on Earth was working.

They were watching the news.

Drawn from their offices, from their beds if they were on the other side of the world, from their schools and homes and even from their GBI-funded immersion games—people instinctively sought the company of others when they saw the magnitude of what was happening. They clustered around screens, reacting to the news with vlogs and off-the-cuff memes that fed into the rising tide of resentment and fear.

The ISA’s destruction of the Martian resettlement fleet had already been forgotten. Breaking news right here on Earth supplanted its importance in the minds of 12.2 billion viewers.

Ingrid Haller, standing in a crowd below one of the big screens in St. Peter’s Square, gripped her elbows as the UNSSCHQ building in Geneva collapsed gracefully into Parc Moynier. Screams rippled through the crowd. 

Screams—or cheers?

Here came the replay. In slow motion, a missile could be seen striking the building. Its trajectory indicated it came from orbit.

Again the collapse, in slow motion.

A commentator needlessly reminded everyone that the UNSSCHQ building housed the United Nations Select Security Council.

Ingrid Haller happened to know that the United Nations Select Security Council did not really run the UN. All the important decisions came from the President’s Advisory Council. 

That had been the first thing to blow up, three-quarters of an hour ago. 

The screen looped back to the scene in Paris. Rescue workers swarmed futilely around a crater on the Champs-Élysées. The Élysée Palace had been slagged from orbit with such precision that the buildings around it suffered little damage. 

Jump cut to New York, where the starscraper housing the Coalition for the Americas, an important sub-federation of the UN, had exploded twenty minutes ago, killing thousands. 

Ingrid Haller’s cochlear implants trilled. It was her husband, Tomoki Goto, stuck at his office on the other side of Rome—Traffic Control had shut down every mode of transport. “They just hit Beijing,” he said.

“Thank God.”

“Thank God?” He forwarded her a clip of the Imperial Hall of the People disintegrating into a mushroom cloud.

“Thank God, Tommy, because if the Chinese leadership has also been wiped out, at least we can’t blame it on them!” 

“Who’s doing this?”

“Nobody knows,” Ingrid Haller said. “Maybe it is God punishing us.” 

But all over Earth, a different theory was emerging spontaneously from a population traumatized by the recent war. 

“It’s the PLAN. The PLAN … it isn’t dead! It’s taking revenge on us! It’s the PLAN!”

“I don’t think so,” said Tomoki Goto. “I can’t be the only one to have noticed that ISA headquarters in Geneva has mysteriously escaped any damage. Their satellite offices in Berlin, San Francisco, Moscow, and Lagos also seem to be unscathed.” 

The idea that the ISA was doing this sounded plausible to Ingrid Haller, who’d formerly worked for the New Holy Roman Empire’s own intelligence agency. 

Her call waiting icon flashed. “Tommy, I’ll call you back! It’s Elfrida!”

★

Across Earth, de-orbited satellites and hijacked spaceplanes continued to pulverize important organs of government. Street parties sprang up in many of the UN’s less restrained member countries. In China, where no one was allowed to see the news, it leaked out all the same, and citizens joyfully abandoned caution. Millions flooded out of arcologies to celebrate the fall of the Imperial Republic, and make sure it stayed fallen. 

In St. Peter’s Square, however, no one was cheering. The people of Rome—conscious of the NHRE’s unique status as a cultural reservation within the UN—dreaded what might come next. 

Ingrid Haller ran across the square, blindly knocking people out of her way.

She was sixty-five and a bit too fond of her own cooking, so running maybe wasn’t the word for it.

But she would gladly have burst her heart on that afternoon if it got her to the Apostolic Apartments any faster.

★

Pope Stephen XII, born Luc-Auguste Sidibe in Mali, turned with unhurried calm when the door of the papal library crashed open. It did not surprise him that on a day like this, someone should burst in. He hadn’t expected it to be the Superior General of the Society of Jesus—the solar system’s top Jesuit—and the Abbot Superior of the far less exalted Order of St. Benedict of Passau, cringing nervously. Even more unexpected was the middle-aged laywoman who accompanied the two monks. He believed he’d seen her around the Vatican before. She hadn’t been red in the face and panting then.

But a pope is never surprised. “Good evening, Fathers. Welcome, my daughter.” He spoke in English, his fourth language after French, Italian, and his native Bambara.

Swiss Guards lurked in the corridor behind the trio. The Superior General of the Society of Jesus had not darkened the doorstep of the Apostolic Palace in a long time, despite the Jesuits’ official acceptance of Church authority. 

“Holy Father,” the Superior General said. He swiftly knelt and kissed Stephen’s ring—a piece of outdated protocol that showed just how out of step the Jesuits were. “We would beg you to resolve with the greatest possible speed a case that the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has been considering for some months.”

“Oh, is it the AI?” Stephen said. “I’ve been praying over that myself. Tell me more about it.”

He listened to them. While the Abbot Superior was explaining the background of the case, they felt the room shake. It was not the sustained juddering of an earthquake, but a sudden jolt, followed by a boom that shook the building. Ingrid Haller rushed to the nearest window and opened it to look out. The Superior General looked at his wrist tablet. “That was the UNESCO building on the Quirinal.” 

None of them came any closer than that to mentioning the destruction sweeping across Earth. 

Scattered, animalistic cries drifted through the open window. After a few minutes, soot started to come in. Ingrid Haller got up again and shut the window.  

When he’d heard all three of them out, Stephen XII asked them to leave him for a few minutes. He crossed the library and faced the Black Madonna of Częstochowa on the wall. He bowed his head and prayed silently that She extend the mantle of her mercy to Pallas. Then he went to his desk and requested a secure satellite connection.

★

“Jun? You’ve got a call.”

“Tell them to frag off,” Jun said thickly from the shadows.

“Tell him your goddamn self. It’s the Pope.”

★

Stephen’s conversation with Jun Yonezawa went very slowly. In between exchanges, he prayed.

The one-way signal delay to Pallas was 16 minutes. Jun had numerous assets in Earth orbit by now, so it need not have taken so long for each exchange to be completed. But Stephen insisted that Jun use his full processing capacity to respond, rather than lashing out with whatever happened to be above Rome at the moment.

At four in the morning, Stephen finally shut down his satellite connection. He was ninety-one years old and needed little sleep. In the papal bedroom, he stood at the window, looking out at the stars.

★

Kiyoshi jolted into consciousness. A sticky crust glued his eyelids together. 

The security office was dark and silent. He had no idea how much time had passed.

In the light pollution from the hab, he saw a shadow curled on the wall. His pulse tripped. He wobbled off his couch and floated closer to it. 

It didn’t vanish. 

He braced one hand on the wall and reached towards the shadow. His fingers seemed to touch cheap printable fabric. 

Warm skin. 

A shock of thick hair.

Warm breath sighed onto his wrist.

Overcome by a wave of exhaustion, Kiyoshi curled around the warm spine of the sleeper and drifted off again. It came naturally, just like when he was a kid and had to share his bed with the youngest in the family. 

★

He woke up in the air, very stiff. Realistic sunshine poured into the office. He stretched, feeling refreshed—and famished. He grabbed one of the pouches from the vending machine and squeezed lukewarm coffee into his mouth. He chased that with a yogurt-based nutrient drink, and then tore open a packaged bagel. Chewing, he floated over to the window. The winged security bots were cleaning up the carnage.

“You slept for nineteen hours!” Jun said. “How are you feeling?” 

“Better. What did the Pope say?”

“A lot of stuff.” Jun sounded completely different this morning. Cheerful, excited, the way he used to be when he’d found something new to be interested in. “Every nuance matters. Every data point has to be taken into account. There are 2,300 years of doctrinal precedents to examine. But the Holy Father has this amazing way of putting everything in human terms. He’s big on mercy. You can feel his compassion straight through the screen … Anyway, in the end he said that he would transfer my case from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith to the Commission for the Causes of Saints, and they’ll declare my resurrection a miracle.”

Kiyoshi’s shoulders relaxed. An unconscious smile spread across his face. He ate another big bite of bagel. “Attributed to who?”

“St. Francis.”

“That sounds right,” Kiyoshi murmured, remembering how Jun used to venerate St. Francis on board the Monster.

“So my baptism is still valid. But the Holy Father was very clear that this isn’t an endorsement of technologically enabled immortality. They’re making an exception for me.”

“An exception to the rule is kind of the definition of a miracle.”

“Yeah. So there are conditions.”

“What conditions?”

“The Order of St. Benedict of Passau doesn’t want me anymore. They say I can’t meet the requirement for stability. But the Jesuits said they would have me as a novice.”

“His will be done,” Kiyoshi said. “Although, I see Father Tom’s fingerprints all over this. What else?”

“I have to go back to an appropriate abode. That’s how the Holy Father put it. And I can’t keep any worldly assets. I’ve already let go of UNLEOSS, Midway, Earth’s PORMSnet, Eureka Station …”

“Jesus, Jun, did you get in everywhere?!”

“Pretty much. But I’ve returned all those systems to their rightful owners now. Some of their data may have gotten wiped in the process. Whoops.”

“Whoops,” Kiyoshi echoed, smirking.

“I’m letting go of 5222 Ioffe right now. I’ve set up an ad hoc committee of political prisoners to run the life support systems. They should be able to handle it until Star Force gets here.”

The sunlight reflected off dead screens and caught dust motes in the air. Near Kiyoshi, the dust coalesced into a human form. Jun smiled, squinting.

Kiyoshi’s mouth hung open. He rubbed his eyes. Pain assured him that he hadn’t imagined yesterday’s eye surgery. “I can see you.”

He suddenly remembered his dream from last night. Waking in the dark, finding Jun stuck to the wall. Curling up with him and going back to sleep.

He reached out. His hand went straight through Jun’s shoulder.

“Your retinal implants aren’t really broken,” Jun said. “I hacked the medibot.”

“Oh.”

“I was going to tell you. I was just waiting for you to wake up.”

Kiyoshi tested out his HUD. It worked. He still had a lingering sense that something inexplicable had happened. But before he could think more about it, icons popped into his vision, including about a thousand email notifications. “Pallas?”

“I thought I’d hold onto Pallas for a while,” Jun said.

“Nope. Nope, nope. Too big.”

“I knew you’d say that,” Jun sighed in mock disappointment.

“The Holy Father wants you to reside somewhere that isn’t immortal, if I understand correctly. An appropriate abode …” Kiyoshi thought of the obvious answer, waiting outside the asteroid. It was ridiculously overpowered, yes, and deadly. But what ship wasn’t deadly? Besides, come on: a Star Force destroyer. Even a saintly kid like Jun had once been must have dreamed that dream. Kiyoshi sure had. 

“I know just the place,” he said, and pulled on Jun’s arm. As his hand passed through the projection, he felt the faintest prickling sensation. 

★

Kiyoshi spent most of their journey back to Pallas emailing Michael, Father Tom, Elfrida, Mendoza, Brian O’Shaughnessy, and even Alicia Petruzzelli. He learned that Andrea Miller and her colleagues had taken control of Pallas. Furious censure had poured out from Earth, but the ISA had other problems at the moment, such as the entire solar system blaming them for the decapitation of the UN and the Imperial Republic of China.

Jun smirked; he had framed the ISA on purpose. 

“Didn’t the Holy Father give you any penance?” Kiyoshi said.

“Yes.” Jun’s smile faded. “I have to take responsibility for the Martians.”

Kiyoshi sat back in his couch. “Oh, God,” he said, after thinking that over for a minute.

“Yup,” Jun said. “It’s going to be a big job. Of course, I’ll have to work with Star Force, which means they’ll have to work with the Jesuits.” He brightened. “I do see a lot of potential in that collaboration. The re-sanctification of military power …”

“Your old crusading thing,” Kiyoshi said. “Well, maybe it’ll go better this time, if it’s a real collaboration. But still. Shit. There are how many millions of them?”

“A hundred and ten million is the latest estimate, counting those already freed, in Star Force’s transit camp on Deimos, and those soon to be freed, if the final destruction of Olympus Mons doesn’t throw up any more unknowns.”

“Crap.”

“Yeah. I’ve been talking to the generals, and we’ve basically got two options—leave them on Mars, which means we can’t have Mars. That’s a big sacrifice. Several factions on Earth have already set their hearts on it. The other option is to resetlle all the Martians on Eris or someplace.”

“Eris? I was thinking of Eris …”

“Everyone thinks of Eris,” Jun joked. “For what?”

“Not sure yet.” Kiyoshi bit the end of his cigarette. 

His biggest surprise had been a vid call from Colin Wetherall. Colin wasn’t dead, after all. He’d been close enough to the end of the gravity field when the power went out for the rescue bots to pull him to safety, using Elfrida Goto’s rope. Molly had been pulled out, too. She was in intensive care in the prison hospital, getting a full skeletal transplant. 

Kiyoshi hadn’t been able to talk to Molly—she was still out of it—so he couldn’t make any definite plans, but he had a lot of vague ones. All of them involved the destroyer, and going someplace in it. None of them involved 110 million Martians.

Maybe I have to do penance, too, he thought. That would suck.

They approached Pallas on a slow burn, and settled into orbit. Kiyoshi’s secondary comms screen lit up. Michael waved at him. 

“Hello!” Michael pointed down at his own newly printed t-shirt. It said Independent Republic of Pallas. “I’m Traffic Control! Would you like to land here, or over there, or somewhere else?” He crossed his arms to point in different directions, giggling. Kiyoshi felt a surge of fondness for the boy. Hell with 110,000,000 Martians. Here was someone he had to take responsibility for.  

Then Michael vanished from the screen, and the sensor array shrieked. “Oh, shit,” Jun whispered.

 

 


xxxiv.

 

Startled out of a light sleep, Stephen XII raised his head. A light dazzled him. It flashed around the papal bedroom, and passed over the corpse of a Swiss guard in the doorway. 

“In the name of God, who is there?” Stephen said.

Bulky figures surrounded him. He glimpsed camouflage in a pattern commonly used by the polizia, but he did not imagine for a moment that these were Italian police officers. 

“Get up,” said a distorted voice. Their faces were distorted, too. They wore snouted, demonic masks.

He raised his right hand. “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, may you be forgiven—”

The nearest figure seized his wrist and jerked it. “I said get the fuck up, old man.” 

They handcuffed him and half-dragged, half-carried him out of the Apostolic Palace.

★

“Come out with your hands up,” drawled a voice from the comms screen. “We’ve got you surrounded. Heh. I’ve always wanted to say that.”

Kiyoshi recognized the voice, and the snarky tone. It was the same ISA officer who’d taunted him all the way to Pallas.

“Tried to call 5222 Ioffe lately?” Kiyoshi responded, just to find out how far away they were. 

The answer came immediately. “That was you, huh?” They were close, and didn’t care if Kiyoshi knew it.

He muttered to Jun, “Please don’t tell me you let these guys go with a slap on the wrist.” 

“After I used their ships to destroy the Star Force fleet,” Jun said in a brittle voice, “I programmed a course for Earth into their hubs. A very indirect course. The last time I checked—fifty seconds ago—they were 125 million klicks from here.”

“So they altered your program.”

“They could not possibly have altered my program,” Jun said, touchily. Kiyoshi got it. Jun was relearning what it felt like to be surprised. “These are different ships. I can’t even see them.”

Kiyoshi cudgeled the sensor feeds for information. Nothing on radar. Nothing on infrared. The destroyer continued to insist shrilly that targeting lasers had locked onto its hull in several places, including its weak spot, the magnetic shield of its enormous drive.

Jun let out a sigh. “Got them.”

“Where?”

“Right on top of us. Check the optical feed. I’ve enhanced it.”

Kiyoshi blinked up the captain’s 360° virtual starmap. The bridge vanished, as if his eyes were now nailed to the outside of the hull. He gaze-panned. Three false-color ships floated subjectively above him, silhouetted against Pallas. They resembled ghostly bullets. Kinda like Superlifters, without the flaring heat radiator vanes that made most ships so easy to find in space. 

Kinda like toilet rolls.

“Jun, do those ships remind you of anything?”

“Yes,” Jun said. “They remind me that the boss-man repeatedly tried to patent the Ghost technology we stole from the PLAN, but his applications were rejected. Or so we thought.”

“They remind me that I never actually saw the ship that picked us up.”

“QRF?” 

“Yeah. Also, Legacy said the Heidegger program was old news.”

“Actually, it gets worse. I gave Star Force a complete set of specs for the Ghost in exchange for safe passage to Mars. I assumed they’d never be able to develop the technology. I thought they’d need an actual copy to reverse engineer.”

“They must have found one somewhere.”

“Yes, such as in our fridge.” Jun threw his illusory weight back in his couch, letting his head hang over the back, and clapped his hands over his face. It was one of the most human gestures Kiyoshi had ever seen from the projection. “I screwed up so bad.”

“Don’t sweat it, Jun. You won the war. These assholes just want revenge.” Kiyoshi spoke absently. He was interrogating the destroyer’s weapons systems. “We can take them out with a 60.1% probability of disabling all three ships before we, um, disintegrate. That’s assuming they only have kilowatt-class energy weapons. Those ships are small; I don’t see them packing any serious firepower …”

“That’s also assuming there are only three of them,” Jun said. 

The ISA officer’s voice broke in. “By the way, the rest of my fleet is targeting those cute little plastic domes at the north pole. I always did think those were a bit exposed.”

“You know how many people are in there?” Kiyoshi said quietly to the ISA officer. 

“Eh, a few more or less; we’ve got billions of them knocking around.”

“OK, you answered my question. You are a homicidal psycho.”

“We’re targeting InSec Center, too.”

Fear seemed to encase Kiyoshi’s joints in ice, freezing him to his couch. He stared at the optical feed. Everyone he cared about was down there on that lousy, rotten protoplanet.

“It doesn’t have to happen,” said a different voice.

“Legacy! You fucking turd.”

“Thanks for the advice. I got out, stole a rover, and drove to the south pole, where we happen to have a small scientific installation. Nothing there but a telescope or two, some supplies—and now, me. Naturally, when I saw that you were on your way back, I called in our dark patrols.”

“What do you want? Pallas? You can have it. Just give me time to get my people off.”

“No,” Legacy said. Listening on on the same channel, the other ISA officer laughed bleakly. “We want Konstantin X.”

Kiyoshi closed his eyes in despair. “I don’t have him.”

“Bullshit. He was on 5222 Ioffe.”

“And now he’s dead.” Kiyoshi remembered the last thing the boss had said to him. I never told them anything … What secret had the boss kept, that the ISA wanted so badly?

“I still think you’re lying,” the first ISA officer said after a moment. “But don’t worry, we’ll find out the truth.”

“In the meantime,” Legacy said, “surrender to my friends, and no one else will be harmed.”

★

“Jun.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you think they’d do it?”

“Don’t ask me. My predictive abilities are for shit.”

“So I have to make this decision?”

“No, Kiyoshi. Flip a coin. Yes, you have to make it.”

★

Four minutes later, Kiyoshi floated out of the destroyer’s command airlock, alone. 

The Dark Patrol did not target him as he crossed the void. Perhaps they knew the ship he’d just left was intelligent, angry, and poised to vaporize them at the first sign of dirty dealing.

One of the Dark Patrol ships sidled closer. Its airlock opened. Kiyoshi went in.

 

 


xxxv.

 

A ceremonial ribbon stretched across the main airlock of SSSA Pallas, formerly known as InSec Center. In the seven months since the fall of the UN, extensive new facilities had been built on Pallas. The dome still looked like a kilometer-wide tussock of red moss. But now it overlooked a brand-new spaceport. Down in the valley where the ship graveyard used to be, a glitzy passenger terminal cycled through illuminations provided by various corporate and national sponsors. Ground transfer vehicles shuttled VIPs up to the dome for the ribbon-cutting ceremony.

The chief of SSSA Pallas, Oliver Legacy, made a speech emphasizing that the re-opening of the dome also inaugurated a new era of openness and transparency. 

“Our decades of struggle and sacrifice are at an end. Humanity has won back our birthright. Once again, the solar system is ours! And now it belongs to all of us. With gratitude and joy, we turn our backs on petty national and cultural divisions. Now that humanity is united, there is no longer any need for secrecy. We look forward to working openly, transparently, with all of you, to build a better future.”

SSSA stood for Solar System Security Agency. This newly formed, still-shambolic organization was a Frankenstein’s monster of a bureaucracy, incorporating the former ISA as well as its Chinese counterpart, and several other organs of the former UN’s deep state. It nominally answered to the Global Council, a collection of third-tier diplomats who’d happened to survive the massacre of their superiors in April. It probably did answer to the Combined Earth Forces (Star Force plus the Chinese Territorial Defense Force, now officially integrated with each other), but no one was sure who really held the whip hand there. Legacy’s talk of openness and transparency was thus pure make-believe. It might even have been a deliberate middle finger to the assembled VIPs. But they sucked it up and applauded with their expensively gloved hands. They’d made the trek out here for this ceremony precisely because they knew who really ran the solar system now. 

Some kilometers away, parked in an unprestigious corner of the spaceport, Jun mused: My prediction skills really do suck.

He’d never imagined that his fit of anguished violence could open the door to a military coup. 

He’d seen himself as an avenging angel, scouring the earth of corruption. He’d hoped for a devolution of power to the old regions and nations. Instead he’d got a global junta. That was about as bad as it could get, barring bloodshed, which thankfully no one wanted. But—

Thy will be done, on Earth as it is in heaven.

Stephen XII had told him in one of their recent conversations that they’d just have to stay on their toes.

They talked often now. Stephen had retired from the papacy after his mauling at the hands of so-called ‘rogue’ ISA agents. In seclusion at Castle Gandolfo, he pondered humanity’s future, and prayed for the Holy Spirit to prevail. 

Jun was also spending a lot of time in prayer—it was a requirement of the Jesuit novitiate. Watching the ribbon-cutting ceremony, he tried to believe the SSSA was at least partly sincere about building a better future.

He hoped Kiyoshi could also manage to believe it. But he wasn’t very optimistic about that.

★

Inside the dome, in a refurbished office on the fourth floor, Kiyoshi dragged on his new uniform. Everything about the uniform irritated him. It was black—great optics there. It had a stand-up collar that reminded him of his high-school uniform. The lapel pin depicted a mailed fist apparently clenching the sun. And the boots that went with it laced up, requiring their wearer to know the arcane art of tying a bow.

Kiyoshi swore to himself, tying bow after bow that fell apart in his fingers. 

The door chimed. Molly came in. “You’d better hurry up,” she said. 

I don’t know if I can do this, Kiyoshi thought. “Do you know how to tie a bow?”

“A what? Oh God. I can try.” 

She knelt in front of him. He hooked his arms over her shoulders, reassuring himself that she was whole. He laid his face against the nape of her neck. Her dreadlocks smelled of the aloe gel she worked into them once a week.

“I almost had it,” she said.

She finished tying his boots. Still on her knees, she took his left arm and pushed his sleeve up to his elbow. She kissed the scar where his cubital port used to be. He’d had to have it removed, along with his cochlear implants and BCI. It hadn’t been a one-way trade. In return for giving up his augments, he’d gotten a complete course of anti-addiction meds. He’d also gotten a security crystal implanted in his right wrist. 

Michael came in. “Hey, are you guys doing sexy grown-up stuff I’m not supposed to see?”

“Yeah, this is how babies are made,” Kiyoshi deadpanned. Molly flushed at the throwaway line. 

Michael didn’t notice. He slammed the door and rolled his eyes rudely at the approximate location of the surveillance camera in the ceiling. “I’ve got something for you! Do you want it now?” 

Michael was living on the destroyer, so Kiyoshi assumed that was where he’d just come from. ‘Something’ had to mean something from Jun. 

He hadn’t seen Jun since the day they took his retinal implants out. Hadn’t heard his voice since his cochlear implants went. The naked world turned out to be a vast plain of suck, not because of all the minor inconveniences that went with not having augments, but because Jun wasn’t in it. Kiyoshi missed him even more, if that was possible, because Jun was right here—when he wasn’t on a run to Eris or someplace—serving out the same penance as Kiyoshi, and yet they couldn’t even talk, thanks to the SSSA’s stupid goddamn information security regulations. 

So ‘something from Jun’? Yeah, he wanted it now.

“What is it, a Bible quotation?”

“No. Kind of close, but no.” Michael opened one bony fist. In it lay a crucifix just over a centimeter long. Kiyoshi picked it up, awed by the artistic detail of the crucified Christ. If Jun had made it, the detail probably went down to nano-scale. It looked like silver but felt heavier. It was an earring. 

“Are you sure this is for me?”

“Yes! Jun said to give it to you myself,” Michael hissed.

“I don’t have pierced ears.”

“Oh.” Michael stared at Kiyoshi’s ears. They were easy to see now that Kiyoshi’s hair was short. “I guess he didn’t think of that.”

“Nah, he knows, but it doesn’t matter. Just push it through.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“It’s only a freaking earlobe, Mikey.”

Molly eased the boy aside. “I’ll do it.” She took Kiyoshi’s earlobe in her fingers, set the earring in place, and snapped it shut. Pain stabbed through his ear. It was nothing. Molly kissed his ear; he felt the heat and wetness of her tongue. She was licking away the blood. 

“Ugh. You’re going to traumatize me,” Michael said. 

“You’ll be a teenager in a couple of years, and then I’ll be the one complaining,” Kiyoshi said. He’d formally adopted Michael, with the SSSA’s consent. 

Michael whispered: “He said, when you want to activate it, twist it.”

“What does it do?”

Michael shrugged—he didn’t know.

A brassy sequence of notes rang out. 

“Shit. I’m late.”

He ran downstairs, leaving Michael and Molly to follow. They would find somewhere to hang out at the back. 

Corporate VIPs and high-ranking SSSA and CEF personnel filled clusters of teak-hued ergoforms suspended three-dimensionally through the former park in the middle of InSec Center. The space now gave the impression of a posh frequent flier lounge. A temporary stage occupied one end. Kiyoshi bounded up the steps and ducked backstage just as the curtains opened.

Oliver Legacy, in a new three-piece suit, delivered Part Two of his public-relations offensive. The smart walls displayed interactive powerpoints celebrating the SSSA’s transparency and openness.

Backstage, Kiyoshi stood in his place in line, waiting and sweating, and wondering what the hell his new earring did. It couldn’t be just a beautiful object. Jun’s beautiful objects always had a function that followed their form. With half an ear he listened to Legacy delivering a paean to the end of historical, national, ethnic, and religious divisions.

“Translation,” whispered an angry female voice on his left, “after all we went through, the PLAN fucking won.”

Maybe, but the Galapajin were living undisturbed in Worldhouse 2. They’d chosen to make Pallas their new home. The former prison was now a world unto itself, defined by the Galapajin’s efficient farming methods, their perpetual tinkering, and their traditional Catholicism. No one had suggested uprooting them. In fact, their friends and relations had begun to arrive from Ceres. This ironically guaranteed that Kiyoshi and Jun would do whatever the SSSA told them to do. 

But they were being left alone, quirks and all. And throughout the solar system, other colonists were discovering that the junta’s military monopoly masked a laissez faire approach to lifestyle regulations.

“Beyond our role in providing safety and security for humanity at home,” Legacy segued, “the SSSA, in partnership with the CEF, will also spearhead a new and aggressive initiative to colonize the outer system, and beyond.”

The VIPs applauded louder. They smelled government contracts. Kiyoshi knew that this was not really a new initiative. Michael had worked out, and Jun had later confirmed, that the Worldhouse Project had been practice for colonizing Tau Ceti f, a theoretically habitable planet 12 lightyears from Earth. Now, more money was apparently going to be thrown at that endeavor, and was that a bad thing? Couldn’t Kiyoshi close his eyes to what the SSSA was, and feel OK about the things it did?

“Befitting our new focus on the unification of humanity,” Legacy went on, “I’d like to take this opportunity to introduce you to some amazing individuals.”

That was Kiyoshi’s cue. He straightened his uniform. The whole line of them trooped out on stage. Bright lights blinded Kiyoshi for a moment. One of Molly’s bows had come undone; his right boot was loose. He formed up with the others, facing front.

“SSSA lieutenant Wang Duyi!” 

Wang, at the head of the line, swaggered forward for his moment in the spotlight. He was a wetwork specialist from the former Imperial Chinese intelligence agency, which had been folded into the SSSA. He was a poisonous little dickshit, in Kiyoshi’s opinion.

“SSSA expert Andrea Miller!”

Andrea Miller did not smile. From the SSSA’s point of view, she’d been forgiven. From her point of view, this was the price she paid for being allowed to stay on Pallas with her chickens.

“SSSA captain Calhoun Gilbert!”

If looks were lasers, Kiyoshi’s gaze would have dropped Gilbert before he reached the podium. Calhoun Gilbert was the psychotic asshole who’d compelled his surrender seven months ago. The sole recompense was that Gilbert had been booted down to captain, but knowing him, it wouldn’t be long before he squirmed back up the ladder.

“SSSA information technician Hu Peizhi!”

Kiyoshi’s ear throbbed. He wondered again what the earring was for. Was it just a little fuck-you for the cameras? An easter egg for Christians around the solar system, letting them know at least one person in the SSSA was on their side?

Or …

Beyond the lights, the VIPs floated in clusters like flowers on invisible vines. This room currently held most of the solar system’s corporate elite, as well as a big chunk of the SSSA’s own hierarchy, and several multi-starred CEF generals. All in the same place at once. Tch, tch. Bad operational security. It showed how secure they felt in their power.

“SSSA lieutenant Alicia Petruzzelli!” 

Petruzzelli stepped forward smartly, leaving the space on Kiyoshi’s left empty. The set of her back revealed nothing as Legacy praised her heroic record in Star Force, and expressed expectations that she would be an equally valuable asset to the SSSA. Petruzzelli was the one who’d made that nasty comment about the PLAN winning when they were backstage. But Kiyoshi had a feeling that she alone of them all had really wanted this. She was a complicated woman.

It would be her, too. It would be Andrea Miller and Josh Slade and all their former colleagues. 

He squinted into the auditorium. Way at the back, someone was waving and jumping up and down. He guessed that was Elfrida Goto. John Mendoza must be with her. So it would be them, too.

“SSSA captain Kiyoshi Yonezawa!”

He’d not anticipated how deep those words would cut. 

Anger burning behind an expressionless face, he walked to the podium. He smelled sawdust, anti-bacterial spray, and Legacy’s body odor.

Legacy praised his record. He had some difficulty with this, as Kiyoshi’s record consisted of serially breaking the law, but he managed to portray Kiyoshi as a intrepid freebooter who had seen the light.

Here, closer to the front of the stage, Kiyoshi could see the audience better. His heart almost stopped as he caught sight of Michael in the overflow crowd crawling up the walls. The swatch of blue beside him would be Molly’s hair. And there was Colin with them, taking time out from his new job as a construction worker. 

So it would be them, too.

“I hereby confirm your commission in the Solar System Security Agency,” Legacy intoned. 

Kiyoshi inclined his head far enough for Legacy to reach. 

His pulse raced. 

He felt feverish.

Forgive me.

He reached up—making Legacy jerk back in a frightened overreaction—and twisted the earring.

Nothing happened.

Legacy recovered. He placed a slim black collar around Kiyoshi’s neck. It fused shut. 

The dome did not explode, depressurize, or melt.

Kiyoshi had been wrong. The earring was nothing. Just a beautiful object.

He fingered the collar Legacy had put on him. It was a secure comms unit, the symbol of his commission. Not tight enough to be uncomfortable, but you’d never forget it was there. Its resemblance to a slave collar couldn’t be accidental. 

“Work with us,” Legacy mouthed to him.

Kiyoshi uttered the same meaningless words of appreciation that others had used, and returned to his place in line. 

“Come over and talk after this,” Jun said.

Kiyoshi jumped so violently he knocked against Petruzzelli, who scowled. 

He could see Jun. 

Petruzzelli obviously couldn’t. No one else could. 

Jun stood in front of Kiyoshi, as solid as ever, in the brown cassock he now wore as a Jesuit novice. He ambled across the stage and turned in a circle, arms outspread, face tilted up to the lights. 

“Wow,” he said. “This place looks like a spaceport lounge. I preferred the grass.”

Kiyoshi smirked. It seemed so funny that none of these smug, powerful people could see the little monk traipsing through their ceremony.

~The earring. It’s a hack for the secure comms unit? he subvocalized. A moment later he realized the secure comms unit did not have vid capability. 

“Yeah,” Jun said. “I managed to get hold of the specs. But it’s also a crucifix, Kiyoshi.”

~Nice work.

“Now we can talk anytime. So come over later, OK? Bring Michael and Molly.”

~Sure, if I can get away. There’s a reception and then a dinner thing. Heh, I can ditch that. He might as well start as he meant to go on.

“Great. I’ll see you later,” Jun said. “Kiyoshi?”

~Yeah?

“It’s going to be OK.” 

 

 


xxxvi.

 

Elfrida had never imagined that getting married could be so arduous.

“If you keep wriggling, I can’t sew this,” her mother said, kneeling behind her with a needle and thread.

Her dress didn’t fit. It was not a modern printed garment. It was a poufy, frilly heirloom—the very dress that Mendoza’s mother had worn at her wedding forty years ago. Mendoza really wanted Elfrida to wear it in memory of his mother, who’d passed away two years ago. So that’s what she was doing. But Marisol Mendoza had been smaller and shorter than Elfrida was.

Her mother had painstakingly let out the bodice with matching fabric, and added another frill to the hem. And now the dress turned out to be too long, because Elfrida had forgotten to tell her mother that she wouldn’t be wearing high heels.

“You could borrow my shoes,” said Cydney Blaisze.

Elfrida rolled her eyes at her ex-girlfriend. “Cyds, my feet are twice the size of yours.” 

It touched and delighted her that Cydney had come all this way, but …

“Do please stop moving your face,” said Miss Mercury 2291, who stood in front of Elfrida, applying make-up to her face. “You don’t want to end up with crooked eyebrows.”

Elfrida did kind of wish Cydney hadn’t brought her new wife.

Not that she begrudged Cydney the happiness she’d found on Mercury. As a high-powered executive in the tourism industry, Cydney had consolidated her celebrity status by marrying into the famous Wright family. But it was kind of intimidating to have a supermodel doing your make-up.

Holding her face as still as she could, staring past Miss Mercury into the three-way mirror, Elfrida despaired of her appearance. In vain she reminded herself that John didn’t care what she looked like. You only got married once. And everyone was here. 

Here: on Mars.

Elfrida had recklessly sprayed invitations far and wide across the solar system. To her dismay, nearly everyone had RSVP’d. She assumed they would balk at travelling to Mars, of all places—had anticipated a wedding party that consisted of her parents, Mendoza’s cousins, and a few of the gang from Pallas. But as it turned out, all their friends and acquaintances had jumped at the chance to visit Mars. Her wedding was a secondary attraction, Elfrida suspected. 

How quickly fear faded, and curiosity took its place!

Six months after the final destruction of the PLAN, Mars was still off-limits to civilians. The CEF enforced the quarantine by summarily slagging intruders—no warnings, no second chances. Unlike the former Star Force and CTDF, the Combined Earth Forces did not screw around. But actually, all the top people in the CEF were Star Force / CTDF officers who’d served in the field, and Elfrida knew some of them from her spell on Eureka Station. Her visa application had been personally approved by Admiral Jeremy McLean. 

Of course, it wasn’t McLean who’d made it possible for her to get married on Mars in the first place …

 Eyes closed so Miss Mercury could do her eyelids, wondering if she dared scratch her nose, Elfrida heard a voice in her ears. 

“Can you get away for a few minutes?”

Elfrida jumped. Miss Mercury sighed in exasperation. Elfrida was still not used to her new phone—a nearly-invisible pair of wireless earbuds, the latest thing. Everyone was using external comms tech now. BCIs had gone right out of fashion. Funny, that. 

~I’m kind of stuck here, she subvocalized. Her phone picked it up via the induction mic stuck on her throat, which looked like a pearl pendant. 

“This is urgent,” Jun Yonezawa said.

If he said it was urgent, it was. Jun was pretty much the most important person on Mars. Not the most powerful. That was a crucial distinction, she’d been made to understand. A monk couldn’t wield any power. But everyone in the CEF listened to Jun, having learned the hard way that taking his advice was usually a good idea. 

Elfrida was Jun’s guest here on Mars. So she was going to listen to him, too. Screw her dress and make-up.

~OK, she subvocalized. ~We’ve still got an hour before the ceremony, anyway. 

“Great. Just tell them you need to sort out some paperwork.” 

~Where do you need me to go?  

“I’ll show you the way.”

A blue U-turn arrow appeared on her contacts, directing her to turn away from the mirror.

Elfrida steeled herself, “Mom, Cyds, Isabel? Apparently there’s a problem with our paperwork …”

“Oh, Ellie!” her mother cried. “I haven’t finished your hem!”

“I’ll take it off and you can work on it while I do this,” Elfrida said, trying to reach the zip of her dress. Then she realized she had nothing else to put on. They’d already taken her jeans and sweatshirt away to be recycled, and she was supposed to change into another dress after the ceremony, which wasn’t ready yet. 

“Hurry up,” Jun said, with a tinge of urgency in his voice.

Elfrida moaned, picked up her skirts and extricated herself from the room, while Cydney screamed at her not to mess up her hair, and her mother superstitiously begged her not to let John see her.

Jun’s blue arrows pointed her down the hall of the visitors’ hostel. It was a former PLAN building, constructed from reddish Martian regocrete, the ceilings too high and the halls too narrow. She nearly collided with one of the Dougs from Mercury—she still couldn’t tell them apart—balancing four crates of champagne on top of each other, a superhuman feat that Mars’s low gravity made possible. “Where’s John?” she gasped, forgetting to subvocalize. 

“Dunno,” said the Doug. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”

“Don’t worry,” said a new voice in her ears—Kiyoshi. “I’m keeping him busy.”

“Don’t you dare get him drunk.”

“Plenty of time for that later,” Kiyoshi said. 

She followed the arrows across the reception area downstairs. Everyone stared at her. This was awful. She burst out into the open air.

Of course it was not really the open air.

But it felt like it, with the dome overhead so high that you couldn’t see the triple roof of transparent aluminum and impact-resistant plastic, only the pale brown Martian sky.

Almost a year to the day after the Big Breakup, the CEF had taken Olympus Mons, the PLAN’s last stronghold. The PLAN had died hard. After its artillery was destroyed, it had thrown million-strong waves of Martians at the human invaders. The resulting bloodbath would have made previous genocides look like pub brawls, if not for Jun. The CEF had deployed millions of hastily manufactured flying drones, each of which had a single function: to broadcast his St. Stephen Oratorio—the same cyberweapon that had freed the first Martians—version 2.0. A virus packaged in a three-part oratorio for voice and orchestra, it disabled the PLAN’s command-and-control interface. Singly, by tens, by hundreds, by thousands, Martian soldiers all over Olympus Mons had just stopped fighting. At the same time, human special forces had daringly taken out the PLAN’s underground power plants. 

Sad to say, this had involved blowing up a number of fission reactors, which left the elaborate system of caverns under Olympus Mons highly radioactive.

The water had been saved, though. The rivers that the PLAN had fracked out of Olympus Mons’s clayey sediment layers still flowed. Humanity grudgingly admitted that the PLAN had done good there. The CEF now used the water—once it had been thoroughly decontaminated—for its own needs. 

Elfrida hurried, holding up the skirt of her wedding dress, through streets of tall, narrow buildings. The streets curved without apparent rhyme or reason. Viewed from the air, they would form one of the PLAN’s weird glyphs. This town had once been populated by Martian servants of the PLAN’s legacy hardware. Now it was a CEF base. Signage splarted above high, narrow doors abounded with military abbreviations. Men and women in uniform stared open-mouthed at the girl in a wedding dress. A few actually pointed and laughed. 

“Jun,” she panted, “this is really freaking embarrassing.”

“They’ve travelled to Mars, killed enemy soldiers, seen marvels that others can only dream of … but it’s possible, Elfrida, that they’ve never been to a wedding. Think about that.”

“OK, I’ve thought about it, and I really want to go back and make sure all the placecards and flower arrangements are right. As you point out, they don’t have much experience with weddings.”

“I think you can safely leave that to Cydney.”

“How much further is it?”

The blue arrows projected on her contacts led her around another corner, and dead-ended at an airlock.

“I have to go outside?”

“Yeah.”

A CEF colonel loitered near the airlock. He moved towards Elfrida. “Miss Goto?”

“Elfrida,” Jun said, “this is Colonel Hawker. Hawker, this is Elfrida Goto.”

He spoke to both of them via their comms at the same time.

“Nice to meet you,” Hawker said, staring at her dress.

“I’m supposed to be getting married in forty minutes’ time,” Elfrida said grimly.

“We don’t want to get that crumpled, then, do we? You’d better take it off. It wouldn’t fit under a suit, anyway. Do you, er, need any help with the zips and things?”

“I think I can manage.”

Elfrida used the airlock chamber as a changing room. A CEF spacesuit was waiting for her. As soon as she had it on, curiously, she felt more like herself.

Hawker joined her in the airlock. They checked each other’s seals—a ritual which was doubly important on Mars.

The airlock cycled. Instead of being gradually sucked out of the chamber, the air blew out all at once, in a gale-force blast that would prevent any stray nanites from entering the chamber. Elfrida tumbled out head over heels with it, into the electrostatic scrubbing corridor. Hawker had held onto the grab handles when the screen said to. He picked her up off the metal-mesh floor. They proceeded to the second airlock—which would function as an air-blast shower when they came back—and went out.

The sky seemed to close on their heads, because the air was dirty all the way down out here. The outer wall of the CEF dome looked silvery, not transparent, on the outside. It rose sheer from the dusty, yellow-brown Martian rock. Ahead, a pile of what appeared to be deflated tents lay on the ground. Elfrida scuffled past and looked over the edge of the precipice beyond.

The CEF base stood at the bottom of one of the summit craters of Olympus Mons, 2km down from the massive shield volcano’s peak. She was gazing down into the deepest crater of the caldera complex. The dust hid its floor, another kilometer below. She looked up at the cloudy Martian morning, and shivered. No matter how many times she was told that the pieces of Phobos were done falling out of the sky, the back of her neck still crawled when she thought about the Big Breakup. She’d been thrown off the hull of the UNSF Thunderjack with Petruzzelli—leaving her best friend, Jennifer Colden, behind …

“I thought you were in a hurry?” Hawker said.

She turned. He bounced behind her, wearing twenty-meter wings.

“Oh wow!” 

The ‘deflated tents’ were hang-gliders.

Of all the things Elfrida might have expected to do on her last morning as a single woman, hang-gliding in the caldera of Olympus Mons was not among them. It turned out to be splendidly fun. She and Hawker leapt off the precipice and swooped across the crater, around and down. Jun had to take control of Elfrida’s glider only once, to prevent her from stalling out—Mars’s thin atmosphere provided only a hundredth as much lift as Earth’s, which was why their gliders’ wings had to be so long. 

They landed at a bouncing run on the lower crater’s floor, near the bottom of the cliff they’d launched from. 

“Oh, I have to come back and do this with John!” Elfrida exclaimed. 

“Now’s your chance,” Hawker said, helping her out of her harness. “It’s going to cost six figures a pop when they start letting the punters in.”

“Olympus Mons, the hottest new tourist destination in the solar system,” Elfrida sighed. “Yeah, a friend was telling me it’s going to be huge.” That, she felt pretty sure, was why Cydney had really come to Mars—to network with the new owners of Olympus Mons ahead of the lifting of travel restrictions.

“You know what they’re planning, though,” Hawker said, as they walked towards the foot of the cliff.

“No, what?”

“Ter-ra-form-ing,” Hawker singsonged. “The old NASA proposals are being dusted off.”

“Really? That’s great!”

Jun said, speaking into their helmets, “That would depend on your point of view.”

“Yup,” Hawker said. “But we’ll let those with the most to lose tell it.”

A pipeline climbed the cliff to the CEF base far overhead. That was the base’s water supply. The pipe came out of an arch in the cliff ahead. All this was old PLAN infrastructure. Martians clambered up and down the steep grade beside the pipeline, shirtsleeved (and some of them were barefoot) in the -80° weather. The ones going up carried stacks of collection plates for the base’s electrostatic scrubbers. They washed the dust and particulate matter out down here, as a service to the CEF, although the nanites still had to be electrically scrubbed inside the airlocks. The ones coming down carried food and other aid donated by well-wishers on Earth. 

Elfrida followed Hawker into the pipeline tunnel. She tried not to shy away from the Martians passing around them. Inside her suit, she was safe from the nanites that infested their bodies and brains.

She also tried not to look at the time.

Wisps of water sublimed from a leak in the pipe. The quakes that shook Mars during the Phobos impacts had damaged most everything. A work crew of Martians were patching the leak. Their stepladder and welding equipment blocked the tunnel. 

Three Martians squeezed around the blockage and came up to Elfrida.

She thought they were Martians, because they weren’t wearing EVA suits. They wore CEF handout shirts, pants, and hiking boots. 

But one of them was taller than any Martian, with fair hair.

Another was shorter than Elfrida, and although her skin had the alien pebbly texture of the Martians, it was a rich ebony hue. Blue beads clinked on the ends of her dusty braids. 

Hawker offered the woman a gloved fist-bump. “How’s it going, Colden?”

★

In the sacristy of the newly consecrated Roman Catholic church in the CEF base, John Mendoza paced up and down. His stiff, freshly printed gray tuxedo hid his prosthetic leg. He still limped, but it was not very noticeable. “She’s not coming,” he moaned for the tenth time. “She’s run away.”

“She has not run away,” Kiyoshi said shortly. He was getting bored of Mendoza’s anxiety. 

“I’ve been left at the altar. I don’t freaking believe it.” 

Just in time before he said something harsh, Kiyoshi realized Mendoza genuinely did think it possible that Elfrida had dumped him on the day of their wedding. He said as gently as he could, “Dude, she loves you.”

Mendoza turned a haunted look on him. “Does she? You don’t understand, I’ve found the perfect woman. This is the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with, OK? And she’s marrying me? No, no. It’s too good to be true. My life does not work out like this. I knew something would go wrong …”

He resumed pacing. He stopped at the one-way window in the wall of the sacristy and lifted the curtain to peek into the church. 

“Oh, God …”

Kiyoshi took a peek. With ten minutes to go until noon, the church was already full. 

He subvocalized to Jun, ~Is she going to make it?

“Um. Actually, she might be a few minutes late,” Jun said. He spoke to Kiyoshi, as always, through Kiyoshi’s crucifix earring, which spoofed the SSSA secure comms unit he wore around his neck. Strangely enough, no one at the SSSA had ever noticed that Kiyoshi used the unit for unauthorized communications. Jun’s security was more secure than theirs was.

At this moment Jun was parked on the floor of the Olympus Mons caldera, in the region the CEF used as a spaceport. Kiyoshi knew he was watching everything that happened in the caldera through the CEF’s satellites and surveillance drones. This was all aboveboard, nothing secret about it. Jun got along better with the CEF than he did with the SSSA, thanks to the junta’s obligatory partnership with the Society of Jesus. 

That partnership also explained why there was a church here.

The nave, where the congregation sat, was octagonal, with recesses in the walls that had been the workstations of NASA scientists, and were now Stations of the Cross. A flower-shaped skylight filled the church with hazy Mars light filtered through the dome high above. An ornate altar had been set up against one wall. A crucifix carved of Martian stone hung behind it. Those were new. The building was not. It had ‘human’ proportions, unlike most Martian buildings. It had started life two hundred years ago as a NASA hab block.

The PLAN, for its own perverse reasons, had preserved this former NASA base and built a town around it. This was where it had begun its own life, as the AI running the Mars colony. It had slaughtered the humans who once tended it, but kept their stuff. According to the Martians Jun had interviewed, while the PLAN ruled Mars, this had been a sort of religious center. Martians had come on hate-pilgrimages to watch sacrifices in this very building, in a reenactment of the PLAN’s founding slaughter. When the CEF occupied the town, they’d had to use high-powered steam hoses to get all the dried blood off the walls.

Kiyoshi felt distinctly ambivalent about the Jesuits’ decision to turn this building into a church. Had it been up to him, he’d have slagged it.

“It’s the best way of reclaiming the past,” Father Lynch had assured him, “and at the same time, making sure it never happens again.”

“Five minutes to noon!” Mendoza moaned. He was not speaking to Kiyoshi now, but to Father Lynch himself. The Afro-Irish priest had just come into the sacristy with Michael and a couple of other altar servers. The boys helped him put on his vestments for the wedding Mass. Mendoza said, “Father, she’s not coming, I know it!”

“I’m sure she is,” Father Lynch said, texting Kiyoshi at the same time: “You don’t think she HAS run off, do you?”

~Jun?

“This isn’t going as well as I hoped it would,” Jun said after a moment.

★

“You could have at least let me know you were alive!”

“I was in JAIL, Colden!”

“What about after you got out of jail?”

“They said you were on Thisbe!”

“The Thisbe refuge was cancelled in favor of Ceres. And then Ceres got cancelled, too. I’ve been here all along.”

“Well, why didn’t you call ME?” 

“I’m a Martian now, if you hadn’t noticed. We’re not allowed to have any such thing as modern technology!”

★

Magnus Kristiansen stepped between the two women. He waited until they stopped yelling at each other. Then he solemnly wrapped one arm around Colden’s shoulders, and the other around Elfrida’s, and pulled them into a hug. 

Elfrida tensed, and then sagged. She wouldn’t catch nanites from a hug. Not with her suit on. 

“I missed you,” Colden said in a small voice. She was actually subvocalizing. The technology restrictions allowed the Martians to use their nanites for local comms. 

Colden was a Martian.

“I missed you,” Elfrida said. Tears filled her eyes. She’d found her best friend again, and lost her forever, at the same time.

It just felt so wrong.

Kristiansen was a Martian, too. He said, “Thanks, Jun.”

“I hope this was the right thing to do,” Jun said. “You travelled a long way to get here. Thank you.”

“A long way?” Elfrida said.

“Yeah,” Colden said. When she spoke, her lips stayed sealed in that tight Martian smile. It made her look alien, even though Elfrida knew the Martians had to keep their mouths closed when they were outside, so they didn’t overdose on CO2. “We live down in the Sulci Gordii.”

“How did you get here?” This was such a stupid conversation to be having. As if they hardly knew each other.

“We walked,” Kristiansen said. “No modern technology for us, remember?”

“We came through the caverns,” Colden said, gesturing back the way they’d come. “Goto, it is freaking amazing down there. Underground waterfalls. Underground lakes. Stalactites—”

“Stalagmites,” Kristiansen corrected her in that pedantic way he’d always had.

“I can never remember which is which.”

“The tights go down,” Elfrida sang.

“And the mites go up!” Colden finished. They both laughed, and for a second it felt like Colden hadn’t changed a bit. 

“There’s a whole world down there,” Colden went on. “Yes, the PLAN built it, but that doesn’t necessarily make it bad. Unfortunately, the locals have forgotten everything they knew about infrastructure maintenance. They’re clueless without the PLAN feeding them instructions. So we’ve been busy, busy, busy.” 

Colden hadn’t changed. Inside that cold-resistant, radproof dermis, behind that alien smile, she was still the same old Colden.

“Are you … OK?” Elfrida asked hesitantly. 

“Better than fine,” Colden said. She wrapped her hand around Kristiansen’s.

Kristiansen said, “The nanites have changed our DNA. The changes are irreversible. Right now, we feel healthy. In ten or twenty years? Who knows? We’ll just have to wait and see.”

“It’s actually really cool having neuroware,” Colden said. “Now that the PLAN isn’t around to control us through the nanites, we can use it for local comms, all kinds of stuff. It’s like a BCI plus.”

“Jun wrote a new operating system for the neuroware,” Kristiansen grinned. “The St. Stephen Oratorio, version 2.0.” He tapped his head. “Best security in the solar system. The GUI could stand to be a bit less gothic, though.”

“I’m working on it,” Jun said.

Elfrida cleared her throat, “Well, I really want to talk more about this. But guys? This is awful, but I’m supposed to be getting married in—” She checked the time. “Oh, help. Two minutes!”

“They’ll wait for you,” Jun said. 

“Goto, you’re getting married? Oh my God!”

The third Martian who’d come with Colden and Kristiansen stepped forward. He was a born Martian. Like all of them, he was a youngish male of indeterminate race. He said, “I am Stephen One. There are many Stephen Ones now, but I was Stephen One while they were still mindless client nodes, so I am keeping it. First come, first served. I am honored to make your acquaintance, and I congratulate you on your upcoming nuptials.”

“Cut to the chase, Stephen,” Jun said. “She has to go.”

“Yes, O Great Liberator,” Stephen One said sarcastically. Jun and Stephen One clearly knew each other well, and were friends. “We, the people of Mars, humbly implore you, Miss Goto, to use your influence with the CEF. All we have left is our planet. Please don’t take it away from us.”

“But I thought you were going to stay here,” Elfrida said. “Isn’t it a done deal?”

Hawker, who’d kept a tactful distance during her reunion with Colden, said, “Remember I mentioned terraforming?”

Jun said, “There are plans … there’s a lot of pressure on me to develop version 3.0 of my oratorio. The SSSA wants Mars for human colonization. The nanites are a fatal obstacle to that goal. They want me to disable them altogether.”

“Without our nanites, we would probably die,” Kristiansen said. “We’re symbiotic with them.”

“I won’t do it, obviously,” Jun said. “And I’m fairly sure they can’t do it without me. But … I’d rather not be the only person opposing them.”

Elfrida heard a tiny catch in Jun’s voice. She realized how tired he must be.

“Oh, I’m exaggerating,” he quickly added. “My Order is on my side. So is the Church in Rome. So is the Order of St. Stephen—that’s the new Martian monastic order …” 

“What about the CEF?” Elfrida said. 

“Could go either way,” Jun said. “And that’s where we need your help.”

“I don’t have any influence.”

“Yes, you do,” Colden snapped. “Stop underestimating yourself. You were classified as a statistical outlier.”

“A lucky mascot.”

“A person with a peculiar gift for survival. Goto, they will listen to you. If you didn’t have a special classification, they wouldn’t be letting you get married on Mars in the first place!”

“I’ll try,” Elfrida said. She shared Jun’s weariness at the thought that she wasn’t done with her responsibilities yet. Then she told herself not to be so self-pitying. “I’ll annoy them until they say OK just to get rid of me.” She smiled. “How’s that sound?”

“Good,” Colden said. “And now, back to more important topics. Goto, you’re getting married!?”

★

Kiyoshi slipped out of the sacristy and hurried around the back of the church to where Molly was waiting with Cydney Blaisze and Miss Mercury 2291.

“She’s coming,” he muttered.

It was twenty past noon. The congregation had swelled to standing room only at the back, as off-duty CEF personnel dropped in for the entertainment value of the first wedding ever to be held on Mars.

“What on earth happened?” Molly said, her eyes round.

Kiyoshi quickly explained how Jun had arranged a reunion between Elfrida and her friends from the Space Corps. “So they’re coming, too.” He told her what she had to do—if she would.

“Sure,” Molly said, heading for the door. “I didn’t want to be a bridesmaid, anyway.”

★

Half an hour later, the organ struck up a distinctly untraditional wedding march. It was the instrumental overture of the St. Stephen Oratorio. 

Father Lynch, as the officiant, entered first from the sacristy. Mendoza—looking haggard, but relieved—followed him, and Kiyoshi followed him. As best man, he wore his SSSA uniform. He might’ve been imagining the hostile stares from the back of the church, but he didn’t think so. Mars was the junta’s private playpen. The average CEF guy or gal had a kneejerk dislike for the ‘political types’ in the SSSA. So, for that matter, did the average civilian.

The crowd of casual spectators at the back parted. Elfrida’s mother, Ingrid Haller, entered the church in a modest mother-of-the-bride outfit. 

After her came Cydney and Miss Mercury 2291, holding hands, waving to people they knew, and generally hogging the spotlight. In Kiyoshi’s non-expert opinion, their bridesmaids’ dresses were extremely unflattering, so that was something.

They stopped to pose for photographs. Kiyoshi inwardly rolled his eyes.

After a couple of minutes, he realized they were deliberately stalling for time.

★

Outside, in what had been the airlock of the NASA hab block and was now the vestibule of the church, Elfrida wept with frustration and stress. “It’s too long! I can’t walk in it, Dad, I’ll trip!”

“Just give me one second,” said Molly. She was crawling around Elfrida, turning up the hem of her dress and securing it with splart.

“You’re not shortening it enough!”

“Why are you so terrified of tripping?” Molly said.

“Let’s just say I have a history of embarrassing myself in public. Plus, low gravity.” Elfrida wiped her eyes, and smeared her eye make-up all over her cheeks. “Turn it up more, please!”

“I already started,” Molly said. “It’ll be uneven.”

Colden said, “Should I go in first? They’ll be so busy staring at me, they won’t notice if you do trip.”

“No!” Elfrida said. “Wait for me!”

“You really should’ve worn heels,” Colden said. “If you’re gonna faceplant, do it in style.”

“Um. I might have something that would help,” said a soft voice from behind them.

Elfrida twisted around.

In the doorway of the church stood Alicia Petruzzelli.

Elfrida hadn’t invited her!

After she found out that Petruzzelli had spilled the beans about Kiyoshi’s jailbreak on Pallas, and got thirty-six escaping prisoners killed, she’d resolved never to talk to her again. She got the impression that most people on Pallas felt the same way. Petruzzelli was an angry outsider, barely tolerated by her own colleagues in the SSSA—tolerated by the SSSA itself only because angry outsiders were their preferred type of recruit. 

Molly sat back on her heels, practically hissing like a cat. After all, Petruzzelli had almost gotten her killed, too.

But now Petruzzelli looked unsure of herself. Shy. Miserable.

“I was just going to kind of watch the wedding and then leave,” she said. “Hopefully you would never have known I was here.”

“I guess you still have contacts in the military,” Elfrida said stiffly. 

“Yeah.” 

Right there in the doorway, Petruzzelli knelt and took off her left boot, then her right.

“You could maybe wear these?” she said, holding them out.

They were not just any boots. They were white patent-leather Gecko Docs.

“Good idea,” Molly said reluctantly. “You can’t trip in gecko grips. But will they fit?”

The ghost of a smile touched Petruzzelli’s mouth. “I think so. As I recall, Elfrida and I have the same size feet.”

Elfrida took the boots—still warm inside—and put them on. “You’re a rock star, Alicia,” she said, smiling.

★

The entire congregation fell silent as a third bridesmaid entered the church. The new bridesmaid wore a spacesuit, complete with bubble helmet, under her dress. She carried a bunch of daisies, just like Cydney and Miss Mercury 2291. Kiyoshi knew it was Jennifer Colden, wearing Molly’s dress. No one else knew the identity of the mysterious bridesmaid … or the mysterious groomsman, also in a spacesuit, who walked arm in arm with her. Their faceplates were tinted. People took it for some kind of artsy stunt. They would have freaked out if they guessed the pair were Martians, inside their dome. But what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. Nanite-proof spacesuits worked both ways. 

A four-year-old flower girl followed Colden and Kristiansen, enthusiastically scattering more daisy petals. This was Bette Vlajkovic-Gates, the adopted daughter of George Washington Wright of Mercury. 

The ring-bearer was Junior Hasselblatter. Kiyoshi had known this would be a mistake. He gave thanks that at least Junior hadn’t ridden into the church on a goat.

Junior meekly walked up the aisle, without dropping the rings, farting on purpose, or even crossing his eyes. Kiyoshi was so astonished he almost forgot to move forward to take the rings.

Michael texted Kiyoshi: “I bribed him with chocolate ice-cream.”

Then the bride entered on the arm of her father, Tomoki Goto. The music crescendoed. The whole congregation—having no experience of solemn religious ceremonies—spontaneously started to clap.

Even with smeared make-up, the hem of her dress unevenly splarted up, and white Gecko Docs on her feet, Elfrida Goto looked absolutely beautiful. 

She walked to the front of the church, where Mendoza was waiting for her.

★

Kiyoshi danced with Molly at the reception.

Neither of them danced with anyone else. 

The CEF had offered the wedding party the use of a mess hall, one of the few buildings on base that was not a former PLAN structure, but a plain old rigid hab. The music was provided by Brainrape, who toned down their style for the occasion, and even played some slow songs. 

The CEF culinary services specialists had gotten into the spirit of the thing and laid on a full-service wet bar. They’d also programmed a romantic theme of Hawaiian beaches into the smart wallpaper. Kiyoshi and Molly, being spaceborn, found the backdrop of rolling waves discomfiting. But it was easy for them to ignore it, as they only had eyes for each other.

“Will you marry me?” Kiyoshi said. 

“How much have you had to drink?” 

“Only about six glasses of wine.”

“You can’t just trade one addiction for another, you know.”

“It’s a freaking wedding; I’m allowed to have a few drinks.”

“I’m not marrying a junkie.”

“I’m not marrying a drug dealer.”

“I changed my entire life for you.”

“I changed my entire life for you.”

“Bullshit,” Molly said. “You changed your entire life because the SSSA pointed a gun at your head.”

“At your head,” Kiyoshi snapped. “And everyone else’s. But why do you think that means I don’t love you?”

Molly folded her lips into a tight line. She looked like she might cry.

Jun coughed discreetly in Kiyoshi’s ear. “I hate to interrupt, but she hasn’t actually said no. Don’t mess this up.”

Kiyoshi sighed. He swung Molly around, let her spin away and then pulled her back. “Can I start again?”

She shrugged silently. 

“Will you marry me?”

“Yes, dummy,” she said. “Of course yes.”
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